Member Communication Experience

Keeping Complex Infrastructure Programs On
Schedule and Budget With Construction Managers
Written by: Tom Horkan , Vice President, HDR
Large-scale transportation programs can be dizzyingly
complex, with dozens of individual but interconnected projects,
many contractors and subcontractors, and third parties with
different goals. Effectively managing the construction process
on these programs is critical to keeping projects on schedule
and within expected budgets.
Read this Experts Talk interview with Tom Horkan, PE, who
has decades of experience working on complex transportation
programs as a program manager, construction manager, and
procurement lead. In this interview, he explains how a strong
construction management approach can mitigate risk, support
program goals, and provide effective on-site advocates for
owners.

contracts, from planning through environmental review
through design through construction. Both roles rely heavily
on risk management processes, and take a holistic look at a

Q. HOW DO PROGRAM MANAGEMENT AND CONSTRUCTION

program. Often, clients combine these roles and hire a PM/CM

MANAGEMENT FIT TOGETHER?

to make sure that program managers are involved all the way
through completion of construction.

A. The two roles are intricately connected, and can fill similar
functions, but the specific roles depend heavily on each

Specific names for these roles can vary, and construction

program and its needs. In general, construction management

management services could be provided as a general

is focused on construction delivery and helping infrastructure

engineering consultant, an owner’s representative or under a

owners manage their construction contracts. That can involve

program management umbrella. The key is that construction

strategic advice and procurement advice before construction

management involves ensuring that construction contracts are

begins and last through the construction of projects, with

followed.

inspection, project controls, administration work, claims
assistance, and more.
Program managers, on the other hand, oversee an entire
program, often made up of many individual construction
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Q. HOW CAN OWNERS IMPROVE THE SUCCESS OF
CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS?

A. The most successful construction management relationships

are when the construction manager is involved in the big

who’s used the method before, so we’ll work side-by-side with

picture delivery as opposed to specific tasks. Sometimes clients

the procurement department and their legal department,

who are hiring a program manager or construction manager for

get the contracts put together, and help them navigate the

the first time become very anxious about the details of scope,

procurement process. There are many owners in the same

how the scope is worded and what the specific roles are. We

situation.

always tell our clients that we’re here to help. Our interest is in
your long-term success, not in a short-term fee.
Construction management programs that I have seen to be the
most successful are those where owners apply our strategic
advice and involve senior staff in their decision making,
giving them the benefit of knowledgeable experts who’ve
done this work across the continent using varying approaches
for decades. Culturally, this can require a conscious shift in
approach, but when it works, it really works well.
Q. IF THE PROGRAM IS USING AN ALTERNATIVE DELIVERY
APPROACH, WHY DOES IT STILL NEED A CONSTRUCTION
MANAGER?

Q. HOW DOES A CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT APPROACH
HELP INFORM DELIVERY METHOD DECISIONS?

A. As part of construction management services, we often help
clients choose which delivery method works best for them
to meet their goals. Usually that delivery decision is done in
conjunction with the preliminary design process.
Sometimes the delivery method focuses on schedule, when
a program needs to meet a certain date. Those projects often
gravitate toward design-build delivery. Others have very
complicated constructability issues, which often leads to a
CM/GC approach. For other programs, budget is the most
important, overriding other considerations. In every case,

A. I think alternative delivery projects are often where owners

managing risk is a critical decision, with owners deciding how

need an experienced construction manager the most. Because

much project risk to shift to the contractors.

of the complexity of the contracts and the varying approach
to managing the construction contracts, having a dedicated

We facilitate workshops, we bring in different delivery and

and experienced construction manager can be critical to avoid

procurement expertise, and we work with the client to

unexpected problems.

determine the most appropriate delivery method for each
project of their program. On large programs, this can mean

Alternative delivery methods can be great options, and can

using different delivery methods for different projects. Then we

offer an owner less risk, but that depends on the contract

work with clients to make sure their goals for their program

being managed effectively. The ultimate delivery of any project

— often a key part of the reason they chose a specific delivery

is through a construction contract. And yes, that contract may

method in the first place — are met through final construction

shift more risk to the contractor. However, it requires a lot of

and delivery.

expertise to make sure that that risk stays with the contractor
as you’re managing construction. Some of that requires making
sure the procurement documents and contracts are written
correctly, to provide the risk equation an owner expects.
And then as construction begins, it means making sure that
documentation occurs and schedules are reviewed to keep

Q. HOW IS TECHNOLOGY ADVANCING AND CHANGING
CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT?

A. Technology offers us real-time information on the status of
projects, keeping us more up to date than ever.

the risk the way the contract specifies. That requires a lot of

When I began in construction management more than 30 years

diligence and a lot of expertise.

ago, we would wait for days or weeks for an update. These

Alternative delivery methods are becoming more popular
throughout the country, but they are still new to many owners.
I spoke recently with a large organization that is going to
try its first CM/GC contract. They don’t have anybody on staff
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days, our ability to coordinate and get construction issues
resolved in the field is lightyears ahead. Our field inspectors’
tools send and receive information from the cloud and provide
real-time project information to our project control systems.
Cameras and video conferencing can let us see work even

if we’re not physically at the site. On the management side,

seeing this agency grow quickly. The agency began with just

building information modeling, or BIM, is a big part of reducing

four staff but grew to 40 by the time I left six years later. And

construction conflicts. And dashboards let us see at a glance

in that time I really learned not only more about delivering a

the status of our projects, where we’re behind and what needs

capital program, but I became very involved in helping them

attention now. Armed with better information, we can act

build their agency. I appreciated the chance to implement a

quicker to head off problems before they become crises.

long-term vision for success, and I found that I developed an

Our biggest challenge today is not gathering information but
organizing it. That’s why a lot of our work on the program

owner mentality that had me much closer to the final decision
making.

management side of construction management is setting

I think construction management and program management

up information systems and dashboards to filter through

offer a real win-win, allowing us to have the flexibility to do

the information and highlight what’s important to different

what we can do in the private sector, but also provide that

stakeholders, whether owners, contractors, program managers,

experience of being an agency owner. I’ve always enjoyed

the public, or others.

that, and I’ve been lucky enough to be able to assist owners in

Q. HOW DOES CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT FLEX TO MEET
THE NEEDS OF EACH PROGRAM?

A. Every construction management team is created differently,

similar ways throughout my career.
Q. WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE FOR THOSE ENTERING
CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT OR WANTING TO IMPROVE
THEIR CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT SKILLS?

depending on the needs of the program and owners. Some
owners have consultants manage the entire work process. In

A. Matching the culture of the owner when it comes to

those cases, we provide all the staff, in the office and field, in

delivering construction is critical. Many agencies and

project controls, inspection and more, and we deal with the

organizations have decades of experience dealing with

contractor daily. On other projects, the owner does most of the

contractors and have built up positive relationships over many

daily construction oversight in the field and our teams provide

years. As a construction manager, it’s important that we make

strategic advice, procurement assistance, and technical advice

sure those relationships are maintained while also being very

as needed.

diligent in our construction administration and making sure
that the owner’s goals are met.

What’s important is to understand the goals of the program
and the owner and customize a team to meet those needs.

Our goal is to meet the client’s goals, not to get in fights with

As a program changes over time, the size of the construction

contractors. And our role is making sure that the contractual

management team can also change significantly, growing

conditions get met, that the quality of the product is great for

to meet new needs or shrinking as phases are completed.

the owner and that we’re reasonable on commercial issues.

This flexibility is one of the strengths of a construction
management approach. It means that services and personnel
can be customized to match each program’s needs and any
changes in program funding.

The way we achieve that is by being very aligned with the
client, and key to ensuring that alignment is by co-locating
with clients. I’ve co-located with owners for 25 years. It
is the best way to understand their culture and improve

Q. HOW DID YOUR CAREER LEAD YOU TO PROGRAM

communication. We encourage it because it gets our team very

MANAGEMENT AND CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT?

focused on delivery for that client every day. Having the ability

A. I was given an opportunity very early in my career to be part
of a program management team in Southern California for a
newly created transportation agency. That led me to working
as a consultant for an agency while being there every day,
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to walk down the hall and say, “Hey, we have this issue” is a
whole lot different than saying, “I need to schedule a meeting
with you in two weeks so I can talk about decisions.” It means
you’re working together with the owner as opposed to working
for the owner.
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