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collaborated on a 
design/build solution 
for MgS Mfg. group 
inc. of germantown, 
including the creation 
of a 15,000-square-foot 
clean room.
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Joseph e. Tierney, IV is the chair of the Real estate 

Practice Team at Davis & Kuelthau, s.c. and a member 

of the �irm’s Corporate Practice Group. He advises 

clients on real estate and construction transactions, 

and complex sales and acquisitions of companies. He 

routinely works with clients in developing or acquiring 

real estate assets as well as structuring their investment 

entities. Joe has assisted his clients in developing 

and �inancing numerous high-pro�ile retail and o� ice 

developments in Wisconsin and across the country.

Phil Corbin is Ahern’s Pre-Construction Department 

Manager. He joined Ahern in July 2000, and boasts 

over 30 years of industry experience. Prior to joining 

Ahern, he served as Vice President of Design Build 

Services for Climate engineering Corporation in 

St. Louis, Missouri. Corbin received his Bachelor of 

Science Degree in Mechanical engineering from the 

university of Missouri-Rolla. Corbin is a Registered 

Professional engineer in Wisconsin, Missouri, Illinois, 

Iowa, and Minnesota. 

Craig Coursin AIA is the President of MSI General 

Corporation, a design build construction �irm in 

Oconomowoc, Wisconsin. Craig is a registered 

Architect in the State of Wisconsin.  MSI was 

established in 1957, and is one of the largest 

architect-led design build �irms in southeast 

Wisconsin. Before coming to MSI, Craig was a 

VP Project Director at CG Schmidt Construction, 

where he assisted in the design build partnerships 

from 2001 to 2007. 
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HVAC | Plumbing | Fire Protection | Fabrication

Since 2009, Ahern has provided design/build 

services for 95 office building and 140 healthcare 

construction projects, among many others.

Experts in Design/Build

800.532.4376  |  jfahern.com

Celebrating 135 years

Inspired by Innovation
Davis & Kuelthau’s Construction Industry and Real Estate Teams  
are committed to taking a unique approach to guiding you through  
your legal needs. We proudly work with private and public owners,  
investors, developers, general contractors, subcontractors, architects  
and engineers on the full spectrum of start-to-finish services.  
 

To learn more about Davis & Kuelthau’s breadth  
of related services, contact James Braza,  

Construction Industry Team Chair,  
at 414.225.1421 or jbraza@dkattoneys.com or 

Joseph Tierney IV, Real Estate Team Chair, at 
414.225.1471 or jtierney@dkattorneys.com.

BROOKFIELD | GREEN BAY | MADISON | MILWAUKEE | OSHKOSH

www.dkattorneys.com
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THE TEAM APPROACH
Design-Build Firms Can Save Money, Drive Innovation and Accelerate Project Timelines

Throughout the 20th century, architectural firms designed buildings and contractors built them. On many building projects today, the architect, engineers and contractor are all on 
the same team and often working for the same firm – an approach known as design-build that has gained traction. The Milwaukee Business Journal advertising department recently 
sat down with several design-build professionals to discuss this collaborative approach to building.

Table of EXPERTS

MODERATOR: What are the benefits of 
using a design-build firm?

CRAIG COURSIN: Studies have shown 
you can achieve 5 percent to 10 percent 
cost savings with design-build. It also offers 
greater flexibility. It is easier for the owner 
to make changes throughout the process, 
even during construction. Early knowledge 
of costs is another big advantage. We can 
provide a budget estimate early in the de-
sign process. With the traditional approach, 
you don’t really know your budget until 
you bid out. We think the main benefit 
of design-build is its collaboration and 
partnerships. If you want finger-pointing 
and conflict then you want the traditional 
approach to building.

PHIL CORBIN: Single-source respon-
sibility is a major benefit. If an issue does 
come up, there is just one entity to point 
the finger at to get it resolved. Our costs are 
lower because we don’t have to make the 
same return on investment in the profes-
sional services arena that a consultant does 
because we spread that risk. We make our 
money on the project overall and not just 
on the engineering time. Another benefit 
is the time savings we can provide. Owners 
want projects turned around as quickly 
as possible and that is easier to do with 
design-build. 

JOE TIERNEY: With the traditional 
design, bid and build approach, architects 
and engineers served as a watchdog over the 
contractor. With design-build they are on 
the same team. As a result, there are fewer 
contracts and greater efficiency. You also 
typically get superior warranties.

CORBIN:  Design-build firms, because 
of their nature, are always looking for 
innovative ideas, better designs and more 
efficient ways of doing things. We are vested 
in gaining efficiency on both the design 
and construction sides. In the traditional 
approach it may be that design team pushes 
work on to the contractor. That doesn’t do 
anything to improve efficiency and will like-
ly cause the contractor to incur additional 
costs that could end up as claims.   

COURSIN: What I have noticed is that 
owners who are more experienced gravitate 
toward design-build, especially if they 
had a bad experience with the traditional 
approach. 

MODERATOR: What should you look 
for when selecting a design-build firm?

COURSIN: Reputation. Everyone says 
they are wonderful and they listen. They 
don’t say they are a terrible company, so you 
do have to check their reputation. Talk to 
past clients. Verify that there was trust and 
that the projects were successful. Do they 
have a lot of debt? Do they have problems 

paying subcontractors? If they do, it is a 
sign they may be under stress. 

CORBIN: Financial strength and 
stability are very important. You have to 
make sure they have financial backing and 
the proper insurances. When you do your 
due diligence, don’t just look at the firm’s 
financial strength. The owner needs to meet 
with the team and spend time vetting their 

capabilities. Look at their technical expertise 
and in-house capabilities and how they 
match up with your project. Some firms 
are experienced in some areas, but not in 
others. You need to find the right match for 
the capabilities you need. 

TIERNEY: Make sure they have expe-
rience with design-build projects. There 
are a lot of reputable contractors that don’t 

have experience with design-build projects. 
They may be good contractors, but their 
inexperience with design-build could end 
up costing you the time and money you 
are trying to save. You don’t want to be 
their experiment. You also want to con-
sider the legal aspects. Is the design-build 
team a partnership of an architect and 
construction firm, or is it an integrated 
design-build firm? That’s important to 
understand because there can be gaps in 
risk and coverages if it is a partnership. 
You want to make sure you understand the 
standard of care they are willing to commit 
to and the warranties they are willing to 
offer. You don’t want to get into a situation 
where they cannot back that warranty or 
get the bonding they need.

MODERATOR: Are there some projects 
that are not well-suited for the de-
sign-build approach?

COURSIN: There are some projects, 
like government projects, that are resistant 
to the design-build concept because of their 
bidding requirements.    

TIERNEY: It won’t work when an own-
er wants to use a particular contractor or 

 

There may be multiple design-build subcontractors on the same project, but the owner has a single contract with the  

top-level firm.

 

In the design-build approach, the client typically gets a superior warranty on 

the completed work.
R Continued on page 18
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architect. You also don’t want to attempt to 
shoehorn design-build on to people who are 
not used to it or don’t want it.

CORBIN: Th e only place design-build 
is generally not well-suited is in the 
municipal area for the legal reasons Craig 
mentioned, and because the size and com-
plexity of those projects make it diffi  cult to 
fi nd fi rms that can do them in an integrat-
ed fashion. You don’t fi nd many fi rms that 
have the in-house design, engineering and 
construction expertise to build wastewater 
plants. Th e same is true with road work 
and bridge design. On the other hand, any 
project that is green or LEED-certifi ed 
almost has to be design-build because of 
the collaboration that has to occur be-
tween the design and construction teams. 
It is very diffi  cult to make those types of 
projects successful if the functions are 
separated. 

MODERATOR: What is the diff erence 
between a DBIA and AIA contract?

COURSIN: AIA contracts are much 
older. Th ey were established by the Amer-
ican Institute of Architects in the early 
1900s and were written primarily from the 
architects’ perspective. Th ey have lots of 
language to protect the architect and very 
little language about how you actually build 
the building.

TIERNEY: Owners are more comfort-

able with AIA contracts because they have 
dealt with them forever. Th ey know what 
they say and the changes they like to make. 
Th e DBIA contract, which was developed 
by the Design-Build Institute of America, 
is more modern and more focused on 
completing the project. If you are doing 
design-build, the DBIA is a better place to 
start, but the fi nal contract depends on your 
goals.

CORBIN: We’re seeing a blending 
of both contracts. Everybody takes what 
they want out of each contract. Th e most 
important question is where does the risk lie 
and where do the insurance coverages need 
to be?

MODERATOR: Can a company use mul-
tiple design-build fi rms on one project?

COURSIN: Th at’s actually what usually 
occurs. All of the mechanical, electrical, 
plumbing and landscape contractors we 
work with are design-build fi rms that have 
engineers that can stamp drawings or pull 
permits.

CORBIN: I agree. We are usually part-
nered with other design-build subcontrac-
tors on projects.

TIERNEY: Th ere may be multiple de-
sign-build subcontractors on the same proj-
ect, but the owner has a single contract with 
the top-level design-build fi rm and does not 
get involved with the subcontractors.

Moderator: What emerging trends are 
you seeing in the design-build arena?

COURSIN: Th ere is increasing compe-
tition because more traditional construc-
tion fi rms are hiring architects and smaller 
subcontractors are becoming design-build 
to enhance their capabilities. 

CORBIN: Design-build fi rms are 
expanding the use of building information 
modeling (BIM). We use it for owner-driv-
en purposes that are not just construc-
tion-related. We do work for some clients 
that use it to monitor their buildings and 
building automation systems or to invento-
ry items in their facility. 

TIERNEY: From a legal perspective, I 

see design-build gaining more traction. Th e 
same is true for the DBIA contract doc-
uments. As Phil said, everyone now takes 
pieces of the AIA documents they like and 
the pieces of the DBIA they like and put 
them in their contracts.

MODERATOR: Is there anything else an 
owner should know?

COURSIN: Start your planning and 
discussions as early as possible. If your lease 
is up in 2017, that is not very far away. 

TIERNEY: Early is better from a lawyer’s 
perspective as well. We can begin working 
on the documents without the deal hanging 
over our head.
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Design-build is limited to one political 
subdivision, agency or project

Design-build is a limited option

Design-build is widely permitted

Design-build is permitted by all agencies 
for all types of design and construction


