
CONSTRUCTION LAW MANAGEMENT

Mastering AIA Document A101-2017: A Comprehensive 
Technical Guide to Stipulated Sum Construction Contracts
Published: June 15, 2025  |  Index ID: #660

In the high-stakes environment of commercial construction, the selection and execution of a contract are 

foundational to the project's success or failure. Among the vast library of standardized legal instruments, the AIA 

Document A101&reg;&ndash;2017 stands as the industry benchmark for projects where the basis of payment is 

a Stipulated Sum(fixed price). Developed by the American Institute of Architects (AIA), this document is more

than a mere agreement; it is a sophisticated administrative framework that delineates the rights, responsibilities,

and financial obligations of the Owner and the Contractor.

The Strategic Significance of the Stipulated Sum Model

The core of the A101&ndash;2017 is the Stipulated Sumagreement. In this financial model, the Contractor agrees

to perform the work for a specific, fixed dollar amount. This model is favored in projects with a well-defined scope of

work, as it provides the Owner with a high degree of budget certainty. From a technical standpoint, the Stipulated

Sum includes all costs for labor, materials, equipment, overhead, and profit. 

However, the rigidity of a fixed price necessitates a highly detailed set of Contract Documents. Any ambiguity in

the drawings or specifications can lead to change orders, which are the primary mechanism for adjusting the

Stipulated Sum. For the Contractor, the risk is inherent: if the actual cost of performance exceeds the agreed-upon

sum, the Contractor&rsquo;s profit margin is eroded. Conversely, if the Contractor achieves greater efficiency, they

retain the savings. This creates a natural incentive for operational excellence but also requires rigorous cost

management and scheduling.

Technical Architecture of AIA Document A101&ndash;2017

The A101-2017 is organized into nine critical Articles, each addressing a specific facet of the contractual

relationship. Understanding these articles in depth is essential for any project manager, legal counsel, or

owner&rsquo;s representative.

Article 1: The Contract Documents

Article 1 establishes the hierarchy and components of the Contract Documents. These include the Agreement,

the General Conditions (typically AIA A201&ndash;2017), Drawings, Specifications, Addenda issued prior to

execution, and subsequent Modifications. A crucial technical detail here is that the Contract Documents are

intended to be complementary. What is required by one is as binding as if required by all.

Article 2: The Work of this Contract

This section provides a succinct description of the scope. While the granular details are found in the Specifications

and Drawings, Article 2 serves as the legal anchor for what the Contractor is obligated to deliver. It typically

excludes work explicitly assigned to other contractors or the Owner.

Article 3: Date of Commencement and Substantial Completion

Time is of the essence in construction. Article 3 defines the Date of Commencement, which is usually the date of 

the Agreement unless otherwise stated in a notice to proceed. More importantly, it establishes the date for 



Substantial Completion. 

Technical practitioners define Substantial Completion as the stage in the progress of the Work when the Work or

designated portion thereof is sufficiently complete in accordance with the Contract Documents so that the Owner

can occupy or utilize the Work for its intended use. This date is critical because it: 

•  Stops the clock on Liquidated Damages (if applicable).

•  Commences the Warranty Period.

•  Shifts the responsibility for security, maintenance, heat, utilities, and damage to the Work from the Contractor 

to the Owner.

Article 4: Contract Sum

Article 4 formalizes the fixed price. It also accounts for Alternates (accepted or rejected) and Unit Prices. Unit

prices are particularly vital for work where the exact quantity is unknown at the time of contract signing, such as

rock excavation or soil stabilization. The technical breakdown of these figures ensures that both parties have a

clear baseline for financial auditing.

The Symbiotic Relationship Between A101 and A201

An AIA A101&ndash;2017 document cannot function in isolation. It is designed to be used in conjunction with AIA 

Document A201&reg;&ndash;2017, General Conditions of the Contract for Construction. While the A101

handles project-specific details (price, time, parties), the A201 provides the "operating system" for the project. It

covers administrative procedures such as:

•  Changes in the Work: Procedures for Change Orders (CO) and Construction Change Directives (CCD).

•  Claims and Disputes: The process for notifying, documenting, and resolving claims.

•  Payment Procedures: The mechanics of the Application for Payment.

•  Safety: Allocation of responsibility for site safety and hazardous materials.

The integration of A201 is so thorough that Article 1 of A101 explicitly incorporates it by reference. Failure to

coordinate these two documents can lead to massive legal exposure for both parties.

Technical Analysis of Financial Mechanics

Schedule of Values (SOV)

Before the first Application for Payment is submitted, the Contractor must provide a Schedule of Values. This is a

technical breakdown of the Contract Sum into various portions of the Work (e.g., mobilization, site work, concrete,

MEP systems). The SOV serves as the basis for reviewing the Contractor&rsquo;s Applications for Payment. 



Work Description Scheduled Value % Complete Amount Earned

Site Preparation $150,000 100% $150,000

Foundations $400,000 50% $200,000

Structural Steel $850,000 0% $0

Total $1,400,000 25% $350,000

Retainage Mechanics

Retainage is a portion of the earned amount that is withheld by the Owner to ensure the Contractor completes the

project and addresses punch-list items. Article 5 of A101&ndash;2017 allows for the specification of retainage

percentages (typically 5% to 10%). A technical nuance introduced in the 2017 update is the ability to specify

different retainage rates for different phases of the work or to cap retainage once the project reaches a certain

percentage of completion.

Exhibit A: The Insurance and Bonds Framework

One of the most significant changes in the 2017 version of the AIA documents was the relocation of insurance and

bond requirements to a separate, multi-page exhibit (Exhibit A). This was done to accommodate the increasing

complexity of the insurance market. 

Required Coverages for Contractors

Under Exhibit A, the Contractor is typically required to maintain:

1.  Commercial General Liability (CGL): Protecting against bodily injury and property damage.

2.  Automobile Liability: Covering owned, leased, and non-owned vehicles.

3.  Workers&rsquo; Compensation: At statutory limits.

4.  Employers&rsquo; Liability: To cover claims outside of Workers&rsquo; Comp.

5.  Professional Liability: Required if the Contractor is performing design-build elements or professional services.

6.  Pollution Liability: If the work involves remediation or hazardous materials.

Property Insurance (Builder's Risk)

Typically, the Owner is responsible for purchasing and maintaining Builder&rsquo;s Risk Insurance. This

insurance covers the property for the full insurable value on a replacement cost basis. It must include coverage for

perils such as fire, theft, vandalism, and, crucially, materials stored off-site or in transit. This allocation of risk is a

cornerstone of the AIA philosophy, ensuring that the physical asset is protected regardless of who is at fault for a

loss.

Article 6: Dispute Resolution and the Initial Decision Maker (IDM)

Construction disputes are almost inevitable. A101-2017 addresses this through a tiered resolution process. The 

default Initial Decision Maker (IDM)is the Architect, unless the parties appoint a third party. The IDM provides a

preliminary, non-binding decision on claims. If the parties are dissatisfied, they proceed to:

•  Mediation: A mandatory condition precedent to binding dispute resolution.

•  Binding Dispute Resolution: The parties must choose between Arbitration, Litigation in a court of competent 



jurisdiction, or another specified method.

From a strategic standpoint, arbitration is often selected for its perceived speed and the technical expertise of the

arbitrators, though it can be more costly than litigation in some jurisdictions.

A-Series Document Comparison: Selecting the Right Tool

While A101 is widely used, it is not always the correct choice. The following table compares the A101 with other

common AIA agreements in the A-Series.



Document Payment Basis Best Use Case

A101&reg; Stipulated Sum (Fixed Price) Well-defined scope, traditional design-
bid-build.

A102&reg; Cost of the Work + Fee w/ GMP Large, complex projects where early 
contractor involvement is needed.

A103&reg; Cost of the Work + Fee (No GMP) Projects where the scope is highly 
uncertain.

A104&reg; Stipulated Sum or Cost-Plus Limited scope or residential/light 
commercial projects.

Procedural Execution: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

Successfully implementing the A101-2017 requires a disciplined administrative approach. Below is a procedural

checklist for the execution phase.

Step 1: Document Enumeration

Ensure every drawing, specification volume, and addendum is listed in Article 9. Discrepancies here are a leading

cause of litigation. Use precise dates and revision numbers.

Step 2: Define Commencement

Do not leave the Date of Commencement vague. If it depends on a building permit, state that clearly. If there are

Liquidated Damages for late completion, ensure the dollar amount is reasonable and not a penalty, as penalties are

often unenforceable in court.

Step 3: Establish the IDM

Decide if the Architect is truly the best person to serve as the IDM. In some complex projects, a dedicated Dispute

Resolution Board (DRB) or a neutral third party may be more appropriate to ensure impartiality.

Step 4: Execute Exhibit A

Work closely with insurance brokers to ensure the limits specified in Exhibit A are attainable and that the policies

include the required endorsements (e.g., naming the Owner as an additional insured on the CGL policy).

Case Study: The Impact of Mismanaged Contract Documents

Consider a hypothetical 50,000-square-foot medical office building project using AIA A101&ndash;2017. During the

framing phase, the Contractor discovers that the structural steel specifications in the manual do not match the load

requirements shown on the structural drawings. 

The Challenge:The Contractor pauses work, claiming a change in scope. The Owner argues that since the

drawings (which are part of the Contract Documents) showed the correct loads, the Contractor should have priced

the heavier steel.

The Solution under A101/A201: 

1.  The Contractor issues a Request for Information (RFI).

2.  The Architect (acting as IDM) reviews the documents. Under A201 Section 1.2.1, the documents are 



complementary. However, if a conflict exists, generally, the more stringent requirement or the drawings (in some 

jurisdictions) may take precedence.

3.  The Architect issues a Change Order if they determine the ambiguity constitutes an increase in scope.

4.  If the Owner disagrees, they can pay under protest or use the Construction Change Directive process to 

keep the project moving while the financial dispute is mediated.

This case highlights why the Enumeration of Contract Documentsin Article 9 is the most critical technical task

during contract drafting.

Practical Troubleshooting and Operational Risks

Operationalizing the A101-2017 involves navigating several common pitfalls:

•  Substitution Risks: The Stipulated Sum is based on specific products. If a Contractor substitutes a cheaper 

material without a Change Order, they are in breach. Conversely, if a specified material becomes unavailable, the 

Owner may be liable for price increases if the contract didn't include a robust "no-substitution" clause.

•  Partial Occupancy: Owners often want to move into a building before the punch list is finished. This triggers 

Substantial Completion clauses. Technical teams must ensure that a Certificate of Substantial Completion (AIA 

G704) is signed to document the hand-off of liability.

•  Termination for Convenience: Article 7 allows the Owner to terminate the contract for any reason. However, 

the 2017 update requires the Owner to pay a "termination fee" to the Contractor. This fee must be negotiated and 

inserted into the contract during drafting to avoid disputes later.

Synthesis of the A101-2017 Framework

The AIA Document A101&ndash;2017 is more than a standard form; it is a distillation of decades of legal precedent

and construction best practices. By utilizing a Stipulated Sum basis, it provides a clear financial target, but it

demands a high level of precision from the design team and the contractor alike. The shift of insurance details to

Exhibit A and the tightening of payment and dispute language reflect the modern industry&rsquo;s need for

modularity and clarity.

For owners, the A101 offers the security of a fixed price and the administrative oversight of the Architect. For

contractors, it provides a predictable payment schedule and a clear roadmap for handling changes and claims.

When executed with technical rigor and a deep understanding of its interconnectedness with the A201 General

Conditions, the A101-2017 serves as the most reliable vehicle for bringing a construction vision to life on time and

within budget. The key to success lies not in the signatures on the last page, but in the meticulous completion of

the technical details within each Article and Exhibit.
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