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In the modern construction landscape, the role of a Quantity Surveyor (QS) has evolved from a simple measure-

and-value function into a complex, multi-faceted commercial management role. For the contractor’s QS, the 

challenges are particularly acute. Unlike consultant QSs who primarily represent the client’s interests regarding 

budget and design intent, the contractor’s Quantity Surveyor is the financial engine of the construction firm. Their 

primary objective is to maximize profit, minimize risk, and ensure that every cubic meter of concrete or hour of 

labor is accounted for and billed correctly. This technical guide explores the core mechanics of construction 

quantity surveying, grounded in measurement methodologies like NRM2and the practical realities of the main

contractor’s commercial lifecycle.

The Strategic Role of the Contractor’s Quantity Surveyor

The contractor's QS is responsible for the financial and contractual health of a project from the initial bid to the final 

account. Their role is fundamentally commercial, requiring a deep understanding of construction technology, law, 

and economics. Unlike the client’s representative, the contractor’s QS must manage upstream relationships (with 

the client and consultants) and downstream relationships (with subcontractors and suppliers).

Commercial Awareness and Profitability

Commercial awareness is the cornerstone of the profession. A proficient QS identifies opportunities for Value 

Engineering (VE) and recognizes potential Variationsbefore they become disputes. They must navigate the fine

line between maintaining a positive relationship with the client and ensuring the contractor receives fair payment for

all work performed, including changes in scope or unforeseen site conditions.

Measurement Methodology: The Transition to NRM2

Measurement is the DNA of quantity surveying. For decades, the Standard Method of Measurement (SMM7) was 

the industry standard in many jurisdictions. However, the introduction of the New Rules of Measurement (NRM) by 

the RICS marked a significant shift toward a more integrated approach. NRM2 (Detailed Measurement for 

Building Works) is specifically designed for the preparation of bills of quantities and the quantification of works

during the construction phase.

Key Differences in Measurement Standards

Understanding the nuances between different measurement standards is vital for accurate cost estimation and

claim substantiation. The following table highlights the core distinctions between legacy systems and the NRM

framework.



Feature SMM7 (Legacy) NRM2 (Current Standard)

Focus Strictly on Bills of Quantities (BoQ) Procurement and detailed 
measurement

Structure Coded by work sections (A-Z) Coded by elemental and work 
packages

Risk Handling Implicit in rates Explicit identification of risk items

Sustainability Limited coverage Dedicated sections for environmental 
impact

Non-measurable items Often ignored or lumped into 
preliminaries

Specific rules for non-measurable 
components

The Mechanics of Quantification

Quantification under NRM2 involves breaking down complex architectural drawings into distinct Work Packages. 

For a contractor’s QS, this process is not merely about calculating volume or area; it is about determining the 

buildabilityof the design. When measuring reinforced concrete, for instance, the QS must account for formwork,

reinforcement density, and the logistics of the pour, as these factors significantly impact the unit rate.

Pre-Contract Activities: Tendering and Procurement

The contractor’s QS is heavily involved in the tendering phase. This stage defines the financial baseline for the 

entire project. If the QS fails to identify a discrepancy in the Tender Documents, the contractor may be legally

bound to a loss-making contract.

The Bidding Workflow

1.  Review of Tender Documents: Analysis of drawings, specifications, and the Form of Contract (e.g., JCT or 

NEC).

2.  Site Visit and Logistical Assessment: Evaluating access constraints, soil conditions, and local utility 

requirements.

3.  Subcontractor Enquiries: Breaking down the project into packages and soliciting quotes from specialized 

trades.

4.  Risk Analysis: Identifying high-risk items and applying a contingency margin.

5.  Submission of Tender: Finalizing the BoQ or Price List and submitting the formal bid.

Strategic Procurement of Subcontractors

Because most main contractors outsource 70% to 90% of the actual work, subcontractor procurement is a 

critical task for the QS. This involves drafting robust subcontracts that mirror the terms of the main contract ("back-

to-back" agreements). A failure to align the subcontract with the main contract can lead to commercial leakage,

where the main contractor is liable to the client but cannot pass that liability down to the responsible subcontractor.

Post-Contract Commercial Management

Once the project commences, the QS shifts focus to Cost Control and Cash Flow Management. The primary

tools for this are Monthly Valuations and Cost Value Reconciliations (CVR).



The Interim Valuation Process

Interim valuations ensure that the contractor receives regular payments for work completed. The QS must prepare

a detailed application for payment, typically following this technical workflow:

•  Measurement of Work in Progress (WIP): Physical site inspection to verify the percentage of completion for 

each line item in the BoQ.

•  Materials on Site (MOS): Quantifying materials delivered but not yet incorporated into the permanent works.

•  Variation Assessment: Including any architect or contract administrator instructions that change the original 

scope.

•  Deduction of Retention: Calculating the percentage (usually 3-5%) held back by the client as security for 

defects.

•  Certification: Reconciling the application with the Payment Certificate issued by the client’s representative.

Cost Value Reconciliation (CVR)

The CVR is the most important financial document produced by a contractor’s QS. It compares the Actual Cost 

incurred on-site against the Valueof the work performed (revenue). A healthy CVR shows that the value exceeds

the cost, indicating profit.

The CVR Formula:Profit/Loss = (Total Value + Work in Progress) - (Total Cost + Accruals)

Technical accuracy in CVRs requires the QS to account for Accruals (costs incurred but not yet invoiced) and 

Prepayments. Without these adjustments, the project's financial health can be misrepresented, leading to

catastrophic cash flow issues in the later stages of construction.

Variation Management and Change Control

Variations are changes to the original contract scope. They are a primary source of both profit and dispute. A

contractor’s QS must be expert at identifying variations and valuing them according to the contract terms.

Principles of Valuation for Variations

1.  Similar Character and Conditions: If the varied work is similar to the original work, the contract rates should 

be used.

2.  Similar Character but Different Conditions: Contract rates should be used as a basis, with adjustments for the 

change in conditions (e.g., working at height or in confined spaces).

3.  Different Character: The work should be valued at a "fair and reasonable" rate, often based on a "Daywork" 

calculation of labor, plant, and materials plus a margin.

Risk Management and Dispute Resolution

Construction is inherently risky. The QS serves as the Risk Manager, identifying potential threats such as weather 

delays, material price inflation, or design errors. The use of a Risk Registerallows the QS to quantify these risks

and assign a monetary value to them, which can then be managed through insurance or contractual protections.

Common Causes of Disputes



Conflict Area Contractor's Position Mitigation Strategy

Delays Seeking Extension of Time (EOT) and 
Loss/Expense

Contemporary record keeping and 
clear notices

Defects Disputing liability or cost of repair Detailed quality inspections and 
snagging lists

Payment Claiming under-certification by the 
client

Detailed measurement and 
transparent applications

Liquidated Damages Contesting the rate of damages for 
late completion

Proving that delays were caused by 
the client

The Impact of Technology: BIM and Digital QS

The traditional image of a QS with a scale ruler and a notepad is being replaced by Building Information 

Modeling (BIM) and 5D Quantification. BIM allows for the automated extraction of quantities from a digital model.

However, this does not make the QS obsolete; instead, it shifts their focus toward data validation and strategic

analysis.

5D BIMintegrates the 3D geometry with the 4D schedule and the 5D cost. This allows for real-time cost feedback

as design changes are made. A contractor’s QS must now be proficient in software like CostX, WinQS, or

Bluebeam to maintain a competitive edge in the digital construction era.

Practical Field Guide: Best Practices for the Contractor's QS

To excel in the field, a QS should adhere to a rigorous set of daily and weekly procedures. This systematic

approach reduces the risk of overlooking critical financial details.

•  Daily: Review site diaries and allocation sheets to track labor and plant usage.

•  Weekly: Meet with Site Managers to identify upcoming variations or potential delays.

•  Monthly: Conduct thorough site measurements and update the CVR.

•  Ongoing: Maintain a detailed file of all Contractual Notices. In construction law, "notice" is often a condition 

precedent to payment or extensions of time.

Summary and Broader Implications

The profession of Construction Quantity Surveying remains a fundamental pillar of the built environment. For the 

contractor's QS, the role is a balancing act between technical measurement precision and strategic commercial 

negotiation. By mastering NRM2, maintaining rigorous CVRprocesses, and leveraging modern digital tools, the QS

ensures the financial viability of construction projects in an increasingly volatile market.

As the industry moves toward more collaborative procurement methods, such as Integrated Project Delivery (IPD)

or Alliancing, the contractor's QS must also develop softer skills in negotiation and conflict resolution. Ultimately, the

success of a construction firm depends not just on its ability to build, but on its ability to manage the intricate web of

costs, contracts, and risks that define every project. The practical guide provided here serves as a foundation for

achieving that commercial excellence, ensuring that the contractor's QS remains an indispensable asset to the

project team.
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