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INTRODUCTION

When your company makes the decision to use external
engineering support services for one or more of its projects
or programs, it is critical to select the vendor that will deliver
the best operational value. To do this, you need to avoid
concentrating on cost alone and understand what steps to take
to ensure the vendor consistently delivers the expected quality
and performance.
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VALUE IS QUALITY IN RELATION TO COST
Value can be defined as the quality of the received services in relation to the cost.
In the context of engineering talent placement and outsourcing/consulting services, quality falls into
two categories: operational and technical.
In this analysis, we will focus on operational quality, which involves the nontechnical aspects of service
delivery—such as the effort being expended; the on-time attainment of milestones; the amount of
work delivered per week, month, or other time unit; and the accuracy and timeliness of invoicing.
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FOCUSING ONLY ON SAVING MONEY
CAN COME AT A COST
Some companies make the mistake of focusing heavily on price when
purchasing engineering support services. However, by failing to take the quality of the
services into consideration, they all too often do not receive the value they expect.
Consider the following example: a client has an immediate need to supplement its in-house team of
engineers and selects the least expensive staffing services vendor to deliver additional talent. However,
the vendor does not respond to requisitions in a timely manner and takes more than 10 days to fill the
open positions. Consequently, the client’s project is delayed by two weeks. In short, the selection of an
inexpensive vendor winds up costing the client precious time in the development cycle of a new product.
In another example, a company that needs an independent contractor for a project approaches a wellknown provider of outsourced engineering services. However, though the provider can deliver highly
qualified engineers and charges commensurate fees, it does not possess the operational capabilities to
match its technical expertise. As a result, the engineering firm submits invoices that are inaccurate and
fall outside of a normal billing cycle, which creates problems for the client’s bookkeeping department. In
other words, the decision to select this firm caused more effort and internal work for the client.
A final example: a manufacturer decides to outsource mechanical drafting work to an offshore
engineering services firm in a low-cost country. Because of time zone differences, language difficulties,
and technical misunderstandings, obstacles arise which make the working relationship problematic—
placing added time demands and workload on the manufacturer’s internal engineering staff, and resulting
in poor quality of the work delivered.
In all of these examples, the clients were focused too heavily on the price of the services—and in all
examples, their blind spot in regard to operational quality came at a cost.

/04

GAINING VALUE WHEN USING EXTERNAL ENGINEERING SUPPORT SERVICES

TWO STEPS TO ENSURE OPERATIONAL
QUALITY AND PERFORMANCE
You can ensure operational quality and value by taking the following two
steps. The first step involves clearly establishing all the operational criteria up front. Define the
scope of the work to be performed and identify the work product or outcome to be delivered in
terms of quality, schedule, and cost.
In addition, establish the invoicing cycle; the point person for the project; and any contractual
issues such as nondisclosure agreements (NDAs), noncompete clauses, compliance, and intellectual
property ownership. Although some companies might be apprehensive about sharing the details
of their projects, doing so plays an important role in obtaining the desired level of quality and
performance. The more information the provider has regarding your expectations and objectives,
the better it will be able to meet them. At the same time, if the provider does not have the necessary
resources, it is better to know at the outset rather than when the project is underway.
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TWO STEPS TO ENSURE OPERATIONAL
QUALITY AND PERFORMANCE (continued)
The second step is to ensure consistent governance of the engineering
support services. This involves establishing performance metrics to assess quality and
performance, rate of work production (pace or intensity), billing accuracy, risk management,
communications and escalation process, and other nontechnical details.
With consistent oversight and regular assessment of performance metrics, you can limit—or better
yet, prevent—unwanted scope creep. Whereas positive scope creep occurs when a client decides
to extend or expand the purchased services as a result of high performance, unwanted scope creep
occurs when the client adds to the original agreement because the original statement of work (SOW)
was inaccurate, incomplete, or poorly defined. Unsurprisingly, scope creep almost always results in
increased effort and cost overrun.
It is important to understand that this two-step process may not be appropriate for agile projects
that require continuous reassessment of strategy and objectives.
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CONCLUSION

OBTAINING VALUE IS A STRATEGIC DECISION
The decision to use external engineering talent and support services is a strategic
one that is usually motivated by the desire to temporarily augment your workforce, acquire
technical skills your company does not have in-house, or expand the capacity of your
engineering organization. In order for this strategic decision to have the desired outcome,
however, the engineering support services provider you select must deliver the required
quality and performance for the right price.
When you clearly establish the scope of the project, the criteria the support services
must meet, and the metrics needed to measure quality, you can consistently monitor the
performance of the program and address any issues that arise with the provider. By doing
this, you can prevent counterproductive and costly inefficiencies and, instead, ensure you
get the value your work demands.
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