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Abstract

Purpose – Effective inter-organisational relationships are key to engendering innovation and ensuring the
successful delivery of infrastructure projects. Relationship-based contracts are thus widely used to stimulate
best-for-project ideals and attenuate the otherwise adversarial relationship that often exists between clients
and contractors. This study examines the effectiveness and limitations of a project facilitation model as
coaching tool for developing conducive inter-organisational relationships for construction project delivery.
Design/methodology/approach – The study adopts a case-study approach using evidence from
triangulated data sources of focus group workshops, semi-structured interviews and document analysis.
Findings – (1) The facilitation model enabled an environment for psychological safety to be developed, which
engendered a platform for effective cooperation for problem-solving and achieving quasi best-for-project ideals.
(2) The model provides the mechanism to develop team behaviours that support enhanced performance and
create an environment less adversarial and more collaborative than traditional contracting.
Originality/value – The novelty of this research is that relationship-based principles have been utilised as
part of a traditional design-bid-build contract with lump-sum payment arrangements.

Keywords Coaching, Trust, Team performance, Project facilitation, Psychological safety, Social capital

theory, Project success

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

“The soft stuff is always harder than the hard stuff.” – Roger Enrico

Delivering infrastructure projects to their pre-defined objectives is a challenge due to
complexities and uncertainties that often exist. In particular, the cost and time estimates
developed at the initial stages of a project are often unreliable due to the limited scope and
technical definition at the front-end of projects (Ahiaga-Dagbui and Smith, 2014b; Love et al.,
2016a). Design and construction errors, misguided trade-offs between cost, quality and risk,
ambiguous contract documents, lack of transparent communication, and scope changes are
innate features of infrastructure projects (Invernizzi et al., 2018). The upshot of such a
contracting environment is often cost overrun, disputes, delays, rework and other operational
inefficiencies (Ahiaga-Dagbui et al., 2017). This problem is often exacerbated by a contracting
environment of competitive tendering and low-profit margins where the lowest evaluated
bidders typically win the contract (Ahiaga-Dagbui and Smith, 2014a). There is evidence to
support a claim that contractors often submit unrealistically low tenders, in the hope of
winning the bid and finding ways of clawing back some of their initial loss from change-
orders and claims (Coggins et al., 2016).

A commonmode for risk transfer for public sector clients, for example, has been the use of
traditional lump-sum contracts based on design-bid-build frameworks (You et al., 2018).
However, traditional lump-sum contract environments generally set the commercial drivers

Building high-
performing

project teams

3341

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:

https://www.emerald.com/insight/0969-9988.htm

Received 17 April 2019
Revised 9 August 2019

27 November 2019
27 April 2020

Accepted 10 June 2020

Engineering, Construction and
Architectural Management

Vol. 27 No. 10, 2020
pp. 3341-3361

© Emerald Publishing Limited
0969-9988

DOI 10.1108/ECAM-04-2019-0186

https://doi.org/10.1108/ECAM-04-2019-0186


that define the strategic goals of clients and contractors on a collision course. When such
contract types are used, then clients typically seek to acquire an asset at the lowest cost with
the highest quality while contractors aim to increase their revenue and maximise profit. If
contractors have been selected based on the lowest bid and have included a low margin then
there is a tendency for them to consider post-contractual devices like change-orders, claims
and extensions of time requests as “highly appropriate and critical” for increased profitably,
even if opportunistic (Lumineau and Qu�elin, 2012; Lu et al., 2016). According to Hayford
(2017), such a contractual environment only perpetuates an adversarial zero-gain mentality
(“my gain, your lose”) which hampers trust, effective collaboration and high team
performance.

Coaching and psychological safety have been identified as key enablers of high
performance teams (e.g. Whitmore, 2002; Edmondson and Lei, 2014). The Association for
Coaching® (2012) defines coaching as “a collaborative, solution focussed, result-oriented and
systematic process in which the coach facilitates the enhancement of work performances, life
experience, self-directed learning and personal growth of the coachee”. The purpose of
coaching is to empower an individual or a team to reach optimum performance. In a group
context, coaching is valuable for removing relational barriers, forging team spirit, support
reflection and learning from success or failures (Whitmore, 2002; Dimas et al., 2016). Similarly,
psychological safety has been defined as the favourable “perceptions of the consequences of
taking interpersonal risks in a particular context such as a workplace” (Edmondson and Lei,
2014, p. 24). It has been identified as a critical factor in understanding phenomena such as
individual voice, teamwork, learning and inter-firm cooperation towards shared outcomes
(Liang et al., 2012; Edmondson and Lei, 2014).

Against this backdrop, the research presented in this paper aims to examine the
effectiveness and limitations of a Project Facilitation Model (PFM) as a coaching tool within
the context of a traditional design-bid-build contract to engender conducive inter-
organisational relationships. The PFM model was developed based on the experience of
the client and project facilitator in delivering 129water infrastructure projects worthAU$ 375
over a five-year period using project alliancing (Love et al., 2015). This study thus examines
the application PFM as coaching tool for team integration, cooperation and trust to support
effective project delivery. Traditional design-bid-build contracts have been chosen as the
context of study as the literature suggests that they are typically more adversarial than the
relationship framework of project alliancing (Davis and Love, 2011; Lu et al., 2016; Hayford,
2017). The paper commences with a review of the extant literature on building trust and
cooperation within teams and the mediating role of psychological safety and coaching on
team performance. These concepts are reviewed through the lens of social capital theory.
This is then followed by a description of the PFM’s structure, the researchmethod adopted, as
well as the findings identified as a result of the implementation of the PFM.

2. Engendering high performance in projects
Key antecedents of highly effective project teams that have been identified in the extant
literature include collaboration and willingness to share information (Parker et al., 1994),
empowerment of the team through the development of psychological safety and trust
(Edmondson, 1999; Delizonna, 2017); and a commitment to shared outcomes (Han et al., 2018).
The theory of social capital, after Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988), is useful in making
sense of the connections between the antecedents above as it enables individual members to
cooperate effectively and overcome relational barriers that can hinder performance. Social
capital as a concept is often defined specifically in terms of networks, stressing the value-
laden nature of social interactions and collective abilities (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988).
The central proposition of social capital theory is that networks of relationships represent a
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valuable resource for the conduct of social affairs, providing people within the network with
“the collectively-owned capital” and “credential which entitles them to credit, in the various
senses of the word” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249).

Accordingly, McElroy et al. (2006) simply describe social capital as the value of
relationships between people in firms, as well as between different firms. Szreter and
Woolcock (2004) propose a three-pronged framework for classifying social capital. These are
(1) bonding social capital, referring to relations within or between relatively homogenous
groups; (2) linking social capital – the relationships between people or groups at different
hierarchical levels; as well as (3) bridging social capital, an outward looking value that helps
to build connections within or between groups that do not necessarily share similar
identities.

Putnam (1993) positions trust as a key component in social capital theory, observing that
where relationships are high in trust, people are more willing to engage in social exchange in
general, and cooperative interaction in particular. Coaching can also be crucial in supporting
teams to develop the enablers for developing trust and cooperation so as to flourish and
perform at their optimum best (Love et al., 2015). The relationship between coaching, trust,
psychological safety and social capital theory is conceptualised in Figure 1 and will form the
basis of the literature review that follows hereinafter.

2.1 Coaching
The performance of a project team during construction significantly depends on how they
work together to navigate uncertainties and respond to risks and changes. This is not always
possible, particularly within the framework of transactional contracts where the commercial
interests of clients and contractors are pitched against each other (Lu et al., 2016; You et al.,
2018). Coaching has been identified as a means of empowering a team or individuals to
achieve high performance (Ely et al., 2010; Segers et al., 2011). Ting and Hart (2004) described
personal coaching as a one-on-one relationship “in which the coachee and coach collaborate to
assess and understand. . . current constraints while exploring new possibilities, and to ensure
accountability and support for reaching goals and sustaining development” (p. 116). The goal
of team coaching is similar, but focusses on empowering teams with the resources and
capabilities to circumvent challenges and remove relational barriers (Whitmore, 2002; Burke
et al., 2006); joint-problem solving (Grant, 2012); and reinforcing good performance (Berg and
Karlsen, 2016).

COACHING

SOCIAL CAPITAL 
THEORY

TRUST
PSYCHOLOGICAL 

SAFETY

Figure 1.
Relationship between

coaching, trust,
psychological safety

and social capital
theory
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It may be expedient to engage coaches fromwithin an organisation (internal coaches) as they
are familiar with the “politics”, history and dynamics within the organisation and therefore
are able to steer conversations to focus on strategic priorities (Hall et al., 1999). However,
internal coaches have to deal with the perceived conflict of interest as coachees may be
circumspect in divulging information that could be used against them by their superiors.
External coaches, usually a consultant, may struggle with the same issue of conflict of
interest and confidentiality, but perhaps to a lesser degree, especially if they do not perform
an assessment of coachees to management. Hall et al. (1999) suggested that external coaches
may bemore objective, provide a higher sense of confidentiality and dwell on their experience
of working with many different organisations and teams. They may, however, be blindsided
by the fact that they are usually not immediately aware of the organisational “politics and
dynamics” that are critical for understanding the current state of affairs and how that
impacts on desired objectives. The changes they identify may be unfeasible for the
organisation as a result.

The approach adopted for coaching a team may be shaped by a number of conditions
including the number of teams involved, the frequency and duration of sessions and whether
the outcome of the coaching exercise relates to short-term or long-term goals. Whitmore
(2002) popularised the goal-oriented “GROW” model of Goal Setting, Reality Check, Options
Analysis and decisions regarding Ways Forward, seen in Figure 2, for attaining the goals of
coaching. The model is intrinsically collaborative between the coach and the coachee(s). Here
the coach generally facilitates the process through the GROW model but it is usually the
coachee’s responsibility to generate ideas and options, take necessary actions to achieve the
set goals and commit to being accountable.

The coaching environment itself may be goal-oriented one-on-one sessions, facilitated
workshops for groups, or a mixture of both. Where facilitated workshops are adopted for
inter-organisational teams within project-based environments, they are usually aimed at
building trust and cooperation towards the achievement of strategic goals (Dimas et al., 2016).
It is worth mentioning that project facilitation is uncommon on traditional design-bid-build
contracts with lump-sum payment regimes. However, facilitators are usually integral to
alliance frameworks due to the substantial change in the normal working relations expected
from the parties within an alliance. Facilitators would typically be engaged to design and lead
the culture management programwithin the alliance so as to support proactive joint-problem
solving, team integration and effective conflict management. Their role usually focusses
on the following key areas: (1) developing an environment of trust and co-operation;

G Goal 
Setting

Define goals and desired targets. Goals must be SMART (Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound)

R Reality Check
Appraise current state of affairs. Examine current situation that may 
impact the desired goals. In group settings, be descripive of problem 
rather than apportion blame. 

O Options 
Analysis

Identify the different options to achieve desired target or outcome. 
Brainstorm to identify range of possible alternatives. Prioritize.  

W Way 
Forward What needs to be done? Identify key steps. Set timelines for action points. 

Figure 2.
“GROW” Model of
coaching, after
Whitmore (2000)
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(2) supporting the team to focus on agreed project objectives; (3) encouraging innovative and
proactive problem-solving through a culture of joint-problem ownership (“your problem is
my problem”); and (4) enabling the team develop and commit to interpersonal relationship
behaviours that support a healthy working environment.

2.2 Trust
The establishment, development and maintenance of relationships is key to sustainable
business and hinges on the ability to build trust and cooperation between stakeholders (Davis
and Love, 2011).While there is no universally accepted definition of trust, it may be conceived
as a psychological state that enables people to accept a level of vulnerability based on positive
expectations regarding the intentions and behaviours of other parties (Rousseau et al., 1998).
Trust may also be described as the expectation that other’s future actions will be favourable
to one’s interests, such that one iswilling to be vulnerable to those actions (Edmondson, 1999).
Fukuyama (1995) defines trust as “the expectation that arises within a community of regular,
honest, and cooperative behavior, based on commonly shared norms, on the part of other
members of that community” (p. 26). Notably, trust changes over time – developing, declining,
and even resurfacing in long-standing relationships giving the right conditions (Rousseau
et al., 1998). It may also vary depending on the relationship’s history, its stage of development,
in addition to other signals of change within the context of the relationship.

The investment in relationships as a means of harnessing the wider value that can be
gained from effective working interactions, extending beyond the straightforward features of
the transactional exchange, is referred to as relationship management (Ford et al., 2003). The
goal of relationship management in project-based organisations is to shape the owner-
contractor or contractor-subcontractor interphase towards a shared vision, group synergy,
collaboration and the so-called “win-win” relationship. Naturally, the concept of trust features
heavily in the literature on relationship contracting as a means of circumventing the
deficiencies in legal contracts drafted on the basis of bounded rationality. In a pure alliance,
for example, trust may be engendered by adopting principles that encourage the parties to
commit to behaviour and decision-making that consistently prioritizes the objectives and
outcomes of the project, otherwise known as best-for-project (BfP) principles (Lloyd-walker
et al., 2014). Some of these principles include (1) A win-win culture – “we win together” or “we
lose together”; (2) No-blame attitude – “wework through problems not by apportioning blame
but by looking for solutions together”; and (3) Joint-problem ownership – “your problem ismy
problem”.

Trust is heavily dependent on prior and repeated interactions between trustors and
trustees. Its nature is also contingent on expectations and predictions of how the other party
might behave (i.e. their trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995)). Maurer (2010) observed that
team members in inter-firm projects who have had prior collaboration or worked together
previously had a greater capacity to develop mutual trust and cooperation. The transient
nature of construction projects poses significant constraints on developing trust within
project teams (Buvik and Rolfsen, 2015). The situation is exacerbated when teams are put
together using transactional contracts with elements of deterrence, sanctions and damages.
The expectation of trust for parties within a new relationship raises contradictions – “How
much should I trust you?” and “In what areas and in what ways do I trust you?”

Proponents of trust-based relationships often fail to distinguish between micro
(interpersonal) and macro (organisational) level analysis of trust and assume that
individuals will exhibit the same behaviours as the organisations they are drawn from
(Green, 2006). Interpersonal relationships at the site level have a significant bearing on the
successful delivery of the project and the ability to mitigate the adverse effects of conflicts
and unnecessary disruption to the project (Hanna, 2016). Trust needs to be approached using

Building high-
performing

project teams

3345



paradigms that recognise the different forms, levels and dynamics within the concept.
According to Rousseau et al. (1998) trust can be studied at the following levels: (1) multi-level
trust (between individuals, groups; firms, and institutions); (2) trust within and between
different organizations; (3) the multiple roles of trust (trust as a cause, outcome and/or and
moderator); and (4) the dynamics of trust as impacted by organizational change. In particular,
it is imperative to explore approaches that can aid the development of strong and resilient
relationships both at the organisational level (macro) as well as the interpersonal level on sites
(micro). This should support high team performance and develop relationship behaviours
that could reduce the adversarial nature of construction delivery.

2.3 Psychological safety
One of the results of developing micro-level trust within a team is psychological safety
(Edmondson, 1999; Baer and Frese, 2003). Team psychological safety is defined as “a shared
belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking”
(Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). Psychological safety is critical for reducing interpersonal risk, a
necessary enabler for managing uncertainty and navigating change (Schein and Bennis,
1965). As noted by Edmondson (1999), team psychological safety involves but goes beyond
interpersonal trust as it describes a team climates characterised by interpersonal trust and
mutual respect in which people are comfortable being themselves.

A growing body of conceptual and empirical work has focused on understanding the
nature of psychological safety, by identifying its contributory factors, and examining its
implications for individuals, teams and organizations (Siemsen et al., 2009; Buvik and Rolfsen,
2015; Shen et al., 2015a). For example, learning from errors and adverse circumstances has
been recognized as critical for individuals and organisations to respond to risk, uncertainty
and change. However, it is not uncommon for people and organisations to become defensive
when theirmistakes are identified or even cover-up problemswhere they fear serious negative
repercussions (Bazerman and Moore, 2008). Tjosvold et al. (2004) revealed that cooperation
within a team promotes a problem-solving orientation, which in turn allows team members
and leaders to discuss errors and learn from mistakes. The study by Tjosvold et al. (2004)
supports the assertion that effective cooperation towards problem-solving, innovation and
performance in teams is often moderated by the level of psychological safety within the team.

Some studies have explored the relationship between psychological safety and voice (i.e.
speaking up) (Liang et al., 2012; Cunha et al., 2019). Liang et al. (2012) conceptualised two types
of voice – the promotive voice, described as the expression of “new ideas or suggestions for
improving the overall functioning of their work unit or organization” (p. 74). This type of
voice is generally future-oriented in attempting to find ways of doing things better in the
future. The second is the prohibitive voice that describes team’s “expressions of concern about
existing or impending practices, incidents, or behaviours that may harm their organizations”
(p. 75). Liang et al. (2012) observed that nature of prohibitive voice is both past and future-
oriented since it calls attention to factors that have resulted in the status quo or factors that
could potentially cause future harm to the individual, team, project or organisation. Both
promotive and prohibitive voices are, however, heavily moderated by the level of perceived
psychological safety within the team or organisation.

Two characteristics are important for optimum psychological safety: (1) a clear team
structure where members understand their role on the team (Bunderson and Boumgarden,
2010); and (2) strong relationships between team members (Shen et al., 2015a). There is,
however, no agreed approach to engendering and sustaining optimum psychological safety
within a team or organisation. Edmondson and Lei (2014) observe that just as psychological
safety takes time to build, through familiarity and positive responses interpersonally risky
actions, it can equally be destroyed through a negative response to an act of vulnerability.
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3. Research approach
An inductive case study research approach was adopted to examine the impact and
limitations of coaching on developing some of the essential enablers of high performance
within the team. This approach is chosen as it allows for a detailed, contextual, examination
of coaching to support a narrative description of its possible impact on performance within
the construction team (Eisenhardt, 1989). Case study research is particularly appropriate
where an in-depth knowledge of an individual example is more useful than fleeting and
superficial knowledge about a larger number of examples (Gerring, 2006). It is the preferred
research strategy when the phenomenon and its context are not readily distinguishable and
when a deeper understanding of practical issues on how things actually work is required
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The research process follows the outline provided by Eisenhardt
(1989), i.e. defining the research question; selecting the cases for examining the phenomenon
under study; developing the data collection instruments and protocols; actual data collection
and data analysis to identify emerging constructs; and an interpretation of the findings by
comparing them to the existing literature to ensure both internal and external validity. The
research question for the study is two-fold: (1) how effective is project facilitation as a
coaching tool for engendering collaboration and teamworking? and (2) what are the strengths
and limitations of the model? The key departure of this research is that project facilitation
model was implemented within a traditional design-bid-build project environment instead of
a relationship delivery method such as an alliance.

3.1 Case selection
The case study organization for this study had previously delivered a series of 129 projects
over a five-year period using an alliance procurement method. Process improvement through
organization learning (Love et al., 2016b) and rework prevention (Love et al., 2015) had
previously been studiedwithin the context of this alliance to understand some of the essential
enablers of effective project delivery. Coaching was used as part of the alliance to support the
development of best-for-project ideals to drive integration, teamwork and greater
cooperation. However, a post-completion review of a high-value, high-profile project
delivered by the case study organization using traditional procurement after the alliance
ended, revealed a number of key issues that had led to significant delays, disputes and cost
growth. One of the recommendations of the post-completion review was that the client
explores possibilities that could translate some of the alliance principles to the projects
delivered using traditional procurement approach. The case study project selected for the
facilitation represented a high-value and high-priority asset where the client anticipated a
significant number of change requests during delivery. This was because the design stage of
the project was fast-tracked to meet the accelerated timeline to operationalize the project. The
project was originally expected to be delivered between 2018 and 2020. However, based on
updated hydrology forecasts and water security assessment in September 2015, the
completion date was brought forward by two years to mid-2017 under an accelerated
programme [1].

3.2 Data collection
To evaluate the effectiveness of project facilitationmodel on the case study, triangulated data
was collected from focus group interactions followed by semi-structured interviews. This
was supplemented with an analysis of project documents obtained from client and the
coaching team. Methodological triangulation, where multiple methods of data collection and
analysis are used, was combined with data triangulation, the collection of different types of
data at different stages of the project delivery to overcome problems of bias and validity
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Love et al., 2002). This approach helped to ensure the richness of the data
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collected as well as ensure synergistic view of evidence. The sequential data collection
process ensured that subsequent data collected enhanced and provided incremental clarity
and detail regarding issues identified at the previous stage. The focus group data was
collected by 3 researchers while the semi-structured interviews were undertaken by two
researchers, whowould later analysis all the data aswell. Multiple researchers involved in the
research ensured a diversity in perspective as well as strengthened the grounding of
constructs generated during the analysis.

Focus group workshops were undertaken after the completion of the project. The focus
group comprised the client’s project delivery team members, Directors of all four principal
contractors along with their site supervisors, project managers and representatives of the
design consultant. There were 35 participants in the focus group workshops. Four separate
parallel focus group workshops were held to capture the lessons learnt from each of the four
packages of the project (Figure 3). Four other sessions were held to review the effectiveness of
the facilitation for the project delivery, what went right and what did not work. Twelve hours
of audio data (1.5 h 3 8) was collected and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

While there are no deterministic guidelines for sample sizes for interviews, the highly cited
article, “Building theories from case study research”, Guest et al. (2006) observed that after 60
in-depth interviews, theoretical saturation, the point at which no new information or themes
are observed in the data, was achieved after the first twelve interviews. In this current studies.
In our study, a series of 27 semi-structured interviews were conducted with project
participants to further explore some of the issues identified in the focus group sessions. The
interviewees included a variety of personnel including Project Managers, Site Supervisors,
Design Engineers, Safety Quality and Environment (SQE) Manager, Project Delivery
Managers and Construction Coordinators. With prior permission from the interviewees, all
the interviews were digitally recorded. Some of the questions asked were “what impact did
the facilitation programme have on the project?”, “what aspect of the facilitation programme
do you think was most important and why?”, “what changes would you make to the
facilitation programme?”, “What type of project would you use the facilitation programme
on?”, “how did the best-for-project environment influence the way you approached problem-
solving on the project?” etc. Notes were also taken by the researchers to supplement interview
data that was obtained. The interviews were either conducted face-to-face or over the phone
where it was impractical to meet the interviewee. The interviews lasted between 45 and
90 min and which were also digitally recorded and transcribed. Over 30 h of interview data

Barwon Water
Project Client & Project 

Manager
Design Consultants

Principal Contractor C
Pump Station Works

Principal Contractor D
Balancing Earthen Storage

Principal Contractor A
Diversion Works

Principal Contractor B
Pipeline Works

Project Facilitator 

Figure 3.
Main parties involved
in the Colac Water
Supply Upgrade
project
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were collated, professionally transcribed verbatim for analysis. All the interviews were
conducted by two of the co-authors.

Finally, content analysis was carried out on the lessons learned register compiled by the
client organisation, in addition to the minutes and other documentary materials used by the
independent consultant for the facilitation programme. This was done to mainly supplement
the primary data collected by the research team. Altogether, 24 documentary sources from
the facilitated workshops were carefully reviewed to provide a deeper appreciation of the
dynamics of interaction and relationship between the project team members throughout the
delivery stage.

3.3 Data analysis
While qualitative data analysis typically occurs simultaneously with the data collection, the
detailed interpretation and sensemaking of the information gathered was done in the
followingmanner: (1) becoming thoroughly familiarwith the data by critically reading and re-
reading all the transcripts and documents gathered; (2) line-by-line inductive coding of the
data to with labels that make it easier to index, organise and retrieve relevant parts of the
information collected. Two researchers independently coded the transcripts using the
qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 11. The initial codes from the two researchers were
then aggregated to establish categories like “communication”, “best-for-project”, “coaching”,
“shortcomings of coaching”, “trust”, and “psychological safety”. This process allowed the
researchers to move away gradually from the descriptive level of the initial coding toward an
increasingly more analytic level; and (3) identification of conceptually consistent first-order
themes and constructs. At this stage, the researchers sort to also ascertain recurring patterns
and connections between the themes and concepts while also exploring the evidence for the
“why?” behind these constructs – this is a crucial step for establishing internal validity
(Eisenhardt, 1989)

3.4 Case background
The case study used for this research is the Colac Water Supply Upgrade (CWSU) completed
in the state of Victoria, Australia. The client organisation is BarwonWater (BW), the State of
Victoria’s largest regional urban water corporation, with over $2.7 billion worth of water
infrastructure assets (Barwon Water, 2017). BW supplies water to over 300,000 permanent
residents over 8,100 square kilometres. In 2012, BW identified the need for increased water
supply capacity to the Colac area based on predicted population growth, climate change and
drought. The existing water reservoirs fill quickly when it rains but also can also swiftly
empty a during drought period. An additional 700 to 1,000 million litres a year of water
supply, effectively doubling the existing water capacity, was required to future-proof the
district’s supply until 2026 (Barwon Water, 2016). Early cost estimates indicated the project
could cost about $19million. The Budget at Completion after tenders were received was set at
$16.8 million. The project eventually delivered at $14.3 million in 2017 (Barwon Water,
2016, 2017).

The project consisted of four main components (Figure 4). The first involved diversion of
water from theWurdee Boluc Inlet Channel nearMurroon to a new earthen balancing storage
and the construction of diversion regulator gates. The second package was a 50 ml earthen
balancing storage comprising the main earthworks, a portion of the drainage installation and
valve installations. The third component involved the construction of a 15 ml per day pump
station, located at the Gerangamete water treatment plant. The fourth package was an 11 km
pipeline installation that connects the pump station to the existing Colac Water supply
infrastructure. Each packagewas tendered and awarded to a different principal contractor on
lump-sum contracts. Additionally, an independent consultant was engaged by BW as the
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Project Facilitator to run a dedicated coaching programme of on-site facilitated workshops
during project delivery to engender effective client-contractor relationships for enhanced
project performance. Project Management services were undertaken by an internal team
within the Infrastructure Delivery Department of the client organisation.

3.5 The project facilitation process
The facilitation process (Figure 5) commenced with a three-hour Kick-Off meeting at the
beginning of the project between key members of each of the four Principal Contractors, the
Client Project Management team, the Design Consultant. The representatives from the
contractors included personnel with traditional responsibilities and authority on the project,
(i.e. Contract Managers and/or Directors, along with their Project Managers, Superintendents
and Construction Supervisors). The Kick-Off meeting was used to introduce team members
working on different packages of the project, identify the needs and requirements of each
party and jointly set project team ground rules – the policies or guidelines which a group
establishes to define and baseline behavioural model for its members in addressing how to
communicate, cooperate or deal with problems. Some of the agreed ground rules include
transparency regarding the sharing of information in a timely manner, commitment to
working through challenges together, reporting all Safety Quality and Environment (SQE)
incidents and the sharing of key lessons learnt during the project. Team ground rules can be a
useful way of enabling effective and productive team dynamics and behaviour. The
establishment of ground rules was perhaps a recognition that successful project delivery
depends on managing both the technical aspects of the project as well as the often-complex
people and organization dynamics.

During the construction stage, the facilitation program was targeted at achieving two
objectives: (1) engender effective working relationships between client and contractors; and
(2) develop joint-problem solving capabilities through collaboration. This was done through
monthly workshops, led by the Coach, to assess project team culture (the so-called “team
health checks”) and review agreed ground rules and showstoppers. Each contractor identified

Figure 4.
Overview of project
scope of the Colac
Water Supply Upgrade
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showstoppers and their potential mitigation strategies. These were the critical issues that can
halt, threaten or derail the successful delivery of the project. Specific examples on this project
include “leaks in the embankment and rock beaching non-compliance”; “damage to the
existing pipeline and pump station”; “motor not arriving on time and equipment not being
fully installed before a rain event”; “pipe leaks during project commissioning” and “major
safety incident”. The role of the Coach is crucial at this stage to facilitate conversations
towards a focus on collaborative and best-for-project outcomes.

The facilitation meetings also allowed for deliberation on these questions: “How is the
team working together?”, “What problems are being encountered?”, “How effective is the
current communication between the different parties?”, “What is inhibiting progress?” and
“What actions need to be taken?”A crucial part of the team health checks included each team
rating itself and other on the agreed ground rules and providing honest feedback on how they
and other team were performing in relation to the ground rule. This was sometimes
confronting for some team members as it led to some robust discussions about performance
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and expectations. However, it afforded the opportunity to proactively identify areas of the
team that were working effectively so they can be celebrated and reinforced as well as areas
that needed attention. Further, each contractor completed scorecards assessing themselves
and the client on how they were each performing in relation to the agreed ground rules. The
client also did the same for each contractor on a monthly basis. This allowed for feedback
between the client and the contractors, as well as a level of accountability. It also provided an
opportunity to discuss how performance on ground rules might be affecting project delivery.

The final stage of the facilitation process occurred soon after project completion to review
lessons learned during the delivery stage. Themain objective at this stage was to address the
following questions: “What went right and why?”, “What did not go well and why?”, “What
changes need to be made?” and “What needs to be repeated on future projects?” These
questions are particularly critical to support absorptive learning and process improvement
(Love et al., 2015) particularly if the same teams are delivering a program of works together.

4. Findings and discussions
A PFM model was adopted in this research to coach the team towards developing client-
contractor and contractor-subcontractor relationships that might enhance project
performance and innovation. The model was reviewed using triangulated data gathered
from the team at the end of the project to access its effectiveness, limitations and areas that
need improvement. The findings of the study demonstrate the mediating role of the Coach
was beneficial in bridging the usual gap between clients and contractor, as well as attenuate
the otherwise adversarial, “them versus us”, relationship between clients and contractors.
The client team noted that the program was a “good insurance policy to have for a project
which had a tight deadline and interfaces. The construction was completed within budget
and within schedule [2]. The client and contractors” staff observed that the workshops
provided an opportunity to build team relationships, maintain high morale throughout the
team and enable a better understanding of each company’s drivers. The facilitation
workshops further provided a platform to work through site issues quickly, identifying
diagnostic action points before they could snowball into major problems and disputes.
Essentially, the facilitated workshops seem to have created the platform that was useful in
developing a level of psychological safety and trust within the project team necessary for
open communication in relation to problem ownership and resolution. These are all critical
antecedents to effective performance of any team, according to Wing (2005) and Edmondson
and Lei (2014). The relationship between team performance, coaching and psychological
safety that emerged from the case study are conceptualized and presented in Figure 6. The
conceptual model is a simple abstraction to help visualise the connections between the
different constructs that emerged from the data collected.

4.1 Best for project (BfP) principles and high performance
The BfP principles of a win-win culture, no-blame attitude and joint-problem ownership have
previously been linked to cooperation and team performance (Lloyd-walker et al., 2014;
Walker, 2015). BfP was thus integrated into the facilitation model by introducing the team to
the concept, dynamics and out-working of BfP at the beginning of the project. To provide an
impetus for BfP, it was important to reinforce the tripartite need for a high level of trust,
accountability and collaboration. The client was especially encouraged to exemplify BfP
behaviour for the contracting team as trust begets trust and collaboration begets
collaboration (Putnam, 1993).

Feedback from the contractors suggests there had not always been the optimum team
environment for delivering projects in the past with the client organization. They, however,
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indicated that their experience was better under the facilitation program. For example, a
contractor noted:

On previous projects, there was a “them versus us” mentality that came from both sides and the
relationships were really hostile. Whereas this [project] was completely different

In addition, one of the construction supervisors observed:

This has been the best team from BWwe have worked with so far in this regard. It was much easier
to be open and honest about issues we faced

It would seem that the continuous encouragement to approach problems as collaborators and
prioritise project-first ideals helped in creating an environment of mutual compromise and
trust, particularly when navigating difficult conversations regarding change, cost and
schedule. A contractor’s Project Manager indicated:

The sense of teamwork that BW had with us on this project was completely different from other
projects. I am not sure whether that was deliberate or because of the personnel involved but the [BW
staff] really worked well with us

This observation is consistent with the team dynamics posited in social capital theory
(Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993). Putnam (1993) rightly noted that where relationships are high
in trust, people are more willing to engage in social exchange in general, and cooperative
interaction in particular. Accordingly, “trust lubricates cooperation. The greater the level of
trust within a community, the greater the likelihood of cooperation. . .” (p. 171). It is, however,
important to strike the right balance of peoplemanagement and technical expertise from both
client and contractors. This would ensure proactive problem identification and resolution
devoid of a non-combative leadership style. Where the project team perceives the client, or
their consultants, as aggressive or belligerent, they would usually revert to traditional
adversarial behaviours as well. This is perhaps even more important when things go wrong.
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Blame and criticism almost very reliably escalate conflict and disagreement with defensive
positions becoming even more entrenched. The project team was coached to practice the use
of Humble Enquiry – “the art of asking, instead of telling” (Schein, 2013) in seeking out
solutions to problems together as this approach disarms the opponent, illuminates blind spots
in communication skills, according to Delizonna (2017).

While the principles of BfP were useful in creating social capital and team spirit on the
case study project, it may be an unrealistic expectation in lump-sum contracts due to
competing commercial drivers. For contractors, the ideal environment to foster a win-win
mentality, for example, would be one with the opportunity of continuous and regular
volume of work from clients that are sufficiently profitable. This is perhaps the case for
only a small minority of large contractors. However, they too have to deal with the
challenge of managing subcontractors and suppliers that are equally fighting for their
survival in a highly competitive and fragmented industry, with generally low barriers of
entry for new competitors and prolonged low-profit margins. Thus, even where there are
relationship-based agreements at the inter-firm level of business transactions, this does not
always translate into the social value expected at the personnel at the coalface of project
delivery.

It is no surprise, therefore, that client organisations have traditionally tried to achieve their
goals through an arms-length transactional arrangement with several provisions to protect
themselves against possible contractor non-compliance (Hayford, 2017). Some members of
the Client Project Management were thus concerned that pursuing BfP would mean “letting
contractors off the hook” for poor performance, ultimately damaging the client’s interests.
They feared that in the absence of a multiparty agreement, it may promote opportunistic
behaviour.

However, the overall benefits of pursuing BfP ideals, balanced with the requirements of
accountability may outweigh the challenges, especially if complemented with a process akin
to the facilitation process to continuously reset team culture and behaviour. Also, therewill be
cases where teams or companies just do not work well together and no amount of “team-
building” or “culture creation” would be useful – in these cases, the coach may be in a good
position to enable the team to focus their energies on delivering their contractual obligations
in the contract. This is perhaps why it is important that key members for the facilitated
workshops are carefully selected based on their ability to collaborate and energise their
respective teams towards “we are in this together” attitudes.

Further, establishing and maintaining a project environment that supports a culture of
transparency, teamwork and best-for-project ideals involves a lot more commitment,
especially from the client organization than would normally be required under traditional
project delivery frameworks. Project managers need to be resourced to build and maintain
relationships with team members over and above their usual roles. A highly involved and
responsive client organization is crucial, even if they employ the services of external project
management consultants.

4.2 Open and effective communication
One of the recurring themes that emerged from the data analysis was that PFM assisted in
creating an environment for open communication of project issues and develop a better
understanding of each contractor’s specific role and how it connects with the other aspects of
the delivery programme. The facilitated workshops reduced some of the usual barriers to
communication in construction teams such as accessibility to design consultant and
improved interactions between the different project teams. The team was encouraged to
express their concerns in relation to emergent problems and progress. According to one of the
project team members:
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The facilitated workshops were a valuable tool that formed a big part of the overall project success.
They fostered an open and honest workplace that enabled all facets of the project to be dealt with
efficiently.

The usefulness of the facilitation model for engendering critical trust and open
communication on the project is perhaps summarized in the observation by the Project
Managers of one of the Contractors, a relatively young construction firm:

As a new/young contractor, forming strong relationships with our client was a very important goal
for us. By having your client’s trust there is always a subtle positive shift in relationships on-site and
in the office. This shift has a significant impact on project delivery and site dynamics.

The monthly facilitated workshops were different from the traditional site meetings. In this
case of this project, there were weekly contractor-led site meetings to mainly review
construction progress. In addition, bi-weekly client-led site meetings were review actions
points related to non-conformances and progress. The monthly facilitated workshops were
led by the Coach, whose focus was on developing effective working relationships between
client and contractor organizations towards successful project delivery and joint problem-
solving. The actions point and continuous “project health check” worked to keep parties
accountable. For example, the feedback gathered suggests that the showstoppers were useful
for proactive identification of risks to plan potential responses and mitigation strategies.
Because the showstoppers were discussed at the facilitation meeting, each party became
aware of the issues that could derail the other parties’ progress. This is crucial, particularly if
there are significant interdependencies and overlaps between the work packages performed
by the different parties. A project team member thus noted:

the showstoppers are a useful addition to complement the overall risk management process as well
as a constant reminder not to “take your eye off the ball” due to complacency.

Several studies have demonstrated the importance of effective communication to team
performance, continuous improvement and problem solving (Gorse et al., 2003; Murray et al.,
2007; Wikforss and L€ofgren, 2007; Bendoly, 2014). In most cases, the parties responsible for
creating a problem are very crucial in solving it also. Delizonna (2017) proffers that a positive
outcome to problem diagnosis and solution typically depends on their input and buy-in. The
monthly project facilitation meetings afforded the opportunity to ask questions such as “why
do you think this problem occurred?”; “How can the situation be improved?” or “How could I
support you to solve the problem?” Allowing time and space to discuss these questions on a
regular basis, along with the role of the independent consultant, was very critical in
supporting both promotive and prohibitive voice in the team. This created the ability to
communicate openly particularly those regarding issues with possible commercial
implications for the contractors.

4.3 Psychological safety and high performance
Team psychological safety has already been defined as “a shared belief held bymembers of a
team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). It has been
shown to be one of the necessary enablers for managing uncertainty and navigating change
(Shen et al., 2015b). The existing literature indicates that there is considerable value in
encouraging the project team to communicate openly, share information and pursue BfP
principles (Wing, 2005; Bendoly, 2014; Lloyd-walker et al., 2014). At their best, it provides an
environment that enhances the efficiency and effectiveness of project delivery and engenders
the level of psychological safety necessary to create a high performing team (Baer and Frese,
2003; Edmondson, 2004). However, as presented in earlier parts of this article, the differences
in contractor and client expectations, along with their differing commercial goals can
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generate misunderstandings and paradoxical tensions in trying to create an environment of
psychological safety.

Psychological safety was promoted within the team by (1) empowering the team to “speak
up” where there are issues; (2) approaching conflict as a collaborator rather than as an
adversary; and (3) replacing blame with a problem-solving approach. The existing theory on
psychological safety indicates that it provides the ability to explain why employees or team
members share information and knowledge (Siemsen et al., 2009); learn (Tjosvold et al., 2004);
speak up about problems ormake suggestions for organizational improvements (Cunha et al.,
2019); and perform (Delizonna, 2017).

Where psychological safety exists, individuals tend to focus more on collective goals and
problem-solving rather than on self-protection and playing blame games (Baer and Frese,
2003; Shen et al., 2015a). Team members become more open-minded, transparent in their
communication, motivated towards improved performance and innovation and thinking
outside the box. In this study, psychological safety had engendered the willingness to
communicate openly about project issues that have possible commercial implicationswithout
the fear of being penalised. The ethos of this sort of relationship is perhaps aptly summarised
in the comment of one of the contractor Company Directors:

Because of the commercial nature of hard-dollar contracts [lump-sum contracts], contractors often
feel it may not be in their best interests to share too much information with the client. But. . .bringing
someone in, like an independent facilitator, creates a level of trust that they can start to share
information, knowing that they are not going to be harmed by sharing that information.

However, it would seem that encouraging open and transparent communication, particularly
in a lump-sum contract environment, was not always favourably perceived as “good
commercial strategy” by all team members. The invitation to “speak up” and “be open”may
have raisedwhatwewould refer to here as commercial dilemmas – a simultaneous presence of
apparently contradictory but interrelated dualistic messages for some of the project team
members. Contractors, in particular, were reticent of being completely open and transparent
as they were unsure whether the information volunteered might be used against them later.
They were perhaps cautiously suspicious in the beginning, often asking “I know you say
‘trust me’. But, can I? Should I?’” This kind of tension has previously been described as the
“paradox of speaking up” by Cunha et al. (2019). The paradox may be heightened when the
team is faced with intense schedule and cost pressure or when progress on site is subjected to
delays. The possibilities are that some team members may simply revert to “business as
usual” during a project’s delivery. The role of the coach is important to assist the team to
navigate these tensions, using “requisite imagination” (Adamski and Westrum, 2003) to
anticipate and proactively attenuate possible reversionary tendencies.

5. Conclusions
Inter-firm relationships in construction are often governed by contracts to allocate risks
between parties with provisions like performance bonds and guarantees, liquidated damages
and retentions that attempt to enforce performance. What is often overlooked is that such
contractual environments often lead to adversarial mentalities; an “us versus them”
environment between clients and contractors that usually leads to disputes, variation-
seeking behaviour, delays and limitations on value-adding project innovation. Using
evidence from triangulated data sources, the study explored the effectiveness and limitations
of project facilitation as a coaching model to develop conducive client-contractor
relationships that could support enhanced performance. The key departure of the study is
that relationship-based principles have been utilised as part of a traditional design-bid-build
contract with lump-sum payment arrangements.
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Overall, the data sustains a claim that the coaching program provides the mechanism to
develop team behaviours that support enhanced performance and create an environment less
adversarial, and more collaborative than traditional contracting. The facilitation process
within the environment of traditional lump-sum contracting provided the client with an extra
“soft insurance measure” to influence the performance of the team. The results indicate that
the facilitated workshops help develop and sustain best-for-project principles and
psychological safety – these in turn created the platform for open and more effective
communications for problem-solving. The project was delivered within schedule and within
budget with the model being rolled out on other projects by the client organisation.

Despite the possible benefits of project facilitation, it might be poor advice to recommend
its adoption across all types of projects or client organisations. Relationship contracting may
not always have the strategic strength to ensure compliance and performance, or even curb
the traits of opportunism in transactional frameworks. This may be due to the interplay of
power positions between clients and contractors, the nature of competitive tendering within
the industry and the low operating margins that contractors generally operate on,
particularly in periods of low economic growth. It will generally be difficult to incentivise
contractors and suppliers to make relationship-related adjustments without a guaranteed
return, usually in terms of repeat work or profitability. The facilitation model may thus be
most suited for large clients with a continuous volume of work and regularity of relationship
with the same partners. Such clients may be able to develop the conducive power and
incentive structures to ensure that their project delivery partners are moved towards
increased collaboration and best-for-project ideals.

The findings and conclusions presented have some implications for research. For
example, the success, or otherwise, of the project facilitation processmay be contingent on the
capabilities of the facilitator and the perceived value of the process to the construction team.
Thus further research is needed to explore the characteristics, experience and profile of the
project facilitator to achieve success. Also, research is required to empirically determine the
types of projects that would benefit from the use of a facilitator. Further explication and
testing of the model on different projects and teams is necessary to explore its efficacy and
limitations.

Notes

1. The design period normally takes about 12–18 months for BW projects. The design for the CWSU
project was completed in sevenmonths to allow construction to begin under an accelerated timescale.

2. Construction was delivered ahead of schedule and within budget. At the time of writing, the project
was yet to be commissioned for operation.
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