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Abstract

Managing stakeholder communication is a fundamental part of any construction
project. As any aspect of consequence, it needs to be conducted in an effective way
to ensure the success in the project development and outcomes. Therefore, it becomes
important to investigate how project actors are integrated in a construction project,
and to identify recurring barriers that hinder effective communication among critical
stakeholders.

This dissertation, therefore, explores the stakeholder communication in the
construction industry by testing the applicability of novel theories around managing
stakeholder networks as a communicative perspective. It focuses on a case study of a
consultancy company in Gothenburg, Sweden, using a qualitative and inductive
approach. The report shows how communication channels are used by stakeholders
and identifies the singularities and saliences of these as well as describes stakeholders
as a network of emergent relationships throughout the project phases.

The case study was conducted by interviewing project internal and external project
participants as well as to site visits and observations of meetings. Unsurprisingly,
communication, both formal and informal, proved to be a critical factor for the
performance of the project. An important finding, however, is how these two modes
need to be carefully balanced and monitored throughout the phases of a project. Our
study shows that if formal communication channels are neglected or disregarded,
informal channels emerge and often supplant the former, increasing the risk of
increased social communication barriers. On the other hand, too rigid a formal
communication plan emphasizes structural communication barriers, and results in
similar negative effects for the project. This study shows how important it is to ensure
formal and informal communication by establishing a proactive and flexible formal
communication plan that allows for informal communication channels to emerge.
Both the plan and the informal channels need to be monitored. We suggest some
recommendations for improving stakeholder management and communication in
construction projects. To conclude, transparency between project members and
building a repertoire of case scenarios to promote proactivity and learning experience
are paramount to effective stakeholder management for projects.

Key words: Construction, Project Communication, Stakeholder Management.

I1I



Hantering av intressentkommunikation i byggprojekt: En fallstudie av ett
konsultforetag

Examensarbete inom masterprogrammet Master’ Design and Construction Project
Management

ALEXANDRA LARM
ISMAIL FAKHRO

Institutionen for arkitektur och samhallsbyggnadsteknik
Avdelningen for Byggledning
Chalmers tekniska hogskola

vV



Sammanfattning

Att hantera kommunikation med intressenter ar en grundliggande del inom
byggprojekt. Detta maste det genomforas konsekvent och effektivt for att sakerstélla
ett framgangsrikt projekt. Déarfor ar det viktigt att undersoka hur aktorer i ett
byggprojekt integrerar med varandra och dédrmed identifiera aterkommande barridrer
som hindrar effektiv kommunikation bland dessa viktiga intressenter.

Denna avhandling utforskar darfor intressent-kommunikationen inom byggbranschen
genom att testa tillampligheten av nya teorier, som behandlar intressenter i ett
kommunikativt natverksperspektiv. Den fokuserar pa en fallstudie av ett
byggkonsultforetag i Goteborg, med hjilp av en kvalitativ och induktiv metod.
Rapporten pavisar hur kommunikationskanaler anvénds av intressenter och
identifierar deras singuldra kannetecken samt beskriver intressenter som ett nétverk
av framvéxande relationer under projektfaser.

Fallstudien genomfordes genom att intervjua projektets interna och externa deltagare
i ett specifikt projekt, samt genom platsbesok och observationer av moten. Det var
overraskande att bade formell och informell kommunikation visade sig vara en kritisk
faktor for projektets prestanda. Ett viktigt resultat ar emellertid hur dessa tva olika
kommunikationssatt maste balanseras noggrant och o6vervakas genom projektets
faser. Var studie visar att om formella kommunikationskanaler férsummas eller
ignoreras uppstar informella kanaler som ofta ersatter den formella, vilket forhojer
risken for oOkade sociala kommunikationsbarriarer. En alltfor rigid och formell
kommunikationsplan forstarker a andra sidan strukturella kommunikationshinder och
leder da till liknande negativa effekter for projektet.

Denna studie visar hur viktigt det ar att sakerstalla formell och informell
kommunikation genom att uppratta en proaktiv. och flexibel formell
kommunikationsplan som gor det mdojligt for informella kommunikationskanaler att
komma fram. Bade denna plan och de informella kanalerna maste overvakas. Vi
rekommenderar darfor en forbattrad intressenthantering samt kommunikation i
byggprojekt genom 6kad transparens mellan projektmedlemmarna och uppbyggandet
av en repertoar av fall-scenarios. Detta, for att framja proaktivt forfarande och
larande erfarenhet vilket ar avgorande for effektiv hantering av intressenter i projekt.

Nyckelord: Byggnation, Projekt-kommunikation, Intressent-hantering.
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1. Introduction

1

Introduction

Construction projects can be quite chaotic. This organized chaos is noticeable if
we consider a construction site, with all the materials, flows of people and
deadlines to keep the work rhythm. In such an environment, with so many
activities being performed simultaneously, an extensive exchange of information
occurs. Communication therefore becomes paramount. Construction projects are
characterized by their high complexity and alleged uniqueness, which contribute
to a generally uncertain environment (Mok & Shen, 2016). Moreover, a
construction project involves multiple individuals and entities with different goals
and expectations, who are committed to jointly execute a mission for only a
temporary span of time (Dainty, Moore, & Murray, 2006). The effect of this
temporary collaboration is extremely important when we look into
communication issues. Why, there is often no time to address problems in a very
structured way, contributing to complex flows of information between the various
participating actors.

Besides this, the divergence in attitude will make these actors, the stakeholders,
inclined to influence the project according to their agendas, which presents a
challenge to the project and its performance (Olander & Landin, 2008). Nearly
all of the literature concerning the management of people contains directives and
principles for effective labor and stakeholder communication. Hence,
communication is a crucial part of a project because it is essential for achieving
coordinated goals, motivating stakeholders, understanding the stakeholders’
needs and managing change. Nevertheless, miscommunicating and managing
stakeholders often lead to disputes and project failure (Mok & Shen, 2016). “The
complex, relational, and lengthy process of designing and building makes
construction a process in which disputes are virtually ensured” (McManamy,
1994). Communication plays an important role between project participants in
each dispute or conflict. Therefore, communication is an essential, although
invisible tool to build a strong network that can solve problems during the
construction in a cohesive and faster way.

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 1



1. Introduction

Accordingly, to ensure an effective communication, stakeholder relationships,
channels of communication, and communication barriers must be investigated in
parallel to project phases to identify the problem roots. The current study builds
on stakeholder communication literature and a case study of how a middle-sized
consultancy company in the construction sector manages communication with its
main stakeholders. The study is focused on one project, with the purpose to
replace pipes in the buildings of a large tenant-owned association in Gothenburg,
Sweden. At the time of this study, the project was in the construction phase, and
due to a number of conflicts most of the project members were at one point
replaced, entailing a kind of re-start, i.e. a construction phase 2, (see Ch. 4 and
Fig. 4-2, p. 25).

The new team had to start all over again, building their communication and
acknowledging their peers. This is a very interesting case by itself, but the reason
for choosing this particular project was due to the possibility of interviewing
actors of relevance, including those that were no longer currently active in the
project due to the re-start. This enabled us to obtain a retrospective view of both
the planning phase and events prior to the need of a re-start, revealing a new
perspective on the course of actions. The data was collected through interviews
with the main actors in the project as well as observations of meetings and
activities. The interviewees from the consultancy were communicators, project
managers, a project coach, and a chief executive; from the appointed contractor,
the project manager and site manager were interviewed. In addition, the
representative of the tenant association was interviewed to speak for the client
side.

1.1 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to investigate how stakeholder communication in
construction projects is managed at a project management consulting company
in Gothenburg. The choice of construction as the field of study is due to the
dynamic and uncertain project environment prevailing in the field (Kerzner, 2013)
and the need of examples from the actual practice of project management, i.e.
empirical examples from the field.

The communication needs and evolving stakeholder relationships in such a project
make it an interesting case to explore in terms of the evolving of an emergent
stakeholder network and how communication is managed over project phases.
Many companies work with communication based on a formal plan (Leech, 2005),
realizing problems and conflicts too late.

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 2



1. Introduction

Moreover, we aim to examine how stakeholders are managed, what kinds of
communicative channels are used and why, and what barriers hinder effective
communication among stakeholders in a fairly typical project within construction.
We also suggest some ways in which these barriers could be avoided. To fulfil
this purpose, we pose two research questions:

RQ 1. Who are the main stakeholders and how are they managed?

RQ 2. What are the communication barriers and how can they be overcome?

The study is delimited to the first two phases of a specific project case, and
examines the way stakeholder were determined and evaluated, how they were
managed, and their communication plan.

1.2 Report Structure

The thesis consists of 7 chapters as follows: The first chapter, the introduction,
briefly describes the problem and provides the rationale of the study. It states
the purpose and the research questions posed. Chapter two presents the
theoretical framework which draws on stakeholder management, emerging
stakeholder network and stakeholder communication. Under the stakeholder
communication, we elaborate on communication formality, present a network
framework, and communication barriers. Chapter three describes the method used
including sampling, interviews, interviewee positions and the ethical
considerations as well as how the data was analysed. Chapter four covers the
contextual part of the findings. Here we present a brief of the company and the
case study to show how the case was selected, its project phases, communication
channels between actors, and the main events of each phase. In chapter five, the
second part of the findings are presented based on the interviews. Here we also
elaborate on the tools used to elicit information from the project actors. The
reason we have placed this information here is because it enables a better
understanding of our presentation of the empirical data. The communication and
project concerns throughout the project phases studied are explained, as are the
barriers we perceived. This chapter ends with a synthesis of the findings. In
chapter six, we discuss the findings in terms of the theoretical framework from a
barrier’s perspective, ending with an overall summary and reflections on
limitations. Chapter seven presents the conclusion and possible further
developments and recommendations.

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 3



2. Theoretical Framework

2

Theoretical Framework

This chapter introduces and describes some theories relevant for stakeholder
commumnication, and on which we draw to frame this study. If effective stakeholder
communication is to be achieved, it is necessary to understand the three key

components: stakeholder communication, stakeholder management

2.1 Approaching stakeholder communication

Stakeholder communication is a complicated process that encompasses
information that flows between an organization and all its external actors. As
Koschmann and Kopezynski (2017, p.1) state: “almost any communication situation
could be considered stakeholder communication because the participants involved all
have some sort of stake in the interaction that prompted the interaction in the first
place”. Moreover, stakeholder communication reflects how organizations manage
their responsibilities and relations. Consequently, it includes the process of
fostering the relationships which are necessary for the organization’s growth,
competitive advantage, performance, and ethical responsibility (Koschmann &

Kopezynski, 2017). This is equally applicable in a project.

Communication in construction is particularly complex because of the nature of
construction projects. In the construction industry, which is characterized by its
allegedly unique projects and convergence of divergent actors (Dainty, Moore, &
Murray, 2006), stakeholder communication becomes crucial since a project
constitutes an immense exchange of information between the participating actors
(Karlsen, Graee, & Massaoud, 2008). Everyone who participates in a construction
project is automatically part of an extensive communication network. Stakeholder
communication, therefore, includes the management of all interactions and

relationships between project participants.

Stakeholder communication is first and foremost understood through the
components that construct it: 1. Communication, and 2. stakeholder
management. In order to integrate stakeholder communication, these two
components need to be explained and understood separately to provide a full

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 4



2. Theoretical Framework

description of stakeholder communication. This, because most current stakeholder
communication theories are founded on a stakeholder management basis and
therefore include a communication perspective, as illustrated in fig 2-1.

STAKEHOLDER
: COMMUNICATION
STAKEHOLDER 1
COMMUNICATION / ‘ I g
STAKEHOLDER COMMUNICATION
MANAGEMENT THEORY

STAKEHOLDER
MANAGEMENT

Figure 2-1: Stakeholder Communication as a linkage between stakeholder management and
communication. Author’s own copyright.

In this study, we draw on an approach to stakeholder management which focuses
a relationship-centered perspective. With this approach, stakeholder management
and communication are first dealt with separately, as shown in fig 2-1, to increase
understanding of the respective constructs. Further, the formation of
communicative networks was traced in order to grasp dynamic shifts and
underlying casualties in the stakeholder communication of the project studied.

2.2 Stakeholder Management

A stakeholder is often described according to Freeman’s definition, as “any group
or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s
objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p.32) Consequently, this means all those who have a
legitimate stake in a project and not only the actors directly involved in the
project execution (Dainty, Moore, & Murray, 2006). However, more recent
research has noted that assessing a stakeholder’s legitimate claim in a project or
an organization is not simple (Daly, F. et. al. 2003). Certainly, questions
regarding what “a claim is” and “what counts as” a legitimate stakeholder are
complicated and much debated topics. Regardless, Freeman’s theory is one of the
starting points for stakeholder theory as a descriptive means of explaining the
stakeholder concept (Koschmann & Kopczynski, 2017).

Stakeholder management has in the past decade become an important perspective
on how companies and organizations could perceive themselves, and how they

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 5



2. Theoretical Framework

could do better business. This is explained by instrumental theories of stakeholder
thinking first proclaimed by Donaldson and Preston during the 90s, describing
the interrelation between stakeholder management and corporate profitability. It
can further be understood as a cause and effect theory; “if certain practices are
carried out, then certain results will follow” (Donaldson & Preston, 1995: 74). The
instrumental perspective is complemented by a descriptive and a normative
approach, which together highlight salient aspects of stakeholder theory.

According to Mitchell (1997), stakeholder salience focuses on characterizing
stakeholder attributes through power, urgency, and legitimacy. From these
factors, stakeholders can be characterized and sorted into certain groups that
determine their importance and salience, as either latent, expectant or a definite
stakeholder (Koschmann & Kopczynski, 2017). However, analyzing stakeholders
according to these attributes, and with an organizational perspective may lead to
bias since they build on subjective assumptions (Mok & Shen, 2016). Yet, these
two theories remain the dominant and most notable contributions to stakeholder
theory. Since the development of these theories, research in this field has
continued in several directions, where a prominent idea is the re-evaluating of
stakeholder relations and its foundation (Koschmann & Kopczynski, 2017).

Stakeholder management is needed for the collection of information and the
management of people in a project. Since projects depend on input from
participants with various expertise and likewise on responses to outputs. To
better understand the stakeholder environment, analyzing stakeholders becomes
significant (Luyet, Schlaepfer et al. 2012). A common process for analyzing
stakeholders is shown in fig 2-2.

Project context

Evaluation ~
Output
e
Stakeholder Implementation of
identification participatory techniques
A
Y
Stakeholder Choice of participatory
characterisation techniques

: 4
4

Stakeholder structuration

/ Degree of involvement definition
Input

Figure 2-2: Proposed stakeholder participation framework (Luyet, Schlacpfer et al. 2012, p.214)

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 6



2. Theoretical Framework

Analyzing stakeholders usually follows a process sorted into four steps: 1.
Identification. 2. Characterization. 3. Definition of involvement (Luyet et al.,
2012) and relationship (Mok & Shen, 2016). 4. Participatory techniques and
evaluation (Luyet et al., 2012). However, many of the frameworks for analyzing
stakeholders have not been conceived with construction project in mind and are
rather fixed, with little flexibility throughout the project execution. Relationships
in a project will naturally evolve and develop during the project lifetime and the
stakeholders enter and leave depending on the phases. Therefore, recurrent
monitoring of stakeholder analysis is required. Moreover, previous theories on
how to analyze stakeholder relationships and interaction have focused more on
formal relationships, based on hierarchy and the allocation of resource, rather
than on the informal relationships that constitute the everyday communication
in the project.

With increased calls for transparency as well as globalization, how to analyze
stakeholders and the extent to which these are engaged warrants more research.
Increasingly, organizations realize the benefits of more participation in projects
and business operations due to input values like increased knowledge, high-quality
decisions and equity (Reed, 2008). However, more participation does not
necessarily equate with better results or that organizations are taking greater
responsibility. Greenwood (2007: 315) stated that “the more an organization engages
with its stakeholders, the more accountable and responsible that organization is towards
these stakeholders”. Indeed, the organization should, therefore, make careful
strategies for how to engage relevant stakeholders, a factor which may be
neglected when an organization’s stakeholder management strategies and
practices are planned.

2.3. Stakeholder communication

Various stakeholders have diverse interests in a project, and to ensure that they
obtain the required data relevant to their needs, effective communication is
required. Stakeholders must recognize what a project and other actors are trying
to achieve or deliver.

2.3.1 Necessity of Effective Communication

Effective communication is about the availability of relevant information to the
right stakeholders at the “right time and in a cost-effective manner” (Kerzner, 2009,
p. 232), and it aims to keep reinforcing stakeholders' understanding of the project
deliverables (Rajhans, 2018). Communication is essential for human interaction,
but effective communication ensures that the message is received and perceived

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 7



2. Theoretical Framework

correctly between sender and receiver. To achieve effective communication, both
the sender and the receiver should be involved in transforming the information
and feedback, which is often defined as two-way communication. Conversely, in
one-way communication the information is transferred in one direction only, from
the sender to the receiver, without an opportunity for the receiver to provide
feedback. This mode is more dominant in vertical hierarchies in organization,
where the communication is sent downwards (Foulger, 2004).

Effective communication is vital for projects; it ensures and enhances interaction
and understanding between all the project parties. It is a major target to avoid
misunderstandings and conflicts. It is more than just exchanging information; it
also brings the understanding of emotions and the person behind the message.
According to PMI (2013), effective communication to all stakeholders is the most
crucial success factor in project management. Organizations are aware of the
significant importance of effective communication, and they cannot implement
strategic initiatives without it. It is a core competency that connects project
members to strategic goals and actions (PMI, 2013).

In a report by the PMI (2013), they compared the outcomes of companies in the
United States when maximum and minimum effective communication were used.
The results were significant, with high effective communication projects meeting
80% of their goals; 71% being on time, and 76% on budget. Minimum effective
communication showed that only 52% of the projects met their goals; 37% were
on time, and 48% were within the budget. This study demonstrated the
importance of effective communication, and the role it plays toward successful

outcomes.

2.3.2. Formal and Informal Communications

Organizations are concerned with their communication flow, such as the words,
symbols, and messages transferred between its members. Infrastructure plays a
major role in shaping this communication. According to Leech (2005) informal
communication is the most dominant in organizations. This type is also known
as ‘‘grapevine’’ because it denotes informal means of information circulation and
grows spontaneously and organically between different persons in teams, and it
is largely tacit and not recorded or documented. There are therefore no explicit
traces.

In contrast, formal communication refers to the communication flowing through

official routes in organizations. More often, it takes place between employees and
their managers with the objective to provide increased efficiency in organizations

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 8



2. Theoretical Framework

in terms of documenting, archiving, and informing (Dainty, Murray, et al. 2006).
It is codified and disseminated in written form such as documents, reports, and
personal messages. This form can be traced and used to hold employees
accountable.

Formal and informal communication are both vital in any type of organization.
The former typically, and as mentioned earlier, dominates in a vertical hierarchy
in organizations where the orders are given top-down. It is mostly a one-way
communication, explicit and documented (Krackhardt and Hanson, 1993).
Informal communication is more prevalent at the horizontal level where this type
is used in day-to-day activities between people working closely. It generally
remains undocumented and aims to convey messages in an easier, immediate way
between colleagues, and is often known as “to walk the talk” (Hooper, 1990).
There should always be a balance between both in projects, but the mechanism
and degree of formality differ from a project or a team to another. Jeyachandran
(2012) distinguished between formal as being the “’skeleton” of a company, and
the informal being the “central nervous system’” which drives the collectives
through methods. Deeper involvement in the organization’s balance of both
formal and informal communication should be further looked into by the
organization and the project managers (Cheng et al., 2001).

Structural and functional characteristics of communication determine the level of
formality. The structural characteristics include the relationship among the
participants and their social connections. The levels of formality are formed
depending on the frequency of communication. Figure 2.4 illustrates the
characteristics of formal and informal communication. Informal communication
tends to be rather random without a planned schedule and remains
undocumented and unrecorded. It is important to note that informal

communication may result in ambiguity and lack of clarity as well as blurring of

messages.
FORMAL INFORMAL
* Scheduled * Unscheduled
* Participants with roles * Random participants
* Formal language * Informal language
* Documented * Undocumented
* Information follows a chain * Free channels
* Secrecy is maintained e Spread rumors

Time consuming Rapid

Figure 2-4: Differences between formal and informal communication. Author’s own copyright.
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2.3.3. A communicative network perspective to managing
stakeholders

Stakeholder analysis with a communication perspective is an emergent process,
where characterization is determined based on how the involved actors identify
with each other. Identification and characterization of stakeholders are
established through common targets and associations. As explained by
Koschmann et al. (2017, p.9): “Identification is the perception of oneness or sense of
belonging with another, where an organization defines itself in terms of relationships with
other stakeholders”. Salience is thus determined as a feature emerging from these
relationships and legitimacy is assessed depending on the extent to which actors
establish and regard their relationship with each other. This constitutes a more
flexible approach to stakeholder analysis, in which relations between stakeholders
are better understood through a communicative network rather than through
subjective characterization in a focal organization perspective (Koschmann &
Kopczynski, 2017).

Much of today’s research builds on aspects of stakeholder theory by Donaldson
and Preston and the salience model by Mitchell for understanding and identifying
stakeholders (Koschmann & Kopczynski, 2017). Accordingly, most stakeholder
management approaches are focused on perceiving the stakeholders from an
organizational perspective, where stakeholders are identified, characterized and
evaluated through a step-by-step process. Instead of taking a communication
perspective to stakeholder thinking as illustrated in fig 2.5., a communication
perspective is rather a corporation that exists in a complex network where
organizations and stakeholders are interconnected in a web-like system, where the
center of this web is not necessarily the said organization (Koschmann &
Kopcezynski, 2017).

Stakeholder

° Stakeholder

E
oSN
@ /\ © :
@ © ‘

Figure 2-5: From stakeholder center perspective to network perspective (BSR, 20106, p. 23)
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Although the network perspective is not new, it is an attempt to rethink previous
theories on stakeholder thinking. Further, new stakeholder thinking recognizes
that projects and organizations are constantly changing and are dynamic, making
individuals and entities in them impossible to statically classify. Rather,
stakeholders are much more likely to possess several roles and identities in relation
to the organization, depending on situation and interaction, and are consequently
salient in different ways (Enright, McElrath, & Taylor, 2016).

A communicative perspective on stakeholder analysis can aid in the
understanding of stakeholder interaction, cause-and-effect issues, and how
stakeholders affect the project delivery result. With this said, it is evident that
communication and other factors like trust are crucial aspects of communication-
network theory to stakeholder management (Mok & Shen, 2016). Comprehending
the interrelations of stakeholders, as well as the network picture, will aid
organizations not only by providing knowledge and understanding, but also to be
able to anticipate changes, identify potential collaboration partners, and provide
means for sustainable growth.

Network analysis is a tool based on network theory to identify interdependencies
between stakeholders and analyze the implications of these relations (Dogan et
al., 2015). This method comprises four major steps:

1. Identifying the network boundary e.g. the main stakeholders and project
issues such as the project goals, environment, and constraints.

2. Mapping the interdependencies of stakeholders and relationships. This
step is the most important and is divided into two parts that should be
dealt with in parallel as they complement each other’s results and help
identify key stakeholders such as the central connectors and boundary
spanners.

a. Network-theory based analysis of stakeholders to pinpoint critical
concerns.

b. Social network analysis of stakeholders: knowledge exchange
relations are investigated based on several factors such as
frequency, knowledge quality, and appropriateness of access. In
particular cases, the flow of data and communication are studied.
This analysis aims to identify key stakeholders. The network
measures to identify stakeholder knowledge network include also
density which measures the ratio of current linkages between
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network nodes and knowledge. This implies that denser networks
have higher knowledge exchange and higher interconnections.

3. Network analysis results are synthesized, and the outcome is to list the key
stakeholders, their knowledge transfer role in the team, and their critical

issues.

4. Stakeholder management strategies are developed to form proper
management and accommodate stakeholders.

To conclude, stakeholders must be identified according to the network-analysis
tool, then mapped on a network to show the nodes and interdependencies between
stakeholders. Afterwards the networks are summarized, and a proper plan is
developed. The adaptation and use of this method for our study are shown in
described in ch. 3.

2.3.4. Project performance

The purpose of understanding and including stakeholders’ decision-making is to
strengthen project quality through social learning and the use of suitable technical
solution. Proper decision-making is one of the keys for project success (Luyet,
Schlaepfer, Parlange, & Buttler, 2012).

Project success is commonly defined by achieving objectives within the stipulated
budget, time, and quality. These three factors are widely known as the triple
constraints (Luyet, et. al. 2012). There exist multiple approaches and tools for
handling the triple constraints, and most managers are familiar with these and
have the appropriate formal knowledge to manage the constraints. Today,
however, many projects are required to fulfill the organization’s strategic goals
and not merely the project’s goals. These failures are due to many causes, such
as unfulfilled objectives, terminated construction, or because the project was
deemed unsuccessful even though it went as planned. One reason may be the
neglect of managers to sufficiently take into consideration the interests and
motivation of stakeholders. Therefore, project individuals and entities need to be
understood and managed with more engagement (Eskerod & Jepsen, 2013).

2.3.5. Reasons for Ineffective Communication

Ineffective communication and barriers lead to communication gaps by which the
meaning intended by the sender is understood differently by the receiver (Rai and
Rai 2008). The gap of communication could be due to one, or several combined
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barriers. In organizations, the importance of effective communication is well
recognized, but there is still difficulty communicating with the appropriate level
of clarity and detail (PMI, 2013).

When the meaning of a message is not decoded as the sender intended it to be,
or the idea behind the message is not understood, there is a gap which will
continue to increase between the actors. The effects of a gap can often lead to
project failure (PMI, 2013). Generally, the most common gap is the perception
gap, by which the receiver fails or misinterprets the meaning of the sender due to
the lack of far-sighted others’ frame of reference. It basically means that messages
are not understood the way they are meant to be; each person interprets in
his/her own way and then develops his/her own thoughts and plans based on this
interpretation, leading to conflicts and ultimately unattained project goals. The
knowledge gap is another form of perception gap, by which the intent is also
misinterpreted due to a shortage of knowledge. This type of gap often occurs
between people who have different knowledge backgrounds related to a certain
topic or idea (Rai and Rai 2008).

2.3.6. Barriers to effective stakeholder communication

A project will be affected by external factors regardless of scope, budget, or plan.
As mentioned by Vogwell (2003, p.1): “the project exists within a political
environment, populated by those who have a particular stake or interest in the outcome
of the project”. Thus, the expectation that all participants in a project should have
the same needs and objectives is not very likely (Vogwell, 2003). Participants will
have different ideas and opinions on how the project is to be executed to achieve
a successful project outcome. This could create issues in the communication
among these actors — the stakeholders. Thus, stakeholder communication faces
several barriers to effective communication both initially and throughout the
whole project process (Rai and Rai 2008). There is a multitude of factors that
hinder effective and efficient communication, which they commonly create
situations based of confusion and misunderstanding, engendering “a gap” in
understanding. To achieve effective communication, this gap must be minimized
or in the best of world eradicated.

There are barriers to communication which are of different kinds and possess
various kinds of characteristics, the most relevant of which are identified in table
A-1 in the Appendix. The identified, most relevant barriers stem from the
literature and have been categorized and sorted into two categories. This would
identify what type of barriers are being referring to, and how could it be targeted,
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since a barrier do not exist by itself. It is always a set of barriers resulting in
ineffective communication. The two categories are analyzed as follows:

1. Structural Barriers

Structural barriers are a physical, semantic, or organizational structure such as
hierarchy and channels. Physical and environmental barriers apply in the
environment and media in which communication is taking place. These include
various communication forms such as oral and written, in addition to the
communication parties. The medium in which the communication process is

taking place must be effective and appropriate.

Semantic barriers include language, vocabulary, and jargon as the main elements.
For example, if someone speaks only Swedish and some colleagues or site workers
speak English, there will be language barriers that make it hard to perceive e
what is meant behind the message. Moreover, this could happen between
colleagues who also speak the same language, mostly on construction sites, among
the working crews which use different technical terms to the terms used in the
office or in documentation, often noted as jargon. It is vital to use language
understandable by all the parties, which means avoiding vocabulary and jargon
that could be wrongly perceived.

Lastly, the most critical element is the organizational barriers which determine
the level of formality in organizations when communicating vertically or
horizontally. There should always be a balance between both, as formal
communication follows a long chain of communication, it consumes much more
time than informal communication and may cause delays. In some cases, the
message is sent to several persons before reaching the intended receiver, following
a long chain of communication, which might be affected by the confusion when
transmitting a message, often known as “Chinese whispers”. Alternatively,
informal communication could cause confusion due to the informal language and
miss of documentation. Generally, the bigger organizations and longer the chain

of communication the harder it is to communicate.

2. Social Barriers

Social barriers encompass power and affect and include attitudinal and
perceptional barriers, where the perception of certain individuals is formed by
different factors such as culture, attitude, stereotyping or halo/horns effects. This
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is often due to the limit the receiver sets when receiving a message. It is firmer
to accept the message when it conflicts your beliefs or the cognitive dissonance,
that is why the receiver tend to block part of all of the perceived message due to
his dissimilar beliefs. An example of this is anger or defensiveness, which limit
the ability of a person to accept explanations or feedback offered by others.
Another example is cultural diversity. Cultural diversity complicates
communication as the people’s mindsets from different cultures are diverse, which
affects the way they perceive messages, symbols, and body language (Huczynski
and Buchanan, 2001: 183). Moreover, emotional barriers are often dominated by
psychological phenomena. People seek to be much more comfortable with
harmony and rational thinking, which leads often to coloring or shaping perceived
messages to meet their own beliefs. For example, a person receiving a message
might intend to change the meaning of the received message to suite his beliefs,
although it might be completely opposite, that often results in misunderstanding.

3. Summary

Communication barriers in the construction field could be divided into structural
and social barriers. While structural barriers focus on the physical aspects of
communication, social barriers focus on the psychological aspect such as cultural
and attitude. Structural barriers could be more controlled than social barriers,
since structural barriers belong to existing physical environment and
organizational structure that are targetable, but culture and attitudes are more
resistant to changes (Dainty, Murray et al. 2006). The main targets in structural
barriers are the communication plans and organizational hierarchies which should
be set to fit the project organization. In the case of social barriers, the target is
culture and prejudices that limit perception. It would be beneficial in this case to
round the view between the actors and narrow the cultural diversity or cognitive
dissonance among different team players.
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3

Study Design & Methods

The strategy for this research was to conduct an interview study with an inductive
interpretative approach in order to get a deeper understanding of how the studied
company manages external communication with their stakeholders, as well as how

project members perceive communication.

3.1. Background Research

Three exploratory interviews on communication and its perceived impact on
construction performance at the consultancy company was conducted prior to the
design of empirical study in order to get an overview regarding the context of the
study and the role of communication in projects. This was done to understand
how, why, and when communication occurs as well as to whom the
communication is directed in a construction project, and thus to establish the

focus from which to direct our main research.

3.2. Research Design

With an inductive and qualitative approach, interviews were regarded as the
preferable way of collecting data. Accordingly, Bryman (2012) states that the
interviewing method is the most employed for qualitative research because of its
flexibility and capability to extract rich data. Site visits were also used to provide
contextual information and enable us to observe snapshots of ongoing execution
and communication among the contractor, client, consultancy, and

subcontractors.

3.2.1 Interviews

Interviews were performed between February 2019 to April 2019 using a semi-
structured guide. A semi-structured approach was chosen to get in-depth answers
but likewise, to maintain control of the interview’s direction. As Adams (2015)
explains, semi-structured interviews are appropriate when one wants to ask open-
ended questions to encourage spontaneous thoughts from individuals as well as
the opportunity for asking follow-up questions about how or why. This process
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was defined by Crowe et al. (2011) as useful when in-depth knowledge on
particular issues is required. Also, this approach enabled us to ask probing
questions in order to identify underlying reasons and problems which might
otherwise have been overlooked. For some interviews, an open structure was more
suitable due to the exploratory nature of those interviews. Here we asked the
respondents to draw a map of their stakeholders to illustrate their network while
also describing it verbally. In this way, it was easier for the interviewees to focus,
giving them time to include as many details as possible of their networks. This
also enabled us to summarize and synthesize the illustrations, see chapter 5.

The interview questions were developed in an iterative process throughout the
whole period and were continuously refined according to the role of the
respondent. To have a basis for comparison, the theme of the questions stayed
the same while the set-up and follow-up questions were attuned to interviewee
and situation. In the interview guide, see Appendix I, sample of the interview
questions can be found. Interviews were not sent out in advance. The list of
respondents is summarized in Table 3-1 and includes 12 respondents representing
the consultant, contractor, and client.

Table 3-1: Summary of Interviews

Interviewee Role in the organization Type Duration
A Communicator Explorative 1 hour

B Communicator Explorative 1 hour

C Project manager Project case 2 hours
D Communicator Project case 2 hours
E Project coach Explorative 1,5 hours
F Project Manager Project case 1,5 hours
G Market director Project case 1 hour

H Project coach Explorative 1,5 hours
1 Chief executive Project case 1 hour

J Site manager Project case 1 hour

K Contracting project manager Project case 0,5 hour
H Client Project case 1 hour
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The interviewees were selected for various reasons. First, the project
communicators which were selected so as to gather overall knowledge of how the
consultant company typically conducts projects regarding the interplay between
communicators and managers. Secondly, the different members of the studied
project were interviewed to gain an in-depth point of reference for the project
from the main stakeholders. Thirdly, the project coaches at the consultancy
company were selected because of their expertise regarding collaboration projects
and therefore contributed to focus the perspective through exploratory interviews.

The interviews were held face-to-face to enable readings of body-language and
expressions. The duration of interviews varied between 1 to 2 hours and were
held mainly at an office of the consultant company. Some interviews were held
on site to acquire a feel for the atmosphere on-site. This helped us better
understand the relationships of stakeholders and examine the project execution
process.

The questions started with a warming up to get to know each person more and
their role. Then the topics focused mainly on stakeholders, communication, and
collaboration. The list of questions is found in the appendix, but it is important
to note that it was a living document that was adapted to each interview
according to the role and function of the respondent. Notes were taken during
the interviews and they were recorded. After each interviewee, the data was
transcribed, and a summary was compiled to highlight the most relevant themes.
Confidentiality and consent were also taken into consideration to keep the
anonymity of the respondents and avoid identifying the company or the
participants. Moreover, the participants contributed to the research voluntarily.
ESRC Framework for Research Ethics were the ethics we referenced our research

on.

3.2.2 Site Visits

Two site visits to the construction site were organized between March and April.
The site visits started at 7:30 with a short discussion with the contractor who
explained their tasks and their progress, followed by visits to the apartments to
view the work performed by subcontractors in different stages and participate in
inspections. The work stage in each apartment ranged from the initial steps of
removing the old pipes to almost completion of installing furniture in certain
apartments, these were handled by the project manager from our company.

Field notes included the contractor reporting what is happening on site, including
the posting of a schedule of completed tasks on the apartments entrance door to

CHALMERS Architecture and Civil Engineering, Master’s Thesis ACEX30-19-52 18



3. Method

be signed by subcontractor employees. The observations were part of our research,
but as identified by Gold (1958), we did not participate in the on-going process
on-site.

3.2.3 Project meetings

Two meeting were also observed: a progress meeting and a construction meeting
provided the grounds for further comprehension of the project mission and
communicative environment. Field notes were taken, and a few questions were
posed by us. The first meeting, the progress meeting, was held at the site office.
Actors attending comprised the construction project manager, site manager, an
external control official, and the project manager from the consultant company.
During the meeting, the control official asked the participating project members
for details concerning the project progress and performance.

The second meeting, the construction meeting, was held on the project site in the
tenant-owned building. Present at the meeting were the project manager,
commission manager, project communicator, and a junior project manager from
the consultant company. Moreover, the CEQO, project manager, and site manager
from the contracting firm, as well as the two representatives from the client
attended the meeting. This meeting was a good opportunity to study the whole
project organization in communicative action. The meeting contributed with a
better insight into the communicative environment and project performance from
both structural and social perspectives. Moreover, the extent of collaboration and
group behavior could be studied.

3.3 Data Analysis

This is an exploratory study that follows an iterative process for solving a complex
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