THE ROLE OF ETHNOGRAPHY INTHE
IMPLEMENTATION OF LEAN CONSTRUCTION

David Seymour and John Rooke'

ABSTRACT

Lean Condruction is a radicaly new way of thinking about the congruction process. To
engineer its adoption means questioning assumptions, ways of thinking and practices -
the culture - into which people have long been schooled. Therefore, efforts have been
made to underdand the exiding culture to edablish the reasoning and rationdes it
embraces in order to change it. Part of this project has resulted in the presumption thet
there are mentd models, mindsets or generd dispostions to think and act in a certan
way. While these congructs may be a useful first step in putting onesdf ‘in the other's
shoes in order better to develop and negotiate change drategies, there are a number of
dangers associated with them. There are two in particular. The firg is the ‘culturd dope
fdlacy where another’s action is seen amply as the acting out of a verson of that other's
culture which has been congructed by the andyst. The second is the presumption that it
is possible for an andyst to provide such congtructs without being subject to the fact,
which has become a commonplace in management dudies, that everybody (incuding the
andys) has a point of view; a mentd modd of her own. With reference to case materid,
the paper explores some ways in which ethnographic research methods can help to avoid
these dangers and at the same time contribute to the management of change.

KEY WORDS

Lean congruction, ethnography, culture, research methodology, action research, change
managemen.

! Senior Lecturer and Research Associate, respectively, Dept. of Civil Eng., U. of
Birmingham, U.K. d.e. seymour@bham.ac.uk.




INTRODUCTION

The concept ‘mentd modd’ has been useful in trying to focus on the fact that what we
think, believe and vaue influences the way we act (eg. Howdl e d 1996). Students of
culture, of course, have long sought to establish the belief and vdue systems that underlie
what people from different cultures take to be normd, right and proper behaviour. This
pursuit has had severa outcomes, amongst which is the effort to establish the norms and
vaues that diginguish one culture from another and how these affect organisationd
behaviour. Perhgps best known of these is Hofstede's dimensions of culture (Hofstede
1980). However, there are two problems with these efforts. Firdt, people€'s behaviour may
be seen, amply, as the acting out of the culture as characterised by the andys. This is
dangerous since it forecloses enquiry into culture as a continuoudy emergent and credtive
process. Thus, for example Gafinkd’s phrase ‘the culturd dope (1967) dramédtises the
fact tha sociologists have crested ‘the typicd-member of-a cultureé whose behaviour is
sen as exdusvdy evidence of this membership. This fiat is then put to various
explanatory purposes, amongst which, as Suchman shows (1987), is to offer smplitic
accounts of the connection between what people think and do, ignoring the immensdy
subtle processes by which people learn, innovate, communicate and so on. Second, there
is the danger of ethnocentrism. This takes many forms. Of note here is the falure
adequately to understand the culture of others because of the dedire to achieve a summary
account that reflects, in some way or other, the reason, often unspecified, for wanting that
account.

How culture is conceptudised has practical implications for managing change. In this
paper we begin by conddering how work a the Lean Condruction Inditute addresses
culture and in particular the use of the concept ‘mentd modd’. We will argue that ther
emphass on the detaled understanding of dStuated practice is conggent with an
ethnographic (participant observation) approach to culture. Through the use of interview
data from a project on which mgor organisationd changes were being tried, we will then
show that while the concept mental model could be used to interpret this materid, severd
other readings of it are possble. In contrast to the mentd mode reading, which implies a
blockage to change, the dternative readings are intended to draw out the potentidity for
acceptance of change.

ETHNOGRAPHY

The ethnographic approach to the study of culture originated in anthropology and has
been a feature of anthropologica and sociological research for a long time.  Possbly the
ealies example of this gpproach is the work of Nikola Miklouho-Maclay, who spent a
decade from 1871 to 1882, sudying the way of life of the people of the Madong didrict
in New Guinea (Cheater 1989).  Some important studies in anthropology and sociology
have been Evans-Pritchard (1937), Whyte (1955), Wieder (1974) and Anderson, Hughes
and Sharrock (1989). Some examples of the gpplication of the goproach in management
gudies have been Mintzberg (1973) and Kunda (1992).

The essentid feature of the participant observaion approach is that the researcher
gets to know a culture by living within it. ~ This means that the researcher learns the
culture in much the same way tha members of tha culture learned it themseves by
tdking to them, witnessng the way they live ther lives and taking part in ther activities.
There are a variety of ways in which such research can be pursued, depending on the time



available to the researcher and the extent of access to the research setting which ghe can
negotiale.  Much of the research is done through semi-gructured interviews, or in-depth
discussons with informants. It is common for the researcher to have a principd
informant, who will provide descriptions, as well as act as a guide to the setting.  Where
direct observation is possble, this is dways preferable and if audio recordings can be
made, these prove extremdy useful. The utility of video recordings is more
controversd, snce these are conddered intrusve.  Paticipating in the activities which
are beng researched enables researchers to test their impressons and reasoning about the
sting in a way tha is unavalable in any other research approach. Paticipation dso
makes the researcher’s presence in the setting less intrusive, reducing its impact on the
natura order of interaction taking place there.

Ethnographic studies can be conducted from a number of perspectives.  Mintzberg,
for ingtance, used a grounded theory approach, while Kunda worked from a criticd
perspective.  Our own gpproach is ethnomethodologica.  This means that our focus is
on andysng the ways in which people peform their mundane activities in a vishly
orderly manner. The analyss stands as an account of the ways people make sense of (or
order) the world and communicate that undersanding in the course of ther activities.
Tha is to say that paticipants in a setting display, in ther activities, evidence of an
andyss of the sdting. The purpose of EM andyss is to evoke and clarify the
participants andyss. Thus the EM andyss is not congtructive but explicative. It seeks to
tease out what is present in the setting and not introduce any andytic devices that are not
dreedy there.

We have agued dsewhere (Seymour and Rooke, 2000) that the dealed
understanding of practice required of ethnography is an integrd festure of the action
research underteken by the Lean Condruction Inditute. However, we adso see a tenson
in the fact that this research explicitly ams to inditute a new way of thinking; to change
the culture under study. For much of the time, this is not a problem since the am is to
demongtrate the practica benefits of thinking about the production process in a new way.
The change process conssts of Stuated, practicad demondration where the ‘proof of the
pudding lies in the edting'. People become willing participants in the evolution of their
own culture. For example, the conventiona emphasis on resource utilisation as a means
of achieving greater productivity can be shown to be a misake. The ‘physics of
production’ in congruction obeys a different logic. But as Deming famoudy explored in
formulating his 14 points, the profundity of the change that people need to undergo to
embrace fully the production logic that he cdled for, is congderable and the reasons for
doing s0 not easily demongrated. Why this was 0 in Deming's case was that he was not
just chdlenging the raiondity of exiting production methods, not even just the interests
that were vesed in the organistiond forms that accompanied them, but a socid and
moral order. As such, an gpped to the ‘facts or atempts a rationa argument and
demondration are amply irrdevant. To pargphrase Cotgrove (1982 pl13) dightly on the
arguments about environmenta pollution - when protagonists in some  debate gppear to
be arguing about some objective condition of, for example rivers and waerways, about
which they both in fact agree, what they are arguing about — ‘progress or ‘preserving the
environment’ — is defence of different mora and socid orders — ‘some state of society
which is deemed to be vauable and worth preserving'.



Two BODIESOF KNOWLEDGE

We have identified a number of such *orders in the congtruction industry in the UK

( Seymour 1986, Seymour and Low 1990) which, while they coexist for the most part, are
frequently the source of acrimony and dispute. A feature of them is the existence of two
distinct gpproaches to knowledge about the possibilities and constraints of congtruction.
Each of these approaches consists of a different set of practices for the acquisition,
condtitution, evaluation and application of knowledge. Each leads to the congtitution of
abody of knowledge which, while often complementing the other, can sometimes come
into contradiction withit.  The difference between them loosdly pardlelsthe digtinction
which Ryle (1963) draws between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’. Thefirgt of these
ispracticd, implying the skill, or ability, to perform some task, or activity (knowing how
to erect afasavork system, for ingance). The second is an objectified form of
knowledge, such as that possessed by academics and professiondls. It is knowledge about
something (for example, knowing that the square on the hypotenuse is equd to the square
on the other two sides of aright angled triangle). Of course, al human beings possess
both kinds of knowledge, but their knowledge of a particular domain of interest may be
biased towards one kind, or the other.  We have found this to be the case in construction.

THE STUDY

The following extracts from tgpe-recorded interviews with two Ste managers are taken
from an extensive study of a partnered, fast-track project. The impetus for procuring the
building in this way was provided by a number of engineers and managas from the client
organisation and a design-build contractor. Already known to each other through work on
previous projects, they successfully ‘sold’ this procurement route to the client's senior
management. While the project was generdly successful, there was much scepticism and
downright disgpprova from dte managers about the way things were done. Fird, we
identify what might be seen as the exigence amongst these managers of a menta modd —
what they see as normd, right, and proper about how things should be done. We might
refer to this as a ‘contractud’, ‘hierarchicd’, ‘transactiond’, ‘merchandisng’ or
‘product’ model, in short, a ‘mentdity’ or set of atitudes that proponents of Lean
Congtruction see as resistant to its adoption.

However, second, we propose that to categorise culture in this way would be to
overlook some other features of what is evident here Remembering Garfinkd’'s
injunction about ‘cultural dopes, our purpose is not to find evidence of such a modd, but
to demongtrate the kinds of reasoning that inform the reading they offer. To put it another
way, we ae less concerned to characterise the product — their culture; to construct a
verson of ther mentd modd, but to describe the process - the ways in which their
beliefs, vdues eic are formulated and expressed. This dlows us, we think, to get
‘toeholds for collaborative change. It assumes that an organisationd culture is not some
underlying, determinable redity that can be objectivdly described but exigts in the way it
is described by the people that conditute it; the way a culture is practiced is through
descriptions of it. This conception of culture is likdy to be unfamiliar to researchers in
condruction management, even counter-intuitive, given the lagdy redist assumptions
which the mgority of them share But, for example, formulations like ‘usud practice,
‘best practice’, ‘company policy’, ‘contractua games and countless others, are not
merdy descriptions. They ae used to meke a culture visble for the purpose of



trangmitting it and, indeed, enforcing it. To put it another way: these formulaions are
indructions that may serve the purpose of descriptions for researchers intending to
produce accounts of industry practice (culture). However, their prior datus is that of a
consequentid feeture of the settings in which they originate. This conception of culture is
the darting point of the practice of ‘Appreciative Enquiry’ (Elliott 1999). Along with a
growing number of writers on organisation and manegement, Elliott emphasises that
organisation is continuoudy sustained through language and the ‘dtories we tel each
other about it. These dtories or readings are not so much about the organisation but are
the organistion. Action and dl materid manifegions of it are varioudy read. How these
reedings ae communicated and negotiatled is the vey duff of organisation.
Underganding how organisations change and the task of directing change, therefore
centres on the idea of organisation as text and the different ways in which we can reed it.
This is a didinctly different emphasis from the mgority of treatments of organisationd
culture to be found in the literature (see eg. Brown 1995) as a thing; an objective,
definable entity. Rather, we are concerned with culture as a process, our purpose being to
understand some of the generic features of this process. We emphasise too that what we
try to demondrate here is suggestive of an gpproach to understanding the management of
change. Though we offer some practicad suggestions for managing change which follow
from adopting this goproach, it is for people themsdves to learn through using it. This is
because the benefits of the gpproach are far greater than can be gained from reading the
‘findings. In meeting the primary objective of explicating the unique features of the
seting under dudy; highlighting those features which are essentid to the kind of deep
undergtanding that is amed for, it is not assumed that what is reveded will have generic
relevance for other settings. It may do, but the search for such relevance brings with it the
danger of premature foreclosure and defest of the primary objective. To use the
‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ didinction, the knowledge and understanding
achieved tend to the former.

DO THE SITE MANAGERSHAVE A MENTAL M ODEL?

We find that the views (rationdes beliefs, etc) of the dte managers in the study are
dated in terms of a badc contrast between practicd knowledge and theoretica
knowledge. It relates to two issues organistiond arangements and the rdationship
between design and implementation.

The following speskers can be taken to be saying tha when projects do not have a
cler contractud beds (patnered projects for example) they ae vulnerable to
opportunism. Their model assumes a sceptica view of human nature and motivation
which resonates McGregor's famous ‘Theory X'. That is, people have to be controlled
with the threst of legd or economic sanction; be given finite areas of respongbility with
the financid rewards associated with them explicitly stated. Unless dl this is recorded in
formal, documented procedures, there is a tendency for any ambiguity and uncertainty to
be exploited. Control and coordination between client needs, design and condruction are
effected through hierarchy. The issue as they see it, is who should be a the top of the
hierarchy, designers or congtructors.

The essence of partnering (they said) is smply good practice which, at its best, can be
found in the congruction industry dreedy. Partnering is the new buzzword, promoted by
clients who were ingrumentd in creating the contractua, uncooperdtive, confrontationa



amosphere in the condruction indugtry in the firs place by ther lowest price
procurement policies. To overcome the deeply rooted suspicion and mistrust which has
developed over the years, it is not enough to talk about trust and openness. There must be
asound contractua basisif better, more co-operative relaions are to develop.

Manager A ‘ People have been partnering for hundreds of years. Partnering in an
uncontractual format isan ingpid term. There are grey areas and people don’t have
defined tasks. That leads to problems. That is what has caused problems on thisjob. |
don’t think you can have a partnering project of this sort with the commercial concerns.
We did have the commercial concerns here. You can’t have partnering detached from the
commercial aspects of the job. Here we did.’

A *One of the problems on this Ste is that you' ve got people who don’t understand
partnering, not just the buzaword. They haven't got a clue -they’ re working in traditional
adversarial (sc). Everybody has a traditional understanding of partnering and until it's
in the JTC, the engineering contract, a recognised standard form, people will have
different understandings of it. At the moment all it isisa buzaword.’

A'There' snological hierarchical link of the process of partnering. This job has been
hindered in certain aspects by this rather lame attempt at being friends.’

There are here many of the festures that Lean Congruction proponents’ have noted in
conventiondl practice. The regulaion envisaged in the above is based on the view that
condruction is a series of ‘conversons, typicaly as represented in the Criticd Peth
Method (CPM). These activities are identified largely on the basis of ther time and cost
implications and become the basis for works packages to be subcontracted. It is assumed
that sufficient coordination of contractors can be achieved soldy by means of initid
programmes and budgets; through defining, awarding and enforcing commitments.

While formdly rgecting hierarchicd breskdown of work activities on this project and
encouraging fluid participation of dl participants in the totd process, the underlying logic
of hierarchica work breskdown remained. This gave rise to many coordination problems.
Thus, a frequent comment about coordination mestings, for example, was tha people
were only interested in ther ‘bit’, resented attending meetings if they thought that
discusson did not concern their ‘bit’ or being ‘guillotined’ if matters associated with
their ‘bit’ had been insufficiently aired, and so on.

In the following comments we see that the contractua view is closdy associated with
the view tha the only vidde authority dructure is hierarchicd, and frequently
authoritarian. In the next quote, the only authority the spesker feds he has a his disposd
is the threat of financid punishment. Partnering, as goplied on the project, he beieves,
removed that authority.

A ‘[Partnering] | would say that it weakens your power rather than anything ese. There
have been times when you just wanted to grab a few guys and really fire a round into
them, whereas because of ‘ Partnering’ you fedl handcuffed, y' know you' ve got the

? For example, see Koskela (1992).



‘Partnering’ handcuffs where | can't quite send that shitty letter to the guy, because
that’s not ‘Partnering.’ It's through the sort of, ‘Wait a minute, we' re ‘ Partnering’ we
can’'t do this, we can't do that’. Whereas you can do that. You can have a very strong
position with partnering without appearing weak, whereas we' ve adopted a weak stance.
‘They're our partners, we need those guys; get on with them.” Whereasthey're letting us
down badly in certain areas, and they deserve repercussions. They should be paying the
price. It shouldn’'t always be money straight into their bank account. We should be
taking some out when they mess up, that’s part of the partnering process.’

The following spesker seems to be rather more ambivaent. His main concern is with the
hard, unremitting work to which people were subjected. However, we draw atention to
the control he sees as avallable to him and the dilemma of being deprived of it.

B ‘ There has been, | mean people have worked under a hell of a lot of pressure over the
past six months, and people get a bit stressed out, and, you know they (pause) the
partnership is perhaps not always, well, in my words, perhaps not all what it’s cracked
up to be, with regards to the sub-contractors, er ‘cos sometimes | think, | mean on this
contract, there’ s no financial disincentive for the contractors. If the contractor hasn’t met
any of his programme dates, so what? The only disincentive is that he hasn't made his
bonus money, but no one is gonna take money away from him, from his contract price’

B ‘[Isit better to have a retention?] Then they start saying: © W, you're not trusting us
now you' re threatening us with a bloody LAD or whatever; a big stick. Wherée sthe
trust? But it’s gotta work both ways.

B ‘1 would say we need to revert to the old traditional approach where we do design,
managing, construct and we have engineers, assistant engineers, section engineers,
senior engineers, subagents, Site agents, contracts managers, project managers.’

B ‘ You have to have a thorough grounding in your construction knowledge and you also
know the hierarchy syssem. We' ve got graduates here who expect to walk into shirt and
ties and suits and manage when they haven’t the technical basis.The best way to sort out
ajoblikethisisby old style GF’'s [ General Foremen]. Thisjob has got turned round
because we' ve got GFs here!’

B ‘There doesn't seemto be enough gap betwen the WPM [Work Package Managers]
and the foremen in the sort of clout they have, y' know, like the foremen deal with
everything unless they’ ve got a problem. It seemsthat the WPM deal with everything and
the foremen are just legs for them.’

B ‘The only way that, one way of doing it is that you’ ve got the design complete before
you dart, you've got a full scope of works for each contractor, and you addressall the
interfaces, within the prelims,” the special prelims,” so each contractor knows exactly
what he' s gotta do, he knows perhaps that he's gotta do part of the work, go away, come
back again, go away, interface with two or three other people, e'm, he knows that
restrictions are going to be placed upon him. When he knows all that to start off with, he



can price it properly, and say to him, *look, y’ know we expect you to have a spirit of co-
operation on this contract, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,” erm, price that into your work!’

Bdief in the need for hierarchicd and contractud remedies tended to be reflected in
attitudes to the purpose of documentation. The following spesker was asked for his views
on verbad communication in the context of the am on the project to reduce paperwork.
Hereplied:

A ‘It has got to be policed because you'll find problems occurring and people will say
“Hang on, | never said that.” Verbal communication should be encouraged between
people that are within the same network; within a teamit’s highly important and within
theimmediate structure, but it hasits limitations and it's very dangerous aswell. This
job, no-one has written a letter!”

B ‘ Everything needs to be recorded and traced. Once people know that they're being
watched it adds that extra line manager. Your whole working mannerism changes and
your man management, your time management personally improves.’

Findly, the following two dtatements relate to the lack of coordinaion (as they saw it)
between design and implementation.

AW, you know we've found that, we find that certain sorts of designersy' know at the
very start had their design attitude, y' know, ‘we're the design guys and you are the
builders, y' know 'we wear suits and you wear jeans, ‘we go out to lunch and you have a
sandwich in you little hole of an office type thing.' You know it’salmost like a culture
thing, they don't see us as professionals, they see usas brickies, brickieswith a tie
((laughter)) which is unfortunate. Y' know we can build things, they can draw it, y* know
itseasy to draw, and y' know even looking at myself and Allie, we can design as well,
OK, e'mwe're maybe not qualified to do the structural designs, we know how to do
them, erm but that would bore us to be honest. Erm so the structural guysinitially, we
had problems with Ron to look at an (issue warning) and Ron is, we've almost got him
thinking the way we think, you know rather than, 'oh that's a problem, no | want that, |
want that." But you then say, but do you need it, you want it, but do you need it?' "Well |
don't need it but it would beideal if I could', and | say 'well, but it will cost you money to
have what you want, so tell us what you need. Y know it’slooking at that and it's
actually getting himto buy into helping us, rather than the normal sort of, at one stage
you could have almost painted the cabins blue and said we were [ another construction
firm], for the difference. It was like two different companies. It’'s a case of, 'we've
designed it, we know best, we're the designers, you will build it, to the letter, no matter
what', y know ,'if it's a bad detail, tough, that's what we want', y' know, wher eas

we sort a look at things and we'll sort a reappraise how it should be done, we'll find from
the tradesman even on site, they'll tell us, 'that's stupid, that will never work’, y' know and
we're like the liaison with the experienced guys, that's where the industry is failing at the
moment, the fact that they are not taking into consideration what Joe Bloggs the
carpenter knows out on Site about 'Best Practice' y' know, even bricklayers, y' know
you've got erm like the architects, the details we had initially on block work, you could



tell that they never, ever laid a block, seen a block, and knew what sizes they were.
((laughter)) you know the things did just not work, no matter what, they'd have us cutting
things, they'd forget that if you cut a block it costs you money to cut it, in both men and
machinery. Whereas, by maybe altering a dimension by twenty mil, would save x number
of thousand pounds on the contract, but they don't see this, they just see that, 'l want that
line of blocks there, and that's the ideal height, whereas it would have made no
difference, they could have jiggled with figures and saved cutting and the usual sort of
crap, e'my know and they didn't seemto, er, grasp that you can't, if you want special
stuff, if you want special ties or special blocks, or mortar, that you need to order that and
it takes some time. It took us, erm, three-to-four weeks just to get an approval just for the
block sample, which we donein a day. Now that could have been approved, the client
had approved it, but the architect was sort of putting obstacles in the path, y' know
worrying about the colour of mortar, which was being painted, erm just general finishes,
it was sy, totally silly.

Q | mean could this relationship have been improved by having construction and

design in the same building, or isit a lot more fundamental than...

A They should have been in the same building, there has always been a sort of 'them
and us, and obvioudly because they are with the client, erm, they were always getting

a dightly better deal it would seem, y' know we were left to it, and at times we were
struggling severely, ermthere was just so much information, we were, everyone said

we were, going fast, we could have went twice as fast if we'd had the information at

the time when we wanted it, we knew when we wanted it...

Q So they were getting it first, you're saying, design, and you're getting bits of it or...

A That'sright, it was maybe done, at one time we were saying look, 'tell us what
you'reworking on, send us, if a drawing is half finished, send it to us that night and
then we know that you're working on it at least’, erm and we can sort of start

thinking of opportunities that we could gain a lot, we lost a lot of opportunities that
could have been totally averted

A 'How many builders were involved in the design?' (pause) There wasn't one, there
wasn't one builder, there wasn't one guy involved in doing any design co-ordination, any
drawing co-ordination, erm, who was actually going to build it, or had ever built
something, with the exception of maybe a barbecue in their back garden, ((laughter))
you know that's probably about it! Part of the problem was, we had the architects
working on the cream, and what they tend to do as you know is the old scenario, they'll
spend ten minutes designing the building, and then they'll spend the next two years
designing the landscape, 'cos they can draw pretty flowers, y' know there'sthat one, we
had the amenities, the best designs, and layouts, and blockwork and suchlike, were
carried out in the amenities before the pallet set-down area, and the pods. The pods were
programmed before the amenities, so then when we came to build these, we had no
information hardly, we didn't have any layouts, we didn't have anything. But, if we'd have
wanted to build the amenities, we could have, but we didn't want to, because they were
not critical, and it was just the sort of short sightedness. Y know to be honest the design
team should have been led by a builder, and that didn't happen.



B There have been problems, because design at times has not been able to keep up with
construction. That might not be the designer’ s fault always because they might not
always know what the client has wanted, they tend to rely a lot on sub-
contractors design, especially on the services side, and if that doesn't work erm
(pause) the interfaces between what the services contractor wants and what
we' re providing, say in the building as such, in terms of openings and structure for
services to pass through doesn't always tie up.
Q Isit a question of buildability?
B It's not only buildability, it's also just understanding how construction actually works,
it's not just the buildability, but certainly buildability comesinto it a lot. It' sjust that
designers sometimes think they know how to organise contractors, and that sort of
thing, and they don’'t I'mafraid. It s not their field, and they should leave it to us over
here. We have had problems where the designers have spoken direct to contractors, told
them what to do, when to come on site, and that sort of thing.

ANALYSIS

As noted, it could plausbly be sad tha we see here evidence of a mentd mode.
However, we are more concerned with how the speskers express or manifest their culture.
We find that a basc device is that of contrast. There is a contrast between theoretical
knowledge and practicd knowledge. It is used with reference to two issues i) the
relaionship between engineering design and wha happens on dte, and i) project
organisation.

The speskers know that on the one hand there is an objective body of knowledge
which is shared by members of the engineering professon. We refer to this as
‘engineering knowledge'.  On the other hand, there is a body of practica knowledge thet
is possessed by experienced site personnd.  We refer to this as ‘Ste knowledge'. These
bodies of knowledge are disinguished in three ways the mode of acquistion, the mode
of vdidaion, and the doman of application. Enginearing knowledge is acquired in
colleges, manly from books and lectures It is heavily biased towards knowing-that,
though some effort is made to provide laboratory and field experience.  Ste knowledge
is acquired on dte, in the norma course of the day’s work, by observing more
experienced people and by attempting to perform new tasks.  Consequently, engineering
knowledge is vdidated by the possesson of academic and professond qudifications
which sand as a guarantee that their possessor will peform in a competent manner,
while gte knowledge is vdidated only by the demondrated ability to peform tasks
successfully. Findly, engineering knowledge is concerned primarily with the theoretic
viability of congructions. Ste knowledge, on the other hand, is concerned primarily
with the processes by which those congtructions are physicdly redised.  Of course, these
two domains cannot be separated, they interpenetrate and it is this that leads to competing
cdamsto truth.

We see a gmilar contrast being made about project organisation. Thus, for example,
partnering may be a good idea ‘in theory’ but the very need for it was brought about by
the clients, those up there, ‘the suits who never understood the practicdities of site work
and who sysematicdly undermined the give and take that endbled it, in the successon of
contractud and organisationd changes which were driven by the need for a low tender
price. All ‘they’ know about is the ‘bottom line€. Like the desgners (in their account),
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they’ve never been on a dte, they ‘don’'t want to know’, they digtinguish themselves from
us, don't want to mix with us, etc. The irony is (they say), if there was more respect for
‘the likes of us', what we know and could do would save therm money.

The competing cdams to truth which arise out of these contradictions can often
underpin disputes which might appear to be about something else - economic interests,
occupationd rights (turf wars) or datugclass differences. Thus, while this is, indeed,
framed in terms of a turf war — who should be in charge, designers or builders? - the issue
we think is more complex than tha, but in this very complexity lie the posshbilities of
resolution. Two things may be observed. Firs a mord order, as defined earlier, is seen to
be under threat. Second, it is subtle and multi-layered, continudly evolving, not
immutable but subject to change.

Some sense of how deeply such matters run is pointed out by Sharrock (1974). He
shows that the relationship between particular bodies of knowledge and collectivities is
such that collectivities can be sad to have ownership rights over bodies of knowledge,
noting that ‘rights is a mord category. These ownership rights are jedoudy defended.
Thus in a red sense, enginering knowledge bedongs to enginers. Only engineers are
properly qudified to make engineering decisons. Even if a nonenginer mekes a
correct engineering decision, this decison cannot be known to be correct until it has been
vdidated by a propely qudified engineer. In contrast, dte knowledge beongs to
anyone who has dte experience, whether engineer or not.  Those who possess it are
capable of making sound decisons about the condruction process which are unavailable
to those without such experience.  Thus, they too are abiters of truth in a particular
domain.

Willis (1977) dso obsarves that the divide which exids between the respective
owners of bodies of knowledge can be profound. The preference for experientid over
book knowledge can be extremey strong among manua workers:

“The shopfloor abounds with apocryphd stories about the idiocy of purely
theoreticd knowledge. Practicd ability dways comesfirg and isa condition of
other kinds of knowledge.” (p56)

However, even among enginears, their site experience is highly vaued.  They can often
be patronisng or contemptuous towards the ‘curly d's, as purely theoreticad engineers
ae someimes known. Smilaly, engineers confidence in their professond and
scientificaly based knowledge can lead to distrust and contempt for extemporized
solutions coming from unqudified Ste personnd. These judgements are complicated by
the fact that condruction tekes place within a particular set of contractud/socid
relationships. For example they may see any deviation from ther desgn specifications in
terms of another category ‘contractor’ as an attempt to ‘cut corners, in order to increase
ther profits. It is regarded as a universd (and , indeed, dmost acceptable) motivation
among contractors, to try to ‘get one over on the client’.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF KNOWLEDGE

It is clear that in determining who has access to, or properly owns, these bodies of
knowledge, it is not sufficient to note a didtinction between engineers on the one hand
and unqudified Ste personnd on the other.  Indeed, to cagpture even an approximae
picture, it is necessary to recognise a whole series of didinctions that are habitudly used:
between designers and Ste personnd; between desgners with Ste experience and those
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without; between engineers ‘willing to ligen’ and those not, between engineers and non-
engineers, between contractors and dients  representatives, and  findly, between
accommodating and norraccommodating Resident Engineers (RES). These pared
caegorisations work in a dgmilar fashion to Russan dolls, one pat of esch par
containing the par which follows it. The rdationships between them dl can be
represented diagraméticaly (fig 1).

However, it is to be dtressed that such categories are Stuationdly qudified;, sub-
caegories are cregted and evolve. Of the many examples in the transcripts quoted earlier,
we sdect a few. ‘“Well, you know weve found that, we find that_certain sorts of designers
y know_at the very dart had their design attitude, y' know, 'we're the design guys and you
are the builders. That is, they are not al like that and they can change. Smilarly, note
the two qudifications ‘The only way that, one way of doing it is that you've got the
desgn complete before you dart, you've got a full scope of works for each contractor,
and you address all the interfaces_within the prelims, the special prelims’ The
pugnacious tone of ‘there have been times when you just wanted to grab a few guys and
rely fire a round into them' could be taken as evidence of the industry’s ‘adversarid
culture but equaly as smple frugtration that his knowledge of what is going on on Ste is
being ignored. It isto be noted that ‘there have been times (when?) ‘afew guys (which?

Civil Enginesring

Personnd

Designers Site Personnd

Engineers Non-engineers

Contractors Client's
Representatives

Spec Waving
Reasonable (Unressonable)
Resdent Engineers Resident

Engineers

Figure 1. Pared Categorizations

why them? and so on). Findly, it would be very reveding, we think, to know more about
what one of the speskers means when he contrasts ‘ verbal communication [...] within the
same network [...] theimmediate structure with something €' se which he does not
specify. His reference to writing aletter implies that the aim on the project to reduce
paperwork was just another example of something being ‘dright in theory’ but had not
been worked through in practice.

NEGOTIATING CHANGE THROUGH APPRECIATIVE ENQUIRY

What we tried to do in the previous section is to chdlenge the view implied by the
concept mental modd; that peoples dtitudes and actions are formed and guided,
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dominated even, by a coherent gestalt. Rether, it is fluid or maleable. What people think
and bdieve, we suggedt, does not ‘drive their action in quite the way it is commonly
implied (Suchman 1987, Seymour and Rooke 2000). What people do is very much more
a question of what is dtuationdly evoked. This is not to suggest that people do not have
principles or that they do not try to find condgstency and coherence in what they do, but it
IS to suggest that in infering the motive, vaues or the reasoning ‘behind’ people's
behaviour we not assume aconsgtent ‘postion’ as Fisher and Ury (1981) cdl it.

To put it another way, we have tried to show that the concept mentd mode and much
of the generdisng we see in management dudies is a matter of jumping to conclusions.
While texts on good negotigtion practice consgently advise that we lisgen carefully to
what people say, the strong tendency seems to be that we fit what we hear into our own
projections. Moreover, as Elliott (1999) and Maurer (1996) observe, these projections
tend to be negative ones, hindrances that need to be got rid of or put right. Closer
atention to what people say and how they say it, as illustrated above, suggest that there
ae usudly grounds for negotiating agreement which blanket categories foreclose.  In
other words, Appreciative Enquiry is about reading what people say and do as
opportunities for shared congdructive action, noting the subtleties of qudification and
exception, rather than seeing the confirmation of an immutable culturd dispostion. As
Elliott puts it (p12): “The appreciaive approach [..]is about choosing (or negotiating) to
condruct our organisation with an initid intentional empathy [to achieve] transformetion
of a culture from one that sees itsdf in largdy negative terms — and therefore is inclined
to become locked in its own negative congruction of itsdf to one that sees itsdf as
having the cgpacity to enrich and enhance the qudity of life of dl the stakeholders and
therefore moves towards this gppreciative construction of itsalf.”

We suggest that gppreciative verdons of what these two managers are saying would
emphasse, not the contrectud/hierarchicd content, but ther frudration a the non-
acceptance of and disrespect for their kind of knowledge. They see people making
decisons, whether in design or sdting up organistiond arangements, which are not
rooted in the gStuationd knowledge which they fed they have It is normd right and
proper, they think, that people who know how to do it should do it. Desgners and people
who favour new procurement methods don't know the redity as they do. However, ther
negative characterisations, their arguments in favour of tidy contractud boundaries and
hierarchica certainties coexis with their desre for desgnrimplementation integration
and to be relieved of rush, panic and stress.

CONCLUSIONS

The practicd implications of what we have agued in this paper have been been
announced frequently — wak the floor, ligen to what people say, don't jump to
conclusions, don't project your own fears and inhibitions on to others and so on. What we
have tried to emphesise here is a mode of andyss which is reveaory — carefully
exploring what is there rather than foreclogng it by applying a priori assumptions and
caegories. Usng this method in specific circumgtances may be expected to reved
posshilities otherwise hidden. Thus, while we endorse the summary or generic dogans
of the kind cited above, we ae trying to ddineste a mode of research which will
complement or help enable people to put them into practice. We observe that its methods
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of finding out and its ams as to what is to be found out chdlenge conventiond
expectations about research and the way it contributes to practice.

We dso observe that the work of the Lean Condruction Inditute dso chalenges
(modtly implicitly and in wha is practiced rather than what is written) conventiond
expectations about research, emphasing the radica importance of dtuated understanding;
of ‘tdling it like it is; of cultivating an operationd sysem whose founddion is the
replacement of abdractions, vaguaries and wishful thinking with what is explictly and
religbly known. However, operationdising this principle with regard to matters of human
intention, motive, vaues and bdief is less easly done than it is with tangible outcomes —
PPC, for example. The role of ethnography is to furnish information on these matters, to
help change agents achieve a thorough and equdly relidble underganding of the Stuation
to be changed. This is demanding and time consuming. It involves the careful monitoring,
recording and andysis of what goes on. It requires great effort on the part of the specidist
ethnographer and on the part of those who might use the materids she supplies. Given
the usud pressures to produce results, to provide executive summaries, progress reports
and 0 on in bullet point terms, we see an inevitable tendency to overamplify; to look for
the ‘bones of what is being said (consder the impatience that is engendered a having to
‘wade through’ the lengthy transcripts offered in this paper); to characterise a given
culture (attitudes, beiefs and so on) in a way that forecloses further enquiry. For
example, even on projects (as in the one cited in this paper) where there is forma
commitment to, and, indeed, genuine efforts towards openness and trudt, there was much
tak amongst the ‘change agents of ‘dinosaurs and a readiness to blanket a wide range
of comments and observations as obstructionism. A consequence, as we have seen in the
foregoing transcripts, was frudration and resentment about not being lisgened to. We see
this as a waste that can be prevented. Thus. The ethnographer’s role is to reved the actud
andyses that practitioners use to make sense of the settings in which they work and that
guide ther activities in these sdtings. In a sense this role condds in giving a legitimae
voice to members who ae exposed to andlor required to change We emphesise
‘legitimate’  because what is heard is the product of a bona fide research process with its
own episemologica credentials. The dismissal of much of what is sad and heard as
mere opinion, for example, is a consequence of a conventiond research tradition which
effectively wagtes crucid data about what needs to be understood.

Two aspects of such practitioners andyses are of particular importance to Lean
Condruction initigtives. Fird, resstance to change may come, for example from
attitudes of suspicion and resentment. Here, the Lean Condruction practitioner has the
choice of embracing resstance and co-opting the energy that it represents (Maurer) or
negotiating the ‘corridors of comparative indifference (Wrapp, 1984). Second, regarding
the dements that are conducive to the introduction of Lean Condruction, the chdlenge is
to identify these dements and build on them by bringing Lean Condruction solutions to
bear on perceived problems. Both involve a thorough undersanding of what is being sad
and the context in whichitissad.

For example:

“Part of the problem was, we had the architects working on the cream, and what they
tend to do as you know is the old scenario, theyll spend ten minutes designing the
building, and then they'll spend the next two years designing the landscape, 'cos they can
draw pretty flowers, y' know there's that one, we had the amenities, the best designs, and
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layouts, and blockwork and suchlike, were carried out in the amenities before the pallet
set-down area, and the pods. The pods were programmed before the amenities, so then
when we came to build these, we had no information hardly, we didn't have any layouts,
we didn't have anything. But, if we'd have wanted to build the amenities, we could have,
but we didn't want to, because they were nat critical, and it was just the sort of short
sightedness.”

Fird, the resentment is obvious. But is it an insurmountable obstacle to change or
does it offer the posshility of change? This is a judgement that must be made on each
occason by the ethnogrepher and Lean Congruction practitioner in consultation with
each other. It must be done with full regard to the context in which the talk was origindly
produced. Crucidly, it cannot be taken as a draghtforward description. The tak is an
activity in itsdf. Thus it might be glossed as jus moaning, meking an excuse or
judtifying a course of action. On the other hand, it might be glossed as making pogtive
deps towards change. If we drip away the insulting characterisation of architects, the
practica problem is revedled. Lean Condruction can provide an answer. The strength and
persuasveness of this answer is that it is provided in reation to a red problem
experienced by this manager. Generic conclusons ae dl vey wdl and no doubt
necessary to the Lean Condruction practitioner who is looking to formulate hisher
underganding in a communicable way, but they sand in a reflexive rdationship to the
Studion in which they ae used. Our generic concluson, then, is tha the Lean
Condgtuction prectitioner can be aded by an ehnograhic ressarcher whose role is
continudly to make explicit the needs and problems of this or that manager rather then
this or that type of manager.
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