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Appendix 1.1 (a) 
Date 

Address of the company 

Dear Sir/Madam 
Re: Request for Research Participation and Recorded Interviews 
I am currently studying for a postgraduate research degree in organisational relationships at 
University of Central England in Birmingham. The chosen topic is an inquiry into 
contractors' business performance. The main objectives of the study are as follows: 

" To review management theories in business performance and project performance 
appropriate to medium-sized construction companies. 

" To explore how business performance is perceived in medium-sized construction 
companies in relation to their business development and project operations 

" To identify, the key factors (external and internal) which influence business 
performance in medium-sized construction companies. 

This study has been sponsored by the School of Property Construction and Planning, 
University of Central England. The employed research methodology requires to record 
individual interviews of 1 to 2 board directors/senior managers in a medium-sized 
construction company. I would very much like your company to participate in this research 
exercise. I would be much grateful if you could complete the attached sheet in page 2 for 
background information of the research. 

I would like to assure you that all information provided will be treated with strict 
confidence. Anonymity of individual companies and participants will be respected unless 
they specifically consent to be identified during the process. A summary report of the 
research will be available to participatory companies. 

If you have any further queries please do not hesitate to contact me on the given contact 
details. 

Yours faithfully, 

Kumudu Swamadhipathi 
(Researcher) 

School of Property, Construction and Planning 
University of Central England 
Birmingham, B42 2SU 
Tel: 0121 331 5662 
Fax: 0121 331 5172 
Email: kumudu. swarnad@uce. ac. uk 
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Appendix 1.1 (b) 

Brief Introduction about the Research - An Inquiry into Contractors' Business 
Performance 

The aim of this research is to investigate how overall business performance develops and 
how it relates to individual project performance in medium-sized construction companies. 
To fulfil the above aim this study will address the following objectives: 

" To review management theories in BP and project performance appropriate to 
medium-sized construction companies. 

" To explore how "BP" is perceived by companies' senior managers. 
" To identify the key factors (external and internal) which influence BP in medium- 

sized construction companies. 
" To discover how the perceived idea of BP is translated from company level to 

project level in construction companies. 
" To articulate how senior managers construct BP in medium-sized construction 

companies. 

The general perception about the construction industry is not favourable compared with 
that of other industries; where they have introduced new methods and techniques to change 
and improve the way of doing business in the past two decades. The majority of researchers 
considered that the construction industry should be able to do the same, but the 
construction industry adheres to known and tried methods and techniques rather than 
changing its outlook. Many researchers are in agreement that the construction industry will 
improve only when it changes its way of doing business in line with other industries. 
However main contractors are mainly focused on improving project performance. 

The vast amount of literature in the construction industry shows that there is a significant, 
under-investigated disparity between business performance and project performances of a 
construction company. According to researchers in this area the present project-based 
system does not appear to generate long-term sustainability to the company or the industry. 
Therefore this study seeks to discover how overall business performance has developed and 
how it relates to individual project performance in medium-sized construction companies. 
This could inform the future sustainability of construction companies and thereby 
sustainability in the construction industry. It is anticipated that this study will form the 
necessary foundation to model ideal contractors' business performance. 

This research has taken a novel approach than the usual questionnaire surveys due to the 
fact those social actors in the construction industry carry an enormous amount of 
information which cannot be captured well in a standard questionnaire. Therefore recorded 
interviews will be used to collect data to explore the real disparity between business 
performance and project performance in a construction company. 

A-3 



Appendix I- Research introduction, company details and questions 

Appendix 1.2 - Details of the Company and Current Projects 
Please fill in the blanks or encircle the most appropriate answer. In the event of space 
inadequacy please use a separate sheet. 

1.0 General 

1. Company Name .............................................................................. 
2. Address ....................................................................................... 
3. Annual Turnover in 2005/06 or 2006/07 

................................................. 

2.0 Current Projects 

1. Give four projects that characterise the work your company does 

(a) ................................................... (c)....................................... 

(b) ................................................... (d) ....................................... 

2. Type of above project e. g. dwelling, warehouse, hospital, road, office etc. 
Project (a) ................................. Project (c)................................... Project 
(b) ................................. Project (d)................................... 

3. Approximately what percentage of work is sub contracted? 
Project (a) 

................................. Project (c)................................... Project 
(b) ................................. Project (d).................................... 

4. Approximate number of employees working at the above projects - 
Project (a) Permanent 

.............. Project (b) Permanent .............. 
Temporary .............. 

Project (c) Permanent 
.............. 

Temporary 
.............. 

Temporary 
.............. 

Project (d) Permanent 
.............. 

5. What is the preferred contractor selection process? 

Temporary .............. 

Open Tendering / Close Tendering (Negotiated) / Partnering 

6. What type of contract agreement's used? 
Project (a) .............................. Project (b) 

................................ 
Project (c) 

.............................. Project (d) 
................................ 
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Research Questions - Stage-one 

Section -A 
1. What is the company structure? 
2. Does the company have a strategy? 
3. What is the company strategy (plan for its future)? 
4. How was this formed? 
5. Which people were involved in the creation and development of strategy? 

Please give some examples 

Section -B 
1. How do you identify the need for business improvement? Please give some examples. 
2. How do you distinguish between project delivery and business improvement? 
3. Is business improvement discussed at board meetings? If so please give a recent example. 
4. How often is business improvement discussed at board meetings? 
5. What percentage of time is allocated for it? 
6. What else is discussed at board meetings? 
7. Do you feel business improvement be discussed more at board meetings? 

Section -C 
The following is based upon the EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Management) 
Excellence model. Do you know about it? This model recognises there are many 
approaches to achieving sustainable excellence in all aspects of performance and is based 
on the premise: excellence results with respect to performance, people, customers and 
society can be achieved through leadership, people, policy & strategy, partnership & 
resources and processes (Figure 1). 
1. If I group the criteria to improve as (without any particular order) leadership, people, 
policy & strategy, partnership & resources and processes in which area would you 
prioritize to improve business performance in your company? 

2. What makes you to think that criterion has to be prioritized than the others? Is there any 
link to that from present situation in the company or any past experience regarding any 
negative out-come of any other areas or the same area? 

3. This is based upon your selected criterion - leadership/ people/ policy & strategy/ 
partnership & resources and processes to improve overall business in your company- 
(a) How would you go about it? 
(b) Do you see any opportunities to develop your company in each of the areas chosen? (c) 
Who will be most responsible for above actions and what are their positions related to 
project operations and business development in your company? 
(d) Once the process is established what sort of a mechanism you will engage to monitor 
and improve the system? 
(e) What are your expected achievements in such a system towards chosen criterion or 
criteria and how would you shape it up to achieve improvement in business performance in 
the long-run? 
(f) What are your comments about the value of this model? 
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ENABLERS RESI: 1 l'ti 

INNOVATION AND LEARNING 

Figure 1- EFQM Model (source: adapted from EFQM, 1999-2003) 
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Research Questions for Clarification - Stage-two 
During stage-one interviews, respondents described the business performance of a 
company through business development, project performance and business improvement. 
The majority of directors mentioned that they conduct business development at company 
level and control/monitor/regulate project performance at project level to stabilise their 
position in the market sector in which they operate. They further conduct continuous 
business improvement at both company and project levels - (1) to be more efficient in 
construction management process, (2) to distinguish their company from their competitors 
and (3) as a precaution for sustainability in the chosen market. 

Therefore, business performance in a construction company is complex and different 
companies employ different strategies to address it. However, stage-one data suggests that 
they did not clearly describe how they maintain the link between business development and 
numerous project operations through business improvement to achieve targeted business 
performance in a company. Given that, 

" the majority of companies are selective in type of work and type of contract 
" those companies use the services of external/internal business/commercial 

advisers to develop their business. They look at opportunities in the market, 
government announcements and internal capabilities 

" all projects are unique even though a company works within the same sector or 
engages with repetitive business 

" the majority of construction production is done by sub-contractors who are 
subjected to different company management processes 

" business development is a forward-looking process with a long-term plan whereas 
" project performance is an on-going affairwhich needs to be attended to within a 

given time period 
" construction companies are engaged with processes at two levels; company and 

project and with long-term and short-term management concepts governing those 
processes respectively. 

" at both levels "people" are an important feature in a company. 
" the general consensus of construction companies in achieving business 

performance is not financially oriented, but what contributes towards achieving it, 
is important to them. 

Therefore, the following questions are framed to determine the perceptions of senior 
managers at company level regarding how they create business performance in their 
respective companies. It is intended to start by verifying (questions 1-3) how they have 
previously described business performance of their companies. 

1. How do you describe ̀business development in your company'? 
2. How do you describe ̀project performance in your company'? 
3. Based on the above answers - How do you link them in practice in your company in 
terms of management of processes and people involvement? 

Explanations in question (3) above are intended through exploring the construction 
practice, for examples - 
(a) Job selection processes at what type of work to be undertaken, preference or reasons for 
it, who should make decisions, who should be involved for preparation of tenders etc. 
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(b) Once a client awards a job what type of preparations are involved with, in terms of 
planning, who will be responsible for activities until the commencement of the job such as 
selection of sub-contractors, site lay-out, temporary services, purchase of materials etc. 
(c) Once the project is commenced who will be responsible for its progress, what level, 
reasons for your selection, support mechanisms if any to achieve expected results etc. 
(d) Once the project is nearing completion; are there any procedures adopted, and why? Is 
it considered as an important activity just like starting the project and why? Who are the 
people mainly responsible for this activity? 

Then question 4 below summarises the respondents' perception of integration between 
business development and project performance to create business performance. 

4. Could you kindly explain with your experience how business development is influenced 
or not through project performance? (Preferably with examples) 

Therefore the above questions; 1 to 4 are capable of providing sufficient data to understand 
and also to re-confirm the nature of construction company/industry, integration between 
company and project, why they operate at two levels, whether they work with a long-term 
plan such as marketing, quality assurance, customer satisfaction etc. to create business 
performance. 

Then questions 5 to 7 are designed to deal with un-clarified areas from previous findings 
i. e. business improvement, which is assumed to be the connecting feature of project level 
and company level to achieve required business performance for the company. Thus, the 
following questions are set to explore the need for business improvement at company and 
project levels. At the same time it inquires into relationships that affect company's business 
development and project performance to create or not required business performance. 

5. Are you doing any business improvement at company or project level? If so, please use 
examples. 
6. Could you kindly explain with your experience how you handle business development 
and business improvement in your company? (Preferably with examples) Note - reference 
to be made to the same examples (a) to (d) listed above. 
7. What (business development, project performance, business improvement) needs to be 
given more priority and why? 

Question 8 below links the management idea transfer in the case of business performance 
in a construction company with processes investigated in questions above. It is expected to 
summarise all ideas expressed in questions 1 to 7 above regarding what senior managers at 
company level have perceived as business performance and how they create business 
performance in their project oriented construction companies. It is also intended to 
facilitate an understanding of the reality in idea transfer in a company through interview 
data from directors/senior managers. 

8. What processes and mechanisms are employed in your company to transfer the 
management idea in - what should be done to achieve the required business performance 
across the company? Is it happening in one direction top-down or bottom-up or in another 
way? 
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APPENDIX 2 
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The European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) framework its 

advantages and limitations in this research 

An introduction to the EFQM framework and its usefulness in this research 

The total quality management (TQM) approach was developed and integrated into 

business and organisational excellence through different frameworks. McAdam and 

O'Neil (1999) summarises the TQM approach as - `(1) it is strategically linked to the 

business goals. (2) customer understanding and satisfaction is vital. (3) employee 

participation and understanding at all levels is required. (4) the need for management 

commitment and consistency of purpose. (5) the organisation is perceived as a series of 

processes which incorporate customer supplier relationships'. Since the launch of TQM 

approach, many quality frameworks have appeared for the use of different industries and 

organisations. The most popular are the American Baldrige framework, Europe's EFQM 

framework and Kaplan and Norton's Balanced Scorecard. All those frameworks were 
followed by an early example from Japan; the Deming Price model (based on the 

philosophy of plan - do - check -act) in 1951 (Oakland, 2005). The strategic importance 

of quality has been considered together with business excellence in these frameworks 

thus they are capable of self-assessment, benchmarking and delivering improved 

performance in organisations (Oakland, 2005). Furthermore, `TQM has been a key 

business improvement strategy since the 1970s, as it has been deemed essential for 

improving efficiency and competitiveness' (Hafeez et al., 2006). Hafeez et al. (2006) 

also identified that `organisations are experiencing great difficulty in translating TQM 

theory into practice'. 

The EFQM framework was launched in Europe in 1991 (Johnson, 2003) and revised in 

1999 (Johnson, 2003). It has originated from the principles of TQM. It is a flexible and a 

self-assessed framework which can be used irrespective of the size of an organisation and 

also in public and private sector organisations to assess current performance and to 

facilitate improvement in future performance (EFQM, 1999-2003). Furthermore it claims 

that the self-assessment process leads to a systematic learning experience for people in 
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any organisation with excellence and quality concepts (Johnson, 2003). Hence it could 

be used as a vehicle to identify strength and areas to improve, prioritise improvements 

and drive improvements to achieve higher performance. The figure 1 below outlines the 

EFQM framework used in this study to generate data in stge-one. 

ENABLERS RESULTS 

INNOVATION AND LEARNING 

Figure 1- The EFQM Framework (source: adapted from EFQM, 1999-2003) 

Figure 1 summarises the structure of the EFQM framework into 5 `enablers' covering 

what an organisation does and 4 `results' covering what an organisation achieves (Bou- 

Llusar el al. 2003). To satisfy the requirements of main criteria (five enablers and four 

results) its assessment is based on a series of sub criteria and as a set of functional 

criteria. Thus, the analysis can be based on different levels of an organisation. 

Definitions for 5 enablers and sub-criteria (McCabe, 2001 ppl48-153) are as follows: 
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`Leadership - how management inspire and lead people to achieve organisational 
excellence 

- Leaders develop the mission, vision and values. Considered as role models of the culture 
of excellence 

- Leaders are personally involved in ensuring the organisations management system is 
developed implemented and continuously improved 

- Leaders are involved with customers, partners and representatives of society 
- Leaders motivate, support and recognise the organisations people 

Policy and Strategy - how the organisation ensures that what is formulated as part of the 
corporate decision making process is translated into plans and actions 

- This is based on the present and future needs of the expectations of the stakeholders 
- Also based on the information from performance measurement, research, learning and 

creativity related activities 
- Policy and strategy are developed, renewed and updated 
- It is developed through a framework of key processes 
- Policy and strategy are communicated and implemented 

People - how the organisation ensures that its key resource (employees) is utilised and 
supported to enable them to contribute fully 

- People resources are planned, managed and improved 
- People's knowledge and competences are managed and improved 

- People are involved and empowered 
- People and organisations have a dialogue 

- People are rewarded, recognised and cared for 

Partnerships and resources - how the organisation has developed and managed 
relations with external parties and effectively use this like finance, building, equipment 
and technology in pursuit of corporate objectives defined in the policy and strategy 
section 

- External partnerships are managed 
- Finances are managed 
- Building equipment and materials are managed 
- Technology is managed 
- Information and knowledge are managed (this is directly linked to policy and strategy) 

Processes - how the organisation show the way it manages and reviews all processes that 
is carried out 

- Processes are systematically designed and managed 
- All processes are improved as needed using innovation in order to fully satisfy and 

generate increasing value for customers and other stake holders 

- Products and services are designed and developed based on customer needs and 
expectations 

- Products and services are produced, delivered and serviced 
- Customer relationships are managed and enhanced' 
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When an inquiry is made into the above sub criteria - leadership to identify exactly what 

leaders are doing and how they are doing it; then there will be another level of activities 

which are formed at the functional level to support the above. There are 32 sub-criteria 

available under the main 9 (5 enablers and 4 results) criteria (Rusjan, 2005; and McCabe, 

2001 ppl48-153). Both main and sub-criteria are fixed elements for self-analysis, 
however the third level criteria are not fixed and so could be selected in-line with the 

purpose of analysis such as quality improvement or business performance or 

organisational performance etc. at the discretion of the qualified analyst. Thus the 

analyses will be spread on three layers of an organisation namely, corporate (9 main 

criteria), operational (32 sub-criteria) and functional (numerous sub sub-criteria to 

support sub-criteria) refer figure 2 for the researcher's interpretation of the 5 enablers and 

the layers of an organisation. The outcome through such an analysis can be considered as 

a well encompassed achievement in an organisation. Therefore, the EFQM literature can 

be useful in the collection and evaluation of data and to provide feedback to management 

such as sustainability or the improvements needed to the system (figure 2). 

This framework is results orientated and results can be measured as perception measures, 

performance indicators and performance outcomes (McCabe, 2001 ppl54-158), thus it 

can be used by any researcher following positivist or interpretivist approach to research 

to gain an understanding of a particular organisation. Positivist researches can base their 

analysis simply on the individual scores achieved by enablers and results and the overall 

score. Each main criterion is allocated with a certain percentage value and scoring is 

based on the judgment of the qualified EFQM assessor's investigation into sub-criteria 

and sub sub-criteria of a particular enabler or result. Interpretivist researches can base 

their analysis on comments made on criteria at three different levels of the organisation 

(figure 3). 

Five `enablers' represent how the organisation operates and four `results' represent 

achievement of an organisation. There is a direct correlation between enablers and results 

(Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard, 2005). Bou-Llusar et al., (2003) identified it as ̀ results 
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can be interpreted as a measure of the ability of the enabler domain to exert an influence 

on the set of results criteria'. They also emphasised that `findings can be understood as a 

measure of the capability of the business to obtain better results by managing the enabler 

criteria'. Thus this framework allows managers to modify/alter/change enablers at 

corporate, operational or functional level to achieve the organisation goals/targets using 

the feedback loop. It is possible to prioritize the areas of the business that need most 

attention. Thus this framework provides an objective systemic measure of an organisation 

therefore improvements to business can be implemented. It leaves provision for the top 

management to plan and develop a suitable mechanism to achieve set goals/targets by 

educating, training and rewarding people who are responsible for functional elements of 

an organisation. Thus, this framework underpins the organisational behaviour concepts 

such as behaviour, activities, initiatives and relationships of managers/employees in an 

organisation. It is so designed to achieve `excellent results with respect to performance, 

customers, people and society through leadership driving policy and strategy, that is 

delivered through people, partnerships and resources and processes' (EFQM, 1999-2003). 

The basic premise to select this framework as the tool to access data is that; its five 

enablers logically cover all aspects of operations in an organisation with a direct 

relationship to results (figure 2). Consequently it covers relationship between leadership 

and business performance; I am investigating how business performance (non-financial) 

is perceived by directors/senior managers of medium-sized construction companies and 

how it is translated in a company. In reality by using such a framework it will be easy to 

access and uncover data which is based on organisational behaviour which includes 

strategic management. In line with that, Bou-Llusar et al., (2003) said the EFQM 

framework is an appropriate tool to investigate into organisations and furthermore, `other 

researchers have used this model for organisation analysis'. This framework is linked 

with business performance. (Leonard and McAdam, 2002; Boi-Lluter, 2003) identified 

that the `business initiative' process exists together with TQM approach in this 

framework which is used to benchmarking the quality of European organisations. The 

flexibility of the use of EFQM framework in this study can be highlighted as; it does not 

specify any specific management control system to adopt upon use/implementation of 
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this framework. Furthermore, Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard (2005) established that 

most of the elements of six management control approaches (bureaucratic and mechanic 

view, cybernetic view, agency view, human Resources view, contingency view and 

cultural view) are incorporated in the EFQM framework. The EFQM framework relates 

well with resources available in an organisation to its capabilities thus future 

improvement can be planned accordingly `tracks down the main resources and 

capabilities of organisation so that we can identify what part of business structure hosts 

the essential resources or capabilities that generate competitive advantages' (Ruiz- 

Carrillo and Ferdinandez-Oritz, 2005). 

The fundamental concepts of the framework together with other researchers' comments 

of the EFQM framework fit well with the requirements of this study; to investigate 

business performance of a contractor through perceptions of board directors/senior 

managers at company level. Other than that the specific advantages of using this 

framework in this study can be described as follows: 

(1) This framework covers all areas in a construction company which need to be assessed 

in relation to performance at business levels with the basic premise `total quality 

management'. Thus, it underpins the concepts the researcher is intending to explore such 

as perceptions of directors regarding business performance, behaviour of top 

management, activities of a company at different levels etc. It is so designed to achieve 

`excellent results with respect to performance, customers, people and society through 

leadership driving policy and strategy, that is delivered through people, partnerships and 

resources and processes' (EFQM, 1999-2003). 

(2) It is a leadership driven framework thus activities are streamlined or prioritised 

through vision, mission and value of people based upon current/ future requirements of 

an organisation. Thus this framework fits with our requirements to investigate business 

performance of a contractor through board directors/senior managers in construction 

companies. 

(3) EFQM (1999-2003) further states that its aim is to deliver management by processes 

and facts. It has the clear link between enablers, results and feed back loop which covers 
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RADAR thinking (Results, Approach, Deployment, Assessment and Review). This is in 

line with the Deming philosophy `plan - do - check - act'. This includes management 

(operational level) as well as normal functions (functional level) of a company (figure 2). 

Therefore, it facilitates transparency in holistic approach to improving performance in an 

organisation; which will be useful in this study to identify areas to improve or areas to 

sustain in a company in terms of non-financial business performance. 

(4) It has been identified that it involves people in the process and aims to improve 

performance by developing people. Thus it is in line with qualitative methodology and 

organisational behaviour where people are given due recognition in the process of 

performance implementation and improvement; it also aims to maximise their 

participation and contribution towards performance improvement. Furthermore it is 

clearly visible in the above figure 1 that people are used as an enabler and also as a means 

for generating results. This is compatible with the interpretivist method chosen for this 

research in exploring the concept ̀ business performance' through people. 

(5) This framework addresses the sustainability of an organisation as the framework is 

designed to generate customer results. Therefore, it can be assumed that the use of 

framework leads to generate a sustainable position for an organisation among its 

competitors in the market. Furthermore, this framework allows an organisation to review 

the services which can be offered to satisfy present customer requirements and future 

customer needs and expectations through results and feedback loop. Management 

strategy plays an important role here thus it supports the access to data through 

directors/senior managers of companies in this inquiry. 

(6) This framework can be used to address the constant change the construction industry 

is facing by including partnerships and resources. Hence proper planning/programming 

will lead to retaining valuable resources such as materials, finances, relationships etc. 

through proper partnering arrangements. This is quite visible in the construction industry 

nowadays and the use of this framework gives opportunity to find out how exactly 

relationships are maintained in the complex construction industry which is vital for 

business performance of a company. 
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In summary; this framework can be used for evaluation of a construction organisation, 

can be integrated with organisation management irrespective of its type and can also be 

use effectively to identify areas to improve, monitor and sustain business performance of 

an organisation. Therefore the EFQM framework is suitable to uncover data with respect 

to this study; an investigation into business performance of a medium-sized construction 

companies. 

Limitations of using the EFQM framework 

The EFQM framework has helped to formulate interview questions in a sequence which 

was known to both interviewees also it helped to conduct the interview in a logical 

manner. It also made the discussion more theoretical. However it limited the discussion 

to five enablers of the framework excluding `other things' which will be necessary for 

good research. Use of the framework also limited the discussion to the partiality of 

interpretation (bias) and specificity of the context by the interviewees. Both interviewees 

have vast experience in practice hence they knew how to promote what they are engaged 

with. Other than that the interview transcripts show interviewees were spoken through 

their own template though they use the five enablers in the EFQM framework. It can 

contribute towards an inconsistency in data analysis. 

This framework is operating with a role model leadership approach; however 

applicability of such a concept in a highly fragmented and complicated construction 

industry is questionable. The EFQM framework acts as a tool to find out what is 

happening in an organisation; it does not indicate what should have happened to improve 

performance. Hence performance improvement is heavily based on management and 

strategic decisions through the feedback loop. It shows the need for management 

commitment and strategic approach rather than the leadership. Thus to some extent it has 

an element of bureaucratic nature which favours managers but not leaders. Emphasizing 

the point, Johnson (2003) said `use of the model appears dependent on managing its 

strength as an explicit framework of excellence with its weaknesses in organisational 

relevance and bureaucracy'. On the one hand, management is presented as a dull 
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activity, where getting things done through other people in order to achieve stated 

organizational goals. On the other hand the leaders offer vision and motivation and deal 

with change. Thus, leadership is presented as a creative and an exciting activity which is 

seen as an inspirational process, associated with interpersonal skills in a broader context 

and with enthusiastic line up of followers. Since the management and leadership are 

related, organizations do not hire managers and leaders separately. Therefore, in reality, a 

modern mangers' role is much more complex as he/she has to engage in both roles. 
According to the above definition for leadership, leaders can emerge at any level of an 

organization. It need not be only at the higher level of a hierarchy. This can be capitalized 
in nowadays organizations, which allow decision making responsibilities to take place 
further down a hierarchy. However this framework welcomes the involvement of people 

and tries to improve the process through people. 

Some researchers have criticised this framework; that it has a `business process' central 

to its core idea other than TQM, `however it does not clearly show how business process 

can be identified and improved' (McAdam and O'Neil, 1999). Furthermore, `lack of 

compelling evidence of the model's success on its focus on the internal operation of the 

business' (Johnson, 2003). Rusjan (2005) said that this framework does not explain the 

relationship between decisions made based on the EFQM framework results and other 

traditional decisions based on strategic, business, organisational perspectives. Another 

criticism lies in the area of uncertainty of construction industry and simplicity nature of 

the framework. Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard (2005) stated that `[c]omplex nature of a 

system and a simple model may not be able to cope the complexity with its uncertainty 

and unpredictability'. 

Furthermore, Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard (2005) identified the inconsistency between 

enablers as a major defect of this framework and responsible to create problems at the 

implementation. Bou-Llusar et al. (2003) described enablers and results are strongly 

associated however it shows limited validation of causal relationships between attributes. 

The same point has been observed by Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard (2005) `[t]he 

culture aspect... explicitly focused under the leadership while this focus more or less 
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ignored in Policy and Strategy, Partnerships and resources as well as in the Process 

criterion'. Rusjan (2005) further identified the discrepancy between cause-and-effect 

relationships between enablers and sub-criteria which limits the usefulness of the 

framework. Rusjan (2005) argued that this framework is well structured to handle 

`identification of the problematic situation' of an organisation but it does not offer any 

guidelines for `identification of problems'; which is useful to prioritise the areas for 

improvement. 

Many researchers are in agreement that companies which aim for better performance 

should consider the EFQM framework as a whole rather than trying to address few 

aspects of the framework (Bou-Llusar et al., 2003). Furthermore, Hafeez et al, (2006) 

said that the companies `understand the commercial or institutional demands to introduce 

TQM as a business strategy', however the lack of skills, organisational barriers and soft 

issues arising; need to be addressed to get better results. 

Therefore, organisations can overcome the above issues with the implementation of the 

EFQM framework if they are aware of these inconsistencies, limitations and risks 

connected with it (Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard, 2005). Also there should be an 

awareness of softer issues of performance management (Johnson, 2003 and Hafeez et al., 

2006), when using this framework for performance improvement in an organisation. The 

organisational effectiveness under investigation could be prioritised using the sub sub- 

criteria (quality, customer satisfaction etc. ) during the analysis process to make 

judgments on fixed criteria. Thus by adopting a transparent decision making process as 

illustrated in figure 2 below; results can be managed to sustain or improve the required 

organisational effectiveness in an organisation where business performance is embedded. 
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The researcher's interpretation of 5 enablers in the EFQM framework to serve this 

inquiry 

Figure 2 below represents the modified use of the EFQM framework based on the 

advantages and limitations in theory and practice used in this inquiry. The following line 

diagram encapsulates of the conceptual use of the 5 enablers in this research with the 

addition of management approach to limit the inconsistencies identified by other 

researchers to achieve organisational effectiveness broadly and specifically business 

performance in this inquiry. 

People 

Effectiveness 

s performance) 

Feedbackloop 

Operations (5 Enablers) + Management = Results 

Figure 2- The use of EFQM Enablers in this Research 

The above figure 2 represents five enablers from the EFQM framework. The results 

generated at the operations level need to be interpreted together with the basic reason for 

analysis (quality, customer satisfaction etc. ) using appropriate management skills to 

develop management decisions to improve or sustain the organisational effectiveness, 
business performance in this inquiry. The framework in figure 2 above which joins the 5 

enablers with a respective management approach in an organisation can address the 

above issues related to theory and practice; to streamline the findings through enablers to 

achieve or improve business performance. 
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The above modified framework operates on leadership similar to that of the EFQM 

framework; however it recognises the leaders need not be at the highest/corporate level or 

middle /operational level of the hierarchy. Therefore leaders can be originated even at the 

functional level. All issues up to a certain limit related to people, policy and strategy, 

partnerships and resources can be handled at functional level with employee's direct 

input of ideas and contextual data. Those raw data can be processed together with 

additional information from operational level (management ideas) and corporate level 

(vision, mission, strategy) at the operational level of the hierarchy in line with the 

definition of process and its involvement. The EFQM (1999-2003) defines process as 

`how the organisation show the way it manages and reviews all processes that is carried 

out'. The involvement of process is as follows: 

" `Processes are systematically designed and managed 

" All processes are improved as needed using innovation in order to fully satisfy 

and generate increasing value for customers and other stake holders 

" Products and services are designed and developed based on customer needs and 

Expectations 

" Products and services are produced, delivered and serviced 

" Customer relationships are managed and enhanced' (EFQM, 1999-2003) 

Therefore an appropriate management approach is useful at this stage to understand raw 

data and mix them with operational and corporate level requirements. The managers at 

the operational level (figure 3) can be made responsible for analysing the above data 

against the set strategy/vision of the organisation. Their in-between position can be put to 

good use to analyse functional and operational data together with corporate requirements. 

Those results can be considered as a total representation of the present performance of an 

organisation. Thus the functional level and corporate level leaders can be informed about 

the requirements to adopt; to sustain or to improve the business performance of an 

organisation. 
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Functional level 

(functional & managerial activities) 

Operational level 

(managerial activities) 

R, eeople I 

Corporate level 

(vision, mission) 

: ss 

Feedback loop 

Operations (5 Enablers) + Management = Results 

Figure 3- The EFQM Enablers with Hierarchical Line of Command 

The above interpretation has been based on figure 4 which illustrates the hypothetical 

hierarchy of a medium-sized construction company 
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Corporate Level 
Owner/ Managing Director 

Operational Level 

Contracts Director Proiect Director Finance Director 

Estimator/ Buyer/ Contracts Mgrs. 

Functional Level 

Offi e Staff 

Accountant 
Project Managers 

Site agents I 
Office staff 

Operatives, Skilled labour 

Un-skilled labour 

Figure 4- Hierarchy of a hypothetical medium-sized construction company with 
line of command 
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Appendix 4- Interview transcripts 

Table 4.1 - Variations in companies between data sub-themes 

Com nies 
Themes and sub-themes A B C D E F G H J 

Theme 1- Company 
1. Type of work (objective) 

specific 
diverse 
opport. and capabilities 

2. Business Develpment 
strategy 

long-term company 
short-term project 

board meetings 
formal 
informal 

business expertise 
internal 
external 
both above 
none of above 

performance 
financial preferred 
non-financial preferred 

3. Relalionships -partnering/supply chain 
high piority 
not a priority 
none of above 

Theme 2- Project 
1. Project is a priority 

without exceptions 
with exceptions 

2. Relationships - subcontracting 
majority 
minority 

3. Performance 
QA 1 quality of work 
client satisfaction 
both above 

Theme 3- Integration company and pro ject 
1. No boundary- company/project N/A N/A 

2. Processes are Integrated N/A N/A 

3. CBI NIA N/A No data No data 

contextual data 
people are useful 
policy & strategy is useful 

not applicable -NIA majority similar minority similar _ combination _ 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THEORY, METHODOLOGY 
AND CONSTRUCTION PRACTICE IN RESEARCH INTO 

BUSINESS PERFORMANCE OF MEDIUM-SIZE CONTRACTORS 

Kumudu Swarnadhipathi and David Boyd 
kumudu. swarnad@bcu. ac. uk; david. boyd@bcu. ac. uk 

School of Property, Construction and Planning, Birmingham City University, 
B42 2SU 

Abstract 
This paper discusses the relationship between theory, methodology and construction 
practice in PhD research into the business performance of medium-size contractors. It 
is argued that this relationship is not trivial and needs challenging for robust research 
into construction practice. This paper explores the underlying philosophy of research 
design, its relationship between different stages and how it leads to theory-building. 
The research has stemmed from a problem located in practice in Construction 
Management with a view to improving practice; namely the gap between construction 
business performance and project performance. A method within an interpretivist 
approach was established to generate data from the practice by using a theoretical 
framework (EFQM enablers). The study has investigated 9 medium-size construction 
companies using semi-structured in-depth interviews with 
directors/chairmen/managers. This method has generated rich description of the 
complex situation; however, this revealed a distinction between the theories that are 
valid in practice and in academia. The conclusion is that for the theoretical output from 
PhD research to have a meaning in practice and further to be capable of improving 
practice, a study of the way theories transfer from academia to practice is required. 

Keywords - methodology, practice, research, theory 

INTRODUCTION 

The objective of this paper is to understand the value of theory in wider research 
practice and its usefulness in improving construction practice. It describes researcher's 
thought process into this research so far. The paper is written as a PhD researcher's 
struggle to both undertake a PhD and to improve practice. It describes the challenges 
undertaken to understand the relationships between practice, methodology, and theory. 
The order of thinking about these is important. Practice is the most concrete area, as it 
is in the majority of construction management research, and started the research. The 

research question was formulated through an unresolved area in the construction 
practice concerning the gap between contractor's business performance and project 
performance. Much time was spent in deriving the methodology to constitute this 
research because of the PhD researcher's lack of clarity and doubts about interpretive 

research paradigm. Then the literature review was commenced in line with the chosen 
area in the construction management discipline to find out what and how other 
researchers have performed in similar research. The PhD researcher surmised that in 

positivist research the relationship between theory, practice and methodology is 

unproblematic being reduced to good procedure but in interpretive research it is part of 
the problem including debating `what' is theory and even `why' theory is used. 
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The research takes place in the two contexts namely construction practice and academic 
research practice. This can be presented as two levels, as shown in the figure 1 below: 

Theorists/ Academics - strong and sound well established assumed 
(Conceptual level) theory methodology practice 

Research student 

Practitioners - theory methodology practice 
(Empirical level) in mind hidden experience / intuition 

Figure 1- Research Context 

With theory, method and practice appearing at both levels, a student delivering a PhD 
in construction is expected to have an understanding at both levels but the PhD is at the 
conceptual level. Theory appears very strong and sound at the academic's conceptual 
level but diffuse and disconnected in its essence and character at the empirical level, to 
the extent that practitioners hold theory in their minds (Bannister, 1981) which can be 
completely different in different people to suit their requirements (Boyd and Wild, 
1996). Practice is not visualised in its experiential meaning at the conceptual level and 
it is sufficient to advance a conceptual theory. Methodology appears less controversial 
area for a student since it is hidden in practice and it appears well established with 
alternatives at the conceptual level. In the real world, conceptual thinking and empirical 
thinking are two different activities however to develop a PhD research in construction 
management there is a need to connect both rather than confining it to one end. This 
approach is exemplified by the desire for the PhD to contribute towards improving 
practice i. e. the business performance of a medium-size contractor. The PhD journey, 
exploring conceptual methodology, gave the researcher the opportunity to see the 
inconsistency in interpretive research area. However the process in this study has 
lessened those inconsistencies and makes this research more robust conceptually and 
empirically. 

PHILOSOPHY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

The Conceptual View of the Problem in Construction Practice 
As mentioned previously the research question originates at the empirical level but 
started with a conceptual analysis of a difference between construction project and 
construction business performance. Winch (1989) concluded that `the project is a 
temporary organisation, while the firm is a continuing capacity to create the built 
environment'. Phua (2006), Bassioni et al. (2005), Dubios & Gadde (2002) and Handa 
& Adas (1996) described about the disparity between project level performance and the 
contractor's business performance. They agree that the business performance of 
contractors is not satisfactory and it is also under-researched. The business environment 
where these contractors work is highly competitive thus it makes contractors' business 
performance a very important factor which determines its economical and social 
success as well as long term sustainability in the industry. Kagioglou et al. (2001) 

criticized financial performance measures to determine sustainability of a company as 
`results and decisions based on the past and do not encourage the continuous 
improvement of the overall performance'. They have considered financial information 

A- 180 



as a lagging indicator inappropriate for future decision making. Thus the meaning of 
`business performance' of a company is much wider than the usual financial measures 
to gauge a company by its projects performances. 

From these conceptual analyses, research suggests that a construction company needs 
to discover the factors which contribute towards its business performance other than the 
project performance as a whole. These factors might be its identity as a separate entity 
such as client relationships, training, innovation, research and development in addition 
to the project needs and requirements. Furthermore it is the relationship between project 
performance and companies' business performance that needs to be established. 
However at the empirical level contractors do not see their world in this way i. e. they 
do not theorise about the interdependent process between the construction industry, the 
construction company and the construction projects undertaken by that company. This 
disconnection in theorising needs to be acknowledged in PhD research where there is a 
tendency to privilege the conceptual theory. 

Application of Academics' Methodology in relation to Methodology in Practice 
Conceptually this research was designed in the interpretive paradigm because of 
supervisor influence and its appropriateness for investigating the complex social 
phenomenon of the construction practice. Hence, this study inquired into the 
perceptions of business performance of company directors/chairmen and senior 
managers in medium-size construction companies through conducting semi-structured 
one-to-one recorded interviews. 

Methodology in practice refers to the way practice philosophises about its activities and 
its methods of acquiring and using knowledge. In the majority of construction 
management research, this methodology is assumed to be comparable to the activity at 
the conceptual academic level. This is not the case and this can explain why the 
majority of academic research is not taken up by practice (Morris and Lancaster, 2005). 

Thus to introduce a meaningful relationship to methodology at both levels; an existing 
theoretical framework was used to structure the questions rather than just creating a set 
of questions. It was decided to use the enablers from the European Foundation of 
Quality Management (EFQM) framework as a conceptual tool to access data. On one 
hand, EFQM has been well documented and discussed at academic level and could be 
regarded as a theoretical framework which can analyse a company's approaches and 
even present solutions to improving a company's business performance. On the other 
hand, EFQM framework also has a meaning at the practice level as it is a tool in use 
and is reported in business experience. It was surmised that the respondents would be 
aware of EFQM and so could present their thinking about their business through it. The 
nightmare between academic language and practitioner language issue would thus be 
solved. It provided ground for practitioners to talk through their own language and 
enable the researcher to probe and collect sufficient information; in a manner related to 
both conceptual and empirical levels. It covers all aspects of operations in an 
organisation with a direct relationship to results which made probing less traumatised. 
It also covers: the relationship between leadership and business performance, how 
business performance (non-financial) is perceived by directors and how it is translated 
in a company. It made the data generation process less complex by providing access to 
data and uncovering data based on organisational behaviour with strategic management 
approach. 
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However, using a framework for the inquiry can limit data which might be more 
specific to their companies and useful for analysis. For example - the EFQM 
framework has a bureaucratic nature which favours administrative managers but not 
project leaders who are found in construction. Also, Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard 
(2005) criticise that the model is too simple to handle `the complexity with its 
uncertainty and unpredictability in real world'. 

From the interview transcripts, narratives are produced for data analysis with a view to 
developing /improving related theory. The rational behind the selection of the narrative 
method comes from `sensemaking is a committed interpretation' and the sensemaking 
themes described by Weick (2001, p 11). Also from; `good stories are central to build 
better theory' Pentland (1999). The narrative analysis is expected to reveal answers to 
the research questions to form `what' and `how' of theory at the empirical level and the 
`why' of a theory with a reasonable connection at conceptual level. So far data has 
provided a rich picture on their way of doing business, their understanding and beliefs 
about company performance and project performance and how they handle day to day 
improvements and future developments. 

However the analysis will be problematic in following areas: The chosen framework 
guided interviewees in a systematic way though it generated a massive amount of data. 
Other than the recording and transcribing difficulties, large amount of information 
reveals contradictions in the interviewees' statements. This leads to a difficulty of 
meaning and coherence in the theory generation process as it is the researcher that 
selects the evidence to give it coherence to generate conceptual theories. Lemke, (n. d. ) 
said ̀ the process of transcription creates a new text whose relation to the original data is 
problematic'. Hence there is a tendency to lose some of the meaning as spoken and 
written languages are not the same which might be useful for data analysis. Interview 
data could have been affected due to the location of the interview and the interactional 
style between the researcher and the interviewee; e. g. would they answer or converse in 
this way in practice? Thus it limits or adds to the researcher's own interpretations and 
assumptions which affects the value of the research during theory-building. 

Theory in research 
As explained previously, the attempt is to deliver a PhD in construction related to both 
levels. Thus there is a need to understand and apply theory in conceptual level to a 
problem in empirical level. Bacharach (1989) viewed theory as a set of constructs and 
variables which are interrelated within researchers/theorists imposed boundary of 
assumptions of value, time and space. Whetten, (1989) states that there are three 
constituent elements in a theory - `what' `how' and ̀ why'. `Why' of a theory needs to 
satisfy findings at empirical level with assumptions about conceptual level, thus this 
may be the most important task. The general perception is that most theories work well 
at the conceptual level however at the empirical level they may fail due to pragmatic 
reasons based on their inadequacies of value, space and time at its formulation. 
Determining this theory of two levels tends to reduce the elegance of the theory at 
conceptual level thus creates a problem as regards the PhD. 

In the case of interpretive research paradigm where this research is based; legitimacy 
and credibility becomes further complex as the method explores the subject through 
peoples' interpretations. It makes the theory-building exercise more uncertain; 
however, rigorous analysis and thorough explanations are required for such a theory to 
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be recognised. There are different ways of adding value to theory-building in 
interpretive research such as (1) to be `descriptive and provide a sound empirical basis 
rather than prescriptive' (Seymour and Rooke, 1995), (2) to generate a deeper 
understanding of the social actors' pre-understanding Gummerson (2000 p 62), (3) to 
expose the reflexivity of the researcher about the subject and the evaluation method by 
Unique Adequacy requirement of methods described by Rooke and Kagioglou (2007) 
where importance of familiarity of the research setting and value-free judgment is 
highlighted and (4) to make sense in organisations by realising the social structure as 
described by Weick (2001). 

CONCLUSION 

This paper provides an insight into on-going research, which aims to lead to theory 
building and practice improvement, through inquiring into the relationship between 
research methodology, accessing data from practice and theorising from this data. The 
methodological question arises whether this conceptual theorising has a meaning in 
practice which is required before practice can be improved by it. It is believed in the 
majority of PhD research in Construction Management that this is the case but this is 
seldom substantiated. It was argued that empirical validity is one requirement that a 
theory should satisfy among other requirements such as sensemaking, believability 
(credibility), adaptability and coherence. Thus a study of the way theories have 
meaning in both academia and in practice is required. 

REFERENCES 
Ankrah, N. A. and Proverbs D. (2005) A framework for Measuring Construction Project Performance: Overcoming 

Key Challenges of Performance Measurement, Association of Researchers in Construction Management ARCOM 2! " Annual 
Conference, Vol. 2 P 959 - 969, SOAS, London 

Bacharach (1989) Organizational Theories: Some Criteria for Evaluation, The Academy of Management Review, Volume 14 -4, p 
496 - 514 

Bannister D. (1981), Personal Construct Theory and Research Method, in Reason P. and Rowan J. (Eds) (1981), Human Inquiry, 
Wiley 

Bassioni, H. A., Price A. D. F., and Hussan T. M. (June 2005) Building a Conceptual Framework for Measuring Business 
Performance 

in Construction: an empirical evaluation, The Journal of Construction Management and Economics, Volume 23, p 495 - 507 
Boyd D. and Wild A. (1996), Engaging with Personal Constructs to Improve Construction Projects, 12`h AnnualConference of the 

Association of Researchers in Construction Management (ARCOM). Sheffield, Sept 1996, (Ed). A. Thorpe, ISBN 0863396607 
Dahlgaard-Park, M. S. and Dahlgaard, J. J. (2005) Management Control Theories and the EFQM Excellence Model, European 

Quality Magazine, Volume II Issue 3 
Dubois, A. and Gadde, L. (2002) - Construction industry as a loosely coupled system: implications for productivity and innovation, 

The Journal of Construction Management and Economics, Volume 20, p 621 - 631 
Gummerson, E. (2000) Qualitative Methods in Management Research, Sage Publications, Inc. London, New Delhi 
Handa, V. and Adas, A. (1996) Predicting the level of organisational effectiveness: a methodology for the construction firm, The 

Journal of Construction Management and Economics, Volume 14, p341 - 352 
Kagioglou, M., Cooper, R. and Aouad, G. (Jan/ Feb 2001) Performance Management in Construction: A Conceptual Framework, 

The Journal of Construction Management and Economics, Volume l9, p85 - 92 
Lemke, J. L., (n. d. ) [online] available from http: //www-personal. umich. odu/-jaylemkc/papers/handbook. htm [accessed on 

12/09.2007] 
Morris, T. and Lancaster, Z. (2005) Translating Management Ideas, Organisation Studies, Volume 27( 2) p. 207 - 233 
Seymour, D. and Rooke, J. (1995) The culture of the industry and the culture of the research, The Journal of Construction 

Management and Economics, Volume 13, p 511 - 523 
Pentland, B. T. (1999) Building Process Theory with Narrative: From Description To Explanation The Academy of Management 

Review, Volume 24 -4, p 711-724 
Phua, F. T. T. (2005) Predicting construction firm performance: an empirical assessment of the differential impact between industry 

and firm specific factors, The Journal of Construction Management and Economics, Volume 24, p 309 - 320 
Rooke and Kagioglou (2007) Criteria for evaluating research: the unique adequacy requirement of methods, The Journal of 

Construction Management and Economics, Volume 25, p 979 - 987 
Whetton, D. A. (1989) What Constitutes a Theoretical Contribution? The Academy of Management Review, Volume 14/4, p490- 
495 
Weick, K. E. (2001) Making Sense of the Organisations, Blackwell Business 

A- 183 



Winch, G. (1989) The construction firm and the construction project: a transaction cost approach, The Journal of 
Construction Management and Economics, Volume 7, p 331 - 34 

A -184 


