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In the 1980’s the author started working with construction 

contractors and learned that the triangular de�nition of a 

successful project was incorrect in that there was a fourth 

dimension necessary to accomplish a successful project as set 

forth below.

(“TQM”) spread throughout industry. Partnering’s roots in public 

construction began around the same time but not as quickly as 

in the industrial sector as there was no TQM e�ort at that time in 

the public sector. It has been reported that:

“In 1987 Colonel Charles Cowan of 

the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in 

Oregon and Norm Anderson of the 

Washington State Department of 

Transportation, simultaneously began 

to develop cooperative programs for 

their public projects. These programs 

began to be called “public partnering”. 

Within a couple of years 85 percent of 

the state departments of transportation 

were partnering. Partnering spread like 

wild�re to many public owners who 

developed partnering speci�cations, 

and began to de�ne what partnering 

meant to their organizations.” 3   

For the last three years of Mr. Cowan’s military career he was 

the commander of the Portland Oregon District of the U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers (“COE”). There he �rst developed and 

implemented the partnering concept on the largest construction 

project in the Northwest; the $328 million Bonneville Navigation 

Lock. Since then, partnering has been successfully implemented 

to varying degrees by the COE and many other State and Federal 

agencies, most notably by a large number of State Departments 
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contractual relationships with contractors was detrimental 

to their desire to reduce claims and litigation. In addition, the 

COE realized there was a distinct lack of open communication 

between the contractors and the COE contract administrators 

and acknowledged that it was time for change. 4 Regardless of 

which story is accurate, it is clear that the COE was the original 

initiator of the public contract partnering e�ort at least in the 

Federal construction sector.

WHAT ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
PARTNERING?

Partnering is a process, not a single act. As such, partnering 

is hard to de�ne. Webster’s American Dictionary states that a 

“de�nition” is “…a statement that tells what a thing is or what 

a word means.” But, as it turns out, partnering is hard to de�ne 

as it means di�erent things to di�erent people and perhaps 

di�erent things to the same people but on di�erent projects. In 

its simplest form successful partnering is the establishment of a 

team approach for a mutually bene�cial resolution of the ongoing 

challenges and problems that typically arise on a construction 

project. Because partnering has several di�erent de�nitions, 

it is easier to describe the characteristics of partnering as 

experienced by multiple stakeholders in the construction industry.

The Construction Industry Institute (“CII”) is a consortium of 

more than 130 leading owner, engineering-contractor, and 

supplier �rms from both the public and private sectors. These 

organizations have joined together to enhance the business 

e�ectiveness and sustainability of the capital facility life cycle 
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to establish and protect one’s own position to the exclusion of all 

others. Partnering, therefore, is a voluntary process and primarily 

consists of workshops, meetings and the use of facilitators to 

help the parties establish working relationships and attitudes 

where project problems can be discussed and resolved in a non-

adversarial atmosphere.

DRIVERS OF PARTNERING 
IMPLEMENTATION

Having determined what the characteristics of partnering are, 

the Navigant Construction Forum™ reviewed the literature to 

determine the primary drivers that bring about partnering in an 

organization. Partnering is, typically, an owner driven project 

management tool; and, since partnering is a diversion from the 

typical project management process, unless the owner has had 

bad experience with previous projects, why would they take 

the time and make the e�ort to implement partnering?  The 

International Partnering Institute (“IPI”) published a report that 

identi�ed four di�erent methods for adopting partnering. 11 This 

report identi�es four drivers that bring about partnering in owner 

organizations. They are the following.

Legislative / Executive Mandate – This method is employed 

when a senior executive above the level of the owner 

organization issues a mandate that public agencies reporting 

to the executive must implement partnering.  IPI set forth, as 

an example, the City and County of San Francisco, California. In 

2013 the Mayor of San Francisco issued an Executive Directive 

to six major City departments directing each department to 

implement partnering on all projects with a value in excess 

of $100,000. The IPI report identi�ed what they believe are 

the strengths of the Executive Directive trigger to implement 

partnering in the following manner.

 • Executive Commitment – The directive included a set of 

goals that all departments were to strive for and clearly 

demonstrated top level executive commitment to the 

partnering process.

 • Cross Training – All departments undertook partnering 
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 • Help Eliminate Organizational Silos – Like many large 

organizations, silos exist and these silos often stand in the 

way of project success. By using a collaborative steering 

committee of both DOT and contractor employees the silos 

were identi�ed and department wide optimization became 

more likely.
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Work Process Alignment – This �nal phase takes the lessons 

learned from the previous phases and transferring the goals and 

ideals of partnering on the project from the executive and project 

management level to the craft level and the subcontractor level. 

In this fashion, partnering will more likely be successful when 

everyone on the project buys into partnering.

ELEMENTS OF SUCCESS

After reviewing CII’s project phases the Navigant Construction 

Forum™ reviewed the literature to determine what is necessary to 

make the partnering process a success? The following appears to 

be the elements needed to make partnering a success. 

Ingredients Of Partnering Success – Ralph J. Peterson published 

an early book on partnering in which he summarized the 

“ingredients of a partnering system” or what is needed to make 
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timing is more favorable to one side or the other; and pushing 

issue resolution to higher levels within both organizations in an 

e�ort to leverage more favorable settlements. In order to change 

this typical project dynamic, senior management on both sides 

must remain committed to partnering. Top management must 

stay thoroughly involved in the partnering process on a routine 

basis (e.g., attending all partnering meetings, reviewing all 

project status reports, and taking corrective action (promptly.) 

Additionally, top management must meet frequently and 

privately with their own sta� to demonstrate their personal 

commitment to the partnering process and urge their sta� to 

“get on board”. 

Empowerment Of Sta� – One of the fundamental tenets of 

partnering is to urge both project teams to both resolve issues 
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Diving Into Deep Water With No Preparation – Moving an 

organization that traditionally operates in the low bid, design/

bid/build environment into operating in a partnering environment 

is di�cult, at best. Organizations that have made this transition 

successfully generally did so by phasing into partnering on a few 
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work with unknown local manpower and resources, deal 

with unknown local utilities and regulatory agencies, etc. 

Construction is often fast paced, time is of the essence and 

the contractor prefers to be at the jobsite building the project. 

Under the aforementioned constraints, contractor employees 

often work long hours under demanding conditions. Both 

companies and their employees undertake this extra work and 

risk in return for larger �nancial rewards and the enhanced 

satisfaction of successful job completion.

It’s easy to see how the ideological and psychological di�erences 

among the parties, along with the potential for coordination 

con�icts in both scheduling and participation levels, can make 

it di�cult to implement partnering e�orts. And, if the owner 

and the contractor have had a number of disputes on previous 

contracts developing a degree of trust for the next project will 

be inordinately di�cult. Nevertheless, once employed, partnering 

e�orts may help overcome these di�culties and provide multiple 

bene�ts to the construction project and all stakeholders. 22 

COLLABORATIVE ATTRIBUTES OF 
PARTNERING

Based on reviews of “successful” projects where partnering was 

implemented, the collaborative attributes of partnering have 

been identi�ed as follows. 23 

Communication – Projects that implement partnering fully most 

often exhibit excellent communications at the project as well 

as the executive levels. Traditionally, in the experience of the 

Navigant Construction Forum™, communications do not  �ow 

easily and are most often constrained. On typical projects both 

owner and contractor sta� most often hold back information. As 
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working together to �nd a timely and cost e�ective solution. 

It is early identi�cation of issues, working together to arrive at 

joint agreement and resolution of issues based on achieving 

project success instead of positioning to protect one side or the 

other. Issue resolution also involves taking responsibility. If the 

owner’s drawings are �awed and need to be changed in order to 

construct the project to meet the owner’s needs, then the owner 

needs to accept responsibility and issue the needed change 

order(s) to correct the problem. Conversely, if the contractor 

made a mistake during construction they need to acknowledge 

it, design a �x, obtain owner agreement on the �x and implement 

the �x, at their own expense.

Teamwork – Successful partnering requires that the owner, 

their design professionals and construction managers, and the 

contractor project management teams must become an integrated 

project team. Research indicates that co-location of the project 

teams is a contributor to project success on partnered projects. 26 It 

is also noted that on projects using Building Information Modeling 

/ Virtual Design and Construction (“BIM/VDC”) co-location of the 

project team may also include key subcontractors. Joint training in 

partnering, joint participation in partnering meetings, etc. should 

also help contribute to teamwork.

POTENTIAL DOWNSIDES OF PARTNERING

Cost  – A common retort of those who have never been involved 

in a partnered project is that it adds to the project cost. 

Obviously, this is true. The expense of the partnering facilitator is 

an added project cost. But, how much? The International Institute 

for Con�ict Prevention & Resolution looked into the issue of 

the cost of partnering as compared to the cost of negotiation, 

mediation or arbitration and concluded that:

“The �nal costs of partnering are 

minimal compared to the costs of the 

project. Although partnering costs 

vary, they are usually 
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“The Australian collaboration economy 

is worth $46 billion but $5.4 billion 

is wasted on overlong meetings, 

distractions and failed projects, 

according to a new Deloitte report.

 The Collaborative Economy report 

found that $46 billion is the value of 

the time employees and managers 

spend collaborating each year. It is 

based on a survey of 1,000 Australian 

employees and managers conducted 

in June 2014 by Stancombe Research 

and Planning. The �gure of $46 billion 

is a calculation based on the amount of 

time spent collaborating multiplied by 

wage levels.” 31 

While this study focused on collaboration across the entire 

Australian economy, and not just construction, some critics 

focus on the time spent in collaborative partnering sessions. The 

Navigant Construction Forum™ acknowledges that there is time 

expended in pursuit of successful partnering but those who have 

participated in partnered projects that went well generally respond 

that this is time well invested in the success of the project.

“Weaponization” of the Partnering Process – The attitudes of 

the parties can destroy the partnering e�ort. The author has 

been on some projects where every time the owner said “no” 

to a contractor request, the contractor replied with “You’re not 

partnering!”  This accusation was made even when the contractor 

requested that the owner waive a clear requirement of the 

contract documents. Over a relatively short period of time the 

partnering attitude displayed at the initial partnering conference 

eroded substantially. Subsequently, follow up partnering 

meetings became more adversarial and argumentative. It should 

be noted that owners of these projects had not  employed the 

partnering facilitators to participate in the partnering meetings 

other than the initial meeting.

Partnering May Not Prevent Disputes Because of Flaws in the 

Partnering Process – If partnering is not properly implemented 

from the outset by not involving senior management from 

both the owner and the contractor, then on site personnel will 

likely have little incentive to fully accept and participate in the 

partnering process. Or, conversely, if senior management on 

both sides bought into partnering and convinced the sta� on 

the project to do the same, the project sta� may not embrace 

partnering because it causes more work for them. 32 

“When Partnering Goes Awry” – In a short article in Engineering 

News-Record a contractor wrote of an experience his �rm had 

on a highway project which serves as a warning to others looking 

to become involved in the partnering process. The contractor 

reported that the Department did not give their �eld sta� the 

requisite authority to make �nal decisions. In this particular case, 

the contractor encountered a di�ering site condition (“DSC”) 

which was acknowledged in writing by the resident engineer. 

Overcoming the DSC increased the cost of the contract some 

38%. Ten months later the Department rescinded the original 

time and materials (“T&M”) change order with no explanation. 

The contractor was required to �le a claim which languished in 

the Department headquarters for four more years and increased 

considerably in cost. 33 The lesson to be drawn from this story is 

that when owners and contractors are pursuing collaborative 

partnering on projects some authority for changes and claim 

settlements must be delegated to �eld sta� and dispute 

resolution processes must be put in place to e�ectuate resolution 

of changes and claims in a reasonable period of time. 34   

THE BENEFITS OF PARTNERING

A short article that summarized the results of a number of studies 

performed by other organizations, summarized the apparent 

bene�ts of partnering in a series of tables that are included 

herein below manner. 35 The various studies summarized in this 

article are discussed in further detail in this research perspective

31. Hamish Barwick, $5.4 Billion Wasted During Collaborative Projects in Australia: Deloitte, CIO, July 17, 2014.

32. Coleen A. Libbey, Working Together While “Waltzing in a Mine Field”: Successful Government Construction Contract Dispute Resolution with Partnering and Dispute Review 
Boards, 15 Ohio St. J. on Disp. Resol. 825, 2000.

33. Barry Kannon, When Partnering Goes Awry, Engineering News-Record, Vol. 245, No. 8, August 28, 2000.

34. Author’s Note:  The author has worked with this highway department on multiple assignments since the time this article was published and can attest to the fact that this 
department has fully bought into collaborative partnering and the use of Dispute Resolution Boards to resolve claims promptly.  

35. Sue Dyer, The ROI of Partnering Your Project, Partnering Magazine , May/June 2014. 
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Fewer Claims – This report provided the following information concerning reduced claims based on 10 di�erent studies. The data 

provided shows the following
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While these studies show a tremendous reduction in claims 

including millions, or even billions, of dollars of construction in 

place with “zero claims” the Navigant Construction Forum™ �nds 

this statement questionable. The author believes that the term 

“claim” may be used inappropriately in these studies. A claim is 

generally de�ned in the Federal Acquisition Regulations (“FAR”) 

as follows.

 “’Claim’ means a written demand 

or written assertion by one of the 

contracting parties seeking, as a 

matter of right, the payment of money 

in a sum certain, the adjustment or 

interpretation of contract terms, or 

other relief arising under or relating to 

the contract.” 36  

To say that there were no requests for additional time and/or 

money for delays, suspensions of work, di�ering site conditions, 

constructive changes, etc. is unrealistic. On the other hand, a 

“legal dispute” is de�ned in the following manner.

“Contest, con�ict, disagreement 

concerning lawful existence of (1) a 

duty or right, or (2) compensation, by 

extent or type, claimed by the injured 

party for a breach of such duty or 

right.” 37

In the manner in which the Navigant Construction Forum™ deals 

with these terms, a claim is a request for an equitable adjustment 

(i.e., time and/or money) from the contractor to the owner. If 
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On Time Project Completion / Schedule Reduction – The report documented schedule reduction due to partnering based on 10 studies.

STUDY / PROGRAM UNIT OF MEASUREMENT RESULTS

     Terminal 3 Boarding Area E Total cost 80% of industry average

Caltrans EIP Awards Projects % budget savings 3.2% of $3B (77.78% of projects on budget or under)

IPI Partnered Projects Average savings 9% of $3.9B

UTA Frontlines 2015 $ under budget 5 megaprojects $300M under budget

STUDY / PROGRAM UNIT OF MEASUREMENT RESULTS

CII RR102-11 % reduction in time 20%

TxDOT Partnering  Study % ahead of schedule +4.7% vs. -10.04% (partnered vs. non-partnered)

Woodrow Wilson Bridge 

Partnering Study
Collaboration vs. schedule .682 (positive correlation)

SFO Terminal Program (@ $5 

billion)
Plan, design, build, open

 Terminal 2 $400M Terminal 120 days early

Terminal 3 Boarding Area E $138M Terminal delivered in 18 months

Runway Safety Area $11.1M delivered on time, in 91 days

Caltrans Partnered Projects % on time or early 90.48%

Grajek TxDOT Study Ahead of schedule 13.73%
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Job Satisfaction – The International Partnering Institute 38 noted that 

CII’s Benchmarking Study “…also found that among those surveyed, 

individuals in partnered projects experienced a 30% higher job 

satisfaction rating than those on non-partnered projects.” 39

CASE STUDIES

http://www.policyconsensus.org/casestudies/docs/AZ_transportation.pdf
http://www.ati-sys.com/atisys/ADOT_Parterning_Measurements_060506_Summary.pdf
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It has also been reported that the Caltrans partnering program has yielded further results as follows: 43  

43. Sue Dyer, The ROI of Partnering Your Project, Partnering Magazine , May/June 2014.

44. K.M.J. Harmon, Resolution of Construction Disputes: A Review of Current Methodologies, Leadership & Management in Engineering, Vol. 3, Issue 4, October, 2003.

45. J. Killian and G. E. Gibson, Construction Litigation for the U.S. Naval Facilities Engineering Command 1982 – 2002, Journal of Construction Engineering and Management, Vol. 131, 
Issue 9, American Society of Civil Engineers, New York, 2005.

46. T. J. Kurgan, A Forensic Analysis of Construction Litigation – U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, University of Texas at Austin, TX 2005.

47. Brian Polkinghorn, Robert La Chance, Haleigh La Change, Maryland SHA Partnering: An Analysis of the Maryland Department of Transportation’s Partnering Program and Process, 
Maryland State Highway Administration, Baltimore, MD, 2006.

CORE ELEMENT UNIT OF MEASUREMENT RESULTS

Cost Savings % Budget Savings
3.2% of $3.0 billion 77.78% of projects on or under 

budget

Time Savings % On Time or Early 90.48%

Fewer Claims Number of Arbitrations
61 in 1999  

13 in 2011

Improved Safety % of Projects w/o LTA 78%

Federal Government – The COE and the NAVFAC are strong 

proponents of project partnering. Numerous papers have been 

written about COE and NAVFAC projects. Some of the reported 

�ndings include the following.

 � The COE experienced an 85% reduction in construction 

claims and litigation using partnering to prevent escalation 
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PROJECT YEAR # OF CLAIMS/DISPUTES DEMAND DOLLARS AWARD DOLLARS

2004 30 $11,823,600 $1,069,132

2005 16 $19,301,341 $2,845,410

2006 20 $1,652,536 $110,189

2007 14 $1,166,643 $178,157

2008 8 $16,088 $8,044
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ODOT reported that the number of claims after “reinvigorated 

partnering” fell from 30 claims in 2003 to zero claims in 2008. 

This report noted that they had performed a widespread survey 

of ongoing projects starting in 2007 in which a total of 434 

responses were received and analyzed. However, the authors 

noted that zero responses were received from ODOT Districts 1, 

7 and 12. Thus, 25% of the ODOT districts provided no responses 

indicating that much work remains to be done to implement 

collaborative partnering Statewide.

Oregon Department of Transportation – The Oregon Department 

of Transportation (“ODOT”) began implementation of their 

partnering program on “high pro�le” projects in the early 1990s. 

In 2002 ODOT preformed a research study to analyze the impact 

of partnering on their projects. 51 This report compared the project 

metrics (cost, schedule and claims) for 7 successfully partnered 

projects and 5 unsuccessfully partnered projects and determined:

 • Unsuccessfully partnered projects had a 20.2% average cost 

growth compared to a 5.9% cost growth on successfully 

partnered projects.

 • The average late completion on successfully partnered 

projects was 187 days versus 302 days on unsuccessfully 

partnered projects.

 • The average cost of ODOT’s project administration was only 

slightly higher on successfully partnered projects (10.02%) 

than on the unsuccessfully projects (9.20%).

 • Other bene�ts noted in this report after detailed interviews 

with ODOT sta� and contractors included:

 � Improved communications – 81% of the contractors felt 

partnering improved communications “some” or “a lot”. 

67% of the ODOT sta� agreed.

 � Improved trust – 64% of the contractors believed 

partnering improved trust “a lot” or “some” while 53% of 

the ODOT sta� responded in this manner.

 � Improved teamwork – 76% of the contractors said 

partnering improved teamwork “a lot” or ”some” while 63% 

of the ODOT sta� agreed.

 � Quicker Dispute Resolution – 54% of the contractors stated 

that partnering helped resolve disputes more quickly while 

61% of the ODOT sta� agreed.

 � Lower Claims Costs – 64% of the contractors said that 

partnering resulted in lower claims costs but only 40% of 

ODOT sta� agreed with this result.

 � Improved Project Quality – While 60% of the contractors 

stated that partnering helped improve project quality, only 

34% of the ODOT echoed this position.

 � Work Zone Safety – Only 45% of the contractors believed 

that partnering improved work zone safety and 42% of the 

ODOT stated the same.

 � Decision Making Capability – 80% of the contractors stated 

that partnering empowered the project team to make 

needed decisions but only 56% of the ODOT sta� agreed.

 � Meeting Project Schedules – 83% of the contractors felt 

partnering improved the project team’s ability to meet 
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construct the project. Anderson and Polkinghorn performed an in 

depth study of this project based on data concerning partnering 

collected over the entire 8 year project. 58 The authors used 

the CORREL function on Microsoft Excel to analyze the data 

collected. According to the authors; 

 • “A score of +1 indicates a completely positive correlation 

between the variables measured.

 • A score of 0 indicates no relationship between the variables.

 • A score of -1 indicates a complete negative correlation.”

Jacob Cohen in 1988 o�ered a simple scale of small, medium and 

large correlations which the authors adopted when performing 

their analysis and publishing their paper. Cohen’s breakdown is 

set forth below.

 • “Small correlation” = -0.3 to -0.1 or +0.1 to +0.3

 • “Medium correlation” = -0.5 to -0.3 or +0.3 to +0.5

 • “Large / Strong correlation” = -1.0 to –0.5 or +0.5 to +1.0

Relying upon this scale, the authors summarized the e�ectiveness 

of collaborative partnering in the following manner.

PROJECT METRIC UNIT OF MEASUREMENT RESULTS

Cost Savings Collaboration vs. Budget 0.8422 – strong positive correlation

Schedule Reduction Collaboration vs. Schedule 0.682 – positive correlation

Fewer Claims Collaboration & Issue Resolution 0.947 – (very strong correlation)

Improved Safety Safety Average vs. Case Rates 0.50 – positive correlation

This report also concluded that good project partnering was strongly associated with the project team’s satisfaction with budget and 

schedule results, and e�ective issue resolution.

BEST IN CLASS PARTNERING RESULTS

A CII research team studied partnering and determined that the “best in class” partnered projects demonstrated the following results. 59

AREA RESULTS

Total Project Cost (“TPC”) 10% reduction

Construction Administration 24% reduction

Engineering $10/hour reduction

Value Engineering 337% increase

Claims (as a % of TPC) 87% reduction

Pro�tability 25% increase

Cost

58. Lee L. Anderson and Brien D. Polkinghorn, E�cacy of Partnering on the Woodrow Wilson Bridge Project: Empirical Evidence of Collaborative Problem Solving Bene�ts, Journal of 

Legal A�airs and Dispute Resolution in Engineering and Construction, Vol.3 , Issue 1, American Society of Civil Engineers, Reston, VA, February 2011.

59. Best Practices Guide: Improving Project Performance
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Schedule

AREA RESULTS

Overall Project 20% reduction

Schedule Changes 48% reduction

Schedule Compliance Increased from 85% to 100%

Claims

AREA RESULTS

Number of claims 83% reduction

Project with claims 68% reduction

Safety

AREA RESULTS

Hours without a lost time accident 4 million vs. 48,000 industry standard

Lost work days 0 vs. 6.8 industry standard

Number of doctor cases 74% reduction

Safety Rating 5% of national average

AREA RESULTS

Rework 50% reductionAREA
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CONCLUSION

Annually the Associated General Contractors (“AGC”) honors 

members who build the nation’s most impressive construction 

projects with the Alliant Build America Award. At AGC’s 97th 

Annual Convention in San Antonio, Texas on March 10, 2016 a 

number of Build America Awards were awarded to 23 contractors 

who had completed high pro�le, critical and complex projects 

during the past year. The Executive Summary of the Exemplifying 

Excellence: Construction Innovations and Lessons Learned from 

the 2016 Alliant Build America Award Winners 60  contained the 

following statement.

“This report aims to identify 

construction practices and trends that 

made these jobs award winning. The 

most consistent theme among this 

year’s winning projects had little to do 

with construction processes; rather, 

award winners credited their success 

to people working collaboratively as a 

team. A central element that set award 

winners apart was their commitment 

to building relationships with the many 

parties involved in projects, including 

subcontractors, owners, designers 

and members of their communities. 

Some formed formal partnerships 

while others worked tirelessly to 

communicate e�ectively and remain 

transparent.”

This report continued with a number of direct quotes from 

project managers from these award winning projects. Among 

these quotes are the following.

“What made our project so successful 

was the partnering approach we 

had with the owner, construction 

manager, subcontractors, engineers 

and the community of Sitka,” said Clif 

Stump, project manager on the Blue 

Lake Expansion Project with Barnard 

Construction Co. in Bozeman, Montana. 

“The partnering approach helped us 

get the job done on time and under 

budget.”

Balfour Beatty Construction in San Diego, California, suggested 

a formal partneering agreement to design and build the $221.5 

million Las Colinas Detention and Reentry Facility project for the 

County of San Diego, California. “The partnering process enabled 

us to become a trusted advisor to the County of San Diego,” 

said John Parker, vice president of Balfour Beatty, which often 
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