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Abstract 

Over the last decades interest in partnering arrangements has increased enormously. Recent critics 
have stated that prescriptive approaches dominate the discussion on partnering in construction. There 
is a lack of multiple perspectives on the partnering phenomenon including its economic, social, 
organisational and institutional context. Taking this criticism as a starting point, this paper 
investigates the partnering of a road maintenance contract from an activity-theoretical perspective. 
The results of the case study show that partnering can be described as a process of unlearning. That is, 
the implementation of a closer relationship between client and contractor contradicts and challenges 
the behaviour and working style that project team members had internalized and been used to. Team 
members are trapped by the beliefs and values they had cultivated throughout the years. Hence, 
establishing partnering is not only a matter of learning new knowledge and adjusting existing 
working processes. First of all, it requires discarding old routines and behaviour and overcoming 
vicious circles of reinforcing perceptions.  
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1. Introduction 

For some decades the partnering phenomenon has attracted practitioners and academics alike. 
Insufficient project performance, arm-length relationships, conflicts between project parties and a 
pronounced blame culture have resulted in the search for new forms of collaboration in construction 
projects. Partnering has emerged as a general term embracing a variety of such cooperative working 
relationships. The main principle of partnering is the commitment of organisations to achieve specific 
(project) objectives on the basis of trust and the understanding of each other’s values and expectations 
(CII, 1991). Driven by the enthusiasm of the early years and the success stories with their promising 
performance improvements, much attention has been paid to the factors contributing to the success 
and the implementation of partnering (e.g. Black et al., 2001; Chan et al., 2004; Cheng and Li, 2004). 
In recent years more critical voices have been heard that cast doubts on the successful impact of 
partnering relationships on construction project performance. Although research has indicated that the 
outcome and process of partnering projects are regarded to be beneficial (Wood and Ellis, 2005), it 
has also shown that the actual benefits achieved in terms of cost, quality, time and avoidance of 
disputes hardly differ from non-partnering projects (Nyström, 2008). It is argued that the contrary 
findings mainly rest upon an instrumental view of partnering which obstructs the underlying 
mechanisms and the economic, social, organisational and institutional context of partnering (Bresnen 
and Marshall, 2002). Instead, it is proposed to view partnering as being enacted and embedded in 
local practices and negotiated between parties (Bresnen, 2009). Following this understanding of 
partnering, the paper at hand examines partnering in the context of a new road maintenance contract. 
It uses an activity-theoretical perspective to analyse the evolvement of the partnering relationship 
between the client and contractor. Empirical data are collected in an ethnographic case study lasting 8 
months. In the next section the theoretical framework is presented followed by the case study results. 
The paper finishes with the discussion of the findings and the concluding section.              

2. An activity-theoretical view on partnering 

If partnering is understood as a complex and dynamic relationship which is highly localized and 
involves the management of contradictions and paradoxes (Bresnen, 2007; Bresnen, 2009), activity 
theory represents a fruitful epistemological framework for gaining deeper insights into the partnering 
phenomenon. Activity theory has its roots in the work of the Soviet psychologists L. Vygotsky and 
A.N. Leont’ev. Vygotsky (1978) introduced the concept of mediation, which suggests that individuals 
do not directly interact with their environment but that their interactions are mediated by technical and 
psychological tools. Leont’ev (1978) extended the idea of Vygotsky by viewing human activity as 
socially created and historically embedded. In this sense activities are socio-cultural interpretations of 
individuals which place meaning onto the object of activity. These interpretations are developed 
through involvement and are imposed by individuals on particular circumstances (Blackler et al., 
2000). Activities incorporate the specific objectives and motives of individuals in a particular context. 
Activity theory neither understands individuals in isolation from the context of their practice nor is the 
context seen as independently existing from individuals. Activities emerge through social practice 
within a culturally and historically formed setting, and at the same time the interpretations about the 
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nature of these activities may change (Blackler et al., 2000). According to activity theory, dynamic 
forces of change and opportunities for further development are contradictions and misalignments 
within and between activity systems which are manifest in the performance of the system (Virkkunen 
and Kutti, 2000). Such contradictions may occur when individuals interpret situations differently or 
single components of the system change due to external developments. Based on the work of 
Vygotsky and Leont’ev, Engeström (2001) developed the structure of a human activity system which 
includes individual and group actions and reflects the social and cultural aspects of human activity. 
His general activity system consists of six components (Figure 1): 

• Subject or the individual involved in human activity   

• Object or the societal motive of activities 

• Tool or the physical or conceptual artifact through which an individual’s interaction is 
mediated 

• Community or the social nature of individual activities which are embedded in communities 

• Rule or the mediator of the interaction of the individual with the community  

• Division of labour or the mediating aspect of the relationship between the community and the 
object of an activity  

Figure 1: System of human activity (Engeström, 2004)  

From an activity-theoretical perspective partnering can be regarded as an activity system aligned 
between construction parties. In other words individuals engaging in a partnering relationship have a 
common motive for their actions, apply the same tools, rely on shared rules in their interaction, and 
agree upon the division of responsibilities and actions. The managerial challenges associated with this 
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view are twofold. First, alignment of activity systems between different construction parties is not 
very likely at the beginning of a relationship. Alignment and thus partnering will emerge through the 
social interaction of those actors involved in the activity (e.g. construction project) (Bresnen, 2009). 
This process of developing meaning and understanding is dependent on the historical and cultural 
background of the different actors and is rooted in the local circumstances of the practice (Bishop et 
al., 2009). Second, alignment is not expected to remain very stable over time (Wood and Ellis, 2005). 
The components of the activity system may change since the system itself is part of and influenced by 
other activity systems. Possible changes are, for example, the replacement of project team members, 
the introduction of new technologies or the adjustment of contract documents. Both challenges stem 
from contradictions, disturbances and conflicts induced in existing activity systems which need to be 
cooperatively addressed and by doing so a partnering relationship is established and maintained. 
Rather than being a formal procurement mechanism, partnering is a dynamic and interactive process 
characterized by sense-making and learning (Bresnen and Marshall, 2002).    

3. Case study of partnering in road maintenance 

3.1 Case study design 

An ethnographic case study approach was applied to explore the process of sense-making and 
learning in partnering relationships more in depth. The case chosen is a new performance-based 
contract for road maintenance implemented at Rijkswaterstaat (RWS), the executive arm of the Dutch 
Ministry of Transport. Since 2004 RWS has been undertaking tremendous efforts to develop into a 
professional public-oriented network manager by focusing on the needs of the infrastructure users and 
increasingly engaging the private sector in the design, construction and management of its 
infrastructure. Driven by policies of the national cabinet, RWS realigned its procurement strategy and 
organisational structure in order to increasingly assume the role of a commissioning authority. New 
forms of contracts were introduced with the primary aim of reducing the direct engagement of RWS 
in designing, building, operating and maintaining infrastructure assets and putting suppliers in charge 
of integrated service packages. In 2007 RWS introduced a new generation of performance-based 
contracts for road maintenance which is an expression of the aforementioned strategic reorientation 
and explicitly emphasises partnering as approach for carrying out the contracts. The first 
performance-based contract of the new generation was awarded in Zeeland, one of 10 regional areas 
of RWS. The ethnographic case study covered a period of 8 months starting 1 year after the tendering. 
During this period 31 observations, 10 interviews and 2 focus group meetings took place. 
Observations were carried out during the biweekly meetings of the operational staff of client and 
contractor and the meetings of the management staff of both organisations every six weeks. The 
observations aimed at determining behavioural aspects of the relationship, uncovering the underlying 
perceptions and values of both contract parties and identifying the ways problems are dealt with. 
Interviews were used to explore the expectations and motivation of each team member. The focus 
group meetings addressed specific problems and tried to understand why these problems were 
difficult to solve.                 
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3.2 Case study results 

Zeeland is the first regional area of RWS to implement the new generation of performance-based 
contracts for road maintenance. The contract replaces 14 smaller contracts and includes the daily 
maintenance of the main highways in Zeeland, some renovation work such as the renewal of parking 
areas and the setup of a maintenance management system. It was awarded in May 2007 to Heijmans 
(HIM), a large Dutch contractor, for a period of 5 years with the possibility of extending it for another 
3 years. The contractor was evaluated on price (weighted 40%) and quality (weighted 60%). With the 
contract a new way of contract controlling was introduced. The most important change is that RWS 
employees no longer directly control the work done by the contractor. The contractor takes on a much 
more active role. He writes a project quality plan and has to prove constantly that he complies with 
what he promised in this plan. RWS, on the other hand, occasionally audits the process and the 
product provision of the contractors.    

Partnering is another central element which has been propagated to be essential for the success of the 
Zeeland contract. The aim of RWS and HIM was to supersede the traditional and mostly adversarial 
separation of roles between principal and agent in road maintenance. On the basis of common goals, 
mutual trust and openness, the quality of the Zeeland road network was to be increased. In order to 
establish a partnering relationship, the team members of RWS and HIM went on a three-day journey 
to the UK where they set up and signed a partnering agreement. The underlying intention was for all 
team members to collaborate and learn from each other. However, unexpected problems and 
occurrences challenged this initial intention. Typical problems were, for example, a clogged drainage 
which could not be easily rinsed and had to be replaced or potholes which constantly reoccurred and 
required a new road surface. In other words some road assets deteriorated faster than estimated. How 
both contract parties reacted to these occurrences and which perceptions these reactions evoked is 
depicted in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Vicious circles of reinforcing perceptions 
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It became obvious that problems and occurrences as described above revealed contradictions the new 
contract evoked in the existing maintenance regime. The performance-based contract tried to 
rearrange the way road maintenance is carried out, but interfered with the familiar behaviours, 
understandings and roles of public and private parties. It even reinforced contradictions already 
known from previous maintenance regimes which finally led to opposite perceptions of RWS and 
HIM which continuously confirmed themselves in a self-energising manner. On one side, team 
members of HIM had the perception that RWS needed to clarify how to deal with unexpected 
situations. The extensive prescription and controlling of their work in the past induced a strong 
passive behaviour. On the other side, RWS team members gained the perception that HIM takes care 
of the business of RWS. They thought they no longer needed to engage in maintenance work. The 
expectation prevailed that the contractor completely and independently manages all maintenance 
aspects but also problematic situations. As a consequence, team members of both organisations 
adopted an inactive and reserved behaviour. HIM waited for answers on their posted questions and 
RWS waited for action taken by HIM. Not surprisingly, the number of complaints and reports about 
the bad conditions of the road network increased. For RWS that meant that they could not fulfil their 
role as service provider for the road user and specific complaints were not complied with (e.g. water 
remains on the road). Since the work of the contractor is longer directly controlled by RWS, the 
increase in complaints for RWS was a direct consequence of a contractor that did not deliver what 
RWS expected to be delivered. When confronted with complaints, HIM tried to carry out the required 
maintenance work in order to prevent financial consequences. However, that fueled the perception of 
HIM that more work was done than contractually defined. In order to carry out additional 
maintenance activities most efficiently, HIM scheduled these activities along with other work, which 
meant that activities could not be immediately undertaken. The process of planning and optimising 
maintenance work and the rationale behind it was not comprehensible for RWS, amplifying the 
perception of RWS that HIM was not acting as demanded. On the other hand, doing maintenance 
work earlier than planned was in conflict with the maintenance budget available. RWS, however, was 
not able to provide additional financial resources. The consequence for HIM was that measures had to 
be applied that sustained the functioning of particular road assets, whereas the replacement of these 
assets would have been the economically and qualitatively preferable option. Again, the perception of 
HIM that they were engaged more than required was further confirmed. When HIM pointed to the 
additional work, that was an indication for RWS that HIM was more interested in earning extra 
money than in satisfying the contractual obligations. The vicious circles of reinforcing perceptions 
were closed which finally led to opposite views about the condition of the road network. According to 
RWS, the quality of the network deteriorated whereas HIM claimed a quality improvement.        

4. Discussion 

With the new generation of performance-based contracts, RWS integrates maintenance work, and one 
contractor becomes responsible for the execution of the work. At the same time the duration of these 
contracts is extended. With increased contract complexity, situations with unexpected incidents or 
problems which are not covered by the contract also increase. Cooperative solutions of these problems 
between public and private parties become more important for the success of the maintenance 
contracts. Although the importance of a partnering relationship is recognised, the case study results 
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suggest, in line with previous research, that it remains difficult to establish and maintain such a 
relationship. Particularly the view on the behaviour of the contract partner that team members of both 
organisations cultivated throughout the years acted as barrier. At the RWS, for a long time the 
perception dominated that many contractors potentially show opportunistic behaviour. The RWS team 
members therefore entered the relationship with behaviour of high mistrust, notwithstanding the initial 
partnering statement. At HIM the perception prevailed that the client is instructing the contractor, and 
the HIM team members therefore showed behaviour of strong passiveness and information keeping.  

The case study also shows that the introduction of the new performance-based contract in the RWS 
regional area of Zeeland disturbed the existing maintenance regime. The required alignment of the 
maintenance regime between both contract parties was first of all impeded by contradictions of the 
new contract with the historically grown rules, responsibilities, knowledge and competencies. The 
new way of contract controlling intensified the contradictions in the maintenance regime. RWS team 
members were accustomed to directly observing and controlling in situ what the contractors were 
doing. As mentioned above, their relationship with the contractor in the past was primarily 
characterized by mistrust, and this mistrust is reinforced by the passive role they are now expected to 
play. These employees believe that they lose control of the infrastructure quality. They experience 
more uncertainty about the work the contractors deliver. Their beliefs are not only rooted in mistrust 
but also in capabilities and competencies that are no longer suitable for the new way of ensuring the 
requested work to be delivered. The changed contract controlling requires thinking in processes on a 
high level of abstraction instead of detailed knowledge about technical solutions. In addition, other 
communication and negotiation capabilities need to be developed. For the RWS employees, the focus 
is shifting from saying what to do to asking how work is done. HIM employees, on the other hand, 
need to change from passively reacting on the client’s instructions to proactively informing the client 
about their work. They need to revise the assumption that exploiting information imbalance is the 
most beneficial means to ensure their financial results.     

Although the disturbances and contradictions in the existing maintenance regime can be regarded as 
trigger for learning and behavioural change, the case study results suggest that they rather blocked the 
learning or partnering process by activating deep-seated views and perceptions which are reinforced 
in vicious circles. Team members get trapped in their cultivated values and beliefs and rely on the 
associated routines. The initial journey to the UK and the signing of a partnering agreement was not 
successful in removing old behavioural patterns. It only emphasised in a somewhat rhetorical fashion 
the willingness of the contract team to work collaboratively. Unexpected occurrences immediately 
recalled the internalised practices and behaviour and were used to underpin already existing 
perceptions. That substantiates the difficulty of converting formal partnering agreements into a 
changed way of working (Bresnen and Marshall, 2000). Here, the argument is put forward that 
establishing a partnering relationship in construction is not only a matter of learning new practices. It 
is also a matter of discarding old routines, attitudes and habits. Unlearning even becomes a 
precondition for learning and consequently for partnering.  

Although the concept of unlearning is given limited attention in scholarly literature compared to the 
opposed concept of learning (Tsang and Zahra, 2008), since the seminal work of Hedberg (1981) it 
has been acknowledged that previous knowledge potentially impacts learning processes and therefore 
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unlearning is a necessary means to allow for the inclusion of new information and behaviour (Becker, 
2008). The results of the case study are in line with previous studies, which emphasise the impact of 
an individual’s frame of reference upon the chance to change (e.g. Oreg, 2003; Becker, 2008). 
However, the case study extends these findings which mainly refer to the individual level. It shows 
that partnering covers different aspects of the activity system of construction parties and unlearning 
relates to the interplay of the individual and the intra-organisational and inter-organisational context. 
Particularly the rules expected to be employed in a partnering relationship between team members of 
client and contractor organisation contradict internalised individual behaviour and beliefs and the 
often adversarial nature of construction teams. When interacting in teams, individuals have to become 
aware that certain behavioural patterns are no longer useful and beneficial. In other words, unlearning 
– like learning – is an interactive process of team members from different organisations through 
which interpretations of behavioural motives of other team members are changing and are based on 
the abolishment of own practices. However, sense-making through interaction makes unlearning a 
vulnerable process, since perceptions of previous behaviour often recall the same routines used in the 
past. It seems that routines are not completely erased but are still available (Klein, 1989). 

5. Conclusion 

Partnering is a concept widely promoted to be able to overcome the hostile relationships in 
construction practices. However, deeper insights into the evolvement of partnering relationships are 
rare. This paper took the view of partnering as a complex and locally situated activity which emerges 
through the social interaction of individuals. By doing so it showed that unlearning represents a 
crucial ingredient for the emergence of a partnering relationship. The cultivated routines and habits 
prevented team members from resolving contradictions which are caused by unexpected occurrences 
or other changes in the maintenance regime. Only through the interaction itself will team members be 
able to recognise the (in)appropriateness of their behavioural patterns. However, reflection appears to 
be critical for raising awareness for the roots of divergent perceptions. If partnering is not only a 
rhetorical lip service, but driven by the willingness to cooperate, reflection moments may help reveal 
the internalised behaviour and rethink the way practices are carried out. Future research should take a 
closer look at the process of unlearning in partnering by investigating its relation to the organisational 
context, the interplay with the learning process, and the mechanisms through which the unlearning 
process were mediated.              
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