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ABSTRACT

Traditional, one-off, lowest price procurement of Construction Projects does not encourage the spread of knowledge or best practices. The adoption of Project and Strategic Partnering by private and public sector clients of the UK Construction Industry (following the publication of “Rethinking Construction”) has provided more opportunity for Knowledge Management. However, the gathering of information and transfer of knowledge within these initiatives has been haphazard.

The Cross-Organisational Learning Approach (COLA) was developed by a research team of academics, clients, consultants and constructors to structure the gathering and sharing of tacit and explicit project knowledge within and across Partnering Teams.

COLA comprises a methodology and tools to add value by improving the quality of feedback (one of the “Seven Pillars of Partnering”) at all stages of a project or Partnering relationship, resolving immediate concerns and increasing organisational knowledge. COLA achieves this by organising and managing learning-focused, value-enhancing reviews of projects.

This paper outlines the four-step workshop methodology…

Communication,
Organisation,
Learning,

Action.

COLA was developed through a process of action research. The work proceeded through much iteration: observing how initial proposals worked in real projects; collecting feedback from participants; reflecting on this experience; developing new ideas and trying them out in practice. At each stage it was important to deliver value to the members of the projects in the pilot reviews whilst adding value through continued improvement of processes.

Since publication of the research on the B-Hive website in 1999, Mike Thomas Ltd has proactively promoted the use of COLA within Partnering relationships and made further refinements to the practical application of the workshop methodology. 

This paper includes information on the project-specific application of COLA to the Open University New Library project – enhancing communication, sharing knowledge and delivering a better value project for all.
INTRODUCTION

The Cross-Organisational Learning Approach (COLA) is a tool for Managing Knowledge in Partnering Teams. It was developed (within the B-Hive DETR / EPSRC research project) for project teams and Partnering arrangements in the construction industry to review, evaluate, feedback and learn from joint experiences. 

COLA was developed to manage knowledge and share enhanced value across all members of a construction Partnering arrangement. However, the process can also be used to manage knowledge across departments within businesses or organisations, within non-Partnering clusters and across industries.

COLA acknowledges that reviews should take place at various times in the history of a project. The COLA Review Process works for formal reviews (for example at brief, tender or post-completion) and for less formal reviews triggered by other events (for example changes in the brief, departures from the project plan or notable achievements). 

COLA provides a structure to extract tacit and explicit knowledge from members of the team and use it for the benefit of all. The process captures the knowledge resulting from reviews, adding the output to the organisational knowledge of the Partnering arrangement and driving continuous improvement. 
COLA also addresses the problem that output from the less structured reviews is frequently lost outside the current project. This is because such reviews are often reactive, concentrating on solving immediate problems with no consideration for learning for the future. 
Methods of storage and retrieval of the knowledge (whether by paper or electronic means) will vary according to the requirements and IT capability of the respective organisations. The COLA project developed an electronic storage methodology.  Whatever the storage and retrieval method, it is in the hands of the individuals, teams and organisations whether or not the use of such knowledge is maximised.

THE COLA PROCESS AND AGENDA
COLA comprises pre-workshop investigation and four workshop stages...

Communication 

· sharing successes, issues and opportunities
· focusing on specific areas for improvement

Observation 

· identifying causes of successes and opportunities
· eliciting the effects of successes and opportunities on all parties

· seeking further opportunities for improvement

Learning 

· developing what to do to enhance value for all

· identifying who is best placed to implement it

Application

· agreeing the proposals to enhance value…

· who is best placed to manage the process…

· when to do it and…

· how to measure success 

After the workshop, the team must continue to track the impact and the effects of the improvements on value to their organisations.

The COLA Workshop Agenda
Communication
The objective of this stage is to elicit the explicit and tacit knowledge of the project team members, summarising this in such a way that it can be used in the later stages to observe, learn and apply lessons to future projects.

Pre-workshop Communication 

Prior to the workshop the facilitator will send out a questionnaire to each team member seeking qualitative and quantitative responses to a series of questions. The form will ask for opinions and facts on various topics which might include…

· how well the team is coping with planning and phasing the project
· the team's performance in handling change
· the value being generated for individuals and their organisations
· cost, time and quality performance

· performance against project KPIs and the Partnering Charter

· inter-team relationships

· individuals' experiences

· issues, successes and opportunities

Forms may be standardised for consistency of comparison between projects or may be specific to a project, a phase or a specific problem. They may be tailored to specific needs of non-construction oriented team members (such as social housing tenants, hotel managers, engineering operatives or gangers).

On receipt of the replies the facilitator will carry out analyses and consider key areas that might repay attention during the workshop. It is critical to the success of the workshop that the facilitator identifies successes as well as issues and opportunities.
It is also critical to the success of review workshops that there is robust representation from the whole supply team, the client, customers (end-users) and stakeholders. For example a Social Housing project may include participation by Tenants, Housing Management, Board Members, Specialist Contractors, Best Value Auditors and Legal / Secretariat as well as representatives of the Client, Consultant and Contractor. 

Workshop Communication 

The first session of the workshop is given over to communication across the team. 

An effective process for communicating the opinions of team members is for the facilitator to have noted the opinions on Post-Its. This step preserves team members' anonymity and may be used to depersonalise the issues. The Post-Its should use the words from the returned questionnaires as far as possible consistent with anonymity and legibility. The facilitator places the PostIts on a flipchart or a wall, grouping them with the active assistance of the team members. Separate flipcharts are used for Successes and Opportunities.

Observation
Having communicated and shared experiences on the project, the objective of the second workshop stage is to observe how Successes and Opportunities interrelate, separating cause and effect.

In full team session the team assists the facilitator in refining the grouping of successes and opportunities into a manageable number of areas for further attention - around four or five is the optimum number to avoid initiative overload.
The team will move towards identification of the cause and effect of these Successes and Opportunities by being challenged "Why?" and "How?" they arose.

When Successes and Opportunities are grouped, linking may be established between groupings (eg A may have occurred as a result of B; C may impact on D…etc).

The facilitator will encourage the team to agree and to concentrate on the higher order areas (ie those that are the Causes rather than the resultant Effects). 

Learning
The result of the first two stages of the COLA process has been for the team to communicate openly and share their accumulated knowledge and observe and identify a manageable number of key areas which will repay further work. The objective of this third stage is for the team to learn from their collective experiences and identify what has to be done to enhance value for all.

This session is carried out in small Cross-Organisational subgroups. The facilitator ensures that each subgroup has the appropriate mix of technical and non-technical (eg Belbin Team Role) skills before setting the tasks.

Each subgroup is tasked with identifying the appropriate steps to be taken to repeat the success or realise the opportunity in future projects. They should consider criteria such as capital cost, resource availability, design and programme impact, sustainability and other agreed / appropriate criteria. 

Standard forms may be used to collate and present conclusions and recommendations. Alternatively, the task may be simply stated as "Identify What has to be done, by Whom, Why, When and What Value will result?" 

The facilitator should make clear to the team that their discussions must result in enhanced Value and that this Value should be expressed in terms that are acceptable to the full team members.

In many cases the Value can be expressed in cash terms. The facilitator should encourage teams to develop their thinking along these lines. Such thinking aids the development of a business case to support expenditure required to apply the learning - taking up the opportunity or rolling out the success.

Application
Having identified the steps to be taken to learn from the team's collective experiences, the objectives of the Application stage are…

1. for the subgroups to share their proposals

2. for the full team to agree on the plan for implementation and review.

Each subgroup presents its findings and proposals to the full team - ie What has to be done, by Whom, Why, When and What Value will result? 

The full cross-organisational team will discuss, amend as necessary and agree the processes and targets for application and implementation. These will include a quantified measure of what constitutes a successful implementation. For example…

· fewer meetings resulting in a reduction in management cost of £x; 

· fewer defects resulting in less revisits @ £y each; 

· less complaints reducing stress on management and staff resulting in lower sickness, absenteeism and staff churn - each of which can be costed. 

Some proposals may require development of a further business case outside the workshop. The proposals must, however, provide the base information on which this business case can be drawn up. 

All proposals and actions are included in the workshop report and carried to the store of Partnering Team Acquired Knowledge - a schedule of initiatives, successes and opportunities arising from the Partnering relationship. 

The workshop report should be circulated within three working days to all members of the Partnering team whether or not they were in the workshop. In this way the learning is disseminated and the knowledge base grows for all.

The summary of initiatives, successes and opportunities (Partnering Team Acquired Knowledge) may be as simple as a Word document that can be searched for keywords, an Excel spreadsheet or a bespoke database. Whatever the system, it must possess three key features:

1. The knowledge must be accessible to all members of the Partnering organisations (eg by accessing an intranet or by contacting the custodian of the knowledge);

2. The knowledge must be maintained in an up to date state by members of the Partnering team (the Champions or the Core Group are the obvious custodians);

3. The knowledge must allow ad hoc entries from non-workshop events such as site meetings or chance meetings over coffee (eg "Have you heard what we're doing about…?"). (eg by allowing team members to input to the intranet or inform the custodian of items to add)

A SPECIFIC CASE STUDY
The COLA process has been used for quarterly Continuous Improvement Reviews on the Open University New Library in Milton Keynes, UK.

The project uses a Project Partnering approach between the Client (The Open University), the Client Representative Project Managers (Malcolm Reading & Associates), and a Consortium (Swanke Hayden Connell, Buro Happold Ltd, Davis Langdon and Galliford Try) who won the competitive tender to design and build the Library. Specialist construction solicitors Fenwick Elliott drew up the unique and team-friendly contract document firmly based on the principles of partnering using existing formats preferred by each party (JCT '98, RIBA, ACE etc terminology)
After appointments, the Initial Partnering Workshop was held on 17 January 2002. This set out the Mutual Objectives of the parties, clarified Issue Resolution processes and set Key Performance Indicators for Continuous Improvement. This workshop was followed by three one-day Value Management Workshops and one Risk Management Workshop within the three months that design and costs were being finalised. 
At these and all subsequent workshops the full team was represented – including end-user clients (library staff and the OU’s IT and Estates and Maintenance sections) and specialist contractors (M&E, Glazing and PreCast Concrete) as well as the principal Partners identified above.
The first quarterly Continuous Improvement Review was held in July 2002. In the pre-workshop questionnaires the team identified Successes which were abbreviated onto Post-Its and were grouped according to subject area with the greatest number being placed in groupings covering "Early Team Involvement" and "Close Working Relationships". Other success areas included the "Positive Project Spirit" and "Achieving the Timescales".

In the same way the team reviewed and grouped the comments on Opportunities.

The following areas offered the most potential for team development:

· Relationships

· Communications

· Cost Development

· Programme

· How do we take this experience on?
The team split into four cross organisational subgroups to develop actions to improve value for all. Four topic areas were chosen and allocated to the groups:

· Relationships

· Communication

· Programme

· Costs 

Each subgroup was asked to consider:

· What will you do to improve value for all?

· Who will lead / champion the action?

· When will it be done?

· How will we know that it has been successful (what value will it add)?

Actions were defined in the subgroups and agreed by the whole team. For example…to “Improve openness of structure and communication” the team decided…
	What?

(a) Improve the Core Group Feedback; 

      Improve the Design Co-ordination Meeting Feedback 

      (Agendas, Minutes & Notes)

(b) More social events

	Who?

(a) The chair of all meetings 

(b) Malcolm Reading & Associates to schedule and circulate the programme

	When? 

Now and on an ongoing basis

	Why / What added Value?

· Less unknowns

· Unified information and notes across the team

· Opportunities for the team to comment at the time 

· Building Trust 


The team has committed to quarterly reviews for the remainder of the project. Reviews have been held in July, September and December ‘02 and in March and June ’03. Another is booked for October ’03 in two sessions with the specific objectives of reviewing the “Handing over the new building from one professional team to another” and “The soft landing for the library staff”. A Post Occupancy Review in the COLA format is planned for February ‘04.
CONCLUSION

The collective wisdom of a Partnering Team should be greater than the sum of its individual parts. Development of this collective wisdom is supported by the application of Cross Organisational Learning. The COLA process enables individual members of Partnering Teams (from all disciplines and at all levels in the project hierarchy) to feedback Explicit and Tacit Knowledge for the greater benefit of all.

Proactive management and use of this Knowledge by Partnering teams (including feeding forward to future projects) ensures that 

· Successes are deliberately repeated and 

· Opportunities (the results of previous failures) are addressed jointly by the team.

The process has been proved to be effective on Post Occupancy Reviews and on Interim Reviews of larger projects in both the public and private sectors. 

As with all improvement processes, the success of COLA depends on the commitment of the whole team to sharing their learning in a solution-focused, no-blame culture and on clear and decisive leadership from the managers of the project.
REFERENCES

1. John Bennett and Sarah Jayes (1998), “Seven Pillars of Partnering”, Thomas Telford

2. COLA research and development website - http://is.lse.ac.uk/B-Hive/
3. The Egan Task Force (1998), “Rethinking Construction”
HKIVM 6th International Conference, November 2003

Page 5 of 5

