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Summary

Organizational culture plays a vital role in relationships during (inter-)organizational project
collaborations. Historically, construction companies put more emphasis on tangible assets
over the intangible assets, which can be traced back to the culture within the industry.
Focusing on intangible assets contributes to project’s success in which the human capital side
is of utter importance. Project success is the entirety of 'value' that is realized in a project and
project management success relates to managing those elements along which value is created
with tangible aspects (e.g. budget, schedule, scope, quality, resource, and activity) and
intangible aspects (e.g. relationships, trust, and future prospects). Without the effective
collaboration of individuals, it is difficult to achieve the project team's objectives. A project’s
success is achievable with sufficient project management and the most important aspect of
this is to create an environment in which people work together to achieve a common goal,
which is intertwined with the culture of an organization. Culture is still a highly untapped
competitive advantage experiencing constant changes in environment in which organizations
operate. Companies develop, learn, and adapt themselves over time to withstand
competition, which creates an organizational culture consisting of patterns of assumptions
and behavioral patterns, such as habits and routines. Cultural and perceptual differences
could be beneficial because they allow for different perspectives on a project. However, more
often they result in confusion, conflict and frustration that hinder project performance and
success. Eventually this results in misaligned expectations and perceptions of business
partners and the collaborative projects worked on, which is referred to as perceptual distance.

Aim

Within the project management literature, many studies can be found that address different
aspects of organizational culture and perceptual distance, however, a total overarching
approach on both topics is lacking. Therefore, the research question states: How can
perceptual distance and differences in organizational culture be managed to boost the project
performance, and thereby improve collaboration-based project success? In an answer to the
research question, the aim was to develop a business case tool, which is focused 1) on cultural
differences — which are characteristics of organizations at large, and 2) on perceptual distance
— which pertains to different views between collaborating parties in a project. The combined
focus allows organizations to (periodically) assess both topics for further optimalization of the
relationship during (inter-)organizational project collaborations.

Results

The current research indicates that differences in organizational culture and perceptual
distance pose both challenges and opportunities for the collaborative relationship. The
organizations within the case study projects all show different organizational cultures which
can additionally be traced to the perceptual distance that occurs between partners in the
collaborative relationship. The most common clashes in culture and perceptual distance can
be related to the extent of being organized, vision of project managers and the difference in
perception regarding results, communication, flexibility, and information provision. A
business tool was constructed which offers project managers comprehensive and combined
instrument for assessing cultural and perceptual distance, which was previously unavailable
and will benefit collaborative project outcomes. Open discussion between both parties within
the collaboration leads to pre-empting organizational cultural differences and changing
practices with respect to the perceptual distance dimensions. The business tool has the most



added value and should be used during the initial phase of the project to highlight not only
the tangible but also the intangible effects that are becoming increasingly important in
modern projects. Further optimization of the business tool softer, intangible, people-related
factors can lead to even better deployment of the tool for future case study projects, which
eventually benefits the collaboration-based project success.

Limitations & Recommendations

The current research also has some limitations. First, the research is not conducted inter-
organizationally, but internally within RHDHV. Therefore, results within this thesis show only
one side of the dyad for both the survey and interviews, which makes it difficult to generalize
the results. Consequently, to (cross-)validate the findings in this research, case study projects
need to be used with organizations on both sides of the dyad. Therefore, it is recommended
for RHDHV to use the business tool during inter-organizational collaborations with clients to
(periodically) assess differences in organizational culture and perceptual distance. The results
generated from the tool should be discussed by both parties through open discussions which
can lead to pre-empting negative consequences based on organizational cultural differences
and changing practices with respect to the perceptual distance dimensions. Furthermore,
additional research is needed on implementing soft factors (e.g. team viability) of a project
collaboration in the tool and further optimization of the follow-up actions, which need more
practical value to get deeply embedded in the project organization. Projects have less chance
of success without the human factor being equally important as the generic success factors
(e.g. time, quality, budget, and results). Therefore, additional attention must be paid by
RHDHV and other construction industry participants to intangible results such as team
building and customer satisfaction. Besides, a larger sample size and a different rating scale is
proposed for the OCAI based on literature. Next, an important limitation is that the tool was
not found to be fully reliable on all perceptual distance factors, resulting in low perceptual
distance scores even when parties were potentially found to disagree. This requires extra
attention from the user and therefore this action is visually enhanced in the business tool. In
addition, the organization should invest in cross-organizational learning between various
project teams to gain new insights that could lead to valuable new approaches and possible
innovations. Finally, future academic research is needed to establish the interrelationship of
organizational culture and perceptual distance during project collaborations and its combined
effect on project performance and success. In addition, research should further intensify its
focus on the softer (human) factors of project collaboration to contribute to the needed
change in the construction sector.

Conclusion

To conclude, organizations and their employees have long been condemned by COVID-19 to
work from home, leaving contact between collaborating parties only online. The return of
employees to offices and the recurring physical contact with customers provides excellent
opportunity for the implementation of the business tool to intensify the attention to the
collaborative relationship. By using the tool, project managers in the construction industry, on
both sides of the collaboration, can encourage teams to take the collaborative relationship to
new heights by generating a positive contribution to each other's expectations of project
performance and satisfaction. Greater emphasis on the importance of the relationship will
ultimately lead to a successful, long-term, and sustainable collaborative strategy that provides
the necessary transformation in the construction industry.



Samenvatting

Organisatiecultuur speelt een vitale rol in relaties tijdens (inter-)organisatorische project-
samenwerkingen. Historisch gezien leggen bouwbedrijven meer nadruk op materiéle activa
dan op immateriéle activa, wat kan worden teruggevoerd op de cultuur binnen de sector.
Focussen op immateriéle activa draagt bij tot het succes van projecten, waarbij het menselijk
kapitaal van het grootste belang is. Projectsucces is het geheel van "waarde" die in een project
wordt gerealiseerd en projectmanagementsucces heeft betrekking op het managen van die
elementen waarlangs waarde wordt gecreéerd met tastbare aspecten (b.v. budget, planning,
scope, kwaliteit, middelen en activiteit) en ontastbare aspecten (b.v. relaties, vertrouwen en
toekomstperspectieven). Het succes van een project is haalbaar met voldoende project-
management en het belangrijkste aspect daarvan is het creéren van een omgeving waarin
mensen samenwerken om een gemeenschappelijk doel te bereiken, wat verweven is met de
cultuur van een organisatie. Cultuur is nog steeds een zeer onbenut concurrentievoordeel dat
te maken heeft met voortdurende veranderingen in de omgeving waarin organisaties
opereren. Bedrijven ontwikkelen, leren en passen zich in de loop van de tijd aan om de
concurrentie het hoofd te bieden, waardoor een organisatiecultuur ontstaat die bestaat uit
patronen van aannames en gedragspatronen, zoals gewoonten en routines. Culturele en
perceptuele verschillen kunnen gunstig zijn omdat zij verschillende perspectieven op een
project mogelijk maken. Echter resulteren zij vaker in verwarring, conflicten en frustratie die
de prestaties en het succes van een project belemmeren. Uiteindelijk resulteert dit in verkeerd
afgestemde verwachtingen en percepties van partners en de samenwerkingsprojecten
waaraan wordt gewerkt, wat wordt aangeduid als perceptuele afstand.

Binnen de projectmanagement literatuur zijn veel studies te vinden die verschillende aspecten
van organisatiecultuur en perceptuele afstand behandelen, echter een totale overkoepelende
benadering van beide onderwerpen ontbreekt nog. Daarom luidt de onderzoeksvraag als
volgt: Hoe kunnen perceptuele afstand en verschillen in organisatiecultuur worden
gemanaged om de projectprestaties te verbeteren, en daarmee het op samenwerking
gebaseerde projectsucces? Als antwoord op de onderzoeksvraag is gestreefd naar de
ontwikkeling van een business case tool, die zich richt op 1) cultuurverschillen - kenmerken
van organisaties in het algemeen - en 2) perceptuele afstand - verschillende opvattingen
tussen samenwerkende partijen in een project. De gecombineerde focus stelt organisaties in
staat om (periodiek) beide onderwerpen te beoordelen voor verdere optimalisatie van de
relatie tijdens (inter-)organisatorische projectsamenwerkingen.

Het huidige onderzoek geeft aan dat verschillen in organisatiecultuur en perceptuele afstand
zowel uitdagingen als kansen vormen voor de samenwerkingsrelatie. De organisaties binnen
de casestudy projecten laten allemaal verschillende organisatieculturen zien die bovendien
terug te voeren zijn op de perceptuele afstand die ontstaat tussen partners in de
samenwerkingsrelatie. De meest voorkomende botsingen in cultuur en perceptuele afstand
zijn te relateren aan de mate van georganiseerd zijn, visie van projectmanagers en het verschil
in perceptie ten aanzien van resultaten, communicatie, flexibiliteit, en informatievoorziening.
Er is een bedrijfsinstrument geconstrueerd dat projectmanagers een uitgebreid en
gecombineerd instrument biedt voor het beoordelen van culturele en perceptuele afstand,
dat voorheen niet beschikbaar was. Open discussie tussen beide partijen binnen de
samenwerking leidt tot het voorkomen van culturele verschillen binnen de organisatie en het
veranderen van werkwijzen met betrekking tot de perceptuele afstandsdimensies. Het
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bedrijfsinstrument heeft de meeste toegevoegde waarde en moet in de beginfase van het
project worden gebruikt om niet alleen de tastbare, maar ook de niet-tastbare effecten te
belichten, die in moderne projecten steeds belangrijker worden. Verdere optimalisatie van
het bedrijfsinstrument zachtere, immateriéle, mens-gerelateerde factoren kan leiden tot een
nog betere inzet van het instrument bij toekomstige casestudie projecten.

Het huidige onderzoek heeft echter enkele beperkingen. Een belangrijke beperking is dat het
onderzoek uiteindelijk niet interorganisationeel is uitgevoerd, maar intern binnen RHDHV.
Daarom tonen de resultaten binnen deze thesis slechts één kant van de samenwerking voor
zowel de enquéte als de interviews, wat het moeilijk maakt om de resultaten te generaliseren.
Bovendien om de bevindingen in dit onderzoek te (cross-)valideren, moeten casestudie
projecten worden gebruikt met organisaties aan beide zijden van de samenwerking. Er wordt
aanbeveelt dat RHDHV het bedrijfsinstrument gebruikt tijdens interorganisatorische
samenwerkingen met cliénten om (periodiek) verschillen in organisatiecultuur en perceptuele
afstand in kaart te brengen. De resultaten van het instrument dienen door beide partijen te
worden besproken in een open discussie, wat kan leiden tot het voorkomen van negatieve
gevolgen op basis van verschillen in organisatiecultuur en het veranderen van praktijken met
betrekking tot de perceptuele afstandsdimensies. Bovendien is bijkomend onderzoek nodig
naar de implementatie van zachte factoren (bv. teamlevensvatbaarheid) van een project-
samenwerking in het instrument en de verdere optimalisering van de vervolgacties, die meer
praktische waarde moeten hebben om diep in de projectorganisatie te worden verankerd.
Projecten hebben minder kans op slagen als de menselijke factor niet even belangrijk is als de
generieke succesfactoren (bv. tijd, kwaliteit, budget en resultaten). Daarom moet door RHDHV
en andere deelnemers uit de bouwsector extra aandacht worden besteed aan immateriéle
resultaten zoals teambuilding en klanttevredenheid. Bovendien wordt op basis van de
literatuur een grotere steekproefgrootte en een andere beoordelingsschaal voorgesteld voor
de OCAI. Vervolgens is een belangrijke beperking dat het instrument niet volledig
betrouwbaar bleek te zijn op alle perceptuele afstandsfactoren, wat resulteerde in lage
perceptuele afstandsscores, zelfs wanneer partijen het mogelijk oneens bleken te zijn.
Bovendien moet het investeren in het uitwisselen van ideeén van verschillende projectteams
om inzichten te verwerven die mogelijk leiden tot waardevolle nieuwe benaderingen en
innovaties. Ten slotte is toekomstig academisch onderzoek nodig om de onderlinge relatie
tussen organisatiecultuur en perceptuele afstand tijdens project-samenwerkingen en het
gecombineerde effect daarvan op projectprestaties en -succes vast te stellen. Daarnaast moet
het onderzoek zich nog meer richten op de zachtere factoren van projectsamenwerking om
bij te dragen aan de noodzakelijke verandering in de bouwsector.

Concluderend kunnen we stellen dat organisaties en hun werknemers door COVID-19 al lang
veroordeeld zijn tot thuiswerken, waardoor het contact tussen de samenwerkende partijen
alleen nog maar online plaatsvindt. De terugkeer van medewerkers naar kantoren en het
terugkerende fysieke contact met klanten biedt een uitstekende gelegenheid voor de
implementatie van het bedrijfsinstrument om de aandacht voor de samenwerkingsrelatie te
intensiveren. Door gebruik te maken van de tool kunnen projectmanagers in de bouw, aan
beide zijden van de samenwerking, teams stimuleren om de samenwerkingsrelatie naar
nieuwe hoogten te brengen door een positieve bijdrage te leveren aan elkaars verwachtingen
van projectprestaties en -tevredenheid. Meer nadruk op het belang van de relatie zal
uiteindelijk leiden tot een succesvolle, langdurige en duurzame samenwerkingsstrategie.

-11-



Abstract

Organizational culture plays a vital role in relationships during (inter-)organizational project
collaborations. Historically, construction companies put more emphasis on tangible assets
(e.g. budget, schedule, and quality) over the intangible assets during project collaborations
(e.g. relationships, trust, and future prospects). Focusing on these intangible assets
contributes to project’s success in which the human capital side is of utter importance.
Cultural and perceptual differences could be beneficial because they allow for different
perspectives on a project. However, more often they result in confusion, conflict and
frustration that hinder project performance and success.

To give insights in these aspects, this study aims to develop a business tool which is focused
on the combined effect of organizational culture perceptual distance during inter-
organizational project collaborations. The tool focused on 1) cultural differences — which are
characteristics of organizations at large, and 2) on perceptual distance — which pertains to
different views between collaborating parties in a project.

By means of a literature review, organizational culture, perceptual distance, project
performance and project success are analyzed. Two case study projects are used to answer
the surveys based on the questions from the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument
(OCAI) and Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). In addition, in-depth interviews are used to
validate the survey results and the usability of the developed business tool.

The results show that the most common clashes in culture and perceptual distance can be
related to the extent of being organized, vision of project managers and the difference in
perception regarding results, communication, flexibility, and information provision. The
constructed business tool offers project managers a comprehensive and combined instrument
for assessing cultural and perceptual distance, which was previously unavailable and will
benefit collaborative project outcomes. By using the tool, project managers in the
construction industry, on both sides of the collaboration, can encourage teams to take the
collaborative relationship to new heights by generating a positive contribution to each other's
expectations of project performance and satisfaction. Greater emphasis on the importance of
the relationship will ultimately lead to a successful, long-term, and sustainable collaborative
strategy that provides the necessary transformation in the construction industry.
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1. Introduction

In this chapter, a brief elaboration of the problem definition is presented, followed by the
problem outline containing the research questions this study aims to answer, research design
and expected results are presented.

1.1. Problem definition

The construction sector is one of the largest in the world economy, with about $10 trillion
spent on the buildings, infrastructure, and industrial installations every year. The sector is the
backbone of the global economy, and the demand is rising. By 2025, the amount spend on
construction-related goods and services is projected to total $14 trillion. However, in
comparison to the global economy, the sector is lacking in terms of increasing project
complexity, extensive regulation, high fragmentation, misaligned contractual structures, and
underinvestment’s in digitization, innovation, and capital, which are all specific for this
market. By boosting this, the industry could produce more for this investment, leading to a
fundamental improvement in the world’s infrastructure and the quality of life of citizens.
Construction-sector participants should rethink their operating approaches to avoid being
caught out in what could be the world’s next great productivity story (McKinsey & Company,
2017a). The industry focuses mostly on the tangible aspects of the business, such as
technologies and types of contracts. The tangible aspects are given priority over intangible
aspects such as human resources and culture, which can be explained by the educational
background of people in the technical-oriented construction industry (Pries et al., 2004).

Every construction project starts with project management and the most important aspect of
it is to create an environment in which people can work together to achieve a common goal,
to deliver successful projects on time and within budget (Seymour & Hussein, 2014). Without
the successful and effective collaboration of individuals, it is difficult to achieve the project
team's objectives. Given that the human-capital side of construction projects is so important
in the project's success, it is necessary for companies to focus on intangible assets to make
this transition possible. People are (at every stage of the project) at the core of a business
operation and managing them is not just a matter of applying established methodologies,
which compromise flexibility (Smits, 2017). While the circumstances in the construction sector
changed, the culture has not evolved simultaneously. Vissers et al., (2020) state that culture
is a highly unexploited competitive advantage in the technical-oriented construction sector,
where the long cycle times add a factor to the slow development rate. This leaves construction
companies with an obsolete culture, which is unable to adapt to the complexities of today’s
construction industry. Goran et al., (2017) state that shortcomings in organizational culture
are one of the main barriers to company success. Cultural changes within companies will
always be slower and more complex than the technological changes that necessitate them.
Therefore, it is even more critical for executives to take a proactive stance on culture. Leaders
will not accomplish the speed and agility they need unless they build organizational cultures
that perform well across functions and business units, embrace risk, and focus obsessively on
their customers.

Next to organizational culture, there is an increased interest in inter-organizational
collaborations taking place in an industrial era in which markets are dynamic and subject to
great change (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). Markets are evolving and organizations are
periodically confronted with fundamental changes in their environment, such as Covid-19,
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which can make innovations excel and drastically change corporate institutions’ working
environment (Timmers, 2006). Inter-organizational collaboration can be even more
demanding when the stakeholder organizations operate in different fields and therefore have
other ways of achieving certain results. While working on a project, organizations should strive
for the highest degree of interaction between independent entities and coordination of
actions to achieve the highest level of integration (Nicholas & Steyn, 2017). Van der Krift and
collegues (2016) state that companies develop, learn, and adapt themselves over time to
withstand competition, which creates an organizational culture consisting of patterns of
assumptions. Due to their specific institutional contexts and background, employees are likely
to have different attitudes, values, and beliefs. These aspects can result in differences in views,
expectations, and perceptions between business partners and the collaborative projects
worked on. Throughout the study of Van der Krift (2016) these dissimilarities are referred to
as “perceptual distance” which is defined as “the difference between collaborating partners’
perceptions of key issues in their relationship”. When perceptual distance is present in the
relationship between companies, it might cause a misalignment of activities and goals which
may lead to an increase in costs, conflict, and a decrease of commitment and trust. The
research has shown that these issues have detrimental effects on project performance (Van
der Krift, 2016).

Recent studies show that there is a great deal of interest in research related to project
management linked to organizational culture, perceptual distance, project performance, and
inter-organizational collaboration. Based on these topics, the goal is to write a challenging
study that has an impact on Royal HaskoningDHV's (RHDHV) business operations and
processes and makes a positive contribution to the scientific research of the TU/e. The aim of
the current research is to study the combined effect of organizational culture differences and
perceptual distance on project performance, which contributes to a better collaboration-
based project success, during an inter-organizational project collaboration.

1.2. Research question(s)
In this research, the combined effects of organizational culture differences and perceptual
distance on project performance in relation to collaboration-based project success are
studied. The differences in the organizational culture within an inter-organizational project
collaboration could create an obstacle to processes and therefore hampers project
performance but could also create opportunities that contribute positively to project
performance. Organizational culture is a highly unexploited competitive advantage where
human assets are increasingly important for organizations to make changes and support
productivity. People are -at least in part- defined by their culture and are at the core of every
business operation. Therefore, organizational culture currently receives significant attention
from organizations within the construction sector and among other sectors. Besides, when
perceptual distance is present in the relationship between companies it can have detrimental
effects on project performance during an inter-organizational project collaboration. Also, the
project success factors related to collaboration are essential to consider when managing
projects and therefore necessary to include in this research study. The theoretical findings in
the initial phase of the research are tested utilizing two case study projects, which are project
collaborations between RHDHV and international client organizations Amazon and Janssen
Pharmaceuticals. The aim of this study is not to change but provide insights in organizational
culture differences and perceptual distance to boost project performance and thereby
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improve collaboration-based project success. Correspondingly, this research will provide
answers to the following research question:

How can perceptual distance and differences in organizational culture be managed to
boost the project performance, and thereby improve collaboration-based project success?

1.2.1. Sub-questions
In order to answer the problem statement, four research (sub-)questions are formatted.
SQ 1: What are the dimensions and elements of organizational culture, perceptual distance,
project performance, collaboration-based project success, and inter-organizational project
collaboration?
- What is organizational culture, and what dimensions define organizational culture?
- What types of organizational culture exist, and what does it mean for an organization
to have a certain type of culture?
- What defines an international inter-organizational project collaboration?
- How to assess perceptual distance?
- How to assess project performance?
- What are the main project success factors related to inter-organizational collaboration,
and what defines them?

SQ 2: What are the main aspects and/or dimensions to measure similarities and differences
between the two project teams' organizational cultures that can cause friction or have a
positive impact during the project using the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument
(OCAl)?

- What is the organizational culture of RHDHV and what defines it?

- What are the differences and/or similarities between the two internal proje