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THE POVERTY OF CONTROL, THE WEALTH OF 

COLLABORATION – A TIME FOR CHANGE 
 

RATIONALE FOR CHANGE 

The last fifteen years have shown a remarkable change in the thinking about the 

upstream strategies. The “Tom Peters” era led to an almost exclusive focus on the 

customer and, with the West finally acknowledging (without necessarily 

understanding) the power of process management that led Japan to the fore of 

manufacturing and service productivity, industry became besotted with the 

downstream fads – the customer is king/infallible/our raison detre, etc. Except that, 

for many major industries like oil and mining, there was no “customer”, just the open 

price market, so the idea of service was one which was instantly dismissed.  

These companies relied almost totally on power, technology, brainpower and 

manpower, and the concept of value was not in their consciousness – until SHE and 

the Civil Society began to threaten their own health, notably the Piper Alpha disaster, 

which led to the Cullen Report; Ken Saro-Wiwa’s death in Nigeria, and the 

publication of books like South Africa Inc., The Seven Sisters and The Post-Corporate 

World. 

Reputation management was the first knee-jerk response to the bad publicity, which 

was followed by “stakeholder” strategies, i.e. smoodging the public. But nothing 

changed essentially, and the inevitable inefficiencies and bad PR continued, meaning 

that these corporates were in danger of becoming hostages to fortune in the very 

systems they had created. The sustained dropping of commodity prices in the nineties, 

the failure of some key projects like the Channel Tunnel, LAR airport, large dams in 

India, and the instability of many of the nations where the investments were made 

eventually led to a wholesale re-evaluation of the risk profiles of the work. Here is a 

summary of a few trends. 

 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF NON-COOPERATION IN BRITISH INDUSTRY 

IN THE 1980/90’S 

 

• BRITISH CAR INDUSTRY COLLAPSE – 10,000 cars per month to 400  

 

• CHANNEL TUNNEL LOSS - $3.5 billion over budget at halfway mark  

 

• CONSTRUCTION G.B. overspend 30% on public works in early 1990’s, 

200,000 jobs lost by 1996  

 

A review was undertatken led by the Reading Construction Forum. This led to one 

area of business being thrust to the strategic fore; the upstream activity underpinning 

most businesses, be it operational or development. For the enlightened organisations 

such as BP, Chevron, MTRC, the Australian Defence Department, BNFL 

Engineering, and eventually De Beers, it was clear that better relations with suppliers 

gave consistently better performance – in quality, growth and margins. It was also 
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clear that those firms that did not value their suppliers did not do well – Marks & 

Spencers and Sainsbury’s deteriorating performances are cases in point. 

 

THE PROCESS 

What did it take to do well?  

1. Leadership Attention: In the first place it took a leadership that had a much 

greater conscousness of their organisation as part of a larger system, and that any 

changes affected the whole.( Unfortunately many consultancies did not understand 

this and continued to advocate wholesale re-structuring which inevitably led to a 

minimum of 18 months inefficiencies and a lot of selfish [non-value adding] 

behaviour.) 

The leadership also needed to understand that they were replacing an inefficient 

Power culture with that of increased Trust and productivity through cooperation. This 

was a massive paradigm change for them and the business press. To show just how 

big here is an interesting news item: interesting in that it did not make the business 

press. In 1982 a refinery was built at Mossmoran as a cooperative venture between 

Shell/Exxon Chemicals and Lummus.  

 

The result was: THE FIFE ETHYLENE PLANT PROJECT 

 

 Field productivity was 20% higher than historical prediction for Esso 

projects in UK. 

 

 The Project was completed five months ahead of schedule and 10% under 

budget. 

 

 Safety was four times better than the US standard for construction i.e. six 

times better than UK. 

 

 Labour relations - lowest strike rate for a UK large project in more than 

20 years. Approximately 1% of field man hours was lost due to disputes 

in four years. 

 

And, the community embraced it with real affection and respect. 

 

But, it passed utterly unremarked upon by either the directors or the business press! 

 

 

DÉJÀ VU 

 

 Exactly 20 years later in Hong Kong the TKE rail project was conducted as a 

partnership, completed in 2002. It came in four months early and £1 billion 

under the downwardly revised target budget. Again, it was totally 

overlooked in the financial press and among business leaders. 

 Somewhere, someone needs a really good shaking! I am referring here 

specifically to Business Schools and the editors of the major financial press. 

Talk about tunnel vision! 
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2. Change Behaviour 

Secondly, it took a change in behaviour at the key interfaces where the collaboration 

was required, e.g. strategic suppliers, major contractors, planning departments. This 

behaviour change is demonstrated below (Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1 

 

3. Internal Cooperation.  It took a new culture of internal cooperation, because if 

this did not happen between contiguous departments, neither of the parties could 

deliver to their intentions.  

Finally, the leaders needed to change the policies which encouraged competition to 

those which rewarded cooperation – at first internally and then externally. Then they 

needed to demonstrate those behaviours themselves! 

This is, as they say, a “big ask”; but it is essential, because like the use of our own 

brain capacity, we are using less than 10% of the Intellectual Capability in our system. 

This leads, not just to loss of value opportunities; but also to ill-informed judgements 

which mean that a great deal of time is spent trying to rescue or mitigate plain bad 

decisions. This is waste, and it is not the way to best way to employ the great good 

will at our disposal: of, to quote Adam Smith: The Wealth of (our enterprise) Nations. 

It is time to change! 
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GROUP BEHAVIOUR RATIOS

PARTNERING  MEETINGS

COMBINED MEETINGS

= Giving information

= Asking questions

= INITIATING

= REACTING
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