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Clash of the Titans: Temporal organizing and collaborative
dynamics in the Panama Canal Megaproject

A. Van Marrewijk, S. Ybema, K. Smits, T. Pitsis, S. R. Clegg

Introduction

Large-scale, global projects require inter-organizational collaborafione$ & Lichtenstei
across national, cultural and political boundari©sr (& Scott, 2008 between public,
private and third sector organizatiogsnamo et al., 201J0over a finite period. Global projects,
defined as temporary endeavours where multiple actors seek to optimize outcaoahinng
resources from multiple sites, organizations, cultures, and geographies through a combinati
contractual, hierarchical, and network-based modes of organiZ&waort,(Levitt & Orr, 2011|

[17), potentially constitute highly unstable and complex, potentially conflict-riddetexts for
collaboration Expert employees of diverse permanent organizations are assembled tutarry
specific project; assembly is project specific, typically with atédhhistory of working together

and limited prospects of collaborating in the fut{Meyerson, Weick & Kramer, 19%6Usua|ly,

roles are not highly prescribed or formally fixed but rather ambigidosrison, 1994. Viewed

from the outside, the long timelines, sophisticated organizational arrangements arsizeheler
global projects might give the appearance of a relatively stable, alemmsampent organization.
From within, however, a large-scale project appears as a fleeting coimstetdatmultiple,
interrelated subprojects and several stakeholders collaborating in shiftingcesllifian |
[Marrewiik et al., 200R

Potentially,large-scale global projects are also conflict-ridden contexts for projeoeps
because they involve a geographical dispersed multiplicity of stakeholdersyitfteronflicting
interests, working acrossnstitutional differences’ between project partners; i.e., differences in
regulations, political systems and cult8z¢tt et al., 2011 For example, in the Apollo project
there was a difficult interface between the multiple permanent organizassembled for the
project |WWilemon, 1973. Differences in national, organisational, professional and project
cultures and concomitant loyalties and interests influence the success of sjadts pro
Performance and collaboration between project partners is often highly rpaticl¢<ramer |
[2009, Seeking to address the many interests that are at stake through contreamigenaents
and strict governance regimgbliler & Hobbs, 2009 designed to ensure consistent and
predictable delivery cannot fully capture or remove the complexity of organiahtion
collaboration in large-scale, global projeptgfi Marrewiik et al., 2008 Due to global projects’
large budgets, high public profile and strong and lasting impact oreth@nonment and society,
project partners’ collaborative relationships are under constant pressure.

Under such circumstances, project partners may be motivated to overcome diffeeences, t
clearly define roles, responsibilities and hierarchical relations anstablish firm relationships
across institutional divides. Orr and Scf200§ suggest project partners resolve diffees)c
going through phases of ignorance, sensemakingrasgonse In a similar vein, Clegg et al.
described how project partners invested much effort in socializatibe atitial stage of
the project to develop dalliance cultureé The employees subsequently engaged in a number of
cross-boundary coordination practices that made their work visible and legible totkach
such as switching advocacy roles for various elements of the project so that membier
leadership team became advocates for areas in which they had no expertise:asegiesstr

)




enabled orpoing revision and alignment of leaders’ views of others’ roles and identities
In another example freelance expatriates mitigated differences between cli
organization and international contracting firms through role reallocation, educatidn
translation[{lahalingam, Levitt & Scott, 2031Frequently, principals hire agents to manage and
guard the project execution and objectiyBgrfier & Keegan, 2091

These studies confirm findings from research into project work and tempogaryizations
more broadly. Drawing on a study of film projects, Bechky claims temporary organzatie
not ephemeral and unstable but instead manage to maintain continuity acrosst dliffgesns
by relying on structured role systems perpetuated through ‘practices of enthusiastic thanking,
polite admonishing and roleriented joking’ {2006: 3. Other research on filmmaking and theatre
productions also shows how employees take up distinct roles to performeflizsks under time
pressurgBechky, 200§DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994|Goodman & Goodman, 19Y,6attempting to
create permanence in temporary project work, using social mechanisms creatimgtoocaks
through socialization, reciprocity and reputat|dor(es, Hesterly & Borgatti, 19p7

Existing studies cast light on practices that establish, secure or r&stuitity in temporary
organizations. In doing so, organizational actors are primarily seen angs¢éeKorge order,
continuity and consensus out of chaos. Members of temporary organizations are not necessarily
consensus-seekers, however. Complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty do not merelyteonsti
exogenous conditions for collaboration but can drive collaboration in temporary atgarsz
An intricate web of shifting relationships and divergent interests betwetTtersain large-scale
global projects may give rise to disagreement, discord and power strugghe=ibgiroject

partners|Clegq & Kreiner, 2018Flyvbjerg, Bruzelius & Rothengatter, 2d{iahalingam et al),
201121, a view gaining in traction, albeit substantively under-researched and unddxetﬂ%é.
Ivory & Alderman, 201%. In this paper we draw on a conflict view as well as order Il
& Morgan, 1979 by zooming in on political struggles over control and hierarchy inge{scale

global project.

The discussion above prepares a central research question: How do project members
negotiate their roles, responsibilities and hierarchical relationseircahaboration between
principal and agent in a large-scale global pr@jéetswering this question, we use data from a
one-year ethnographic study of the project organization of the Panama Canal &xpaogram
(PCEP). The operator, Autoridad del Canal de Panama (ACP), initiatdCBE in 2006 to
expand and modernize the Panama Canal with an estimated budget of $5.25 billion. The ACP,
with 10,000 employees the largest employer in Panama, hired the US-based CH2ibrHill
here on: CH), with 26,000 employees a global leader in program management. Thesallocal an
global Titans jointly managed the PCEP execution to guarantee delivery within budget, sc
and before the targeted completion date. The study demonstrates that ofsttadusual
hierarchical positioning between the PM (CH) as principal and ACP as [dgene( & Keegan|
, a temporary and unexpected role of coach and mentor was assigned to CH. The emergent
‘order’ appeared to be a profoundly diffuse hierarchy giving rise to ACP and CH constantly re-
negotiating roles, responsibilities and relatione distinguished three different faces of the
collaborative process, each offering a conflicting view of the roles, resjlities and relations
of ACP and CH in the project: (1) the Titans attempts to establisbll@borative order by
seeking common ground, engaging in harmony-seeking practices and optimistic, egadiliarian
of growing trustand emerging “love” in the “marriag€ between ACP and CH; (2¢tH
consultants contestation of emerging roles and hierarchic relations between CH and ACP,
claiming the project was a break with established traditions in pnog&tthat casCH as agent
in full control of the project; (3ACP managersmirroring response as they complained about
not being in control, contestingH’s dominant position by claiming a temporal schism with their
tradition of leading canal projects and operations.

The paper’s contributionis not to show how order is being maintained in the potentially
disorderly world of temporary organizations but instead show how project |ezmhstaintly re-




negotiate the emergent ‘order’. EXisting research into temporary organizations shows a bias
towards studying the establishment and maintenance of consensus and continuity through
resolving institutional differencegS¢ott, et al., 201)1 forming alliance culture$Qlegg et al.

[2003, constructing an alluring prospect in a future perf@itsis_et al., 2003 or through
practices of thanking, admonishing, and joki hky, 200§ Exactly how conflicts and
negotiations over role structures between project members are differaetigréted by and
fought out between project partners is missing. Project partners do engagactices of
maintenance and conflict resolution, such as thraatihof “marriage” and “love”, yet, our

findings indicate that such consensus-seeking discourse does noteldlye institutional
differences, nor does it create clarity or permanence in the formal roles and higsdatiuins.

The case we present suggests, in contrast to GrgpBed (and Bechky[Z00§, thata
temporary organization may constitute a context where order‘@rdanenceis not self-
evident, particularly when collaborating actors design an unusual and difeuaechy. Such an
unstable context may gradually build up tensions through struggles over emelgsigand
hierarchic relations, while hollowing out mutual trust, finally escalatinge delays, budget
overrun or scope changes.

The paper starts with a discussionvafws of ‘order’ and ‘conflict” underpinning research
into temporary organizing. The presumed precariousness of temporary organigadors to
have led organizational scholars to orientate their research towards explainimgenadvers of
temporary organizations establish and maintain clear role structures and harmoaiourssril
the face of pecariousness (thus adopting an ‘order view’) rather than focus on conflict-ridden
negotiations and power struggles‘¢anflict view’). We then explore the idea of conflict and
hierarchy in large-scale global projects in infrastructure. After explaiog research
methodology, the research findings are presented in detail followed by discudsthe
implications for theorizing and studying order and conflict in temporary organizatous,
organizing in large-scale global projects specifically.

Order and conflict in temporary organizing

Temporary organizations are established to deliver some specific task, égeaahparticular
goal, or to organize an event or accomplish a project in a specific tima wiglar ending, after
which they cease to exigBfabher, 200R As a specific form of organizing they have become an
object of theoretical reflection and debate. Explorations of temporary orgdsizdiegations
from more enduring forms of organizing address a fundamental issue in theateoriof
organizations and organizing; the endurance of organizational practi¢es/derim and reform

in different spaces and timg¢Bakker, 201{{Lundin & Hallgren, 201fLundin & Soderholm|
[1999. Temporary organizing offers excellent opportunities to study how organizatiotwas
constitute practices and processes of organizing in their everyday working lisesngehe
transfer of experience and expertise and establishing and maintaining stable culzbdast
order view as well as how they innovate or challenge existing roles, routines and prescriptions in
everyday work & conflict view). Indeed, a growing interest in research on temporary

The growing interest has
resulted in a diverse body of academic studies, including a focus on temporaligatnci

production |Goodman & Goodman, 19F6film and television productiodB@chkv, 2006

DeFillippi & Arthur, 1999; engineering project§Wilemon, 1973 as well as project
managemenfLundin & Sdderholm, 199H.undin & Steinthdérsson, 20013Vinch, 2014 sharing

a theoretical interest in how members of temporary organizations organizeoliah

relations.




The literature on temporary organizations tends to view organizing as the process
through which people establish and maintain collaborative relafBeshky, 200p. The
assumption is that a temporary organization constitutes an inherently and extiemsignt
context which motivates members to create and organize some measure of collaborative ord
and permanence. Temporariness thus prompts researchers to ask how organizatienal actor
produce and perpetuate collaborative roles and relations across time and space. \Gfhilel insi
in itself, this research privileges order and permanence at the expenseengofin
understanding of ongoing negotiations and transient relations, adaptingder view’ rather
than a‘conflict view’, primarily concerned with ‘explaining the status quo’ (Burrell and Morgan|
14). Viewed from a conflict perspective, organizing is instead a process infitbeul/art
or covert power struggles in which people attempt to impose and sustairsbanesbverthrow
an emerging order. Collaborative arrangements and hierarchic positions are e¢hemsse
potentially contested, something to fight for and to fight over, a concrete stalegotiations
between actors with conflicting interegesq. Mahalingam et al., 20jLWhat is claimed as usual
or unusual, acceptable or unacceptable in project roles and relations figure ascsygabotces
for struggles and contestation between collaborating stakeholders.

Such contestation and negotiation remains under-explored in studies of temporary
organizations (some notable exceptions|@eorg & Tryggestad, 200Kramer, 2009|Van |
[Marrewijk, 2019. Yet, trading in an order view for a conflict view would be unwise. While
opening up a new field of vision for studying temporary organizing, it woultbdess myopic,
constraining analysis within one viewxcluding the possibility of analysis transcending the
limitations of a single persp. Building on the assumption that conflict and
order may exist ‘in tandem’ (Young, 1989: 18B temporary organizing can be viewed as the
process through which organizational actors establish and maintain, as well as ehatleng
change, collaborative roles and relations. Consequently, scholars have questioned the
differentiating characteristics separating ‘temporary’ from ‘ordinary’ organizations
[Hallgren, 2014iLundin & Soderholm, 1998 undin & Steinthérsson, 20P3suggesting that the
permanent and temporary might well co-exist in projgdislier-Seitz & Sydow, 2011 We will
analyse how project members establish and maintain order while contestirsgruggling over
emerging collaborative practices negotiating roles, responsibilities andmslatithe principal-
agent collaboration.

Collaborating in large-scale global projects in infrastructure construction

Combining a conflict with an order lens is particularly relevant fodysty complex social
dynamics of collaboration in large-scale global construction projects, wheedgtmnsiderable
pressure on stakeholders to establish a working consensus and workable relations, as well as
considerable potential for politicking and negotiating between them. Large-scale figjeats
in infrastructure construction constitute a context that is complex, uncertain argliaospy/an |
[Marrewijk et al., 2008 because, first, a culture of temporaringkmés & Lichtenstein, 2098
Although large-scale projects tend to have a long time frame, they comprisesuiapyojects
that deploy specific capabilities and set intermediate goals with relatgatgebt endings. The
limited time for task execution and the frequent and intentional dismantlipgpjafct teams at
pre-set times produces the core of temporary organif@dalgriund, 2004 Second, a large
number of partners, interest groups, supporting and opposing citizens as well as wihkiple
stakeholders participate in the project. In construction work, project work dbso iof/olves
establishing relations between permanent and temporary organizgtiomsin( & Hallgren,|
[2014. Usually, a permanent organization organizes and assigns large-scale constrorbtitm
a temporary project organization and hires a host of permanent organizatiansomplish




particular tasks. Internal life in temporary organizations is thus inextricatdywioven with

permanent organizational provision of key resources of expertise, reputation amatemmt

Grabher, 200
Given fleeting tasks, relations and partners, the complexity of relationgedretmultiple

stakeholders, and lack of clarity and agreement concerning project goals andhieeigraent,

collaboration between project partners in global infrastructure constrymtigects is critical,

difficult and Iaborioug%(\_/illiamsI 200%, frequently resulting in underperformance or failure (e.g.

[Elyvbijerg et al., 200BScott et al., 201)1 Oddly, however, the few studies that detail actors’ day-

to-day organizing and lived experience of such temporary, inter-organizational fufrms

collaboration tend to focus on successful projeé¢s(Marrewijk, 201%. Collaboration between

different groups in project work is often taken as a natural part ofvtinking process and,

insofar as it is a source of difficulties it is viewed positively, as learning episodearticigants,

related industries and occupational communifi@sabher, 200fLundin_& Hallgren, 2014

[Lundin & Soderholm, 199%Winch, 2014. These studies prioritise order and harmony over

negotiation and contestation, exploring successful collaboration at the expemdteriofy

insights into the conflicts and negotiations that go on beneath the surface, behind the scenes.

Collaboration in global projects can be conflict-ridden and politicized, yeGlegg and
Kreiner point out, the existing literature does not offer analyses in terms of power
relations. Power relations focus on differential capacities to achieve vasialglited desiderata
(Clegg & Kreiner, 201B From this perspective, projects can be perceived as temporary
organizational entities constructed from and constituting relations of gBwE€illippi & Arthur, |
[1999|Meyerson et al., 1996At the same time, these relations are (often ambiguous) objects of
ongoing construction and contestation. Partners in a project are variably able div &l
ambiguity that characterizes collaboration in temporary organizatidbasefport & Leitch]
[2009|lvory & Alderman, 2015 We will focus on the various ways members of a temporary
organization engage in both conflict- and consensus-seeking practices, concentrating on the
everyday work and politics occurirgtween the spaces of ‘permanent organizations’ operating
as part of ‘temporary organizations’.

Our case study deals with two relatively stable and permanent Titans who theomek
together temporarily in an inter-organizational project. A perceived discrepaeiyeen
expected and actual roles and relations triggered processes of formalocamdlimfegotiation to
reduce discrepancig#prrison, 1994 and to resist or counteract the expectations of the other
party [Courpasson, Dany & Clegg, 29Q12Vider contexts provide interpretive frameworks for
use by diverse organizational agents and agencies in large-scale global
[Lichtenstein, 2008Lundin & Soderholm, 1995 As we will show, the ambiguity attending the
hierarchic relations between members of ACP and CH is grounded in nationatalcult
contractual and (inter-)organizational contexts contributing to the emergence eofjedit/
interests and sentiments. Drawing close to such a complex case of temporary organizsg all
more grounded understanding of collaboration in a large-scale international project.

Methodology

Ethnographic research of the PCEP infoat®mplex case study analysed to generate in-depth
knowledge for theory buildingWelch et al., 201j1 In-depth understanding captures the
collaborative (and non-collaborative) behaviour of project participants irciallgpocomplex
setting [Kenis_et al., 2009: 245 Single cases provide excellent contextual understanding of

organizations as temporary phenomginan@iin & Steinthérsson, 2003The “actualities’ of the
PCEP project, its lived experiences and daily practiébsrha et al., 20Q9wvere explored in one




years fieldwork. From July 2009 to July 2010, the fieldworker (the third author) observigd dai
practices and documented research participants’ lived experiences.

The contribution of ethnographic fieldwork in organization stugiesidely recognized but
underutilized [fbema et al., 2009 Moore lists five contributions of ethnography to
organization studies: it makes it possibipto compare different groups’ perspectives; (ii) to
acknowledge ambiguities; (iii) to focus on explanation, categorization and sensgn{al to
offer insight into the tacit aspects of processes of cultural négatiand finally, and (v) to
appreciate the uniqueness of specific situations. These attributes make gihicofiedwork
suitable forstudying the PCEP employees’ roles and relations and their daily practices of
collaboration.

Data collection

Data collection involved observation and participation. Observation proviosst dxperiential

and observational access to the insider’s world of meaning (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 3p
Participation enabled access to otherwise inexplicable routines and act®hgervations were
made of daily work routines, workshops, celebrations and meetings at every orgaalizevel,

as well as informal gatherings, such as lunch and coffee breaks and hatlmarsations.
Interest in the lived experience of the actors in large-scale projects kbé use of situated
participant observatiofY@now, 200§, a method providing data on how practices actually comes
about in situ, how they are produced, reproduced and negotiated. Observations typically involved
three hours fieldwork each working day; the field researcher always casiadllanotebook to
make sure information was directly registered. Observing, listening angirguguroject
participants and their conversations provided information about everyday organiziftoaad
emerging practices of collaboration.

Apart from observation and participant observation, the fieldworker conducteddépth
interviews, 28 with ACP representatives and 19 with CH employees (see Talrtedjews
benefit the systematic collection of peoplexperience, interpretation and feelings without
losing flexibility and spontaneityRitchie & Lewis, 2008 Interviews focused on employees’
roles and relation to other project members, discussing practices of coi@aocabrdination,
interaction and socialization. Although the project’s official language was English in most
interviews ‘Spanglish’ (a combination of English and Spanish) was spoken because many
respondents were native Spanish speakers. All interviews were audio recatdeahlythree
exceptions captured in notes, while all audio records were transcribed literally.

Table 1. Number of interviews per hierarchical level, per organization

ACP CH
Senior Management 4 2
Middle Management 7 9
Operational Staff 17 8
Total 28 19

Finally, a documentary study collecthistorical, economical and political information on the
PCEP to provide knowledge of the contextual framewbukdin & Steinthdrsson, 2093Table
2 provides insight into the type of documents gathered.

Table 2. Type of documents per organization

Organization Document types




ACP Website, Intranet, emails, company brochures, newspaper articles and ca
presentations, policy documents, annual reports, organization charts, contades
documents, studies on Panama Canal, historical photos, maps and articles, videos

CH Website, company booklet, presentations, studies, ACP agreement documents

Data analysis

We adoptednterpretive sensemaking, a practice of ‘dwelling’ in the data[\Welch et al., 2011
Such analysis, where data are understood within the context of the case, stsecigthmmade
about actors’ interpretations Analysis comprised five stepESdhwartzmar
[1993. First, the fieldworker famlllarlzed herself with specialized terms used in the PCIEEtprOJ
Second, interview data was uploaded in the qualitative software program Atlasdrv&tional
notes contained in field books and contextual documents, as they were not rend#isrd,in
were analysed separately. Third, we used the same content analysis program to readpaeid i
text sequences to assign labels. Labels were either directly found iratbeahor constructed
from it {Alvesson & Skéldberg, 201{Ritchie & Lewis, 200 The labels that emerged from the
data were role expectations, hierarchy, history, learning, socio-political contekt an
collaboration, terms explaéal subsequently. Fourth, as a form ‘afember-checking’
[2009, the fieldworker discussed preliminary findings to verify the labels witkeraé key
respondents in Panama, among whom were the ACP management. The ultimate step was the
building of theory, which involved a final interpretive process through meltipadings and
iterations between tentative assertions and raw data, drafting successiwvesvefrshe text, until

the present form was determined.

For the analysis, we adopted a practice-based perspective. ACP and CH project members
engaged in a variety of social and discursive practices to establish, maintdiallenge the
principal-agent roles and relations in the project. We analysed the ambiguitg GH-ACP
collaboration by distinguishing three different and conflicting facetaaad of the collaboration,
each offering a particular view of roles and relations in the projégs dllows us, first, to
present the collaboration in terms of harmonious and egalitarian relations (firstafate
subsequently in terms of contested roles and hierarchical relations)yirfitieth the point of
view of CH consultants (second face) and subsequently from the ACP staff members’ point of
view (third face). For each face, we analysed social and discursivec@sadh particular,
relational or self-other talkYppema, Vroemisse & van Marrewijk, 2012nd temporal talk
(Ybema, 2014).

Context

Panamanian ACP and US-based CH contracted to work together in a large-sgaleatgm
project. As the relationship formed and unfolded over time, assumptions about roles,
responsibilities and relations became increasingly vexatious. The hienaletions between the

two Titans is grounded in wider institutional contexts, such pgd{g)continuities in national
histories, (b) established (inter)organizational practices in large-scaleuctiostrprojects, and

(c) particular inter-organizational arrangements and contractual agreerants this case
constituted ambiguous power relations between ACP and CH and contributed to the eanergenc
of divergent and conflicting interests and sentiments.

a. Historical context: shifting USA-Panama power relations



The history of the USA-Panama relation in the Panama Canal Zone cast a shadow deRthe PC
project. Although the Panama Canal had come under Panamanian control in 1999 aftex almost
century of US sovereignty over the Canal Zone (see Table 3 for a histweécalew), the PCEP
reintroduced ACP’s dependency on foreign expertise. The PCEP was initiated to maintain the
Panama Canal’s competitiveness, to increase its turnover and capacity and to make it a more
productive, safe and efficient work environment, entailing dry-land excavati@ roéssive
amount of land and the deepening and widening of the Panama Canal and its navigatioa channel
but the key component was the design and construction of the Atlantic and Pak#icthe so-

called Third Set of Locks (alongside the east and west reaches of the Panama Canal). Owners and
operators of infrastructure devices such as dams, roads and railways generaityhdue the
experience to execute large-scale infrastructure projects (Winch, 2014), certdioliythe size

and scope of the PCEP; thus, ACP created a temporary project organization iA@Rictaff

and a newly hired team of experts (referredstoha ‘Program Manager’) would collaborate in

the construction of the new set of locks. Formally, the project organizatiatl weside under

ACP as a separate Department of Engineering and Program Management.

b. (Inter)organizational context: the usual principal-agent power asymmetry

In large construction projects the Project Management team (a team oéeamsgicontrollers,
financial experts, risk managers, safety managers, etc. hired to manage thé ypsapbt acts

in a chief executive role, being accorded high degrees of formal power toptinecing efforts
and allocate and manage resources across organizational [dctogs & Lichtenstein, 2008
[Turner & Miiller, 2003. For example, with the Olympics Delivery Authority as principzt

led a consortium for the London Olympics 2012 program as the responsible delivery partner
interfacing with individual construction projeq@dvies & Mackenzie, 2034Principals provide
financial resources, monitor the project and accept forecasts, plans andregeas well as
project completion, while the responsibility for d@myday management of the project is
delegated to the agent project managing in terms of agreed upon objectivespiimchpal-
agent relation the agent acts either brokers between the temporary and perngaméezdatan or

is a steward whose job is to manage and guard the principal’s project and objectives
Adopting the order view that is dominant in the field, Turner and M
regard the desire of the Project Manager to maintain professional staine #gat outweighs
guileful exploitation of the context in expectation of short-term gainggrfsom opportunism.

In this case, however, we found a deviation from the usual principal-agent relatidngcreat
confusion and eventually contestation.

c. Contractual context: a diffuse distribution of power

Program management servigése ‘Program Manager’) were put out to tender in June 2007 (see
Table 3 for a time line of the events in the PCEP). In the InvitationdpACP described the
expectations and tasks for the assignment of the Program Manager (PM). Thigomlso
formally delineated the outlines of the relation betweenPiieand the ACP within the project
organization. It did so in three different ways, defining a relationship tHateatiffrom standard
principal-agent arrangements in project organizations: envisaged wenggvaaigtions of power
between ACP and PM, ranging from the dominance of each party at different tinved as
encompassing egalitarian relations.

Egalitarianism: Titans working together in a team
First, the Invitation to Bid characterised the relation between the twigpas partners in a
unified team:



In performing the Program Management Services,Pikewill work in close coordination with the
ACP’s existing personnel to form a unified team capable of delivering the Program in accordance

with ACP’s requirements. (Internal document: Invitation to Bid, general conditions, part 2, chapter
1.3, ACP, 2007)

The Board of Directors of ACP envisaged an intense collaborative relationship bet@®&en A
personnel and the PMstaff. The PM was expected to integrate its program management
services with those of ACP’s personnel. Working as an integrated team, the project would be a

joint effort of Panamanian ACP staff and newly hired foreign experts. Wihlahguage the
envisaged relation between the collaborating project partners was framed-merarchical,
consensual terms.

ACP’s formal authority over CH

ACP promulgated a second image, framing the collaboration in clearly hierartdices,
placing ACP in a formal position of power and tAM in a supportive role. ACP managers
would make decision®®M consultants would give advice. Usually, a project owner transfers
authority and accountability over the project execution toPte[Winch, 2014. In this case,
however, thePM would not run PCEP autonomously. Instead, the ACP board of directors
envisioned that its own employees would be in control while learning frongfoesiperts. ACP
decided to hire consultants only where support was needed, describing skills anddieowl
required in detail. Th®M was not expected to execute the project but first seek approval of the
ACP before acting:

The PM shall have limited agency authority to act as ACP’s agent to direct, manage and coordinate
the activities of the Construction Contractors, provided that the PM rehtalie authorized to take
any action or omit to take action to lessen the rights of the ACP dneléConstruction Contracts.
The procedure for the due and proper exercise by the PM of its aigghtsbligations in such capacity
shall be mutually agreed and set out in the Interface Protocol and tsbdlNdhere strictly to such
procedure. (Internal document: Invitation to Bid, Clause 32 in Part &€& 2007)

The authority of the®M was thus bounded and viewed as subordinate to, and supportive of,
ACP’s plans and policies. The Invitation to Bid formally assigned responsibility and
accountability for the operation of the project to ACP.

CH experts train and support ACP

Implicit in the second framing of the relation between ACP and B is ACP’s
acknowledgement of its need for external knowledge, expertise, guidance and tedwhibigl T
thus implied a third framing positioning thM in the role of ACP’s chaperone. In the tender
document, the ACP noted the following objective for i

Training both by working with the ACP personnel in performinggPam Management Services and
also by means of seminars, handbooks and any otherishatd&ich would provide the ACP’s
personnel with the best training possible to acquire the skills necessargssaming more
responsibilities in the supervision of the works. (Internal documeritation to Bid, ACP, 2007)

Although training would be aied at strengthening ACP’s “skills necessary for assuming more
responsibilities”, the PM implicitly occupied the more authoritative position, teaching ACP
employees about managing a large-scale project. The bid described in some detaif ttach o
key positions in the project organization required advice, assistance and teachm@ f
consultant. On each key position, an ACP manager and a PM consultant would be jointly
responsible. The Invitation to Bid anticipated the gradual departure of ektdrimad experts

over the course of the project, upon ACP's decision. In other words, it was not ACP’s intention to
transfer control and responsibility of the project toRi& but to seek support and guidance from

a more experienced partner.



In a competition with two other US consultancy firms, CH won the tendeegso&iven
the international prestige of the PCEP, CH was eager to win the bid andver gebgram
management services in spite of the unusual distribution of roles apdnsgilities in the
project contract. An international consortium (GUPC) was formed to exdmupgdject (for the
purpose of exploratory richness, we leave out the GUPC and focus on the ACP-@©H)réllat
support the managing of the Third Set of Locks construction, CH sent 33 consulf@atsatoa.
ACP selected 250 staff for the project organization.

Table 3. Time line of events and moves of participants in the PCEP

Events Date Moves of Principal and Agent

Start of Canal construction May 1, 1904  US finances the construction

Opening of Canal Aug 15, 1914 Canal operations under US command

Signing of Torrijos-Carter Sept 7, 1979  ACP gradually taking over Canal control

Treaties

Canal transfer ceremony Dec 31,1999 ACP receives full control

Approval of PCEP Oct 22,2006 National Assembly and referendum gives ACP
power to conduct PCEP

Finding project financers Spring 2007  Pressure of project financers on ACP to hire an
experienced agent for support

Invitation to Bid June 12007  ACP asks for an agent for the PCEP project

Aug 16, 2007 US-based CH is hired by ACP

Flying in CH core team member Aug 23, 2007 CH team members unknown to the required role

Request for Qualifications for ~ Aug 28, 2007 CH team members feel uncomfortable in the role

construction of new set of locks they are expected to carry out

Sept 2007 CH realizes their role is to be limited to 33 peopl

who act as advisors

Early Warning Notice Oct 2008 To ACP’s irritation, CH issues a notice as ACP is
likely to increase the cost and to delay the progr

Organization of workshop Dec 2008 CH and ACP agree to form a strong partnership

The Gamboa Workshop with all  Jan2009 ACP communicates that success relies on team

CH members and their and revitalizes the slogan ‘One Team, One Mission’.

counterparts To CH this slogan has no meaning

Divers integration activities Feb 2009 ACP and CH work on their collaboration

PCEP bidding ceremony July 8, 2009  GUPC presents “best value” proposal

Formal start of construction of  Aug 25, 2009 CH takes the lead in meetings and site offices. /

Third Set of Locks by GUPC claims authority and complains about lack of
learning

Dividing of authority Spring 2010  ACP takes care of internal politics, while CH tak
the lead in content issues

Reclaiming of authority Jan 2011 ACP employees gradually replace CH consultan

GUPC and ACP dispute about Dec 30, 2013 GUPC issues notice of suspension of works in T

price compensation
Strike of GUPC

Planned end date of project
CH Project Manager leaves

project

Jan-Feb 2014

Feb 20, 2014
Aug 15, 2014
Mar 20, 2015

Set of Locks project

ACP postpones opening of the expanded Panar
Canal to April, 2016

GUPC restarts work on Third Set of Locks Proje
100 years after the opening of the Panama Cani

ACP does not backfill the position. CH remains
available to provide advice
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Findings — Titanic struggles

Members of the Panamanian ACP and the US-based CH engaged in a variety of collaborative
practices,aimed at harmonizing relations, contesting ACP’s dominancy or challenging CH’s
superior position. The reciprocal harmonization or contestation of roles aattbrrel that
emerged during the project work thus had three different, contradictory fagese (llitans’
optimistic and harmony-seeking talk on trust and marriageGKRdisputing ACP’s control over

the project; (BACP disputing CH’s control over PCEP.

1. Harmony-seeking: The Titans’ marriage

Particularly in the initial stages of the project, when global projeanbers, equipment, and
materials arrived in Panama and housing, offices and organization were establistieipants
sought collaboration, willing to build non-hierarchical cross-boundary relationshipgect
members’ organized social events, joint activities, and social gatherings at wedci@lize and
strengthen relationships (see Table 4).

The relational discourse that dominated this early stage also sought to estatnlishious
relations. When discussing the project organization, project members freqspokly of a
‘marriage’ between ACP and CH, albeite that was arranged: “I don’t think there is such thing
as love yet. I think it’s premature. ... We’re getting to the point that we like each other and we
kid around. But, you know, that’s the first step” (ACP Project Director, 28 May 2010). It was not
only the optimism of the start-up phase; it was also the pressure to penfiorrthat if the
temporary bond broke prematurely there would be existential risksefgrattiners beyond their
temporary organization.he premature end of the ‘temporary’ organization would mean the end
of the ‘permanent’ organization:

Look at this marriage: ACP and CH We’re going to work together and get things going. That
marriage is going to have to work. Because if it doesn’t, if they don’t get this thing working, it can
sink the companies. (CH manager, March 23, 2010)

Rather than romanticizing the collaboration between ACP and CH as a projeee,oproject
members applied the marriage metaphor to suggest that the project demandezhtpattaer in
the collaboration invest time, money, and effort reciprocally. Collaboratiotheén project
involved establishing an enduring bond to create synergy

CH Program Director: It required a lot of training on both sides efféimce and getting the right
skills to collaborate. ... It’s like a marriage; personalities have to match and that asks for mutual
respect, professionalism, and the same goals for each team.

CH Project Manager: What we have to do is pull the soft skills togetherette a synergy.
(Observation of a meeting, September 7, 2009)

The marriage metaphor was used prescriptively to explain what was needed tohmake t
collaboration work. “Trust is essential,” explained an ACP Program Director for instance: “If you
have a problem with your wife, talk about it... don’t keep it for yourself” (Interview, May 18,
2010).
In terms of temporal discourse, optimistic talk of the start of new colliatorabounded in
the initial stages of the project. Project members made no reference to thehilast joint
future was presented as full of promise. Increasing conflict besmitblsedright future. When
these became more prominent, ACP management started to promote an image of harmony,
revitalizing and systematically promoting the eldgan “One Team, One Mission” in internal
and external communication. From 1979 to 2000, this slogan was used to set the stage for a
smooth transfer of the Canal to Panama and a seamless transition for canal colstunkang.
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this slogan, collaboration in the project was placed in a long-standinganadfticoordinated

and harmonious relations. At various moments project participants reproduced the harmony-
seeking, egalitarianism language also used in the Invitation to Bid, which depicte@RHEHA
relations in non-hierarchical, consensual terms. Yet, despite attempts to promote thef ithage
ACP-CH tandem as one team, a married couple or as mutually complementing, project
participants also articulated alternative views of collaboration andkaend relations between

the project partners, based on workaday experiences.

Table 4. Harmonization in the ACP-CH collaboration in the Panama Canal Expansi@ttPACP and
CH members’ social and discursive practices building harmonious, egalitarian relatiéifadg)

Social practices Relational talk Temporal talk

Social events and joint activities Soft talkof ‘marriage’, joint Talk of “a new start”: a bright

to get to know each other and tainterests, trust, synergy, etc.  future and no past. lllustrating
strengthen relationships. . e quotes: “We’re getting to the point
Examples: birthday parties, ﬂ;‘fg?g%go qigOtTJSIi t:z h;éf‘;v zkills that we like each other and we kic
Halloween, Secret Santa, Fridayt ther t F; . around.” (ACP Project Director
afternoon drinks, joint breakfast OCICT 70 create a synergy 28.5.2010);

: (observation of a meeting
and baseball team playing 7.9.2009); “I have been working 21 years at

ACP, and it is the first time that a
consultant is working with us to
control a project.” (interview ACP
employee, 10.2009)

Training and transferring of

project knowledge “Look at this marriage: ACP and

CH ... We’re going to work
Ilustrating quotes: “ACP are together and get things going.”
used to running an organization (CH manager, 3.2010)
which is more operations and
maintenance than building billior

Active use of the past, constructin

Pragmatic talk of a clear d|V|s|orhistorical bridge: reinstating a

of labour.

dollar projects.” (interview CH slogan from the previous period 0
employee 10.2009) Illustrating quotes: ““[It is] a very collaboration between Americans
« . hard relationship to work ith.” and Panamanians (1979-2000):
For me it was a very good (Interview CH employee “One team, One mission.”
experience, because they have 09.2009) ' ’ ’

brought a lot of systemization of “If it worked then, it could work
information.” (interview ACP now.” (interview ACP employeg
employee, 10.2009) 8.2010)

2. CH’s contestation of ACP’s dominancy: ‘why are we here?’

The second face of the collaboration between ACP and CH contradicted theuiygsting
relations neither harmonious nor egalitarise first discuss CH consultants’ views (under the
second face). For the consultants selected by CH to work on the project, the roles, responsibilities
and relations in the PCEP ran counter to their expectations, constautdgal break with the
past. Having led projects such as the Tsunami Reconstruction Program in Sriaoahiae
Maldives, the expansion of the Haifa Port in Israel, andastewater treatment program in
Egypt, they came to Panamath ‘normal’ expectations of working in a standard project
management operation, taking over leadership and responsibility, managing soatrect
handling daily procedures and processes. However, the project dnleacinal client-consultant
relational expectations. The division of roles and positions between CH and AfdRigtdbwn
in ACP’s Invitation to Bid and the signed contract did not live up the standard set by the past.

Based on their former experience in program management services, CH consultants
assumed that their roles in the PCEP would not be different from any ofdlesirim previously
conducted projects. In their standard role they assumed power and authority to act:
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Contract oversight, contract administration, consultation, advice, but we arespansible for
directing or deciding, we are not, and that is very hard for ourl@eblost of our people here are
very senior people, they have been around for twenty, thirsome even forty years and they are
like; “Well, then why are we here?” “Well, because they want us here”. (Interview, May 2010)

After the initial meetings CH consultants realized that ACP’s expectations of program
management services differed from common practice in this fi€ltere were no intentions to
give leadership out of hand and were treated as though we were staff” (CH Program Director,
Interview May 2010). In terms of role division and distribution of power, RIGEP thus
constituted a temporal disruption of taken-for-granted and normal practices for GHtaatssn
project work (for a summary of social practices and relational anpot@intalk of the second
face of the collaboration, see Table 5).

In this role we stand to the side, we observe the contractor and we ... we will try and document for
the owner in case the projeor some phase of the project really goes south. We’re in a position that
if nothing goes wrong, then we’re heroes; if something does go, something they’re going to ask is
why, why didn’t we foresee it? (interview, June 2010)

CH consultants were ill prepared in terms of expectations for the speéifiesRM’s roles.
Being accustomed to taking the lead and controlling the execution of a projechnStitants
had to learn to acceptradically new role as ‘trainer on the job’. They found their formal role in
the project unusual and difficult. According to others, CH underestimateseor deliberately
ignored potential problems. In the car on their way to lunch, the fieldworlkeid s CH
employee whether he thought CH read the contract well before signing it:

I’'m confident they did not read the contract into detail. How could there otherwise be so much
confusion about why we are down here and what our tasks are? Haitmnthact for the Expansion
was much more important than its content. Our o needed it... It’s status, Karen, it’s status.
Winning this tender had more value than figuring out how to e&eturhis project is so important
for us Americans and hey, we are making a hell of a lot of money (te©ctober 2010)

Despite the financial compensation, CH consultants constantly wrestled aiitisubordinated
role in the project. Making a lot of money did not compensate for beingddicddle and having
to wait for ACP’s initiative asKevin, a CH employee, explained

There is not much work to do for me here, but ACP approvedthenoinly way CH can make money

is by writing the hours. I feel ashamed though. I make a lot of money for doing nothing, and I don’t

even like it.. He [his boss] told me to focus on my senior status: when they have a questiom, | ca
help them. But that does not happen 8 hours a day. (Informal cativars8 June 2010)

Even though CH managers headed the organization charts in tandem with an AGRrmana
apparently making them formal authority equals, they lacked the inforrtabrity of ACP
colleague. CH managers had superior expertise and, in their perceptions, senidgtaias

not allowed to make decisiondnused to this, frustrated when their advice was not followed or
not even sought they had to resign themselves to ACP decisiot&’inaccounts, ACP
constantly pushed plans through without heediHgconsultants’ advice.

If you have a mentoprotégé relationship, it’s important that the protégé wants to be mentored by the
mentor. And that goes beyond respeciWe have not the easiest relationship to work with. [It is] a
very hard relationship to work with. (Interview CH employee, Septe2{@9)

On occasions CH consultants could not participate in debates because ACP kept them away
from “Spanishspeaking” meetings, using language difference as a tool to exclude their
counterpart.

| only heard about the meeting with [the committee] afterwards, but fltltehould have been
involved too. | mean, we [ACP counterpart and me] share the sasiteopowhy did you not invite
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me? ‘Because these meetings are in Spanish anyway,’ is what he [ACP director] said. I could not
believe my ears! (Informal conversation, May 2010)

Such exclusion happened frequently. Staff meetings on personnel performance, for instance,
were held among ACP staff only. Meetings with the government, local agencies, stakedrolders
internal departments were also Spanish speaking and many internal reports weneinvttie

local language.

Table 5. CH consultants’ contestation of roles and relations in the ACP-CH collaboration in the PCEP
through highlighting ACP’s power-enhancing practices and self-serving relational/ temporal téika@)

Social practices Relational talk Temporal talk
CH consultants highlight Being subordinated to ACP as Talk of a sharp temporal contrast, a
their own subordination tcformal decision-maker, CH breach with usual consultant-client
ACP and exclusion from consultants struggle to adjust to a relations, a (frustrating) present is
decision-making supportive role, which does not fi measured against the past that serve
processes. their status, experience, and self- a positive standard. lllustrating positi
lllustrating examples: image. IIIust'rating self- S past, negative-present talk
ACP’s practice of ;;Egratulatlng, other-diminishing “We are all used to run big projects and
arranging Spanish- ' now we are placed under managers.”
speaking meetings (e.g., “CH managers here all want to be (CH Project Manager 18.10.2010)
staff meetings on leaders, but... we overlook, teach “M fhe ti h I ust
personnel performance, and manage the business, but we | Mot of the time they [clients] are jus

. . , S, kind-of... leaned back. And we do it [I
meetings with the don’t lead the operation” (CH ton thi eotl” (interview CH
government, local Project Manager, informal noton this project].” (interview

agencies, stakeholders orconversation, 23.11.2009) employee 3.2010)

internal departments) “This is so much different than being a

“We are Type-A personalities. ACP - .
ACP’s writing of internal  employees are more used to follow (rsegglilg/l) 7 (interview CH employee
reports written in Spanish That clashes” (CH Project Manager '

18.10.2010) “We are not responsible for directing ¢
deciding. And that is very hard for ou
people.” (Interview CH employee
5.2010)

Informal networks needec

to get things done within “[It is] a very hard relationship to

ACP. work with.” (Interview CH
employee9.2009)

“If you have a mentor-protégé
relationship, it’s important that the
protégé wants to be mentored by th
mentor.” (Interview CH employee
09.2009)

“This is not a normal relationship for a
PM. It is usually that we are running t
show.” (Interview CH employee
10.2009)

According to CH consultants, a supportive role in the PCEP project did tntiefi
“personality”: “We have many internal clashes. We are all used to run big projects and now we
are placed under managers. We are Type-A personalities [high-achieving, statigdspns
ACP employees are more used to follow. That clashes too!” (CH Project Manager 18 October
2010). A CH Project Controls Manager self-critically acknowledged titboration was often
difficult “because of ego’s”: “CH managers here all want to be leaders, but we are not here to
take the lead. Our task is simple: we overlook, teach and manage the business, but we don’t lead
the operation” (informal conversation, 23 September 2009). The CH consultants’ version of the
ACP-CH collaboration cast them as struggling to adjust to a suppoolebeing subordinated
to ACP as the formal decision-maker, a continuous frustration because it ditt thoir
perceived status, experience and self-image.
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3. ACP’s contestation of CH’s dominancy: ‘Somos la sombra de CH!’

CH consultants constituted their project relations as subordinated and extrioiche@ower
circuits, claiming that ACP ultimately pulled the strings in the projeatadxically, ACP
members made the exact opposite claim: they maintained that CH consultants weteoin con
keeping ACP out of the decision-making process. This was the third faoe cbltaboration in
the PCEP. Roles and relations of ACP and CH members were not egalitarian and harmoniou
(the first face), nor did they constitute a formal hierarchy in favodtG® (the second face); in
the eyes of ACP members they themselves were subordinated to “the Americans” in day-to-day
work. Although the Invitation to Bid had clearly outlined a supportive role forcGhbultants,
and ACP managers held powerful positions in the organizational hierarchy, fogathgs in
which CH consultants participated reversed the pattern. Here, CH manageed ghadat
familiar leader roles, effectively renegotiating their positiothim project. Here CH was often in
a superior position vis-a-vis ACP (see Table 6)

An excerpt from the fieldworker’s field notes illustrates this side of the ACP-CH relation:

Most people were already seated when | [the fieldworker] arrived. Not ernbagis were available,
so more chairs were taken from a nearby office. When | finallgd@uplace to sit, | noticed that the
CH consultants were all seated at the table, while their ACP counterparts forreednd sing
around the table. The setting seemed to emphasize a hierarchy in the relationship between the ‘CH
chaperons’ and their ‘ACP apprentices’. The set-up looks like a theatre setting, | said to myself.
Attendees formed a khape facing to the left end of the table, where ‘the stage’ was. From here, the
CH Program Director started the meeting. Being seated on ‘the stage’ underlined his leadership over
the meeting. In the discussions that unfolded in the meeting @Blitants dominated. The ACP
employees were seated further away from the table, listening to wisasait and taking notes.
Reluctantly, an ACP employee asked for clarification. Often, participation from ACP’s side only
came to the fore when their opinion was asked directly or when questtated to the ACP
organization were raised. Being seated in the second row, it looked like theahdees were
hiding behind the consultants, showing a hesitant attitude, whereaoiisultants had no trouble
speaking up, as masters teaching their trade. (Field notes, September 2009)

In relational discourse, ACP employees often felt subordinated to CH consultémbsigh
CH employees had no decision power formally, in practice they had considerabtd coetr
decision-making process Dominant in their behaviour, CH consultants often played a leading
part in meetings (observations weekly meetings, September-202@ch 2010). Formally they
had little authority but CH consultants successfully played off their knowladd expertise. In
meetings in project site offices, such as in Cocoli, CH also often pghkestrings, as one ACP
employee explained in one of many similar accaunts

CH is supposed to be advising us, but all | see in Cocoli is that theser much in control. They
rule the office. And when I have a question, I’d rather go to a CH person, because at least he knows
the answer. ACP managers in the same position always need to verify with their counterpart! (...) On
pape [the ACP manager] is the boss and, yes, he signs, but in reality it’s his CH counterpart who is
making the decisions. (...) We need a different approach: CH should be in the second row in
meetings. They are advising. In the current situation we feel lowwenthke a step backwards.
Somos la sombra de CH! [We are the shadow of CH!] (Informalersation, October 2009)

To the ACP employees, the roles and relations within the PCEP were mostly dew an
temporary while continuing to work for ACP on permanent unchanged conditions of
employment, often living in the same area as before. Working in a new locataaenmporary
project organization they were responsible for construction of a new skickd with a
temporary increase of salary and work pressure, working in a new team under new ggperviso
collaborating with and learning from US consultants. Consequently, work conditions, work
environment, the work itself, as well as the mentoring-on-the-job lejgiorexperts, were all
new to them“We acknowledge that we doit have experience in this large project or something
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similar and they do” (interview with ACP employee). For ACP staff members, the project also
offered new prestige. Each department had selected its best employees to werlpajettt;
some had applied because it would be a promotion. Within ACP, selected employessever
as “the chosen ones” (ACP employee, informal conversation, July 2009). So, in many ways,
working on the PCEP constituted a break with the past.

For the Panamanian staff, however, collaboratiiy “Americans” was not entirely new.
Although ACP members were aware of being dependant on CH experience and expehese for
project’s success, they started off with an adverse attitude towards the CH consultants. “They are
concentrating on the image and success of their company. And, well, | am tiptspre
whether they have the same commitment with the program” (ACP Ass. Project Site Manager,
9.2009). The need to converse in English when meeting with the Americanstpiatechls at a
disadvantage. Using Spanish as a reason for excluding Americans from meetings ardg not
tactical but also reaffirmed changed local relations of mastery in Pamanghe Canal. CH did
not keep to their roles as advisors and trajrtetsng over leadership of the PCERhey [CH
consultants] are very much in control. They rule the office...” (informal conversation 10.2009).
Several ACP staff members saw confirmation of their presentiments in the way U&rparist
handled operations: I’'m not learning a lot from you guys hiding in a room, coming to a
conclusion... The idea is that we all brainstorm together and we all learn... Sathkind of
shocking to me, and they still work like that” (interview ACP employee 2010). They were
disgruntled, castin the shadows” because of the “American” style of working and hierarchical
attitude (ACP employee, interview May 2010).

Not all ACP staff members were unhappy with Americans running the show. Some saw
clear benefits in the presence of Chsultants on the project; “T also think that we right now do
not have the experience in a multibillion dollar project” (interview with ACP employee 3-2010).
The temporary organization reflected the historical AmeriPamamanian relationship and
several ACP employees expressed no interest in learning from the consukstitsy f
comfortable in having “the Americans” run the program, finding it “refreshing to have them
back” (ACP Engineer, interview October 2010). Others found CH’s presence beneficial, mostly
because a majority of the regulations, processes and values within the AiGRt@digrom the
era of American control and thus were well known to CH consultants. Perhapslirgrtheir
colleagues (or themselves) to remain self-critical, many ACP respondentsammddrthat the
ACP employees lacked sufficient knowledge and experience in the management stddege-
projects.

This complicated projeds something new for ACP. We need to recognize that we don’t have the
know-how on how to deal with it. We have been doing excavatioksybut this is the first locks
project that we are going to face in this generation. (ACP employee jémeviarch 2010).

Some participantsawcompleting the project withol@H’s assistancasimpossible for the ACP
(field notes, April 2010). Being organizational ‘apprentices’ on the project was not easy: for
some, it was a lesson in humility:

So it’s just a matter of learning and to be humble enough to understand that every person, no matter
who he is or who she is, can teach us something. But sometim&SRnwe think that we are
almighty. But that’s not true. (ACP employee, interview October 2010)

In practice, CH consultants and ACP staff had to put up with each other, giving in to the other’s
decisions, expertise or demands, losing discretion. As this was not always btenpili ACP
members’ self-confidence- “sometimes in ACP we think that we are almighty”; “we have a lot

of ‘ego-persons’ here” — it was hard for them to accept. The ACP Managing Director,
acknowledging that the design of the collaboration with CH was unconventional ased ca
problems, expounded the original rationale. Given the project’s goals, it was the only way, he

thought:
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We have chosen the hardest way to execute a project. It would have beeaselotvhen it would
have only been ACP, or only CH ... it was too high of atds#to it only with ACP people who have
never done something like this. So... [pause] Oh well, we’re working it out. We’ll make it work.
(Interview, June 2010)

Table 6. ACP staff membersontestation of roles and relations in the ACP-CH collaboration in the PCEP
through highlighting CH’s power-enhancing practices and self-serving relational/ temporal tdlka(2)

Social practices Relational talk Temporal talk

ACP staff members highlight ACP staff members critique theilmplicit discontents with CH in calls
their exclusion from decision- subordination to CH’s superior  to resign oneself in a subordinate rc
making processes by pointing position: because “this is all new”, pointing out
CH consultants’ practices of a past/ experience that is missing
holding CH-only meetings, and
chairing and dominating

Illustrating quotes: “In the

current situation we feel low, andllustrating quotes: “We need to

. . : . we take a step backwards. Somwrecognize that we don’t have the

igl%llsh-speakmg meetings W'tlla sombra de CH! [We are the know-how on how to deal with it [ne
' shadow of CH!] (Informal contrat]” (Interview ACP employee

lllustrating quote:‘They were  conversation 10.2009) 3.2010)

reserved, very guarded, would

have their meetings within CH

and then come and talk to us.

(interview ACP employee

“With [CH] it’s ‘you’re my “But, one of our goals was that the
client, I’'m the owner’-type of ACP people get experience from
feeling.” (ACP Senior Manager, somebody that has done this before
6.2010); There would be no added value to

11.2010) @ , have hired them to do 100 per cent
o . . They’re here to make money. the work.” (interview ACP employee
Exploiting their expertise. And we wanted here a partner t(6 2010)' oy
Tlustrating quote: “The help us.” (ACP Senior Manager,
) 10.2010) “You have your mind set on

problem with the CH
employees is that they want toReflexive, self-critical talk and
impose their way of thinking, accepting to be “apprentices” to
and they don’t want to just to CH: “We have a lot of ‘ego-
share the information persons’ here. So it’s better to »
sometimes, they don’t give all  have an outsider to manage thisvilantS you toAgel:)a robolt, you 1](_1210%?10
the detds.” (interview ACP complicated project.(ACP (Interview employee Le. )
employee 12.2010) employee interview 3.2010);  “When we ring them up somebody
[CH employee] said; “Well I didn’t
come here to mentor anydyn”
(Interview ACP employee 12.2010)

something like you are going to do
this today, but then he [CH consulte
comes and change it. He does it on
purpose. This is like training. He

“It’s just a matter of learning and
to be humble.” (Interview ACP
employee 10.2010)

Discussion

Collaboration in the Panama Canal Expansion Project between the two Titans CKCRRd A
large high-status organizations with status-conscious memheyslved engaging in harmony-
seeking, hierarchy-evading and relation-improving practices to establish a gvookisensus, as
well as in more discordant practices to contest and renegotiate hierarchiopoditie project
partners’ collaboration had three faces, each showing different roles, responsikdlitées
relations. Early on in the project the disruption of role expectations and emergnflicts
focussed both principalACP) and agent @H) on overcoming differences and harmonizing
relations. These findings align with earlier studies [€lggg et al., 200Morrison, 1994 Scott|
observing harmony-seeking actors trying to maintain consensus. Howexetinus
the discontentment with roles and hierarchic relations and the negotiatiensnmitual
positioning shifed the focus to differentiation, contestation, and pessimism, resulting in two
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additional, contrasting views of collaborative roles, responsibilities and redationically,each

project partner claimethe other was ‘in control’ of the project, out of frustration with their own

lack of control or in order to challenge theéher’s dominancy. In the collaborative dynamics
between the two titans in the Panama expansion project, conflict and order thus existed in tandem
or, perhaps, in tension. One appeared to trigger the other. When, for instanceealiscamd
contestation surfaced, management responded by launching a harmonizing mission statement.
Importantly, it was through addressing underlying tensions and on-going negstidiinve

came to fully understand the collaborative dynamics, highlighting that an aedemay only

partially capture collaborative practices. The findings in this studydtnetch our understanding

of collaboration in temporary organizations by combiraigonflict view’ in our analysis with

the ‘order view’ that currently dominates the literature (BBgchky, 200§ Grabher, 2004Scott|

et al., 201

In order to bring into viewconflict’ and ‘order, we adopted an actor-centred, context-
sensitive approacliYpema et al., 20Q9 describing both the micro-dynamics and the wider
cultural, contractual and organizational contexts of the ACP-CH collaborfiforBéchky |
[2009. First, to describe the micro-dynamics our focus on social practices andnallathd
temporal discourse proved to be analytically helpful. Project partners harchaoit@borative
roles and relations through social practices by, for instance, organiarkghops and festivities
and informally dividing responsibilities between themselves (ACP takemg of internal
politics; CH taking the lead in content issue$Shrough various forms of harmony-seeking
relational talk, ACP and CH members sustained and strengthened collaboeddiiens,
smoothed out hierarchical differences and remedied potential frictions; for instandeploying
the metaphor ofmarriagé and introducing the hierarchignying slogan “One team, One
missior?’. Finally, both CH and ACP members also attempted to harmonize collaborative roles
and relations by engaging in specific forms of temporal talk; for instarvaking optimistic
images of a bright future and thus presenting the project as an opportunést foosh scratch,
from an empty past and with a full future ahead. This way, theyddfhg project with a sense
of hope and harmony.

Project partners had alternative and antagonistic wsyscontest project roles,
responsibilities and relations (tkellaboration’s second and third face). ACP and CH members
challenged existing or emerging collaborative roles and hierarchical relations byngniag
particular social practices; for instance, hijacking the decision-making process mghmidate
meetings, excluding their project partner. In antagonistic relatiorkl tkeey built binary
oppositions between self and other to denigrate and diminish “the other” whilst empowering the
self, typically articulating their qualities and competence and critiqdiagother’s power-
pursuing practices. In antagonistic temporak tproject partners critiqued the present by
claiming a historical rupture with the pa®ly referring to original intentions or ‘normal’
practices, they framed the present situation as unintended or abnormal. Therefore, vamen Catt
et al.[201]) state that project-based organizations have neither past nor futureettiegoarect:
for stakeholders the traditions of the past and the promise of the future may heéheretaad-
now. In sum, by engaging in particular social and discursive (temporal and relapiawiges,
they legitimized or delegitimized, sustained or undermined, particular relnsibilities and
relations.

Second, we also show thatganizational actors’ day-to-day practices were embedded
within wider contexts of contractual arrangements and cultural differencdspdesd in
language practices of Spanish versus English, embrained in memories of past [éjeeatisd(
past slights as subaltern partnek€P). A particularly important context for the negotiatiomas
the ambiguity of the hierarchy between ACP and CH. The power relation was remarkably
diffuse. Normally, an agentis ‘in the lead’ and has delegated responsibility, appropriate
expertise, and requisite authority founded on both task and status str{i€turess & Keegan|
. In this case, however, the principal maintained its contractual right t@lf@uthority
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albeit assigning itself the role of novice or apprentice, learning ftsntdunterpart, being
‘chaperoned’ by CH as a mentor, roles and relationships radically new to both partieéH’s
preferential expectationsf being‘in the lead’” complicated the situation further. As a result, the
constitutive rules of ACP ‘ownership’ and ‘learning’ were imperfectly enacted with ensuing
tensions. At times, ACP made decisions with CH coming second best. At otherGihasde
decisions and ACP, despite its formal authority, signed the paperwork toifematisionsn a
less than strategic ambiguity (g§@avenport & Leitch, 200%lvory & Alderman, 201%. This
mixture of different hierarchies at play and participants holding competieggsviof the
appropriate or preferred power relation weakened control over the execution of the PCEP project.
After the period of fieldwork, the Third Set of Locks came to a standstillaimuary 2014
because of a conflict with GUPC over the contract. After weeks of puldicging, GUPC and
ACP agreed upon large cash injections by all partners to resume constructiorcausikg a
budget overrun and a delay in completion of nearly two years.

Given the ambiguities of the formal hierarchy and expertise status structoedaad in the
historical, (inter)organizational and contractual context of this projectpérisaps not surprising
that collaboration between the principal (ACP) and the agent (CH) became digtanic,
complex and conflict-ridderin situations where issues of status and hierarchy are unresolved
and open to interpretation, increasingly the case in complex project netjoridin et al.]
[2019, the seeds of subsequent collaboration marked by controversy and discontent alongside
harmony-seeking efforts may be sown. Where roles and relations of prinoghagent are
unclear, similar conflict-ridden negotiations may emerge; as Clegg andeK|2013 suggest,
organizatioml politics frequently dominate projects. The data may well be typical of dgadmi
new project phases, when new combinations of project partners start to collabordtenor
contractual arrangements differ from traditional roles and relations asnavative public-
private projects|\(an_den Ende & Van Marrewijk, 2014 National histories and cultural
identities may impose additional challenges for project governance pramtivesen principal
and agent.

The literature on temporary organizations tends to set up a dichotomy between
‘temporainess’ and ‘permanete’ that provides a pragmatic way of distinguishing organizational
forms and different literatures, a potentially problematic dichottiray runs the risk of reifying
permanence and temporariness as objective states of [gesnd/Niinch, 201¢ Grounding an
analysis in the actual practices of dayday organizing, as we did in this paper, implies
conceptualizing organizing as on-going social, cultural and material accomgtith From this
vantage point;permanence’ and ‘temporariness’ become something to be achieved, constituted
and sustained or challenged and overthrown by the work of Rather than
reifying these as objective realities, organizational actors may ingeethermanence’ and
‘temporality’ as symbolic sources of power. Organizational actors attempted to achieve, sustain
or challenge collaborative practices, thus constantly constituting or contestingnpega or
temporariness.

Agent and principal interpreted the project architecture in indexical waye;ns of prior
dispositions and past experience. For CH, used to being in the command seat, gimelgnt
working according to well-tried and deeply familiar project gififes and expecting everyone to
be or rapidly become familiar with them. For ACP, experienced in running the siapalits
repatriation, the alliance was a sub-contract and ACP personnel natutate sequirements
and ensured continuity of command and control. Both CH and ACP members framed the actua
experience of collaborating in the project organization as discrepanttifreimexpectations,
triggering constant negotiation over role enactment. Each of the project panunedeployed
the past as a symbolic resource to secure their leading role in the projecthallenge their
partner’s claims, thus sustaining preferred versions of permanence or ruling out alternative
versions.
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Conclusion

Three faces of collaboration were distinguished: (1) hthect partners’ harmony-seeking
practices and optimistic talk on trust and marriage; (2) CH’s contestation of ACP’s superior
position in the formal hierarcly3) ACP’s contestation of CH’s dominant position. To conclude

this paper, we highlight threeider theoretical contributions this paper makes and we offer a
practical suggestion.

By studying the conflict-ridden dynamics of collaboration between partners igeadeale
international project we show first how organizational actors negotiatarthigr in situ by
engaging in a variety of collaborative practices and relational and temptkahitaed at
harmonizing relations or contesting the emerging hierarchy. Hierarchy evolved abdicwite
for struggle. Grabhe[2004, Bechky [200§ and Krame's understanding of temporary
organizations as based on enduring, structured role systems whose details are negatiaied in s
supported. However, unlike studies that focus on order being achieved in theafptent
disorderly world of temporary organizations (€Bgchky, 200§ Pitsis et al., 2003Scott et al.|
we show how persistent ambiguities in the roles, responsibilities and hieregtdtions
trigger more conflict-ridden in situ negotiations over expected roles o€ipal and agent. A
focus on social practices and relational and temporal discourse bringseintthe dayto-day
processes of harmonization and contestation.

In addition to the previous point, our findings may also extend academic debate on complex
megaproject’s governance structurgdliller & Hobbs, 200%|Mdiller, 2013|Sanderson, 20}2
The roots of the conflict described herein lie not only in the governance strbatuagéso the
micro-practices that emerged. These practices weakened control over theoexacite PCEP
project.We need to understand post-contract governance processes, especially when contractual
arrangements, intercultural histories and organizational traditionsrigweto ambiguous and
potentially conflicting interests, cultural identities and expectations. Byduging an
ethnographic account of social and discursive practices we gained insighdwfmost-contract
processes may shape projects beyond the norms of constitutive contractual{Sanukersor],
[2013.

Third, there is heuristic value for future researdio jprocesses of temporary organizing in
viewing permanence and temporariness as symbolic accomplishments or contested categories.
We have shown that ACP and CH members, for instance, sought to create permanence for thei
own position and to undermine that of the other. In negotiations, when positionsiraie aa
contested, permanence and temporariness become concrete stakes, conceived as political projects
to sustain or oppose the legitimacy of a hierarchical position, a particular rale,established
routine. Organizational actors invoke particular imaginations af gaest, present and future and
discursive constructions of (dis)continuity, thus inventing or inveritrgdition or a transition

Finally, to practitioners the findings presented in this paper help to bettereripa
temporary collaboration in complex infrastructure projects. In our case, agrseomentles,
relations and collaboration philosophy made in the tender phase were hardly knopeodnd
understood by project employees in the execution phase. As this not a uniqui/aabe (
[Marrewijk, 2019, reflection upon the context and situatedness of temporary work is needed to
align mutual expectations and to stimulate learning between principal and agentvigather
principals and agents may fall back on, and fight over, established work maoidtereferred
hierarchical positions.
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