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Commercial developers provide an important source of business activity in the 
construction sector.  In this they are powerful stakeholders who command the fates of 
organisations and also a high profile commentary on the industry.  In the latter, they 
have presented a criticism of both consultants and contractors who they consider do 
not perform well in their tasks.  A small set of interviews were conducted with a range 
of senior people who have the role of clients for major developers.  The aim of these 
interviews was to improve understanding of client thinking so that a more productive 
relationship between them and consultants could be initiated for the benefit of both 
parties.  The results showed a problem in communications that occurred because of 
the different ways that each viewed the world.  A model of developer-client and 
consultant interaction is presented which shows how different perceptions and 
expectations affect the working relationship and how these perceptions are 
reproduced.  Awareness of this should enable consultants to understand the needs and 
actions of developer clients better and for each to be more reflective on their practice.   
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INTRODUCTION 
The recent doctrine of being ‘client-focused’ has elevated the role of the client in the 
property and construction industry to a near God-like position.  Construction has 
become more complicated economically, technologically and managerially.  Clients 
are no longer single wealthy individuals spending their own money but corporate 
bodies often spending others’ money.  Buildings are now multi-functional and 
developed through several financial sources cleverly packaged together.  In this world, 
projects seem to have more risk and because of this corporate involvement, there is a 
requirement that actions need to be more explicitly accountable.  There has been an 
upsurge in client bodies, now led by the Construction Clients’ Forum.  These include 
the British Property Federation, Capital Projects Client Group, and the Business 
Round Table.  This representation suggests that the financial and contractual 
relationships between client and consultant have not provided clients with sufficient 
power and influence in the whole construction process. 

Private commercial development comprises almost 36% of construction work (Taylor 
1997), including owner development and property development.  Property developers 
undertake a substantial proportion of this private commercial work, particularly as 
now many companies choose to lease even their corporate buildings, to give them 
more flexibility and to reduce borrowing.  Developers mainly spend other peoples’ 
money, for example pension funds, and make money from the rapid leasing or 
disposal of buildings.   
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Commercial developers often have a high profile and have presented many criticisms 
of the construction industry.  Bernard Rimmer from Slough Estates is quoted and used 
in the Latham Report (1994) to exemplify the problems of the industry in meeting 
clients’ needs.  This has been used as the basis for much of the Construction Industry 
Board’s Working Parties deliberations (CIB 1996).  The CIB solution has been to look 
for a consultant register and to procedurise the selection of consultants.  Other high 
profile criticism has come from Sir John Egan of the BAA (e.g. Barrick 1995) where 
he blasts the improper specification by architects and extols the virtues of USA and 
Japanese approaches. 

The unequal power relationship between client and consultant means that consultants 
are unable to answer back.  This rather old-fashioned, liaisons satisfied in the past 
because of the personal service offered by the consultant; they were literally under the 
patronage of the client.  Many consultants still operate within the partnership structure 
with roots in the 19th Century, as they maintain the boundaries of responsibility that 
they know and are comfortable with.  As Macdonald (1997) argues, professionals gain 
status in the social order and a legal monopoly in the economic order based on holding 
expert knowledge, which allows them to achieve social closure over their profession.  
Of course, the existing systems still operate satisfactorily in many instances, but any 
problems result in blame being directed at the consultant. 

Research into clients and their roles within the construction process has been 
conducted mainly at the organisational level and this is well summarised by Walker 
(1996).  These studies have shown that clients are complex and not homogeneous and 
are prone to conflicting objectives.  In particular, the work of Cherns and Bryant 
(1984) related how these problems of conflicting objectives in the client body become 
problems in the project operation.  Thus, it is often not possible to give clients what 
they need as they do not know or cannot decide until they are offered something.  This 
is the role of the consultant and the problem that they have to work with.  Accepting 
these organisational problems, however, there has been little research into the personal 
perceptions of individual commercial developers and how these affect the relationship 
with consultants.  This is an important omission, which this research sought to 
address.  The research elicited the views of clients directly through interviews with 
several senior members of large influential companies in the commercial development 
sector.  The results were explored and then explained through social psychology 
literature to give a deeper and better understanding of clients’ motivation and 
thinking. 

METHODOLOGY 
We considered that interviews were the most appropriate method of research as 
questionnaires were too crude tools when looking at individual’s perceptions.  The 
study sought to determine how and why these clients thought what they did about 
consultants.  In this we hoped “to understand the constructs that the interviewee uses 
as a basis for her opinions and beliefs about a particular matter or situation” and “to 
develop an understanding of the respondent’s world” (Easterby-Smith et al 1994).   

For practical reasons of time, it was possible to interview only 6 developer clients who 
made consultant appointments.  The individuals selected (see Table 1) were senior 
staff of large developers with wide and long term experience.  It was recognised that 
the limited sample would mean that the conclusions drawn from the data were limited 



Boyd and Kerr 

 90

in value; however, the high profile of the respondents and the open nature of the 
discussion provided deeper access to their true views on the subject. 
 
Table 1: Developer-Clients Interviewed 
Interview Role Organisation UK Property 

Portfolio 
£million 

No of 
Appointments 
per annum 

A Development Director Langbourn Property 
Investment Services 

450 20-30 

B Managing Director Speciality Shops PLC 80 20-30 
C Property Manager Canada Life Assurance ? 10-20 
D Development Director Argent Group plc 450 10-20 
E Senior Project manager Grosvenor Estates 

Developments Ltd. 
1000 10  

F Development Manager MEPC UK Ltd. 2000 50 
 
The questions were carefully planned but were delivered fairly informally to enable 
issues of understanding and importance to be developed.  From piloting the questions 
and format, it was determined that (i) respondents would prefer to be interviewed in 
their own offices and (ii) subjects adopt a generally more defensive approach whilst 
questioning was being tape recorded.  As a result of the pilot, all interviews were 
carried out at the head offices of the subjects.  Consideration was given to not tape 
recording interviews, however, the complex and high volume nature of the 
information meant that this was the most practical method of recording data.  The 
switching-off of the tape was found to provide a useful sign for interviewees to feel 
that a formal period had passed and that they could be more candid, which often they 
were.  This latter discussion was recorded via note taking immediately following the 
appointment. 

Using the evidence and experience of the interview inquiry, a number of deductions 
were made on the nature of the client-consultant relationship.  From these deductions 
a general model of client consultant interaction was created based on social 
psychological models.  This model was then used to explain some of the problems of 
the client consultant relationship.  It was recognised that the less structured nature of 
the interviews and the conceptual nature of the modelling ran the risk of being unduly 
influenced by the researchers.  Gummerson (1991) notes that ‘the influence of the 
researcher needs to be acknowledged’ and this is affected by pre-understanding which 
is people’s knowledge, insights and experience before they engage with a research 
project.  In respect of this, we acknowledge that this is a personalised account of 
developer thinking from the perspective of the consultant.  The phenomenological 
approach which has been adopted does not seek to provide a generalised 
understanding behind client thinking, but hopes to generate theories for action which 
might improve the relationship to the benefit of both consultant and client bodies. 

THE INITIAL ENQUIRY 
This research falls into the wider field of Organisational Buying Behaviour and this 
provided some help in structuring and composing questions.  There was much written 
about commercial and industrial buying in the 60s and 70s within the wider context of 
marketing.  These studies concentrated on the organisation as a decision making body 
with little or no reference to the individual.  Later, Hill and Hillier (1977) 
acknowledged a human element in buying behaviour splitting this into task and non-
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task behaviour.  The latter contains the emotional aspects such as ego enhancement, 
office politics, personal risk reduction, and the effect of previous experience.   

The difficulty in applying this research to property and construction, is that it tends to 
be related to the buying of products which are used either in manufacturing or for 
selling on.  The buyer supplier relationship between a consultant and a commercial 
development client is much different.  The consultant supplies a service the nature of 
which is clear but the detail develops over time and is supplied by the consultant.  
With a product much is known about it; often there is a definitive example, at least 
their is a specification.  With a service it is less tangible, less fixed and more 
influenced by the changing circumstances.  The nature of commercial development 
centres around seeing opportunities, taking risks and negotiating deals.  The 
consultant has an enabling role in this but does not directly make money for the buyer 
themselves. 

In devising a set of questions which would investigate the way developer clients 
perceive consultants we were very conscious of the fact that they relate to our 
perception of developer clients; basically a construction consultant one.  We needed to 
allow the client to generate their own ideas without influencing them but 
pragmatically needed to move the interview forward.  Twenty three questions were 
devised within four areas of investigation: about their personal viewpoint, about their 
knowledge, about their self image and about their organisation processes.  Personal 
viewpoint and self image are concerned with the way developer-clients look at 
themselves, whereas knowledge and organisation processes are concerned with the 
way they look at the outside world.  Knowledge questions inquired into their 
understanding of the procurement process, the functions of the consultant team and 
their awareness of other developers’ approaches.  Organisation questions inquired into 
the normal processes of their company around procurement method, consultant 
selection, fee levels and their individual freedoms of action.  Viewpoint questions 
inquired directly into their opinions of consultant practice such as the use of 
brochures, the importance of winning of awards, their desired and disliked attributes.  
Finally the self image questions were designed to  inquire into how they saw 
themselves; what their main skills were, how they were trained and how they related 
to the consultants role. 

INTERVIEW RESULTS 
The interview answers showed no patterns common to all six.  There were some 
identifiable trends which are interesting and these are summarised below. 

• Cold calling or unsolicited mail from consultants was not effective. 

• Corporate entertainment by new consultants has little impact on developer 
clients, but does help to strengthen the relationships with existing ones. 

• Awards won by consultants do not influence developers when making 
selections of consultants. 

• The architect is seen as most important and is the only one likely to be sought 
out as a result by developer clients. 

• Professional signboards on sites are not seen by developers. 

• Honesty and communicative skills are given highest significance when 
selecting consultants. 
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• Developers tend to draw on groups of consultants whom they have previously 
engaged and do not easily accept new consultants. 

• Financial skills are considered by developers their most important asset 
particularly those with backgrounds as Chartered Surveyors. 

• Little or no ongoing training is undertaken by senior members of developers. 

• The ‘Estates Gazette’ is the journal most commonly read by developers. 

• Most did not understand the different formats of procurement 

• Only one sought to find out how other developers carried out procurement. 

Of as much interest as these facts was the observation that different language was used 
by the developers who were general practice surveyors and those who were chartered 
builders.  The former showed a strong bias towards the financial aspects of the 
development process.  The Chartered Surveyors referred to the ‘fiduciary duties to 
their funds’,  meeting ‘our financial objectives’,’earnings per share’ and ‘portfolio 
valuations’.  Interviewee B’s comments particularly encapsulated these views, when 
he stated that the main skills of a good developer were ‘a financial acumen allied with 
a capacity to deal, i.e.  a sophisticated market trader’.  Compare this language with 
that of the chartered builders who referred to ‘dealing with people’ and ‘motivating 
the team’ , ‘working with bright and honest people’ , bringing’ passion’ , ‘innovation’ 
and ‘flair’ to design.  There seemed generally to be a more sympathetic attitude to the 
consultants from the chartered builders, they both felt that their worst attributes were 
technical faults, whereas surveyors thought that, ‘self interest’ and ‘sheer bloody 
mindedness’  were the problems.   

Also interesting was the material  the interviewees read.  The chartered surveyors only 
read ‘The Estates Gazette’, whereas both the chartered builders also read ‘Building’.  
This may be explained by their professional backgrounds and interests, but when 
coupled with the references to financial and economic factors, it points to the view 
that many developers particularly those from an estates surveying or land management 
background see property and its development, as an investment opportunity not a 
construction process.  This was also part of the developer clients self image but they 
also gave information on this in many other ways.  Investigation of these was more 
difficult, as it had to be based on subjective judgements from our own frames of 
reference.  Nonetheless, this was an important area since so much verbal and non-
verbal communication evidence was available and consistent between the five main 
commercial developers.  All were of ‘smart’ appearance and wore a suit or shirt and 
tie.  All had offices in London, which with the exception of one were in a grandiose 
Neo- Georgian style.  They all had their own individual offices with private secretaries 
and all had South Eastern non-distinctive accents. 

ANALYSIS 
Using the above evidence, we searched for explanations of the interview answers and 
developer behaviour within the social psychology literature.  We realised that our role 
as researchers, which had a consultants perspective, gave rise to some of our problem 
with the responses.  This caused us to speculate as to what it was about the 
relationship with clients (both in business and research) that caused misconception, 
non-appreciation, and a lack of empathy. We created our explanation around the ideas 
of perception and communications.  We believe that it is the client’s perception of 
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the consultant (and vice versa), the industry and the world that most shapes behaviour 
and creates the situation of engagement.  These situations then evolve and are 
reproduced through the resulting communications.  The situation is modelled in 
Figure 1. 

Clients and consultants apparently have a shared world, namely that of the building, 
which they work together on.  Somehow, however, they look at the same thing but see 
different things; they use the same words but mean different things and hear different 
meanings.  What actually exists is a Perceptual Gap.  As Argyle (1990) stated, ‘the 
way in which a person perceives (and interprets) events affects how he will behave’.  
Even Hill and Hillier (1977) noted in their analysis of organisational buying 
behaviour, that “products are perceived differently by the customer than they are by 
the supplier”.  The perceptual differences between client and consultant then cause 
misinterpretations of each others’ actions.  These misinterpretations lead to poor  
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Figure 1: Model of the Perceptual Gap between Clients and Consultants 

communications and can result in a negative experience of the relationship.  
Experience is not just a result of the events of the relationship but also a result of the 
personally generated perceptions of events.  Bruner (1958) stated, ‘we do not 
experience the world as it is but as we interpret it’… ‘Experience is always within us, 
even though the causes of experience are outside of the objects or events that stimulate 
us’. 

The clients’ experience of consultants must be seen within the context of this 
perceptual gap.  Development clients have a viewpoint that is focused on the building 
as a financial opportunity.  Because of this, they must be scanning the property and 
business environment in order to continually progress development opportunities.  It is 
those in the organisation who do this most frequently and most successfully, who tend 
to rise in the competitive corporate structure.  The consultants on the other hand have 
a viewpoint that is focused on the physical entity of the building with its detailed and 
day to day concerns with design and construction.  For the consultant the beginning of 
the project is often represented by its own commission and the commencement of 
active work on a project.  The end might be seen as final completion of the scheme 
and settlement of the final accounts, or the handing over to the client at the opening 
ceremony.  However, from a client’s viewpoint this project may well have begun 
many years ago, either as a development opportunity or financial investment.  The 
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consultant needs the project to go ahead to pay his or her fees and is full of ideas that 
he or she wishes to realise in practice.  The developer is cautious of the risks and 
wants to hold off making a final decision until the climate is right.  When the climate 
is right i.e.  when all the elements fall into place, then there is an anxiety of getting 
things moving at an accelerated pace.  Property development is a risk orientated 
business, (note the comments on “how risky it can be” and on the need to be “a 
sophisticated market trader”); the returns are high but so are the risks, as was seen in 
the property crash of the late 1980s.  Intuition is one of the driving forces behind the 
sector.  Therefore, the individuals in it must be optimistic and influential enough to 
carry their board and their institutional and other investors with them. 

These ideas of perspective and viewpoint allowed us to understand the interview 
responses.  Procurement is seen as outside the developer’s viewpoint; it lies within the 
consultants viewpoint and so is of interest to them only.  They are also not interested 
in how other developers undertake procurement; their interest lies in creative financial 
arrangements which are more likely to be discussed in the Estates Gazette than in 
Building Magazine or the Architects Journal.  Similarly, site sign boards, design and 
construction awards, and brochures of consultants do not feature as important sources 
of information for the developer to perform better; they again are of interest to 
consultants as it is their identity, almost created for themselves or at least other 
consultants.  What is interest to developers is the relationship with consultants.  
Therefore, they rate honesty and communication skills highly because that is what 
they experience immediately not the technical performance.  This relationship and the 
ability to respond flexibly to developers changing needs is not demonstrated in 
brochures and is the most difficult to find out from new consultants, therefore, it is 
better to draw on consultants who have been engaged previously.  The fact that 
developers with building backgrounds used language more akin to that of consultants 
also confirms this analysis. 

Self image is also important in defining the perceptual gap.  Douglas, Field and 
Tarpey (1969) stated that “The self image is mans most valuable possession and is the 
key to most of his behaviour”.  The interviewees ‘smart’ appearance; their accents and 
their use of language; their grandiose offices in London, their support by private 
secretaries, gave the sense that property developers occupy an exclusive position to 
which entrance is severely limited and which commands a strong power base.  These 
gentleman professionals were socially fitted to take part in the life of the ‘Great 
Houses’.  Consultants, being professional gentlemen but of lesser status, provide 
services for patrons on the basis that they share their tastes and values (Hampden-
Turner 1984).   

Our awareness of a difference in language was important: ‘Language carries the 
categories of thought that are important in a culture’ Argyle (1990).  The issue of 
language then relates to what is important in the different perceptual worlds.  The 
difficulty is that words have different meaning or at least different significances in 
each world.  This leads us to consider the basis of communications in the relationship 
formed across the perceptual gap.  Relationships are initiated and developed through 
communications.  Models of communications tend to be based on signal theory such 
that the sender encodes information to a signal then transmits it to be received and 
decoded by the listener.  Solley and Murphy’s (1960) model is more sophisticated and 
accommodates the ideas of perception but also introduces another element of the 
social psychology of communications namely expectancy.  Expectancy occurs as the 
first element in the processing of the message where the individual seeks out 
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particular stimuli from the environment.  The motives and desires of the individual are 
influences at this stage in the process, e.g. a client whose expectation of Architects is 
that they are profligate in spending money, will be sensitive to any indication of 
additional expenditure.  Britt (1979) refers to the effect of expectations and how it 
causes people to act towards stimuli: 

‘The individual has developed certain attitudes about the stimulus and if the 
stimulus is in line with his expectations, then a higher relevance value will 
result.  If it is quite contradictory to his previous attitude, a stimulus could 
arouse a great interest, incongruity, or be rebuked and cast aside in other 
words not perceived’ (Britt 1979). 

This has allowed us to prepare a model of communications (or miscommunications) 
between client and consultant across the perceptual gap and this is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: (mis)Communications across the Perceptual Gap 

Recognising the processing of communications between the sender and the receiver, is 
an important factor for all consultants to consider when communicating with their 
clients.  There is often an assumption that what is being said and what is being heard 
is the same.  This is unlikely to be the case, the message goes through complex stages 
which change its meaning and value, prior to receipt by the receiver.  Clients do not 
react to the immediate situation that confronts them, but to their perception of the 
situation and their mental image drawn from their experience of the world.  Client 
expectations cause them to react in a certain way which may be wholly different to the 
expectations of the consultant.  The message is therefore filtered through the clients 
beliefs and assumptions. 

There is a strong link between expectations and attitudes.  Hay (1993) illustrates this 
link when looking at the inter relationships at work using a transactional analysis 
approach.  She has developed an attitude labelling model, which shows that the 
forming of attitudes is based very much on expectations and that a reinforcing loop 
exists, which feeds the perception of ‘their behaviour’ based upon the restricted 
samples that are observed.  Consultant behaviour is always viewed from the 
perspective of client’s retricted view.  Although the viewer knows that he does not 
witness the whole of their behaviour, conclusions are drawn about ‘their’ attitude to 
the world.  Once the observer has determined what ‘their’ attitude is, then he or she 
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will predict ‘their’ behaviour through his expectations.  Armed with this, the viewer 
edits out things that do not fit in with expectations, and reinforces the loop by 
selectively identifying further restricted samples of behaviour which do fit in with 
expectations.  Thus, expectancy and attitude can build up in a relationship to prevent 
successful communications. 

Working assumptions on issues between client and consultant are often similar 
enough at the beginning to move things forward with little difficulty, but these can 
soon degenerate as pressures, mistakes and crises ensue.  A successful relationship, 
one that results in something that the relevant parties consider to be mutually 
beneficial, requires a satisfactory working through of each others perceptions, 
expectations and attitudes; otherwise, the unconscious dynamics result in 
misunderstandings and misinterpretations by consultant and client alike on what they 
are really trying to achieve. 

CONCLUSION 
We set out to examine the commercial development client so as to understand better 
their thinking and views on design team consultants.  Through a small series of 
interview with senior commercial developers from major organisations we determined 
that the most important thing was their perception of the world.  This perception was 
based on the external commercial and financial world, however, the perception of 
consultant was based on the physical reality of the building.  These differences caused 
a perceptual gap which we believe causes difficulties in the relationship.  This gap 
was presented in a model of the situation of the engagement between client and 
consultant based on theories from social psychology.  The differences were displayed 
in the different use of language, in the images broadcast and in their different 
priorities of interest.  Developers apparent lack of detailed knowledge or interest in the 
construction dimension of the projects demonstrated that this was not part of their 
world view.  Their declared lack of attention towards consultant brochures, 
professional signboards on projects, and consultant awards can be explained by the 
fact that these are symbols from the consultants perspective.  What they are interested 
in is the consultants ability to work with an effective relationship thus their concern 
with the virtues of trust, sincerity and honesty.   

The research also studied the implications of this perceptual gap in communications.  
Through introducing the ideas of expectancy and attitude it was possible to model 
how communication between consultant and client could easily go wrong.  Client 
expectations cause them to react in a certain way which may be wholly different to the 
intentions of the consultant.  The client (or consultant) edits out things that do not fit 
in with their expectations, and reinforces the loop by selectively identifying further 
restricted samples of behaviour which do fit in with their expectations.  Thus, 
expectancy and attitude can build up in a relationship to prevent successful 
communications. 

After undertaking this research the perceptual gap seems obvious; everyone knows 
that clients and consultants are doing different things but we believe that neither the 
people nor processes really acknowledge this.  The criticism of consultants by 
powerful developers is too simplified and too unreflective as it does not acknowledge 
the problems of the perceptual gap.  The procedural solautions offerred by the CIB are 
therefore idealistic and will falter without a better analysis of the client consultant 
relationship.  You cannot escape the perceptual gap either as client or consultant (or  
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indeed as researcher), you can only learn to work with it.  To this end, Green’s (1994) 
concept of value management is critical.  A successful relationship, one that results in 
something that the relevant parties consider to be mutually beneficial, requires a 
satisfactory working through of each others perceptions, expectations and attitudes. 
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