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Abstract: 
The construction industry has in many years been criticized for a limited increase in 
labor productivity and efficiency, which every year is estimated to cost the industry 
billion of pounds. A survey conducted point out trust as one of the main reasons for the 
ineffectiveness in the construction industry. Therefore, this research aims to define the 
concept of trust in a construction context, and investigates how it is possible to create 
trustful environments in the construction industry.  

Based on different theories, a definition of trust in the construction industry is defined 
as an expectation of others in collaboration not to take advantage of others to cheat, 
because the norms say so, and that the moste value is achieved through a trustworthy 
cooperation. 

This research concludes that trustful environments in the construction industry is 
created through incentive models and by applying trust as a competitive tool in the 
tendering process. This tool could be an addition to already existing key performance 
indicator systems used to evaluated consultants, architects and contractors in tender 
situations. The research also presents a proposal for evaluating questions for the 
assessment of a trust indicator. 

Keywords: 
trust, incentive model, key performance indicator 

1 Introduction 

Since 1960 the labour productivity in the Danish construction industry has not increased 
remarkably compared to other industries (Anlægsteknikforeningen, 2005; Danmarks 
Statistik, 2010). This lack of increase in productivity is estimated to cost the Danish 
society about 3,5 bn. pounds yearly. The last 15 years of intense construction activity 
combined with low interest rates made it possible to finance ineffective building that 
could be sold at a high cost. The worldwide financial crisis has now changed that 
premise.  

During the last decade the Danish construction industry has been criticized for being 
very tradition‐bound, conservative and adversarial (EBST, 2000; Dansk Byggeri, 2006; 
ATV, 2009). The same tendency has been seen in other countries like UK (Akintola et 
al., 2000), Sweden (Kadefors, 2004) and China (Cheung et al., 2009).  
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The industry does not innovate and renew itself, hence old and ineffective construction 
process principles are used (Vind, 2009). The different state of the market in the 
construction industry could be the reason for the lack of innovation in the industry, cf. 
figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Innovation during boom and slump in the construction industry. 

 

This is probably part of the reason why the productivity in the construction industry is 
so low. However, many improvement initiatives have been formed to increase 
effectiveness and efficiency in construction projects, but without positive outcome. 
(EBST, 2000; Regeringen, 2003; Dansk Byggeri, 2006; OEM, 2007)  

In a typical construction project the client and architect often have a lower perception of 
value versus price than the contractor. This can lead to conflicts when the client does 
not feel his goals and demands are fulfilled. (Wandahl, 2005) Furthermore, the 
traditional mentality between client and contractor has long been identified as the major 
source of construction problems. (Cheung et al., 2003) 

Alternative forms of collaboration are rare in the construction industry, where 
partnering (trust based collaboration), only makes up for 11 % of all projects. (Kuben, 
2008) The rest of the projects follow a traditional collaboration model, even though it in 
several occasions has been stated that alternative forms of collaborations, such as 
partnering, generates more value for all parts and can achieve savings up to about 10 % 
of total costs (Cheung et al., 2003).  

Core competences are needed if a company wants to differentiate itself from other 
companies (Johnson et al., 2005; Lynch, 2006). If companies do not differentiate from 
other companies the possibility of getting “caught in the middle” occurs, which prompt 
competition based on price (Walters, 1999). In the construction industry many project 
tender are based on lowest price. Therefore, it is reasonable to think that the 
construction industry is lacking core competences.  

Denmark is in general one of the most trustful nations in the world; about two out of 
three trust other citizens (Svendsen and Svendsen, 2006), but the Danish construction 
industry is characterized by a very mistrusting culture (Ingeniøren, 1999; Mieke, 2007). 
Could the lack of trust in the industry be one of the reasons for ineffectiveness in the 
construction industry?  
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This research seeks to define the main reason for the ineffectiveness in the construction 
industry indicated by the industry itself and to give ideas on how to change this. This 
papers research question is: 

 How can trust become a competitive parameter in the construction industry? 

2 Research Methodology 

This part of the paper is designed to examine the methods used in the current paper, in 
order to establish valid result. This is a scientific paper, where a hypothetical deductive 
method is being used to answer the research question; however, an inductive method is 
used in the survey. (Føllesdal, 2005) 

2.1 Survey 

The choice was made to use an online electronic survey in order to evaluate the 
currency of the issues earlier described. The construction industry is composed of many 
different parts, in which it is not possible to get a qualitative interview with everyone. 
Therefore, it became essential to make sure, that a representative set of respondents 
were selected. Hence, Google Maps was applied to ensure that companies were 
scattered throughout the country.  

Besides finding respondents on the internet, all former and present students from the 
M.Sc. in Construction Management education from Aalborg University were contacted. 
This had an influence on the average age of the respondents, which was lower than 
industry average. This was not considered a problem, as a former student still could 
have 10 years of experience, so his or her statements were assumed trustworthy.  

When conducting a survey it is very important to make sure that the questions are given 
in such a way that they cannot be misinterpreted (Floyd and Fower, 2009). To ensure 
that the questions in the survey were appropriate the survey was pretested among 
colleges.  

In most of the questions, a 5 point Likert scale was applied. By using this scale the 
distance between the possible answers are equal. By having the same distance, it gives 
the possibility to calculate the average of the responses.  

Some of the questions could not follow a Likert scale, i.e. the questions were more 
open. In the cases where questions could be answered openly, we tried to categorize the 
answers in groups of similar answers, in order to make statistics on the result. 

2.2 Interviews 

During the research of trust in the building industry two different interviews were made. 
Common for both of these interviews was the fact that they were conducted in a 
semi‐structured manner, in order to make room for open dialogs. Both interviews were 
recorded and afterwards partly transcribed. Besides recording the interviews notes were 
taken, in order to make sure that all of the visual aspects (nodding etc.) of the interviews 
were captured. 
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3 Findings and Discussion 

Before concluding anything from the survey approach, it is necessary to validate how 
well the sample size mirrors the population. The response rate of this survey is 
approximately 72 % with a dropout rate of 39 %. This is significantly higher than the 
typical response rate within the construction industry of only 20‐55 %. (Wandahl, 2005) 
The variation in the respondents’ years of working experience and professions such as 
contractor, client, architect, construction worker, consulting engineer and others is 
illustrated on figure 2 and table 1.  

 

Figure 2. Respondents' age compared with their years of working  
experience in the construction industry. (Sample size 125) 

 

The distribution among respondents’ profession is not evenly distributed, cf. table 1. 

Table 1. Professions of the respondents. (Sample size 125) 
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Relative sample size 6% 31% 6% 34% 11% 12% 

 
There is a lack of responses from clients and architects. This means that these have a 
substantially higher uncertainty than the remaining professions, so it may be inaccurate 
to base the industry's position on these results. However, it is shown that these two 
professions generally have a lower response rate (Wong et al., 2008). Overall it is 
estimated, that the responses can be used to answer the issues earlier described. 

The main purpose og the survey is to validate or invalidate the hypotheses and thereby 
identify some of the main reasons for the ineffectiveness in the construction industry 
indicated by the industry itself. 

About 74 % of the respondents agreed or partly agreed with the statement that the 
working methods in the construction industry are difficult to change. Also about 74 % 
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agreed or partly agreed that the client in many projects emphasis the final product rather 
than the way to it, i.e. the construction process.  

Generally the respondents describe the construction industry as not being innovative, 
but the companies in which the respondents work are however assessed to be 
innovative. Respondents also believe that they actively work to promote innovation in 
the companies.  

Nearly every company in the construction industry is “caught in the middle” (Walters, 
1999), if the definition of a core competence is used (Lynch, 2006; Johnson et al., 
2005). Many of the companies in the industry do not have a core competence which 
results in competition only on lowest price. The companies however know what they are 
good at, which is a step in the right direction. 

In the Danish construction industry a traditional cooperation between client, contractor 
and consulting engineer is based on some common conditions (in Danish called: 
Almindelige Betingelser, AB92, ABR89, ABT93). The respondents are generally 
convinced that this kind of cooperation often creates issues concerning economics and 
responsibility that ultimately will decrease the value of the project. However, it is 
necessary for the parties in a construction project to insure themselves with contracts, 
rules and restrictions. The consequence of this is that open communications and honesty 
is uncommon (Cheung et al., 2003).  

The trust based cooperation type, partnering, is by the respondents assessed to be very 
functional and ensure the client most value for money, through budgetary and schedule 
compliance. The construction parties furthermore prefer greater openness in a 
construction project, because they assess that it will contribute higher earning 
possibilities for all parties involved.  

The main reason for the ineffectiveness in the building industry, indicated by the 
industry itself, is the lack of trust. In table 2, some of the statements concerning how 
trust influence on the projects are listed. 

Statement 1: A high amount of trust between parties in a construction project increases 
the value of the final product.  

Statement 2: A high amount of trust between parties in a construction project provides 
overall a higher earning for all parties involved.  

Statement 3: Increased openness between the parties promotes the company's ability to 
earn money.  
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Table 2. Answers to statement 1, 2, and 3. 

option Contention 1 Contention 2 Contention 3 

Agree 66,9 % 40,7 % 34,7 % 

Partly agree 27,1 % 41,6 % 39,0 % 

Neutral 2,5 % 10,2 % 16,1 % 

Partly disagree 0,0 % 0,8 % 3,4 % 

Disagree 1,7 % 1,7 % 1,7 % 

Don’t know 1,7 % 5,1 % 5,1 % 

 

Based on the survey it can be seen that the clients in a greater degree prefer alternative 
cooperation types rather than the traditional one’s; typically based on the common 
conditions. This indicates that clients are starting to realize that the way to higher more 
value for fewer costs goes through selection criteria different than lowest cost. 

4 Discussion 

Before discussing how to create trust in the Danish construction industry, trust is 
defined. Also the trust index on national, construction and company level is described. 
The discussion leads to, what can be done, to ensure a more productive and trustful 
team effort concerning the construction period, all which should create more value for 
money.  

There are three kinds of trust – concrete, general and institutional trust, where the 
general trust can be assigned to the construction industry. The general trust is defined as 
trust between two persons without any prior knowledge to each other. (Svendesen & 
Svendsen, 2006)  

It can be argued that trust is a good indicator of social capital, and this term can be used 
to determine what trust is and what elements it consists of. Pierre Bourdieu (Svendesen 
& Svendsen, 2006) does not see any connection between social capital and trust and 
believes instead that social capital is the product of kinship relationships and other 
social networks. James S. Colemann (Svendesen & Svendsen, 2006) shares the same 
viewpoint on the networks but thinks that the social relationships are based on 
fundamental principles such as trust and respect. Robert D. Putnam (Svendesen & 
Svendsen, 2006) adds that common norms and values between people make the bond 
even stronger. 

Trust can also be seen through game theory – prisoners’ dilemma (Gintis, 2009; Fisher, 
2009), where two prisoners are caught and asked to betray the other in order to go free 
or lower there sentence. In connection to this dilemma, the prisoners have to take into 
account whether or not they can trust each other. Torp and Lolle (2009) have described 
two kinds of trust:  

• Trust is linked to the expected behaviour of others, namely to how trustworthy 
we perceive them to be.  

• Despite all differences you trust other people because you believe that others 
share your fundamental moral values.  
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Doney et al. (1998) and Robinson (1996) gives another way to define trust:  

• Trust is the expectation of regular, honest, and cooperative behavior on 
commonly shared norms and values.  

• Trust it one’s expectations, assumptions, or beliefs about the likelihood that 
another’s future actions will be beneficial, favourable, or at least not 
detrimental to one’s interests. 

This leads to this research’s definition of trust concerning the Danish construction 
industry:  

• An expectation of others in a collaboration not to take advantage of others to 
cheat, because the norms say so, and that the most value is achieved through a 
trustworthy cooperation. 

4.1 Why is trust important? 

Trust is important because it reduces the costs of control, optimizes the process and 
generally creates a more effective workflow. By increasing the general trust in a 
community with 10 % it has been shown to give a financial growth of 0,5 % (Svendsen 
& Svendesen, 2006). These savings can also be seen in the construction industry, where 
not only the costs of control are reduced but also the workflow becomes more effective 
with fewer flaws and errors. The link between trust and the cooperation efficiency can 
be seen on figure 3. 

4.2  
Figure 3. Link between trust and cooperation efficiency. (Olsen and Høgsted, 2006) 

 

4.3 The creation of trust 

To create and maintain trust certain elements are needed. Trust is created through long 
periods of trustful and unselfish acts, which can be conducted into following points 
(Høgsted, 2008): 

• Open dialogs and exchange.  

• Mutual understanding for other people’s needs.  

• Knowledge of others’ values and conditions.  

• Unselfish efforts to achieve common goals.  



 1137

Olsen & Høgsted (2006) has made a hierarchy of needs that states some fundamental 
sets of elements that have to exist before trust between the parties can be achieved. 
Goodwill in the context can be seen as “Unselfish efforts to archive common goals.” 
The hierarchy of needs can be seen in figure 4. 

 
Figure 4. The hierarchy of needs. (Olsen and Høgsted, 2006) 

In the following trust indexes on different levels of the community is described. 

4.4 Trust in Denmark 

In general Denmark is seen as one of the most trustful nations in the world and in the 
past years it has been in the top of many studies of trust. There is no particular reason 
why trust is so common in the Danish society, but Svendsen & Svendsen (2006) argues 
that it can be traced back to the co‐operative movements (in Danish called 
andelsbevægelser) back in the 1900, where farmers organized in associations. These 
associations lead to a higher trust level where the organizations were founded on 
common set of norms, values and goals (economic, rights, politic). (Svendsen & 
Svandsen, 2006)  

In Denmark we have a saying “a word is a word”, which is a norm many people live by 
in their everyday life. Besides being the most trustful nation in the world, Denmark is 
also known as one of the happiest nations in the world. Whether happiness creates trust 
or trust creates happiness is unknown, but there seems to be a connection (Jespersen, 
2008).  

The situation is completely different in the construction industry where the cooperation 
normally is based on contracts, and where mutual trust is poor if even existing. The 
situation creates a conflict culture where the individual parties sub optimizes and only 
thinks in short terms when decisions are made. In the event of problems the parties are 
more interested in finding the guilty party instead of moving on and finding a solution 
to the problem. These standpoints have lead to an industry where there has been no 
increase in the effectiveness throughout the last decades.  

On company level the culture is very trustful, which can be seen through open dialogs, 
an understanding of the needs of others, values and conditions and unselfish efforts to 
achieve common goals. 

In the light of this paper it can be determined that the construction industry is 
surrounded by trust, why it must be possible to transfer some of the ideas, to increase 
the trust level in the Danish construction industry.  

The construction industry must base their future cooperation on trust and honesty, and 
make use of the individual party’s strengths, to insure the most optimal project. 
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Cooperation must be based on common norms, values and goals to insure that everyone 
is working in the same direction. In the following, two possible solutions are listed in 
order to increase teamwork and trust between parties. 

5 Conclusion and Further Research 

Today 2/3 of all partnering projects use incentives to create a better cooperation 
between parties. Therefore, this element is considered very useful in the creation and 
maintaining of better common trust. The incentive gives the different parties a common 
goal which makes them communicate and share knowledge. There are many ways on 
how to make an incentive, where the common goal is to move focus and ensure that 
elements important to the client are optimized. The incentive should work as an 
“eye‐opener” for the joining parties, and make a “win‐win situation” for all.  

Another option is to make trust a competitive tool, where the individual parties are 
judged by their behaviour and get a grade on how trustworthy other parties consider 
them to be. This method causes the parties to act more trustworthy because their grade 
depends on it. The trust index can be included in the selection criteria’s; where the client 
can select the most trustworthy partners. 

Currently we have The Building Evaluation Centres key performance indicators. Their 
purpose is to make the selection process easier by giving companies grades on how well 
they meet certain expectations. The collection of key performance indicators is 
mandatory by law for state financed construction works, but can also be used by the 
private sector. The key performance indicators are measured by flaws and errors, 
accidents, time and money. An extra key performance indicator could be a trust index.  

To measure trust the following questions has been constructed, where each question is 
being measured on its importance for the client, and afterwards a grade of how well the 
individual contractors has done on that particular point. These scales and grades are put 
together to make a key performance indicator on trust. The questions can be seen in 
table 3. 
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Table 3. Questions to determine the trust index. 

Questions Importance (1-
5) 

Grade  
(1-5) 

Professional and contract based qualifications cooperation’s    

The project is based on openness.    

Open dialogs and sharing of knowledge.    

Mutual goals, where other person’s needs and values are considered.    

Display of goodwill and unselfish behaviour to reach mutual goals.    

Honesty concerning problems in your own subcontract.    

Maintaining a good cooperation between the individual parties.    

Optimizing meetings with contractors.    

Equivalence between the different parties.    

Overcoming occurring problems and conflicts.    

Follow agreements.    

Incur own errors.    

 

In both Danish and European tendering legislation it is possible to use all kind of 
selection criteria, if the criteria are measurable and unambiguous (Ussing, 2008). The 
establishment of a key performance indicator on trust makes it possible to select 
collaborators based on their level of trustworthiness. This leads to the main message of 
this paper:  

Make as a client demands to your collaborative partners’ trustworthiness because it 
helps to promote economic growth and better cooperation, and through this let trust 
become a competitive factor. Make as a client requirement for documentation of trust 
and weight this equally with economy. 

The summary should then followed by flagging potential of further research emerging 
from the investigation. For ongoing research this may include the next stages of the 
research that will be conducted by the researcher to complete the research, whilst for 
completed research this may include emerging new possibilities revealed during the 
course of the research and/or potential for expansion based on the scope and limitation 
of the research set earlier. 

5.1 Further research 

This paper is a vertical analysis on the topic of trust, in the sense that the paper concerns 
a national, construction and company level. As a further research it would be 
appropriate to undertake a horizontal analysis, and hereby meaning, investigating what 
differences there are between the trusts in the construction industry compared to other 
industries in Denmark. By doing this, it will be possible to determine, whether the 
construction industry is unique when it comes to lack of trust.  

Further research could be to compare the trust in different industries with the level of 
trust in other countries. By doing so it is possible to determine if the level of trust on a 
national level has any influence on trust in different industries. 
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