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INFORMAL INTERACTION IN CONSTRUCTION PROGRESS MEETINGS 

 

Abstract 

The small amount of published research into construction project meetings 

demonstrates some of the principal difficulties of investigating such sensitive business 

environments. Using the Bales Interaction Process Analysis (IPA) research method, 

data on group interaction were collected. A project outcome, namely whether the 

project was within contract budget, was used as a basis of enquiry between interaction 

patterns. Analysis was concerned with the socio-emotional (relationship building) and 

the task-based components of communication and the positive and negative socio-

emotional interaction characteristics. Socio-emotional interaction was found to be 

significantly greater in the projects completed within budget. Socio-emotional 

interaction is used to express feelings in relation to tasks and it serves as the flux that 

creates and sustains the group’s social framework, which is crucial in a project 

environment. The data provides an indication of the importance of informal 

communication in the maintenance of relationships within project meetings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Informal discussions, either on a one to one basis or in small work groups allows 

individuals to share knowledge and test ideas in a supportive work environment. In a 

project environment, face-to-face inter-disciplinary social interaction will usually 
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occur in meetings, of various types and formality. Despite the amount of time and 

energy consumed by meetings they are relatively under-researched (Volkema & 

Niederman, 1995; Dainty et al. 2006; Emmitt & Gorse, 2007). Although there are a 

number of books written mainly by practitioners with the aim of providing guidance 

(e.g. Tropman’s Making Meetings Work, 1996), Hartley (1997) concluded that despite 

their familiarity we do not really know what goes on within this forum. 

 

Meetings are essential mechanisms for information sharing and facilitating decision-

making. This allows project participants to discuss issues and agree on the most 

appropriate action. Value is added when the project’s social framework supports open 

interaction and candid discussion. Open exchange offers the best potential for making 

informed decisions. Although a variety of metrics could be used to measure the 

efficacy of meetings the main concern for managers should be with the process 

(effectiveness of group communication), the product (quality of the outcome/solution) 

and perception (how did the participants perceive the process and the product?). 

 

Construction progress meetings are held on a regular basis throughout the construction 

period, a forum for all parties to meet and review the progress of the project. It has 

been argued that construction progress meetings are little more than a ritual, with 

participants acting out a series of roles (Kreiner 1976). More recent research by Gorse 

(2002) and Gorse and Emmitt (2007) has helped to illustrate some of the more subtle 

complexities of interaction within meetings; a combination of formal roles and 

structures, interspersed with informal episodes of communication have been 

identified. From a management perspective it could be insightful to gather data from 

live construction project meetings in an attempt to see how interaction within 
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meetings influences the performance of the project. Thus, the aim of the research was 

to gather data from a series of construction progress meetings across a number of 

projects using a robust research method, Bales Interaction Process Analysis (IPA), to 

explore the nature of interaction within meetings and its relationship to the 

performance of the project. Data collected from the meetings was analysed and then 

compared with project performance outcomes to identify significant group interaction 

differences between projects. By using the Bales IPA the focus was on task-based 

interaction and socio-emotional interaction between the meeting participants, i.e. it 

was concerned with inter-personal communication. 

 

 

GROUP AND GROUP MEETING DYNAMICS 

Interpersonal interaction within meetings is full of positive and negative emotion that 

takes parties through project and social tasks (Gorse 2002). Some members are 

comfortable with the group and meeting environment; they listen and interact. 

Conversely, some participants can be blocked, intimidated and be unduly influenced 

by the more dominant contributors. Membership of a group can be a satisfying 

experience; however, some participants can invoke fear, generate a group environment 

that is tense or fosters boredom, which can make people dissatisfied and annoyed. As 

a result of their previous experience, some people are reluctant to take part or engage 

in group interaction (McCroskey 1997).  

 

There are a number of obvious features of group interaction that affect the exchange 

of information within meetings. For example, with the exception of talking over 

another member, only one person can speak at a time. Turn-taking within groups 
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affects individual contribution; as groups increase in size the average contribution of 

the individual reduces (Hackman and Vidmar 1970). The ability of an individual to 

interact is affected by the behaviour of the other members. Generally, group 

interaction, almost regardless of size is dominated by two or three members (Napier 

and Gershenfeld 1989; Gorse 2002). When making group decisions, the effectiveness 

of the decisions are in some way proportionate to the individual’s contribution, the 

relevant knowledge that individual members can obtain from the group and the ability 

of both the individual and the group to recognise and respond to the information 

(Emmitt and Gorse 2003). Meeting invitations and agendas are structured to decide 

who attends the meeting and hence this does influence the topics covered, although 

formal rules are rarely used to govern an individual’s contribution to the meeting. 

And, although a meeting’s purpose may be classed as formal, it is the implicit, 

possibly, practiced and learned interpersonal behaviour and impromptu acts that 

represent much of the meeting’s interpersonal structure.   

 

Indeed, some members adopt interaction behaviours that enable them to interrupt, gain 

the floor, hold others attention and make their point, while others make minimal 

contributions (Gorse and Sanderson 2006). Bell (2001) and Gorse’s (2002) study of 

workgroups found that group interaction is unevenly skewed and some members play 

a minimal role, being reluctant to participate, while others dominate interaction. 

Depending on the nature of the task, skewed interaction can adversely affect the group 

productivity, especially when those with relevant knowledge are blocked or 

suppressed. 

 

This is an Author's Original Manuscript of an article submitted for consideration in the journal Construction Management and 
Economics [© Taylor & Francis], now available online at: http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01446190903179710 

 



 

 

Recipients often adjust their socio-emotional behaviour to suit communication (Gorse 

2002). Thus, different emotional emphasis is used to gain influence and deliver project 

information. The context in which the emotion is used, an individual’s knowledge and 

experience will affect the interaction behaviour and response (Goleman 1996; LeDoux 

1998).   

 

Those who dominate may not be aware that their contributions suppress others. Video 

recording of groups and self-observation in training events has been used to enable 

individuals to recognise how their behaviour affects others (Gorse and Whitehead 

2002). However, it is not always possible to collect communication data from real 

business environments using video recorders or audio tape recorders. Research 

conducted by Hugill (1999; 2000; 2001) made use of a tape recorder in a real business 

environment and, although occasionally, those present in the meeting did ask for the 

recorder to be switched off during conversations that were considered sensitive, the 

detail of data collected was very rich. In Hugill’s work the richness of the data and the 

detail of enquiry meant that only one hour of interaction from one meeting was 

analysed. Clearly the purpose of the study will influence the type of data that can be 

collected and observations that can be made.  

 

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 

While interpretive and ethnographic observation offers insight into specific episodes 

of meetings, such methods can also be restrictive. As already noted, Hugill (2001) 

extracted and explored the detail of a group’s interaction using ethnomethodology, but 

the investigation was limited to analysis of just 1 hour of a meeting’s interaction. The 

level of detail of the enquiry and the time and resources involved prevented analysis 
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of the other meetings observed. Equally, the more positivist approach uses predefined 

labels which serve to restrict observations to those categories that are described. Both 

the very detailed interpretive and more quantitative positivist approaches, which 

restrict data collection to codes but capture extended sets of data, lend themselves to 

interpretive and statistical analysis and have their role to play in furthering our 

understanding of interaction within meetings. 

 

Different perspectives and methods of enquiry can help to explore and understand the 

dynamics of the meeting. Most positivist research in group communication has 

emerged from an interpretive study that recognised and labelled behaviours. Particular 

emphasis in this study has been placed on task and emotional behaviour and the 

previously uncharted patterns that manifest over a number of meetings. Identifying 

aspects of communication in the meeting that are not formally defined or structured is 

important to understanding the nature of the meeting. An examination of the interplay 

between task and socio-emotional interaction will help to understand part of the 

informal meeting structure. 

 

Researching task and socio-emotional interaction 

Ever since observations of interaction were first recorded scholars have recognised the 

importance of task and emotional interaction within the group setting; a situation that 

is still valid today. (McLeod and Kettner-Polley 2004). The two dimensions are 

considered to be essential components in the management of interpersonal 

relationships and the accomplishment of tasks. For the group to exist the members 

engage in relational communication (socio-emotional) maintaining the forum and, to 
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achieve outcomes, groups use task-based discussion to work through group goals 

(Bales 1970).  

 

Although there are a number of research methods used for recording group 

communication the Bales Interaction Process Analysis (IPA) method continues to 

provide a robust method with a very distinct focus on the socio-emotional and task-

based components. Bales IPA is versatile and robust and, although other methods 

claim to offer features that collect additional data, the longevity of use has resulted in 

a considerable body of information, which has steadily developed understanding of 

group interaction in various contexts (Tuckman1965; Belbin 1981; 1993; Armstrong 

and Priola 2001; Chou 2002; Fahy 2006).   

 

Recently there has been a decline in external (researcher) observation with those 

investigating using self-perceptions and observations from participants within the 

group. The two main reasons for this shift are that direct observation is both expensive 

and time consuming. While interpersonal ratings from participants alone provide 

perceptions about biases and motivation, what can be lost is the detailed forensic 

analysis of group interaction that is only possible with direct observation (McLeod 

and Kettner-Polley 2004). Some research projects which have used interpersonal 

ratings to delve into members beliefs also supported their analysis with the Bales IPA 

direct observation, for example, Armstrong and Priola (2001) Priola, Smith and 

Armstrong (2004); however, in ‘real world’ research projects that require meeting 

members to complete questionnaires, the response rates suffer.   

 

This is an Author's Original Manuscript of an article submitted for consideration in the journal Construction Management and 
Economics [© Taylor & Francis], now available online at: http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01446190903179710 

 



Although time consuming, direct observation places no resource implications on those 

being observed; indeed, it is desirable for those being observed to carry on as normal 

and not do anything different. Contrary to this is self-analysis which can be quite 

demanding on the participants. The Bales SYMLOG system, which is based on 

interpersonal ratings, can take the participants 3-4 hours to understand and complete 

(Bales 1980). When attempting to use a similar system Emmitt and Gorse (2007) 

failed to obtain valid interpersonal ratings and reflections from professionals. Work 

demands and lack of interest meant that feedback sheets required from the 

professionals were given a very low priority. The quality and content of the data 

provided was so inconsistent that follow up telephone calls were necessary. While the 

two methods helped to validate a few findings, it was soon revealed that the 

professionals had provided so little written information that the data collected on 

questionnaires was incomplete and not useful.   

 

Direct observation using the Bales IPA method, which places minimal demands on the 

participants is an effective way of collecting interaction data from professional groups 

and is still as useful as it was in the 1950’s when it was first introduced. The research 

method, which has stood the test of time, has systematically developed understanding. 

The longevity of use coupled with ability of the tool to collect data with minimal 

involvement from those being researched makes it well suited to study of meetings in 

the construction environment. 

 

IPA and construction research 

The Bales IPA has been used extensively to examine group interaction in fields other 

than construction. This includes Bales’ (1950, 1953, 1958, 1970) profiles of social and 
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student groups; Cline’s (1994) study of disagreement and agreement; Landsberger’s 

(1955) records of mediation meetings; Bell’s (2001) observations of multidiscipline 

child protection teams and Fahy (2006) comparison of face to face and online groups. 

In construction a small number of researchers have successfully applied Bales IPA, 

namely Wallace (1987), Gameson (1992), Gorse (2002), Gorse et al. (2006 a,b) 

Bellamy et al (2005) and Emmitt and Gorse (2007) providing some insights into 

communication behaviour in construction. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Data were collected over a series of construction progress team meetings from ten 

construction projects in the West Yorkshire area of the UK. The projects varied in size 

and complexity, although they were drawn from the same geographical location. 

Membership of the meeting included architects, client’s representatives and 

consultants, contractor’s representatives, key subcontractors, structural engineers and 

mechanical and electrical engineers. Although the number of participants varied 

between projects, typically each meeting involved 7-9 participants. Meetings were 

held fortnightly in the contractor’s site accommodation offices to monitor progress 

and to address management and design issues relating to the project. Three meetings 

were observed for each project, which provided data from a total of 30 progress 

meetings. Observations were recorded, by one researcher, using the Bales Interaction 

Analysis Process (IPA) technique, which identifies the communicator and the target of 

communication (recipient). In a group situation, the direction of communication could 

be aimed at the whole group or more specifically, and overtly, directed at an 

individual. The overt direction of communication was recorded.  
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Using the IPA system, classification of statements falls into either one of six ‘task 

related categories’ (category descriptions 4 – 9) or six ‘socio-emotional categories’ 

(category descriptions 1-3 and 10-12), (see Table 1). The data were recorded using a 

prepared check-sheet with tick-boxes enabling the identification of the person 

speaking, recipient, and the interaction category. The observer sat at the meeting table 

but took no active role in the meeting. The participants were aware of the observation. 

A brief qualitative note was made of the issue being discussed. When overt changes in 

the socio-emotional behaviour of the group occurred qualitative notes were made 

during, and immediately after, the meeting. While Bales’ IPA serves to identify the 

socio-emotional and task based categories used by each member of the group and the 

shift in categories, at the pilot study stage of the research it was found useful to place a 

link to the agenda items discussed in the task categories and to note the nature of 

emotional exchanges as the socio-emotional interactions occurred. To ensure that the 

data collection using the Bales IPA (quantitative method) remained consistent and 

hence reliable, it was only possible to make very brief notes during the meeting. 

Following the meeting further notes were made, providing additional explanation of 

the interaction events that had occurred. The qualitative notes were useful in helping 

to understand how the task-based and socio-emotional interaction was used, equally it 

offers insight into the reality of the meeting that would otherwise be missed. Without 

the use of video or audio, which, as already discussed, can be restrictive, such 

methods offer useful insights. Using immediate recall to supplement observations has 

been used by Loosemore (1996) and Emmitt (1997) and while some variance due to 

particular focus of memory is inevitable the insight provides important information 

about influences and background to the interaction. 
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[Insert Table 1] 

 

RESULTS  

Use of the Bales IPA method resulted in a large body of quantitative data, supported 

by the qualitative notes. The work reported below draws on the analysis of both sets of 

data and focuses on the informal aspects of the interaction. 

 

As with previous studies, interaction within the group was skewed with one or two 

individuals dominating the interaction. The level of interaction did vary depending on 

the specific topic being discussed, with individuals contributing more when specific 

issues relating to their area of work arose. However, typically, one or two members 

were more vocal, led and participated more in the meetings compared to the other 

members.  

 

Typical of all other group research that has used the Bales IPA, the management and 

design teams used more task-based than socio-emotional interaction. Task-based 

interaction is that used to obtain and explore information, to question and guide the 

group through its tasks and activities. Although some would argue that all interaction 

contains a level of emotion (McLeod and Kettner-Polley 2004), task-based interaction 

is the lowest level of emotion, with no overt emotion that could be seen to influence or 

affect relationships. Socio-emotional interaction represents the interaction used to 

build, develop and maintain relationships and that used to engage in and recover from 

conflict. Negative emotional interaction, such as disagreements, expressions of 

frustration and conflict serves as a potential threat to relationships. Thus, the balance 

between negative and positive socio-emotional interaction is important to show an 
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individual’s emotional position within the context of discussion. Positive socio-

emotional interaction is also important to maintain relationships. Socio-emotional 

interaction is often termed relationship communication, the acts help to engage, 

strengthen, threaten and withdraw from relationships. The level of socio-emotional 

interaction observed was very low when compared with previous studies of social 

groups.  

 

In more formal environments such as workgroups, the informality associated with 

socio-emotional interaction often suffers. Task-based interaction such as asking 

questions and giving information is usually based on the facts and history of the 

project, while socio-emotional interaction attempts to exert some influence that has a 

greater affect on relationships and the group’s social structure. Positive socio-

emotional interactions are often seen as relationship building and repairing, while 

negative socio-emotional interactions questions and threatens relationships. 

Conversations that inadvertently build or threaten relationships co-exist with the 

informal aspect of the meeting. Very informal discussions that took place prior to and 

at breaks in the meeting, which used topics such as golf, football, the weather, parking 

and recent news were all populated with positive socio-emotional interaction, 

exchanging information and more importantly socio-emotional signals that express 

relational commitment. Such acts all fall within the positive Bales socio-emotional 

categories 1, 2 and 3. In projects completed both within budget and over budget, the 

use of such categories was small (Table 2) but was greater in projects completed 

within budget.  Occasional negative socio-emotional responses quickly indicated a 

reluctance to commit to such conversations, exchanging signals about the type of 

conversations and relationships that were possible.  It is interesting that negative 
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socio-emotional interaction (categories 10, 11 and 12) is also greater within projects 

that were completed within budget. The emergent interaction patterns form the 

group’s socio-emotional framework within which group decisions will be made.   

 

Quantitative overview 

A forensic examination of task-based interaction showed that the use of task-based 

interaction, including information, opinion and direction giving, was consistently 

higher than that of requesting task-based information, opinion and suggestion. The 

positive socio-emotional interaction is also consistently higher than the negative 

socio-emotional communication.    

 

The construction sector has often been described as adversarial, prone to dispute (e.g. 

Latham 1994; Pickavance 2005) and can be an environment filled with negative 

emotion (Wallace 1987), yet this was not evident in the data. Occasional outbursts 

were observed; however, they were relatively isolated to projects and between certain 

individuals. Although it cannot be said that this model is representative of all 

construction site meetings, the model was drawn from meetings which captured 15077 

communication acts. Using Pearson Chi-square test a significant difference was found 

between projects within and over budget (Table 2). Although the differences found 

were small, the overt socio-emotional behaviour observed had a notable effect on 

group interaction. Qualitative observations were important in helping to identify the 

nature of the interaction during task-based and socio-emotional exchanges.   

 

[Insert table 2] 
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DISCUSSION 

When comparing the results with previous studies the analysis shows considerable 

differences between the construction based studies and the interaction norms as 

depicted by Bales (1970). The construction based observations show very low use of 

socio-emotional acts when compared to Bales ‘normal’ range. Results from previous 

studies that have investigated construction professionals’ interaction, such as Wallace 

(1987) and Gameson’s (1992), have also found low levels of emotional expression. 

Much of Bales original work used to produce the ‘normal’ range was based on social 

groups rather than work groups. The few studies that have investigated work groups 

show much lower uses of socio-emotional communication than that found in other 

contexts (Wallace 1987; Gameson 1992; Bell 2001; Bellamy et al. 2005). Early 

studies by Bales (1970) found that groups which used a low amount of socio-

emotional interaction were often in the early stages of group development. 

 

Bales found that as groups develop, and become more familiar with each other, their 

behaviour changes. Initially, members use task-based communication to help them to 

tentatively gathering information on the other group members’ beliefs and attitudes. 

Once group members have become familiar with others socio-emotional interaction is 

used to put forward harder positions, more factual and non-emotive issues are 

discussed. Early exchanges are important for each member to learn about the personal 

behaviours and characteristics of others. In a project environment where participants 

often find themselves in new groups, i.e. working with others for the first time, the 

socio-emotional interaction is crucial for developing working relationships. Informal 

interaction that took place prior to, and during, breaks in the meeting are also seen to 

be important in this situation. Even where parties do not break into conversations their 
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mannerisms, such as, formal or informal gestures as they arrive at the meeting, result 

in the exchange of positive or negative socio-emotional exchanges. Smiles, nods and 

brief greetings show an openness to potential conversation and relationships, whereas 

formal mannerisms, non-descript facial expressions or stern looks clearly indicate a 

reluctance to socio-emotional exchanges, resulting in a greater degree of formality. 

 

Socio-emotional exchanges that emerge during the meeting are influential and 

therefore important for the overall performance of the project. As individuals become 

more aware of personalities and the developing social context of the group and project 

environment they may openly engage in the group and commit to relationships. As the 

social framework develops over time the group members attempt to understand other 

members’ motives. How members react to different messages provides valuable 

information on how potential relationships are likely to develop. Socio-emotional 

reactions offer clues to behaviour that would be considered acceptable and 

unacceptable. It is at this point that informal interaction can emerge as members know 

what is, and what is not, acceptable to others. As each member engages in social 

interaction the group’s structure develops and the framework in which interaction 

takes place emerges (Bales 1970). The informal positive emotional exchanges 

regarding the weather, parking and sport that took place prior to the meeting provide a 

mechanism for understanding individual characteristics and interpersonal 

relationships. Equally, the negative or more formal responses also provide the same 

information. Since the socio-emotional exchanges take place both prior to and during 

the meeting the group is said to develop. 
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Groups that reach the later stages of group development show an increased use of 

socio-emotional, informal, communication (Heinicke and Bales 1953; Bales 1970). 

Developed groups are said to have established their behaviour norms with individual 

members being more confident to express socio-emotional acts in order to manage 

relationships and work through the group tasks. Greater amounts of laughing and 

joking occur and the relationships are sufficiently established to express and deal with 

greater negative emotion. Socio-emotional interaction that moves away from any 

perceived agenda may be considered informal. Developed groups also use a broader 

range of communication acts and the potential for informality is at its greatest. It is at 

this stage that the work groups seem to differ from that of the social groups. The level 

of positive and negative socio-emotional interaction in work groups is very low in 

comparison with the social group. Interaction could be stifled because the members do 

not have sufficiently strong relationships or because of the formality of the business 

environment, which restricts informal interaction and social engagement. 

Nevertheless, socio-emotional interaction is very limited. While relatively small, the 

amount of socio-emotional behaviour was still found to have a notable affect on group 

behaviour.   

 

Even when emotional outbursts occurred the behaviour of the group would not be 

described as uncontrolled. Bales (1970) and Socha and Socha (1994) provide 

examples of uninhibited and uncontrolled behaviour in their studies of juveniles. 

Juveniles lack interaction control and their behaviour is characterised by outbursts of 

emotion. As people mature their behaviour becomes more restrained (Socha and 

Socha 1994). Clearly the behaviour of the work groups, including that of the progress 

meetings, are not overly emotionally expressive. Indeed the discussion is 
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predominantly task-based as members attempt to express, understand and solve 

problems. As in adult groups observed by Bales (1950;1970), information and 

suggestions are often supported by explanation; generally, communication is 

structured, controlled and restrained. Adults do not normally express high levels of 

extreme emotional behaviour. While the behaviour of construction professionals may 

be different to other groups, and not within the Bales normal range for adult groups, it 

does not resemble the uncontrolled behaviour of juveniles (Gorse and Emmitt 2007). 

 

The few studies that have looked at work groups (Landsberger 1955; Gameson 1992; 

Bell 2001) provide initial evidence that the working and commercial environment 

reduces emotional communication to a lower level compared with other studies. 

(Bellamy et al. 2005; Fahy 2006). The formality of the meeting and the nature of 

projects, which do not have longevity, possibly influence the level of informality and 

socio-emotional behaviour that can emerge. 

 

In the progress meetings observed, the exchange of socio-emotional interaction, 

although responsible for only a small proportion of the total interaction, had a notable 

change in the group dynamic. As the majority of interaction was task-based any socio-

emotional intervention was noticeable and changed the interaction within the group. 

The group became quiet and members focused on the person expressing their view. 

When negative emotional exchanges occurred the group became very attentive. If 

arguments emerged some members appeared anxious. Occasionally members 

appeared frustrated and expressed their dissatisfaction. While such emotion changed 

the atmosphere none of the members offered to help the individual. Conversely where 

members identified a problem, showed concern and specifically addressed the issue 
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with an individual it often resulted in an agreed course of action. Interestingly, while 

both frustration and specifically addressing concerns were expressed by use of 

negative socio-emotional interaction, the interaction directed at an individual achieved 

greater response than that which was just expressed to the group. Quantitative results 

showed that negative emotion was often followed by positive emotion and slightly 

more so in the successful groups, this was also supported by the qualitative 

observations. When positive emotion was used the mood of the meeting became more 

relaxed and friendly. Friendliness was observed in the form of smiles, encouragement, 

supporting statements and jokes. Further investigation is required to investigate links 

between informal exchanges prior to the meeting and the ability of individuals to 

express positive and negative expression during the meeting. Some observations were 

made during informal episodes. 

 

All gestures that could not be tied to the agenda or associated with tasks or business 

were considered informal. The formal agenda of a meeting is interspersed with 

pockets of emotional expression that help arrive at decisions. Even though socio-

emotional interaction in construction groups is minimal it has an important role to 

play in the management of discussions. The informal conversations supported by 

positive socio-emotional exchanges that are exchanged following disagreement and 

conflict are important in the repair and maintenance of the relationships. Informal 

conversations attempt to re-engage and rebuild relationships, avoiding the sensitive 

subject matter that had previously manifest as a negative socio-emotional exchange. 

Separating subject matter may offer a way of repairing and rebuilding before returning 

to sensitive issues, and warrants further investigation. Occasionally, following 

negative socio-emotional interaction a member would joke or make a positive socio-
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emotional gesture. Observations and change in quantitative patterns suggested that the 

informal positive emotional interjection served to break up the negative socio-

emotional exchanges. Previous research suggests that such changes are necessary to 

maintain relationships. 

 

The significant, but minimal, level of emotional interaction plays an important part in 

group communication. A broad range of communication acts were observed. 

Quantitatively, the research showed that greater use of positive and negative socio-

emotional interaction was significantly higher in projects with positive outcomes (the 

positive outcomes investigated for the purpose of this project were: those completed 

within the contract period, within budget and without formal actions towards 

litigation). However, further investigation is necessary to uncover the nuances of 

socio-emotional exchanges and their affect on members and group outcomes. Figure 1 

provides a model of the differences found between projects with positive and negative 

outcomes. While the work is not conclusive, it provides important data relating to the 

interplay between task and socio-emotional communication. The qualitative 

observations highlight the nature of such interactions and provide some insight into 

how members of the temporary project organisation influence decision making 

through, what may be described as, informal socio-emotional interaction. 

 

[Insert Figure 1]  

 

CONCLUSION 

Emphasis was on the interaction of professionals attending construction progress 

meetings, essentially a rare insight into the informality of face-to-face interaction 
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within a formal project setting. Analysis of data indicated that the informal interaction 

was important in developing relationships and appeared to influence the success of the 

groups and their ability to manage project outcomes. Based on these findings it would 

seem reasonable to suggest that further investigation is required into the area of 

informal interaction within live construction projects.   

 

Use of negative and positive socio-emotional interaction within the site meetings and 

its use to influence behaviour is clearly important, yet this is the only study that has 

focused on this topic in the context of live construction projects. The adversarial 

behaviour widely reported in construction may be a result of failing to use socio-

emotional interaction to engage in conflict, recover and build and sustain 

relationships. Thus we could infer that adversarial behaviour is to be expected in 

projects because it is an important characteristic of group development. Lack of 

positive and negative socio-emotional interaction may be leading to latent tension that 

can threaten relationships. Parties must manage both the relationships and the tasks. 

Within the time constraints of a construction project it is important that professionals 

have the appropriate communication skills so that issues and problems are properly 

and rigorously discussed. The nature of the interaction observed tends to suggest that 

communication skills are not sufficiently developed, nor used to properly engage with 

other actors. Again, an area worthy of further investigation. The episodes of informal 

conversation both before and during the meeting were heavy in positive socio-

emotional content. Previous research has indicated a strong link with such exchanges 

and the strength of relationships. 
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Further research in this area is necessary to determine the extent that such exchanges 

influence the strength of the relationships and the ability of the parties to deal with the 

more challenging issues associated with projects. 

 

Group interaction is synonymous with construction, yet the limited amount of research 

undertaken may be acting as a barrier to the development of good education and 

training. Equipping professionals with the skills to interact in a socio-emotional 

environment so that they can exert the necessary influence to complete tasks is 

essential for project success. Although it is often argued that the links from individual 

episodes and events within construction are only tenuously linked to the realisation of 

the project, they are clearly part of the process and warrant investigation to develop 

better understanding. From this is may be possible to design and apply appropriate 

education and training programmes to help professionals develop the appropriate 

knowledge and skills to be effective in a meeting environment. 
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Table 1 Bales 12 Interaction categories (Adapted from Bales 1950:9)  

ID BALES’ CATEGORIES AND 
DESCRIPTION 

GROUP 

1 
 

SHOWS SOLIDARITY – show support, raises others status, gives help, 
encourages others, reinforces (rewards) contribution, greets others in a 
friendly manner, uses positive social gesture, shows element of kindness. 

POSITIVE SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL AREA 

Behaviours and gestures used 
to engage others in positive 
manner, can be used to 
encourage commitment, help 
build and strengthen 
relationships. 

2 
 

SHOWS TENSION RELEASE – jokes (supportively), laughs, shows 
satisfaction, relives or attempts to remove tension, offers way out of 
problem, expresses enthusiasm, enjoyment, satisfaction 

3 
 

AGREES – shows passive acceptance, acknowledges other, shows 
understanding, complies, co-operates with others, expresses interest and 
comprehension. 

4 
 

GIVES SUGGESTION – makes suggestion, provides direction or 
resolution, implying autonomy for others, attempts to control direction or 
decision. Makes clear and firm statement. Shows the way forward. 

TASK AREA: NEUTRAL 

Input and attempted 
answers.   

Acts used to give, exchange 
and develop information, 
understanding and control. 
Provides information and clues 
about context, topic, goal and 
direction. 

5 
 

GIVES OPINION – offers opinion, evaluation, analysis, express a feeling 
or wish.  Seeks to analyses, explore, evaluate or enquire.  Provides insight 
and reasoning, Offers view, without imposing direction on others. 

6 GIVES ORIENTATION – provides background, further information, 
repeats, clarifies or confirms. Brings relevant matters of fact into the forum, 
acts that assist group focus on the context rather than the direction. 

7 
 

ASKS FOR ORIENTATION – asks for further information, repetition or 
confirmation.  Draws out issues, facts and background information. Acts 
used to request relevant information and understand the topic and context. 

TASK AREA: NEUTRAL 

Questions and requests. 

Information finding and 
question asking. Acts used to 
request, seek, draw, search, 
withdraw, analyse and explore 
information.  Also includes 
requests for direction 

8 
 

ASKS FOR OPINION –asks others for their opinion, evaluation, analysis 
or view.  Requests that others express how they feel or state their 
preferences.  Acts used to request and explore reasoning. 

9 
 

ASKS FOR SUGGESTION – asks for suggestion, direction, possible ways 
of action.  Requests for firm contribution, solution or closure to problem. 
Asks another member to take on autonomy of others.  

10 
 

DISAGREES – shows disagreement (without any anger or tension), passive 
rejection, expresses position to withhold help, does not support view or 
opinion, openly fails to concur with view, rejects a point or suggestion. 

NEGATIVE SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL AREA 

Negative reactions. Include 
non-conformative acts that 
show little emotion to outward 
aggression. Behaviours used to 
disagree, reject information, 
question commitment and 
threaten relationships. 

11 
 

SHOWS TENSION – shows concern, apprehension, dissatisfaction or 
frustration. Persons interacting are tense, on-edge. Disagreement supported 
be negative emotion. Act that express sarcasm or are condemning. 

12 
 

SHOWS ANTAGONISM – acts used to deflates others status, asserts self 
on others.  Openly suppresses another member, purposely blocks another or 
makes a verbal attack, expressions of aggression and anger.  

 

Table 2 Comparison of socio-emotional and task based interaction observed on 
projects within budget and over budget:  

INTERACTION CATEGORIES Within Budget Over budget Total interaction 
observed 

  No. % No. % No % 
Positive socio-emotional interaction  816 8 373 7 1189 8 

Giving task-based interaction   7037 73 4102 76 11139 74 

Requesting task-based interaction   1575 16 801 15 2376 16 

Negative socio-emotional interaction  259 3 114 2 373 3 

Total interaction observed 9687  5390  15077  

χ2=24.202, df=3, ρ=<0.001 
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Figure 1. Characteristics of successful and unsuccessful management and design group meetings 
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Unsuccessful teams 

Successful groups use a broader range of communication acts 
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Greater use of positive 
emotional interaction 
to build, support and 
rebuild relationships, 
and recover from 
conflict. 

Questioning, exploring and 
requesting information, opinions 
and suggestions; rather than 
attempting to provide all the 
information without evaluating. 

When necessary, showing 
disagreement and negative 
emotion. Following conflict, 
rebuilding relationships with 
positive feedback. 

Communication behaviour of successful groups 

TYPES OF COMMUNICATION ACTS USED 
TASK BASED INTERACTION 

This is an Author's Original Manuscript of an article submitted for consideration in the journal Construction Management and 
Economics [© Taylor & Francis], now available online at: http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01446190903179710 

 




