Mobil Team Building Success

Excerpted from "Construction Industry Institute News," July 1994


Houston, TX - At the CII Networking Session held in March 1994, R. A. (Dick) Fair presented the results of implementing CII recommendations for team building on a Mobil project. Dick reported that the teamwork experienced on the Beaumont Refinery's Stormwater Segregation project was unprecedented in Mobil's project history and the results achieved are evidence of the new standards of excellence that can be accomplished through high performance teamwork.


Mobil's approach to project management on the Stormwater project is similar in may respects to what is typically encountered in the Industry. A large number of organizations are usually involved and the work is executed in phases under a variety of contracting strategies. Bechtel was contracted on a reimbursable basis to initially define the project scope and then to ultimately engineer, procure, and execute construction through lump-sum subcontracts.


A number of obstacles to teamwork can and often do arise out of Industry's typical approach to project management. Conflicting objectives, contract terms and conditions, communication breakdowns and adversarial relationships can become insurmountable barriers to teamwork. Mobil also recognized that project management may be the only profession where success so depends on teamwork among such a diverse collection of individuals, organizations and cultures. In recognition of these challenges, Mobil and Bechtel initiated a high performance team building program about halfway through the scope definition phase.


The objective of the teambuilding program was to form a functionally integrated project team, comprised of all major organizations involved including key vendors and subcontractors. They approached it as a formal-structured program that would function as a continuous process throughout the project. To get things started, they used a third party consultant/coach and budgeted 0.2% of the total project cost for the effort.


The team building was implemented through ongoing structured teams and workshop seminars at the key milestones of the project that focused on the development of interpersonal communication skills, a team commitment statement, and a matrix of expectations for the key stakeholders. Their commitment statement contained things such as: the design would provide for 100% on-line availability, construction would be executed within OSHA Star Standards with no lost time accidents, completion would be 10% under budget, and involvement from the Texas Water Commission would be solicited.


Structured teams included a results management team with representatives from the major parties that functioned as a steering committee for the project and the team building process. In addition, an integrated management team made up of multi-organizational, multi-functional first line supervisory decision-makers was established. For the day-to-day tasks, work teams made up of members from all of the organizations were put in place. Quality improvement teams consisting of Mobil, Bechtel and key vendor personnel focused on improved vendor performance.


A distinct project culture evolved, characterized by strong commitments to common objectives and alignment on all project issues, an empowered work force focused on continuous improvement and breakthroughs, and quality relationships and decision making.


The project itself was part of a Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) compliance program to segregate and handle up to 300,000 gpm of stormwater using novel technology consisting of the world's largest in-ground corrugated plate oil-water separator and a 2500 foot tunnel under existing facilities. Challenges for the project were the critical interfaces with existing facilities, various technical uncertainties, complex earthwork with adverse soil conditions, and the possibility of underground obstructions. In the end they were able to meet the project commitments with an excellent safety record, savings in excess of 15%, one month early completion and a high level of customer satisfaction.

A number of lessons learned on team building were cited. A formal program provided structure and continuity through the life of the project, lead to early alignment on project scope, and sustained momentum through critical transitions. The commitment statement guided project decisions. Clear expectations lead to strong relationships. And team building created an environment free of fear where teams worked with synergistic power. Mobil also felt that the use of a third party to facilitate the process was indispensable. Individual willingness and commitment at all levels are keys to successful team building. Individuals must also value interdependence more than independence, be able to recognize and tap into team power, think in a win-win mode, acknowledge accomplishments of others, and last but not least, have some fun.
