o~ —— — A
—

CMAA

Construction Management
Association of America

Construction Needs To Overhaul
The Culture Of Communication

Written by: Fulton Cure, Consultant, Well Built Construction Consulting

| don’t believe it’s controversial to say that there is a

communication problem in the construction industry.

Missed updates, late surprises, and misaligned teams are cited
on nearly every project as sources of delay, cost overruns, and
general frustration. The typical response is to try to “improve
communication” by adding more meetings, more reporting, or

more structure.

On the surface, those solutions sound reasonable. But in
practice, they often miss the mark. The root cause really is
simpler to explain and more ingrained: The construction

industry has normalized late communication.

On most jobsites, both in my personal experience and based
on what I've heard from others, issues aren’t invisible. They're

usually caught early by someone. They just aren’t shared early.

For example, | remember being on a project where | knew our
tile delivery was likely going to be delayed. At the time, | was
an assistant project manager, | was new to this project team,
and | only had a few months’ experience in my role. Due to a
combination of those factors, | was afraid to speak up for fear
of retribution from my senior project manager. | didn’t want
to flag an issue and cause stress to others when there wasn’t
really a problem to be fixed.

Instead, | kept quiet. | wanted to wait until | was absolutely
certain that a problem really was present and that | could fix
it. Unfortunately, the problem didn’t magically get better with
time.

By the time the issue surfaced, we were two weeks out from

installing tile, and when our trade partner was asked why they
wouldn’t be ready, their response was that they’d let the team
know four weeks ago that the tile would be late.

Not only did | get thrown under the bus, but | also now made
a small coordination issue a much bigger problem that the
owner wouldn’t be happy to hear.

The truth is this story isn’t uniquely mine: It’s standard across
the industry.

CONSTRUCTION INCENTIVIZES THE WRONG BEHAVIOR

This pattern of waiting and uncertainty isn’t one rooted
in incompetence. It’s about incentives and how people are
rewarded.



In many cases, professionals are rewarded (whether it be
explicit or not) for solving problems before they become
visible. Fix it quietly and without help, and you look capable.
Raise it too early, and you risk looking overzealous or
unqualified.

That creates a predictable outcome: people hold information
until they feel 100% confident. The problem, however, is that
construction projects don’t benefit from one individual’s
confidence nearly as much as they benefit from visibility and
transparency.

When you wait to give bad news, it does not go away on its
own. It usually gets worse with time. Schedules don’t shift
gradually when problems are ignored, they slip suddenly.
Teams don’t adjust to solve issues early, they end up reacting
late. Leaders can’t make informed decisions, they're forced to
make urgent ones. And in most cases, those surprises weren’t
unavoidable, they were just unspoken and unknown.

EARLY COMMUNICATION REQUIRES A DIFFERENT
STANDARD

The most effective teams operate with a different standard and
definition of communication.

They don’t wait for full clarity, they expect everyone to
communicate openly, even when things are still uncertain. They
invite questions and ideas and potential solutions. They don’t
shoot them down.

In these environments, youre more likely to hear, “This could
become an issue, and thank you for bringing it up” or “We don’t
have all of the answers yet, but here’s what we're seeing.” This
type of communication doesn’t eliminate risks and issues
altogether, but it does give teams time to manage them. That’s
the biggest difference.

But early communication doesn’t happen consistently without
the right environment. If a team member raising a concern
leads to frustration, second-guessing, or reputational risk,
people will naturally start to hold back their thoughts. Not
because they don’t care, but because they're trying to manage
how they're perceived.

Leaders who consistently get early visibility tend to do a few
things differently. They respond early to warnings without
overreacting. They don’t penalize or diminish issues that turn
out to be minor. They prioritize awareness over perfection.
They reinforce that uncertainty is part of the job, not a sign
of weakness. When those conditions are met, the way a team
communicates changes drastically.

THE COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE

The difference between high-performing teams and average
ones isn’t that the high performers have fewer problems on
their projects. It’s that they see them sooner.

Early visibility into issues creates optionality. It allows teams
to adjust sequencing, manage expectations, and reduce
disruptions downstream. Late visibility removes those options.
At that point, the only move left is reaction.

The construction industry doesn’t need more reminders to
communicate better, rather it needs to rethink what good
communication actually looks like on a project. Right now,
too much value is placed on polished updates and complete
answers. In reality, the most valuable communication often

happens before either of those exist.

Most project issues don’t start as emergencies and won'’t
become an emergency if handled properly. They start as small
signals. Something’s slightly off, slightly delayed, slightly

unclear.

The difference between a manageable issue and a major
disruption is rarely the problem itself. It's when it gets
communicated and dealt with. Until your team is held to a
standard of freely sharing issues and asking questions, it will
continue to be forced to solve problems later than it should.
And unfortunately, your people and projects will pay for it
accordingly. 8
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