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David McConnell had three key objectives during his fellowship program: (1) to research expansion and competitive advantage strategies employed by U.S. construction companies in order to develop an international growth strategy; (2) to benchmark U.S. cities’ approaches to organizing and implementing economic growth initiatives to help him lead a reorganization of Auckland’s approach to transforming its economy; and (3) to review and enhance his leadership skills. 

He observed two basic expansion strategies: organic growth and acquisition. Several observations were made by Mr. McConnell in comparing different expansion strategies.  He did not see any successful market penetration through organic growth. Many businesses that expanded in such a way did not seem to create a significant strategic presence in the region.  He found that an acquisition approach (acquiring a company, not a project) created fast market penetration – with, however, a greater risk of failure. With respect to the acquisition approach, he noted that success was more likely if the acquired company had a good core management team with similar values as that of the acquirer, and had good relationships in the region in which they operated.
During his fellowship, Mr. McConnell came across an example of new building-structure innovation which could significantly reduce time and cost of building (Conextech in Hayward, CA). Another observation he made was during a visit to the University of Texas’s Construction Innovation Institute in Austin, TX, where they had proven that lean construction strategies actually increased safety and reduced costs, an outcome contrary to popular belief.

All of the construction companies that Mr. McConnell visited put significant effort into both formal and informal in-house training of their teams; e.g. courses focusing on specific events that can occur during a project.  Mr. McConnell found that his construction subsidiary, Hawkins Construction, needs to focus more on customer services and project planning and execution. He realized that he has an opportunity to really develop capability by significantly increasing speed of delivery. In order to achieve this step, he now believes that significant effort has to go into increasing the company’s human capital and technological capabilities. 

As for the urban tourist economy, Mr. McConnell observed that many markets were oriented towards increasing visitor expenditure, and in some cases were solely focused on increasing hotel nights.  The objectives and strategies employed by various cities (Philadelphia and San Francisco) were quite similar and standardized, with exceptions in Portland, OR and Raleigh, NC where broader initiatives were used to create change.  For example, Raleigh used its meal and bed tax to renovate museums, build sports facilities, as well as support performing arts and creative industries. He noted that governance in and around tourism agencies should be independent but should include representation of local government authorities. Improvement of the Central Business District (CBD) was seen as a critical catalyst in the strategy to increase the tourist economy. 

Mr. McConnell noted a number of action items that he will pursue in order to improve his effectiveness as a leader: create clearer step-by-step goals; use teams for projects in order to set goals; and increase discipline, tenacity and energy within various teams.

In concluding, Mr. McConnell said: “This Eisenhower Fellowship experience has been quite extraordinary, and has made ‘jump off the treadmill’ and stand back from day to day endeavors. It has opened my eyes to the greater world through the friendships of my fellow fellows.”
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