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HIGH PROFILE 

The constructive-approach 
Engineer builds consensus 
and earns people's respect 
as he finds inventive ways 

to get the toughest jobs done 
By PAM BERRY 
Free Press Speck11 Writer 

W
hen Ralph Stephenson ~ave his 
first talk on partnering in the con­
struction business three years. ago, 
he warned contractors against 
adopting this new way of doing 

business too readily. 
Partnering - developing formal agree­

ments that supplement construction contracts 
and spell out how work should proceed - was 
too new, he felt, and fraught with potential 
legal ramifications. 

"Thirteen partnering charters later I real­
ized how wrong I was," Stephenson says with 
a wry grin. 

It isn't often that Stephenson, an engineer 
for nearly 50 years, is wrong about profession­
al matters. 

Considered by some industry heavy­
weights to be a construction ex-pert and one of 
Michigan's unsung Stephenson has 
crafted a stellar career planning and designing 
construction projects. 

He also is a mentor to young people, 
sometimes as many as 10 at once, is consider­
ing writing a book - and still helps bring big · 
projects to fruition. 

He's working on construction planning and 
scheduling for a $200-million entertainment 
complex for the Saginaw Chippewa tribe just 
outside of Mt. Pleasant. And he recently 
finished planning and scheduling an $8.9-
rnillion renovation of the Pillsbury Mansion in 
Minneapolis. 

Stephenson calls the partnering charter, or 
agreement, the etiquette book to guide plan­
ners, architects, engineers and owners 
through a project's noncontractual matters, 
such as payment and handling paperwork, and 
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outlining steps to take if problems occur. The 
concept originated about a decade ago with 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

While Stephenson has not written partner­
ing charters outside the construction industry, 
he believes they could be applied to any 
project with a defined beginning and end. 

Stephenson says the main purpose is to 
reduce the number of costly legal claims 
resulting from problems in a project. 

Rather than framing the issue as a matter 
of who's right and who's wrong, Stephenson 
thinks it's better to focus on creating win-win 
situations for everyone. And partnering is one 
way he does that. 

"We have been taught that there always 
has to be a winner and a loser - that's called a 
sum-zero game," he says. "But we can define 
winning in different ways. You can have all 
winners - it's just that some people may win 
more than others." 

Since his first partnering agreement two 
years ago on the $4S0-million Veterans Ad­
ministration Hospital project in Detroit, he's 
been asked to facilitate partnering sessions for 
a variety of clients, including manufacturing 
and insurance companies, a community col­
lege and an airport authority. 

Stephenson travels across the country 
frequently to conduct seminars on partnering, 
project management and other planning sys­
tems. He estimates that he's conducted close 
to 600 seminars over the years. 

John Wiley & Sons, the New York publish­
er, recently asked Stephenson to write a book 
on partnering. He is mulling the contract. 

Asked if, at age 71, he is considering 
retirement, Stephenson replies, "I am retired. 
I'm doing exactly what I want to do!" 

A large bear of a man with a silver brush 
cut, he has a cautious demeanor and exacting 
standards that carry over into the workplace. 
Incompetence and disloyalty make him angry 
and he admits that he's still working on 
controlling a pesky bad temper. 

After World War IT, Stephenson went to 
work as a structural engineer at the major 
Detroit architectural firm of Smith, Hinchman 

and Grylls. He subsequently worked at other 
area architectural, engineering and design­
build firms. In 1962, he started his own 
consulting firm, specializing in providing oper­
ational and management direction to owners, 
designers and contracting firms. 

Stephenson grew up on the we..'lt side of 
Detroit and in Highland Park. His father was a 
police departnlent radio operator who devel­
oped and installed the United States' second 
two-way radio system. After his father's dea.th 
when Stephenson was 9, his mother worked 
various jobs to support the family - cleaning 
apartments, baking holiday fruitcakes, wait­
ressing, selling baked goods at a nearby 
bakery and working as a matron at the RKO 
Theatre in Highland Park. 

Money was scarce, but Stephenson won a 
music scholarship to what was then known as 
Lawrence Institute of Technology, where he 
pursued a bachelor's degree in mechanical 
engineering and played trumpet in the band. 
While there, he formed his own orchestra, 
playing at area nightclubs and for the Detroit 
Symphony Orchestra. 

Stephenson married his childhood sweet­
heart in 1948. He and his wife, Betty, raised 
their three children in Rosedale Park. The 
couple lived there until four years ago, when 
they moved to Mt. Pleasant. 

His wife is secretary-trea~mrer of his engi­
neering firm. "But actually. in all seriousne..<;s, 
she's the boss," Stephenson says. "Betty 
schedules my work, makes my travel arrange­
ments and tells me where r m going to go each 
week. All I do is show up. I couldn't be in 
business without her, nor would I want to be." 

The couple rises every day at 5 a.m. and 
begins their workday at 6:15 in their home­
office. 

He makes it a habit to spend an hour each 
morning saying prayers and reading the Bible. 
He estimates that he's read the Bible six to 
seven times since 1976. "I'm in the book of 
Joshua now," he says. "It reads like a newspa­
per. Jericho is being conquered and the Gaza 
Strip is still eluding everyone. . .. " 

The former Sunday School teacher be-
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lieves prayer "keeps you aware of what other 
people's problems ate and what you can do to 
help them." 

Putting his belief into practice, Stephenson 
makes a conscious effort to mentor five to 10 
young people in the industry at any given time. 
He is, in effect, acting on the advice of one of 
his early .mentors - a trumpet teacher -; 
who told him, "Teach anybody who will listen 
everything you know." 

His wife describes his mentoring philoso­
phy: "Ralph feels that the engineering busi­
ness has been so good to him that he wants to 
give back to the profession what he has gained 
from it and more. 

"He tries to help everyone who has a 
problem and will go out of his way to help 
them. People are always calling him and he's 
always giving them advice and seeing people 
and taking care of them. He never charges 
people. He considers it part of overhead." 

One business leader who considers Ste­
phenson a mentor is Ron Hausmann, presi­
dent and chief operating officer of Walbridge 
Aldinger, a leading Detroit general contrac­
tor. Hausmann was a junior engineer at 
Walbridge when he met Stephenson 20 years 
ago. 

"Many of us who have been in the con­
struction industry for 10 to 20 years learned a 
lot about the emotions of the construction 
industry from Ralph," Hausmann says. "He's 
kind of like a godfather to many of us. He 
taught and still continues to teach young 
construction engineers about the aspects of 
fairness in the construction and contracting 
business. It's not something that's easily 
taught, but it's most definitely necessary." 

He calls Stephenson one of the "unsung 
heroes" of the industry for his technical 
expertise and sense of fair play. "He was 
getting us to partner to solve our own disputes 
among ourselves as businessmen rather than 
with lawyers long before partnering initiatives 
and quality initiatives became buzzwords," he 
says. "I just hope he continues helping our 
industry for another 40 years because we 
need his ideas and his heart." 


