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Multi-project management is typically considered an intra-organizational endeavor of implementing strategies
through programs, portfolios, or lineages of change and development projects. Inter-organizational multi-project
management takes place between project-based firms and other actors in project networks. The multi-project
aspects in inter-organizational contexts cause significant management complexity, but their specific re-
quirements are inadequately understood. This article explores the nature and requirements of project-based
firms’ multi-project management in inter-organizational contexts. Parallel and sequential inter-organizational
multi-project settings are proposed as an expansion to the dominant intra-organizational research. A thematic
framework is developed based on stakeholder and agency theories and previous knowledge from portfolio and
program management research complemented with an inductive analysis of extant literature. Consequently, we
map and report previous research on multi-project management requirements relevant to inter-organizational
contexts concerning strategy, resources, governance, and learning. Propositions are developed and future

research is recommended in these domains.

1. Introduction

The increasing projectification implies an increasing share of project
work in organizations, compared to non-project work (Henning & Wald,
2019). Projects tackle complex and large challenges in the society,
requiring multiple projects and specialized expertise that is distributed
across different organizations (Ika and Munro, 2022; Martinsuo et al.,
2022). Project-based firms (PBFs) conduct projects as their primary
business and combine also other organizations’ technical expertise with
their own capabilities in delivering unique solutions (Gann & Salter,
2000). At a given time, a PBF may be involved in several projects and
address potential challenges concerning strategy, resource allocation,
and prioritization among the projects (Ahola et al., 2014). In addition,
such projects frequently depend on and build upon prior projects and
build capability and relations that support future projects and services
(Davies et al., 2006; Gann & Salter, 2000; Kujala et al., 2013). This paper
is motivated by the need to understand multi-project management in an
inter-organizational context.

PBFs actively work with different stakeholders. As a result, they are
relationally and structurally embedded in project networks consisting of
actors that may cooperate repeatedly (Burke & Morley, 2016; Jones
et al., 2008; Manning, 2017). These project networks frequently involve
both public and private organizations and both formal contractual and
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informal non-contractual arrangements (Manning, 2017). For example,
in the construction sector, it is quite possible that the same PBF is
involved in multiple simultaneous projects with the same or different
partners as part of a broader urban development program (Hedborg
et al., 2020). Delivery of industrial equipment and systems, in turn, may
enable future customer cooperation in the form of maintenance services
(Kujala et al., 2013). Similar kinds of repeated project network organi-
zations exist in film production, cultural industries, complex products
and systems, and international development (Manning, 2017), but such
networks may also operate without a focal PBF. Repeated involvement
with the same or different stakeholders builds future capabilities: PBFs
that rely on inter-organizational cooperation create and accumulate
their capabilities through projects taking place over time (Denicol &
Davies, 2022; Hobday, 2000; Manning, 2017; Whitley, 2006). While
previous research portrays such inter-organizational multi-project con-
texts as important and also challenging (Burke & Morley, 2016; Mann-
ing, 2017), their requirements to managing the PBF remain scattered
and unconsolidated.

From the perspective of a PBF, it is not sufficient that individual
projects are managed efficiently. Projects need to be created, resourced,
governed, and controlled in line with the firm’s strategy and business
goals. Multi-project management has thus far mainly dealt with intra-
organizational change and development projects (Martinsuo, 2013;
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Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020), particularly in terms of portfolio, program,
and lineage management (Martinsuo et al., 2019a, 2020). However, in
inter-organizational settings, PBFs’ stakeholders have different interests
in projects, and each project involves a unique combination of stake-
holders (Derakhshan et al., 2019; Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020).
Furthermore, the agency relationships between PBFs and their stake-
holders evolve over the course of each project (Ahola et al., 2021). Thus,
the management of this multi-stakeholder multi-project environment
differs from intra-organizational management, can be very dynamic and
challenging, and requires dedicated research.

The inter-organizational context means that project-related decisions
concern not only the PBF but several stakeholders involved in the pro-
jects as well as different agency relationships between the PBF and its
stakeholders. When a PBF undertakes multiple projects together with its
stakeholders, the design, choice, resourcing, and control of these pro-
jects are influenced by such organizations’ strategies, values, and
governance approaches (Ahola et al., 2008; Derakhshan et al., 2019;
Laursen & Svejvig, 2016; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019). Furthermore,
the project networks established for the projects have different organi-
zational constellations and may face different institutional norms, reg-
ulations, and temporal patterns (Dille et al., 2018; Soderlund & Sydow,
2019; Sydow & Staber, 2002), and their projects may start and end at
different times depending on each project’s specific project network and
context. In this paper, we adopt stakeholder and agency theoretical
views to PBFs’ multi-project management in inter-organizational
settings.

This article explores PBFs’ multi-project management in inter-
organizational contexts, focusing both on projects carried out in paral-
lel (i.e., multiple simultaneous projects) and projects carried out in
sequence (i.e., multiple projects carried out one after another). The goal
is to increase knowledge of multi-project management and to guide the
forthcoming research toward an extension from intra-organizational
change and development projects to PBFs’ projects in inter-
organizational contexts. The focus is on the following research ques-
tion: How do project-based firms manage projects in parallel and in sequence
in inter-organizational contexts? As this article is conceptual and intends
to open up new research avenues, new empirical research is not re-
ported. Emphasis is placed on exploring the possibilities that adopting
an inter-organizational perspective could offer for the future research on
multi-project management. The chosen theoretical framing implies a
focus on the PBFs’ immediate relationships in their project networks,
and peripheral and passive stakeholder relationships more broadly in
the institutional field are purposely excluded, albeit acknowledged as a
prospective additional research avenue.

We first introduce the inter-organizational context of PBFs and
related theoretical foundations, to identify key considerations for multi-
project management. The parallel and sequential multi-project settings
of PBFs are introduced, and the literature discussing multi-project
management in intra-organizational contexts is summarized, for pur-
poses of insight and learning. Then we introduce the conceptual
approach used for mapping the previous empirical research concerning
multi-project management in inter-organizational contexts when PBFs
take up multiple projects in parallel and sequentially over time. We then
discuss the complex nature and unique requirements of inter-
organizational multi-project management in terms of strategy, re-
sources, governance, and learning, motivated through stakeholder and
agency theoretical perspectives of inter-organizational contexts and
based on themes relevant to intra-organizational multi-project man-
agement. Consequently, we derive propositions on these themes on
PBFs’ inter-organizational multi-project management and point out new
research gaps, to promote forthcoming research on the focal phenome-
non. Finally, the key contributions to multi-project management and
stakeholder and agency theoretical considerations of PBFs’ inter-
organizational contexts are summarized.

814

International Journal of Project Management 40 (2022) 813-826
2. Background
2.1. Project-based firms in their inter-organizational contexts

Project-based firms conduct projects as their business in interaction
with other organizations that possess complementary resources and
capabilities. Their projects, thereby, take place in inter-organizational
contexts where the constellation of organizations is likely to vary from
a project to another (Skaates et al., 2002) and the preparation and
contracts for future projects is characterized by significant uncertainty
(Cova & Salle, 2005). Despite the discontinuities inherent in project
business (Hadjikhani, 1996), it is common that PBFs re-use trusted
partners across several projects (Ahola et al., 2013; Eccles, 1981) and
work for multiple customers in multiple projects simultaneously (Hed-
borg et al., 2020).

The inter-organizational relations of PBFs, particularly in connection
with multiple projects, are often explained or analyzed through stake-
holder or agency theory (Ahola et al., 2014, 2021; Biesenthal & Wilden,
2014; Derakhshan et al., 2019; Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020). Stakeholder
theory and its applications in project studies draw attention to the PBF
(or some other focal firm) and its stakeholders in a project network
(Aaltonen et al., 2008; Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020). The PBF needs to
understand stakeholder needs, respond to and manage them, and
stakeholders may voice their expectations and experiences to influence
the PBF and the project (Aaltonen et al., 2008; Witz et al., 2021). When
multiple stakeholders are involved in projects, the project’s strategy
(including the position, direction, and success criteria for the project)
may be significantly influenced by the involved stakeholders, not just
the PBF (Artto et al., 2008a, 2008b; Patanakul & Shenhar, 2012). Artto
et al. (2008a, 2008b) suggest that the dependence of a project from
multiple stakeholders’ interests will require interaction and agreement
among the stakeholders, to come up with a shared project strategy.

Aaltonen et al. (2008), building on Frooman’s work, tie stakeholder
theory with resource dependence, when studying the power relations
between the PBF and other stakeholders. They describe how stake-
holders manipulate resources (e.g., build, withhold) to shape their
power position in the project network. This idea of resources and their
mobilization is not merely an issue of a single project, but it relates to the
PBF’s capacity to handle multiple projects and attempt to build
project-related capabilities over time (Davies & Brady, 2016; Denicol &
Davies, 2022; Gann & Salter, 2000; Hobday, 2000). Davies & Brady
(2016) explicitly refer to portfolio management as a possible means
through which PBFs balance and sequence their projects and build dy-
namic capabilities through the access, coordination, combination, and
repeated use of resources.

Agency theory draws attention to the relationships of the PBF and the
suppliers working on its behalf (and similarly the customer and the PBF
as its supplier), and as such it relates to project governance. While some
authors view agency theory as central to governance at the individual
project level (Biesenthal & Wilden, 2014; Derakhshan et al., 2019), the
external view to project governance (i.e., governance of projects) directs
attention to how the PBF manages its projects in their
inter-organizational contexts and the agency between PBF and its
several projects (Ahola et al., 2014). Ahola et al. (2014) also explicitly
mention project portfolios in connection with the governance of PBFs’
projects. Ahola et al. (2021) point out the reality of PBFs’ multiple
simultaneous agency relationships and the plurality of goals (also stra-
tegies) among the PBF, its customers, and agents. Their analysis and
framework reveal that the PBF’s different agency relationships each
require specific governance, stemming from the extent of their goal
alignment, information asymmetry, risk sharing, and mechanisms of
monitoring and control. Their review also suggests that the objectives of
PBFs and agents may be completely different in the different project
phases, thereby contributing to increased relational complexity (Ahola
et al., 2021).

The above analysis suggests that when PBFs operate in inter-
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organizational contexts, there is a need to consider the PBF’s inter-
project relationships and relationships with other stakeholders in
terms of strategy, resources, and governance approaches, as summarized
in Fig. 1. We use this theoretically grounded framework to guide our
analysis.

2.2. Projects in parallel and in sequence in inter-organizational contexts

Project-based firms plan and carry out various projects in parallel
(Brady, 2011; Gann & Salter, 2000). Technology suppliers in the
engineer-to-order business offer complex products and systems such as
vessels and manufacturing and process technologies and equipment, all
equipment may be tailored to customer-specific needs in projects, and
multiple projects may take place in parallel for multiple customers
(Caron & Fiore, 1995; Mello et al., 2015; Yang, 2013). Software firms
deliver information technologies and systems in parallel for different
customers. Construction and architecture firms are involved in sales,
design, and delivery projects or in urban development projects for
different clients and as part of different project networks, often multiple
projects at the same time (Bos-de Vos et al., 2019; Braun & Sydow, 2019;
Hedborg et al., 2020; Hobday, 2000) and seek collaboration not only at
the project level but also at the business and project ecology levels
(Hedborg et al., 2020; Manning, 2017; Sariola, 2018). Public-sector
organizations have investment project portfolios where they decide on
and manage multiple simultaneous investment projects sometimes
competing with each other but also benefiting from their simultaneity
(Blismas et al., 2004; Brady, 2011; Martinsuo et al., 2019b; Vuorinen &
Martinsuo, 2019). Furthermore, to achieve and grow their business,
PBFs typically engage in multiple parallel sales projects, each possibly
involving a unique project network (Tikkanen et al., 2007).

Project-based firms carry out diverse types of projects that have in-
terdependencies with their past and future projects and thereby take
place in sequence. Extension projects extend the functionality or ca-
pacity of the existing equipment or infrastructure. In these cases, the
existing customer solution is not significantly altered and may even be
operational during the installation of the extension (Chan et al., 2008).
In extension projects, to ensure compatibility between the “new” and the
“old,” the management of the interfaces between the extension project
and the existing customer solution is vital. In urban development pro-
jects, not all functionalities are implemented at once, but projects may
occur sequentially over a long period of time (Hedborg et al., 2020). For
example, several projects may be implemented to gradually improve the
transportation infrastructure in a specific city district. In addition,
Bengtson et al. (2018) discuss how a construction company built three
highly similar projects for a retail chain in geographically close loca-
tions. In rebuild and modernization projects, the customer solution is
first either partially or completely disassembled by the supplier. The
core components are then either refurbished or replaced (possibly with
improved technology), and the solution is reassembled by the supplier
(Mutka & Aaltonen, 2013). Delivery projects may also include addi-
tional project options. For example, in the shipbuilding industry, a client
purchasing a cruise vessel may select the option of purchasing additional
same-type (i.e., same-generation) vessels if it is satisfied with the per-
formance of its first purchased vessel (Jha, 2016).

Increasingly, programs and their management are also discussed in

Relationship of projects with each other, the
project-based firm and stakeholders

Strategy ‘ ‘ Resources ‘ Governance ‘

Fig. 1. Key themes to be covered multi-

project management.

in project-based firms’
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inter-organizational settings, combining parallel and sequential
projects. Inter-organizational programs deal with transformations that
pursue and achieve significant effects not only in the participating or-
ganizations but also in the institutional field. They may involve multiple
simultaneous projects, each with its own project network (Hedborg
et al.,, 2020), and the program configuration may evolve over time
(Miterev et al., 2020), through new partners joining and projects
beginning later. For example, infrastructure development and con-
struction could be considered such a program (Frederiksen et al., 2021;
Liu et al., 2019; Miterev et al., 2020; Shen & Ying, 2022), and project
ecologies may carry similar features as strategic programs (Hedborg
et al., 2020). Large and complex projects more generally can be treated
as programs and may well benefit from some aspects of program man-
agement (Eweje et al., 2012).

A certain PBF is not visibly apparent in the inter-organizational
program research; rather, the attention is on the inter-organizational
network arrangement concerning the involvement and collaboration
of multiple stakeholders in a specific lifecycle phase or during the life-
cycle of the program. For example, the focus is on how stakeholders
together specify the expected value of the program at the early phase
(Liu et al., 2019), how the program’s organizational arrangements
evolve over the lifecycle of the program (Miterev et al., 2020), how the
program operates with multiple parallel institutional logics and handles
governance across organizational spaces (Frederiksen et al., 2021), and
how the program fosters resilience to creeping disruptions through
inter-project coordination throughout the program lifecycle (Shen &
Ying, 2022). These studies clearly reveal the evolving nature of pro-
grams (as multi-project entities) over time, but the parallel and
sequential arrangement and management of projects is covered in a
limited way.

2.3. Learning from intra-organizational multi-project management of
change and development

Multi-project management has been studied dominantly in terms of
managing a project portfolio or program in the context of a single parent
organization that conducts its change and development activities in the
form of projects (Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020; Martinsuo & Hoverfalt,
2018). We consider this as intra-organizational multi-project manage-
ment. While such organizations may use external partners and stake-
holders in their projects and programs (Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020;
Vedel & Geraldi, 2020), the projects are oriented toward the parent
organization’s change and development, not broader network-level or
societal implications. Such research is not limited to PBFs but covers any
types of organizations where projects may play any role. While program
management also may be used for multi-project management, its
research often treats the programs holistically (Martinsuo & Hoverfalt,
2018) and rarely considers projects within the program in parallel or in
sequence, except by following the logic of portfolio management.

Project portfolios and programs are managed by a certain parent
organization that defines the projects’ implementation conditions and
the benefits to be gained from the changes pursued through the projects
(Lehtonen & Martinsuo, 2009). In change and development projects and
programs, a central task is to ensure the implementation of the desired
change, which requires integration with and support from the parent
organization (Johansson et al., 2007; Lehtonen & Martinsuo, 2009;
Turkulainen et al., 2015; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2018). As multiple
projects may compete for resources or share them, project-to-project and
project-to-parent integration becomes important (Turkulainen et al.,
2015; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2018), and the interdependencies between
the projects need to be considered. Although autonomy and isolation
from the parent organization are needed to guarantee suitable working
conditions for implementing the desired changes (Lehtonen & Martin-
suo, 2009), the needed resources and support from the parent organi-
zation may cause competition between multiple projects (Elonen &
Artto, 2003; Engwall & Jerbrant, 2003). Besides concurrent
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interdependencies, multi-project management research is increasingly
concerned with the project lineage and sequence, that is, the order in
which projects emerge through learnings from the past and create new
opportunities for the future (Berggren, 2019; Kock & Gemiinden, 2019;
Midler, 2013).

In intra-organizational multi-project management, the multi-project
entity (portfolio, program, lineage) is expected to implement the parent
organization’s strategy (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 1999a; Cooper et al.,
1997b) and possibly a related project roadmap (Kock & Gemiinden,
2019). This strategy is often quite explicit and directly guides the se-
lection and creation of new projects (Cooper et al., 1997b). While the
strategy might be known by the parent organization, the surrounding
business environment is likely to evolve over time (Petit, 2012). Thus,
the goals of the projects and programs tend to have an element of un-
certainty; that is, they are not defined perfectly because the environment
and the future are partly unknown. This is often reflected in
decision-making processes that allow and even assume such uncertainty
(Korhonen et al., 2014; Martinsuo et al., 2014; Petit, 2012; Petit &
Hobbs, 2010) and create new emerging strategy patterns for the future
(Kopmann et al., 2017).

When multiple projects are viewed as a project portfolio of the parent
organization, the resources are typically owned and managed by the
same organization. There have been studies that pointed out challenges
with cross-unit resourcing within an organization (Abrantes & Figueir-
edo, 2015; Engwall & Jerbrant, 2003). The single parent organization’s
ownership of the resources of the project portfolios and programs im-
plies internal resource competition and bottlenecks because there are
typically more project ideas than what can be realized with the existing
resources (Elonen & Artto, 2003; Engwall & Jerbrant, 2003). The
resource competition is often resolved through the use of portfolio se-
lection and prioritization procedures and criteria to allocate resources
only to the most promising projects (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 1999b;
Cooper et al., 1997b).

The governance for managing multiple projects is fairly straight-
forward to arrange in the context of a single organization. The early
studies on project portfolio management dealt particularly with the
techniques, mechanisms, and processes for managing the multi-project
entity within a firm (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 1999a, 1999b; Cooper
et al., 1997a, 1997b; Teller et al., 2012). Later, the attention shifted to
project management offices and their roles in governing the organiza-
tional approach to projects (Aubry et al., 2007), various aspects of de-
cision making and control (Kock & Gemiinden, 2016; Kopmann et al.,
2017; McNally et al., 2013; Miiller et al., 2008), and routines and
practices (Bredillet et al., 2018; Clegg et al., 2018; Martinsuo, 2013;
Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2018). Governance is considered a multi-level
issue, linking the projects with the parent organization (Biesenthal &
Wilden, 2014). It is well understood that there is a contingency view to
managing multi-project entities; that is, specific practices are needed for
a specific context (Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020). Where governance has
often been considered an intra-organizational issue, its connection to the
external stakeholders is also understood and is considered an important
area for future research (Biesenthal & Wilden, 2014; Derakhshan et al.,
2019).

The interest in the context and external connections of portfolios and
programs is increasing (Martinsuo, 2013; Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020;
Pellegrinelli, 2002), and some inter-organizational issues are considered
part of the intra-organizational multi-project management research. For
example, environmental turbulence and contingencies are typically
covered as control and moderator variables in portfolio studies (Kock &
Gemiinden, 2016; Kopmann et al., 2017; Miiller et al., 2008; Voss &
Kock, 2013). Programs are perceived as vehicles for shaping the context
(Pellegrinelli, 2002), context influences programs (Laine et al., 2016;
Pellegrinelli et al., 2007), and program managers are expected to be
sensitive to what happens in the context (Miterev et al., 2015). External
partners have been observed to influence the direction and development
of a firm’s project portfolio (Vedel & Geraldi, 2020). Moreover, risk
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management, which potentially covers risks originating from outside the
organization, has been studied as an antecedent of project portfolio
management success (Teller & Kock, 2013; Teller et al., 2014). Customer
relationships (Voss, 2012; Voss & Kock, 2013) and supplier involvement
are rarely covered specifically as part of project portfolio management.
The current understanding, based on such studies, is that these external
relationships are important for success in intra-organizational multi--
project management and also create increased complexity.

The need for considering contextual connections and involvement of
multiple stakeholders has been emphasized both in research on portfolio
management (Martinsuo, 2013; Martinsuo & Geraldi, 2020) and pro-
gram management (Martinsuo & Hoverfalt, 2018). Following Artto et al.
(2008a, 2008b) and Martinsuo and Geraldi (2020), we anticipate that
when the PBF’s number of stakeholders increases in an
inter-organizational context, the complexity likewise increases and
creates new kinds of requirements for multi-project management.

2.4. Summary

Based on the preceding discussion, PBFs that collaborate with mul-
tiple stakeholders in project networks face unique circumstances con-
cerning multi-project management, which requires dedicated attention.
Research needs to pay attention to the complexities, uncertainties, and
management approaches of multiple projects in parallel and in sequence
in PBFs’ inter-organizational contexts, where multiple stakeholders are
involved. Fig. 2 summarizes the different types of projects by organi-
zational context and parallel versus sequential nature. The lower part of
the figure represents the intra-organizational domain in which multi-
project management has received plenty of previous attention. The
upper part of the figure brings in PBFs in their inter-organizational
contexts as potential arenas of multi-project management research.
We will next explain how we mapped and consolidated extant knowl-
edge on this issue.

3. Method
3.1. Conceptual study and approach to literature search

Among the alternative types of conceptual studies, we used theory
adaptation as our approach (Jaakkola, 2020). Adaptation is sought by,
first, adopting a stakeholder and agency theoretical view of PBFs in their
inter-organizational context. With that choice, we extend the knowledge
concerning intra-organizational multi-project management (i.e., project
portfolio, program, and project lineage management) to the application
domain of PBFs’ inter-organizational multi-project management (i.e.,
managing projects in parallel and in sequence), by bringing in knowl-
edge from PBFs’ inter-organizational contexts.

We carried out three different searches to identify relevant previous
empirical studies that dealt with multi-project management in inter-

Projects over product
lifecyles:
Extension projects
Rebuild projects
Urban development
projects
Option projects

Transformation programs

Project portfolios of:
Investment projects
Delivery projects
Sales and design projects
Urban development
projects

Project-based firm,
inter-organizational
context

Any type of
organization, intra-
organizational
context

Project portfolios of:
R&D projects (new product
and service development) Technology programs /

Change projects roadmaps (lineage)

Change programs

Projects in Projects in
parallel sequence

Projects over product
lifecyles:

Fig. 2. Expanding the view of multi-project management toward inter-
organizational contexts.
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organizational contexts. This was because we were aware of the termi-
nological challenges concerning the phenomenon: portfolios are rarely
discussed in inter-organizational settings and multi-project phenomena
are treated using very different terminology and concepts. First, we
selected a few seminal and more recent articles dealing with project
ecologies (e.g., Hedborg et al., 2020; Sydow & Staber, 2002) and
inter-project cooperation (e.g., Dietrich, 2006; Prencipe & Tell, 2001;
Wiewiora et al., 2014) and explored them and their reference lists and
followers to identify relevant readings that center on PBFs in their
inter-organizational context. Second, we used simple keywords such as
“multi-project”, “portfolio”, “program”, together with “inter-organiza-
tional” or “network” in project-related journals (International Journal of
Project Management, Project Management Journal, International Journal of
Managing Projects in Business, Construction Management and Economics) to
identify additional articles. Third, we conducted a snowball search for
other articles and journals on the basis of the reference lists of the
identified key articles and peer recommendations to find additional
readings and to discard unsuitable articles.

3.2. Article screening and analysis

During the screening of the articles, we selected those that dealt with
multiple projects in PBFs and in inter-organizational settings. We spe-
cifically identified events that included some kind of multi-project sit-
uation and management as part of empirical research, but we also
included such conceptual studies and literature reviews that had taken
place at the intersection of inter-organizational projects and multi-
project management. As a consequence of this screening, we identified
48 articles with relevant contents and included these in our analysis.
Appendix 1 includes the list of articles and their positioning with regards
to the analysis.

The articles used in the Findings section were read through and
initially divided into those dealing with managing projects in parallel
and those covering the sequence (temporal order) of projects (some
articles dealt with both). We first mapped the kinds of multi-project
situations that represented PBFs’ inter-organizational projects in paral-
lel and in sequence (summarized in the previous chapter as a back-
ground for the analysis, see also Appendix 1). We then used the three
main topics of the thematic framework shown in Fig. 1 to identify events
concerning the multiple organizations’ strategies, resources, and
governance. Each of these main categories appeared in the reviewed
empirical studies in different ways, and subcategories were developed,
where needed.

The subcategories emerged by identifying similarities and differ-
ences between the articles and also by considering the content in light of
themes from stakeholder and agency theories. For example, in parallel
projects governance was coded into four subcategories that represent
the governance systems in inter-organizational settings (multiple
governance and control mechanisms, contracts governing information
exchange) and ways of handling governance (different temporal
rhythms, inter-organizational risk mitigation). These subcategories
reflect ordinary agency-theoretical considerations in inter-
organizational contexts. For sequential projects, resources were coded
into four subcategories that reflect the repetition and outcomes of a
PBF’s external resource use (standardization and efficiency, specializa-
tion and innovation), and strength of the inter-organizational relation-
ship (strengthening relational ties, resource lock-ins and risks). These
subcategories have clear connections with stakeholder-theoretical
themes. Tables 1 and 2 reveal the sub-categories identified in this
way, including more detailed examples from the screened articles.

During our analysis of the articles, learning emerged as an addi-
tional main category particularly in sequential multi-project settings, so
we added it to the analysis framework. It deals with the use, accumu-
lation, and transfer of knowledge in the PBF and/or its stakeholders and
represents some kind of a change for some of the involved organizations,
potentially also concerning some other dimensions of the framework
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Table 1
Summary of findings on parallel multi-project management in inter-
organizational contexts.

Key themes for projects in
parallel

Category Examples of previous findings

Strategy Multiple strategies;
stakeholders with different

value priorities

In publicly funded large projects,
stakeholders have competing
interests in multiple parallel
projects that require
prioritization and negotiation
between the PBF and
stakeholders (Martinsuo et al.,
2019; Vuorinen & Martinsuo,
2019).

PBFs may achieve financial or
managerial benefits from using
the same contractors repeatedly
(Griffith, 2007, 2011).

PBFs may use cross-staffing be-
tween multiple projects (Hetemi
et al., 2022).

Multiple urban investment
projects decided in the same
committee may benefit from
synergies (Martinsuo et al., 2019;
Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019).
Multiple urban investment
projects decided in the same
committee may suffer from
resource competition and have
interdependencies (Martinsuo

et al., 2019; Vuorinen &
Martinsuo, 2019).

PBFs may face a coordination
requirement in multiple projects’
interdependent supply chains
(Ekeskar et al., 2022; Mello et al.,
2015)

Coopetitive horizontal
relationships (i.e., cooperation
between competitors) of
contractors used in multi-project
urban development districts;
third-party logistics providers
coordinating them (Ekeskdr et al.,
2022).

Project actors have different
control and governance
mechanisms (Martinsuo &
Ahola, 2010; Kujala et al., 2021;
Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020).
Actors may develop shared inter-
project routines to manage the
clients’ interdependent re-
quirements (Hedborg et al.,
2020).

Actors may share a common
project directory and documents
(Hetemi et al., 2022; Iftikhar &
Ahola, 2022).

Contractual arrangements and
coordination roles may promote
or inhibit information exchange
among actors and between
projects (Ekeskar et al., 2022).
Different temporal rhythms and
interdependencies between
project actors require their
alignment and possible problem
solving (Dille et al., 2018;
Soderlund & Sydow, 2019;
Stjerne et al., 2019).

Mitigation or sharing of risks and
compensating for a financial loss
across projects in architectural
firms (Bos-de Vos et al., 2019)

(continued on next page)

Resources Synergies

Resource competition and
required inter-
organizational coordination

Governance  Multiple governance and

control mechanisms

Contracts governing
information exchange

Different temporal rhythms

Inter-organizational risk
mitigation
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Table 1 (continued)

Category Key themes for projects in  Examples of previous findings
parallel
and a transport firm (Olsson,
2008).
Learning Knowledge and technology e Projects enable innovations and

sharing across projects
(among the stakeholders)

may interact with each other for
technology and knowledge
transfer during their
implementation (Brady, 2011;
Davies et al., 2006, 2016; Gann &
Salter, 2000; Hobday, 2000).
Unsystematic learning from
projects (Chronéer & Backlund,
2015).

(strategy, resources, governance). It appeared both in articles concern-
ing parallel and sequential multi-project management and is to some
extent featured in previous resource-based or dynamic capability-based
views on project portfolios (Killen et al., 2012) and PBFs (Davies et al.,
2016; Denicol & Davies, 2022). Here, we will specifically consider
inter-organizational aspects of learning in connection with stakeholder
and agency theories.

We use this thematic structure in this article to report findings about
the PBFs’ management of multiple projects in parallel and in sequence in
an inter-organizational context. We then discuss the nature and re-
quirements of inter-organizational multi-project management to
respond to the research question and identify future-research
possibilities.

4. Findings
4.1. Managing multiple inter-organizational projects in parallel

Our analysis reveals that previous literature dominantly discusses
PBFs’ parallel multi-project management from the perspectives of
governance and resources, whereas strategy and learning and consid-
ered less. The competition and requirements of coordination between
the involved organizations draw attention to their network positions and
power and expose the PBFs to various demands and uncertainties.

Table 1 summarizes the previous empirical studies that covered
PBFs’ inter-organizational projects occurring in parallel, and categori-
zation into the main themes of strategy, resources, governance, and
learning. Managing multiple projects in parallel is PBFs’ primary way of
carrying out their core business and implementing their strategy.
However, with multiple organizations involved, the different organiza-
tions may use different strategies and may require negotiation among
themselves to align their strategies and expectations both at the front
end of the project and during the project implementation (Martinsuo
et al., 2019; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019).

For construction PBFs and related public-sector investors, having
parallel projects may be an excellent way of optimizing resource use,
trying out alternative solutions, and achieving synergies (Martinsuo
et al., 2019; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019). The use of preferred con-
tractors may be beneficial particularly in the small building-works
portfolio of public-sector clients (Griffith, 2007, 2011). The PBF may
benefit from cross-staffing parallel projects and documenting expertise
in a directory, to enable projects’ access to the right competences
(Hetemi et al., 2022). Projects may compete for resources and may need
to coordinate interdependent supply chains (Ekeskar et al., 2022; Mello
et al., 2015), or parallel projects may depend on each other’s resources,
posing a prioritization challenge for the PBF (Martinsuo et al., 2019;
Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019).

When multiple organizations are involved in parallel projects, they
need to negotiate with each other and agree on how governance will be
handled in the different projects. There are indications that the project
actors may have different control and governance mechanisms that need
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to be agreed upon within and across projects (Martinsuo & Ahola, 2010;
Kujala et al., 2021; Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020). Firms may, however,
share the same project directories and documents (Hetemi et al., 2022;
Iftikhar & Ahola, 2022) and develop shared inter-project routines to
manage the interdependencies stemming from their clients’ re-
quirements (Hedborg et al., 2020). Contractual arrangements and co-
ordination roles may promote or inhibit information exchange among
the actors and between the projects (Ekeskar et al., 2022). Having par-
allel projects may enable risk mitigation or sharing and obtaining
compensation for a financial loss in one project, as was discovered in
architectural firms (Bos-de Vos et al., 2019) and a transport firm (Ols-
son, 2008). Some studies point out the different temporal rhythms and
interdependencies between the project actors (Dille et al., 2018;
Soderlund & Sydow, 2019; Stjerne et al., 2019), requiring their align-
ment and perhaps problem solving. All these issues expose the PBFs to
various demands and uncertainties in coordinating the project network
and using its network position and power appropriately. The conceptual
studies of Biesenthal and Wilden (2014) and Derakhshan et al. (2019)
invite further research on governance arrangements concerning project
business in inter-organizational settings and concerning project
portfolios.

Knowledge sharing and learning may occur between simultaneous
projects, particularly if the projects enable innovations and interact with
each other for technology and knowledge transfer during their imple-
mentation (Brady, 2011; Davies et al., 2006, 2016; Gann & Salter, 2000;
Hobday, 2000). The approaches to resourcing and governance-related
directories and documentation may be considered as important vehi-
cles for such inter-project knowledge work (Hetemi et al., 2022).
Inter-project learning in PBFs, however, may remain highly unsystem-
atic, as reported by Chronéer and Backlund (2015) in engineering and
construction firms.

The literature review herein reveals that PBFs engage in multi-
project management in their inter-organizational context, but the
multi-project settings tend to be examined very vaguely, as contextual
conditions surrounding the possible co-occurrence of simultaneous
projects. The simultaneity of projects is covered in terms of coordination
and prioritization challenges and possibilities for synergies and learning,
but it tends to be treated only corollary to some other topics instead of as
the main topic of the studies. Certain PBFs or clients are portrayed as
powerful hosts that might benefit or suffer from such complex condi-
tions. Yet, the attention is often at the interplay between the PBF with
the other actors in the project network. The management of parallel
projects in inter-organizational contexts appears as an ungoverned
playground or battlefield of multiple PBFs and clients, each with its own
strategies, resources, governance systems, and potentially limited
readiness to learn.

4.2. Managing multiple inter-organizational projects in sequence

Previous literature has covered PBFs’ sequential multi-project man-
agement richly and in versatile ways, particularly in terms of resources
and learning, but also concerning strategy and governance. The aspi-
ration for future projects and strategy renewal encourage PBFs toward
strengthening their stakeholder relationships, replicating network
structures, and exploiting and reusing capabilities, but at the same time
may cause novel risks and conflicts between projects and stakeholders.

Table 2 summarizes examples of empirical studies that covered PBFs’
management of sequential projects in inter-organizational contexts,
divided according to the main themes of strategy, resources, gover-
nance, and learning. Earlier studies have highlighted the fact that PBFs
use sequential projects strategically for exploring new business oppor-
tunities and exploiting their core competencies (Artto & Turkulainen,
2018; Brady & Davies, 2004; Laurila & Ahola, 2021). In addition to
implementing strategy, sequential projects, particularly modernization
projects, may provide inputs for a firm’s strategic renewal (learning
through projects; Mutka & Aaltonen, 2013). Sequential projects are also
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Table 2 Table 2 (continued)
Summ.ary. of findings on sequential multi-project management in inter- Category Key themes for projects Examples of previous findings
organizational contexts. in sequence
Category ?(ey themes for projects Examples of previous findings discontinuities and sleeping
1n sequence relationships between projects
Strategy Links to strategies of o Sequential projects are used as (Hadjikhani, 1996).
multiple firms vehicles to support the e Project supplier’s personnel
implementation of the parent working at customer site may
firms’ (Frederiksen & Davies, provide opportunities for
2008) or customer firms’ (Kujala strengthening relational ties
et al., 2013) strategy. between the involved
Projects renewing strategy o Sequential projects, particularly organizations (Kujala et al., 2013)
and institutions modernization projects, may Lock-ins, resource risks e Organizational and technological
provide inputs for a firm’s lock-ins may constrain the initia-
strategic renewal (learning tion of projects (Aaltonen et al.,
through projects; Mutka & 2017). Resources and options may
Aaltonen, 2013). be undervalued by the parent firm.
o Inter-organizational multi-project o Lock-ins may also relate to the
networks as vehicles for broader expectations of other firms’
societal economic growth (Gann & behaviors (Aaltonen et al., 2017).
Salter, 2000) and institutional o Dense networks (characterized by
transformation. strong relationships between
o Firms use vanguard projects to actors) face the risk of inertia, i.e.
create a novel demand market and failure to learn (Sydow & Staber,
to test out technological options 2002)
before venturing into larger scale Governance  Replicated structures and e Specific resources (e.g., managers)
investments (Frederiksen & responsibilities are often assigned to projects
Davies, 2008). similar to those carried out in the
o Project actors use complex past (Artto & Turkulainen, 2018;
legitimacy acquisition patterns to Turkulainen et al., 2015).
respond to industry shifts (Hetemi o Project organizations may be
et al., 2021). transferred from one project to the
Resources Standardization and e Sequential projects with similar next instead of rebuilding the
efficiency inter-organizational project net- organization from “scratch”; PBFs
works may promote efficiency of may pursue “strategies of
project operations (Eccles, 1981; replication” (Davies & Brady,
Manning, 2005; Sydow & Staber, 2016).
2002). Differentiated structures e The governance structures of
o Sequential projects may provide and responsibilities sequential projects may differ
opportunities for standardizing considerably due, for instance, to
technological subsystems the changes in the market
(Turkulainen et al., 2015). situation or learning effects
Specialization and o Sequential projects with similar (Davies et al., 2009).
innovation inter-organizational project net- o Differing governance structures
works may reduce the innova- between explorative and
tiveness of the project outcomes exploitative projects (Brady &
(Sorenson & Waguespack, 2006). Davies, 2004)
o Repeated use of the same suppliers Learning Specialization e Organizations may, over time,

Strengthening relational
ties

may provide opportunities for
innovating at a component or
subassembly level (Ahola et al.,
2008). Specific individuals may,
over time, become very
specialized in certain kinds of
recurring projects.

Small and specialized pools of
suppliers engage in repeated
projects with a high degree of
similarity (Manning, 2005).
Over time, firms develop
specialized integration
mechanisms to manage
interdependencies between
sequential projects (Turkulainen
et al., 2015).

Sequential projects provide
opportunities for developing
relational ties to actors in the
business environment (Bengtson
et al., 2018).

Relational history has implications
on contractors’ expectations of
and satisfaction with the clients’
control system use (Jarvenpaa
et al., 2022).

Carrying out sequential projects
may reduce the risk of
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Exploiting capabilities
developed in projects for
service business

Knowledge reuse and
dynamic capabilities

develop capabilities to carry out
specific types of projects (Davies &
Brady, 2016; Zerjav et al., 2018).
Firms may develop practices for
using inter-organizational projects
for executing routine tasks (Bak-
ker et al., 2011)

Firms learn to use inter-
organizational projects to mobi-
lize key stakeholders (Lieftink

et al., 2019)

e PBFs may benefit from capabilities
built during projects when
offering project-related services
and establishing long-term re-
lationships with their customers
(Davies et al., 2006; Gann &
Salter, 2000; Kujala et al., 2013).
Reusing developed knowledge in
subsequent projects; developing
repeatable project delivery
(Brady, 2011; Davies et al., 2006;
Hetemi et al., 2020)

Developing and deploying
capabilities across multiple
projects (Davies et al., 2016;
Zerjav et al., 2018)

Integrating knowledge from
projects into continuous business
operations (Gann & Salter, 2000)

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Category Key themes for projects

in sequence

Examples of previous findings

e Project actors purposefully re-use
documents from previous related
projects (Hetemi et al., 2022)

strategically important at the societal level as they have been said to act
as vehicles for societal economic growth (Gann & Salter, 2000) and
institutional transformation. Specifically, PBFs use projects as vehicles
for testing the market potential of technological options (Frederiksen &
Davies, 2008). In addition, projects have a role in establishing legiti-
macy required for responding to industry shifts (Hetemi et al., 2021).

Sequential projects share complex interdependencies that affect the
use of resources. For example, PBFs may become locked into the design
solutions and/or technologies that they chose in their preceding project
(Aaltonen et al., 2017). Such design or technology lock-ins may force
PBFs to integrate inferior and possibly less cost-efficient equipment in
their offerings. In addition, PBFs may be locked into the organizations
that participated in their past project if such organizations hold mo-
nopolies for the components that need to be integrated in the new of-
fering (Narasimhan et al., 2009; Sydow & Staber, 2002). Path
dependency, the tendency of actors to not make decisions that consid-
erably deviate from their past decisions, may also set limits to project
actors. Specifically, Aaltonen et al. (2017) discuss how a project for
renovating an urban area was significantly hindered by the incremental
development activities that had been carried out in the past.

Repeatedly utilizing the same resources across sequential projects
may offer benefits such as efficiency (Manning, 2005), as well as drive
the introduction of specialized integration mechanisms (Turkulainen
et al., 2015). Additionally, PBFs frequently support their delivered so-
lutions with maintenance and other services during operations, which
add revenue, allow the firms to establish a strong presence at their
customers’ facilities, and enable them to develop closer relationships
with their customers (Davies et al., 2006; Gann & Salter, 2000; Kujala
et al., 2013). Partnerships with key subcontractors may be used to
facilitate the development of the core technologies required in future
deliveries. For example, in the context of the shipbuilding industry,
Ahola et al. (2008) discuss how a shipyard collaborated with a supplier
of cabin areas to support the development of such critical areas. The
cabin area supplier invested considerably in the modularization of
cabins so that they could be mass produced and so that their installation
time onboard would be reduced. When the PBF has personnel working at
the customer site through the course of repeated projects, the opportu-
nities for developing relational ties are enhanced (Kujala et al., 2013).
Artto and Turkulainen (2018) discuss how Neste, an international oil
company, built a series of biodiesel production facilities over time. After
piloting and commercially launching the technology in two smaller
plants in Finland, it established large refineries in Singapore and Rot-
terdam. When building the large refineries, Neste relied on replication of
the technological core components and reuse of the parts of the orga-
nization responsible for building the plants. A key finding here is that in
addition to project designs, project governance structures may be
reused in sequential projects.

Delivering multiple projects that are highly similar to each other
often allow for inter-organizational learning and increased efficiency of
operations. Capability development across sequential projects is broadly
discussed in the delivery of complex products and systems (Brady, 2011;
Davies et al., 2006, 2016; Gann & Salter, 2000). In complex products,
design is a significant cost factor, and repeated deliveries of similar
products may allow the reuse of designs and operational practices
(Hetemi et al., 2022). Repeatedly carrying out projects for the same
customer helps the PBF tackle the problem of discontinuities and
sleeping relationships that characterize project business (Hadjikhani,
1996). For example, Kujala et al. (2013) discuss how an automation
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supplier was gradually able to become a trusted partner of an oil com-
pany through its repeated deliveries of highly similar projects. This
business relationship allowed the automation supplier to learn how to
work efficiently with its client. Over the course of sequential projects,
PBFs may also learn to utilize projects as vehicles for efficiently imple-
menting tasks that are complex, yet routine in nature (Bakker et al.,
2011). Repeated deliveries of highly similar projects may also allow
PBFs to repeatedly utilize the same subcontractors and mobilize key
stakeholders (Lieftink et al., 2019). In the construction industry, systems
integrator firms typically repeatedly utilize a limited number of strate-
gically important subcontractors (Eccles, 1981). Also, in the context of
television and film production, groups of individuals who have worked
together in the past are frequently rehired to promote efficiency
(Manning, 2005; Sydow & Staber, 2002).

Our analysis revealed that in PBFs’ sequential multi-project settings,
the previous research to some extent differentiates between clients and
PBFs in terms of whose project sequence is discussed, but the issues
appear similar in them, and multi-project entities are treated vaguely
and even only implicitly. The previous studies revealed tensions and
emphasized a need to find an optimal balance between efficiency
through standardization, repeated ties, operations, and knowledge
sharing on the one hand and innovation through capability specializa-
tion, novel ties, sensitivity to unique circumstances, and purposive
knowledge acquisition on the other hand. The management of PBFs’
sequential projects in inter-organizational contexts appears to consist of
reactive attempts to resolve such tensions and of disjointed capability-
building mechanisms of PBFs and clients.

5. Discussion

The previous chapters present many examples of how PBFs plan and
implement multiple projects in parallel and sequentially in inter-
organizational contexts. In the context of inter-organizational projects,
PBFs, customers, and other stakeholders interact in networks to design,
produce, and operate complex products and systems (Gann & Salter,
2000). As in intra-organizational project portfolios, project initiation
and selection, managers’ attention, and decision making in
inter-organizational multi-project settings are also influenced by the
other past and ongoing projects and the future plans. Our analysis
showed that multi-project management in an inter-organizational
context is vague, reactive to challenges and complexities, and rich
with tensions stemming from the different requirements and expecta-
tions of the involved stakeholders.

Our research question inquired: How do project-based firms manage
projects in parallel and in sequence in inter-organizational contexts? Next,
we first discuss the key requirements PBFs face, when pursuing multi-
project management in an inter-organizational context. As our anal-
ysis revealed PBFs’ implicit treatment of parallel and sequential pro-
jects, we reflect the key observations on stakeholder and agency theory,
to pinpoint the theory-driven missions that need to be resolved. Then we
discuss the persp