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A B S T R A C T

The academic discussion on relational forms of project governance in general and project alliancing in particular 
has centred on megaprojects. The applicability of project alliancing to other types of interorganizational projects 
requires more attention. The aim of project alliancing is to promote goal alignment and innovativeness across 
project actors by sharing risks and rewards through an alliance contract. As interorganizational projects are 
prone to inter-actor conflicts, it is necessary to understand the utilization of project alliancing in various kinds of 
interorganizational projects. The aim of this conceptual study is to scrutinize the applicability of project 
alliancing to varying interorganizational projects. Building primarily on the project governance, relational 
contracting, project network, and project alliancing literatures, we analyze the common alliance applicability 
criteria and relational governance mechanisms, and introduce an alliance governance design matrix. The matrix 
combines the criteria for alliancing applicability with governance mechanisms and reveals ways of matching 
them in various interorganizational projects. Evaluating governance mechanisms in project alliancing and their 
connections with the applicability criteria helps extend the applicability of alliancing to versatile contexts and 
resolve potential inter-actor conflicts. For practitioners, we offer a framework for assessing the applicability of 
project alliancing in delivering the expected solutions, choosing appropriate governance mechanisms, and 
assessing organizations’ readiness to participate in alliances.

1. Introduction

Projects vary in their complexity, depending on their size and 
duration, the uniqueness of the end products, the number of stake
holders involved, and their economic and societal impacts on the 
participating actors (Shenhar, 2001). In today’s economic environment, 
decision makers ponder on risks and options, considering which projects 
to implement and how their implementation should be managed from 
the project front end to the commissioning phases. For example, various 
urban development projects, such as housing projects, must fulfil the 
needs of both citizens and the organizations that implement them. Such 
projects are interorganizational, as multiple organizations (often from 
the public, private, and non-profit sectors) work together to coordinate 
the development of the final products (Clegg et al., 2002; Sydow & 
Braun, 2018). Research has shown that especially megaprojects 
involving multiple organizations are characterized by a high risk of 
failure (Davies et al., 2009; Flyvbjerg, 2014) due to, among other fac
tors, the complexity caused by the multitude of heterogeneous 

participants with partially diverging goals. Despite academics’ and 
practitioners’ considerable efforts to develop practices for managing 
complex projects, there is still a need to better understand how the goals 
of the participating organizations can be aligned.

This paper concerns relational contracting in various types of inter
organizational projects (IOPs). To address the challenge of actors’ 
alignment in IOPs, the project network and project governance literature 
has explored governance approaches in projects of different types and 
sizes (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Kujala et al., 2021; Miller & Hobbs, 
2005; Müller et al., 2017; Song et al., 2022). Project governance often 
refers to the set of activities, guidelines, and rules that determine how 
projects are planned, executed, and managed across the participating 
firms (Miller & Hobbs, 2005; Müller et al., 2017). Various governance 
mechanisms have been suggested in the literature to achieve project 
goals, including contractual and relational mechanisms (Ahola et al., 
2014; Steen et al., 2018). The rich discussion on project governance 
highlights the flexibility of governance mechanisms (Müller et al., 2017; 
Williams et al., 2010), the interplay between different mechanisms 
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(Benítez-Ávila et al., 2018; Trauernicht et al., 2024; Zwikael & Smyrk, 
2015), and their dependence on different levels of analysis (project, 
portfolio, programme, or organizational; Derakhshan et al., 2019; 
Martinsuo, 2023; Müller et al., 2017).

In this study, we focused on project governance in an interorgani
zational context and paid special attention to the stream of literature on 
relational governance. We focused on a specific relational project de
livery model, namely project alliancing. In this paper, project alliancing 
refers to a project governance approach that highlights collaborative 
activities between the participating organizations with a goal of making 
best-for-project and unanimous decisions on all key project delivery is
sues (DIRD, 2015; Walker et al., 2024b). Project alliance refers to a 
specific inter-organizational contract type where the key project actors 
commit to delivering the expected project outcome jointly and agree to 
share the risks and benefits of the entire project (Lahdenperä, 2012). The 
discussion on project alliancing has focused on practices for aligning the 
objectives of project actors to achieve a project’s goals, ways to manage 
the relationships between actors, and actors’ embeddedness beyond 
single projects (Jefferies et al., 2014; Lahdenperä, 2012; Walker et al., 
2015).

Over the past two decades, project alliancing has received consid
erable academic attention, as the practitioner field has utilized project 
alliancing to govern various types of projects in different countries. 
Project alliancing has proven to be useful in governing large IOPs, such 
as infrastructure projects (Klakegg et al., 2016; Lahdenperä, 2012; 
Matinheikki et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2015), which often include 
long-term ownership arrangements concerning the delivered infra
structure. The numerous benefits of project alliancing, including the 
timely and budget-conscious completion of projects, have sparked a 
discussion among practitioners about its potential application to other 
types of projects, particularly those smaller in scale than megaprojects. 
Project alliancing can be inherently costly and laborious (for example, 
the establishment of an alliance organization) for organizations 
participating in an alliance (Bygballe & Svärd, 2019; Pargar et al., 
2019), decreasing their motivation to establish alliances. A common 
argument for project alliancing, mainly in megaprojects, is related to 
increased alignment of goals of public and private sector actors and 
obtaining better value for money, especially from public projects 
(Jefferies et al., 2014; Walker et al., 2015). However, few empirical 
studies have explored the applicability of project alliancing (Chen & 
Manley, 2014; Chen et al., 2012; Jefferies et al., 2014). Thus, questions 
remain open regarding how applicable project alliancing is, why project 
alliancing is not more widely utilized across projects of various sizes and 
scopes, and what changes the approach might require to be more 
broadly utilized. In project alliancing, various innovative relational 
governance mechanisms are often utilized (such as the big room 
approach, team working, and cost and benefit sharing mechanisms), and 
the choice of mechanisms is highly dependent on the context 
(Lahdenperä, 2012; Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016). Consequently, this 
study aimed to scrutinize the applicability of project alliancing and its 
specific governance mechanisms by identifying commonly discussed 
applicability criteria for project alliancing and linking them to common 
alliance governance mechanisms. The goal was to develop a framework 
for assessing the applicability of project alliancing to different IOPs and 
selecting suitable governance mechanisms depending on the nature of 
each project. We posed the following research questions: 

1. How can project actors assess the applicability of project alliancing to 
various IOPs?

2. How can project actors choose relational governance mechanisms for 
project alliancing in various IOPs?

We approached the phenomenon conceptually based on research 
published in journals oriented towards project organizing, focusing on 
empirical studies on relational project governance and project allianc
ing. We conducted a conceptual literature review to selectively identify 

studies consistent with our research aim (Callahan, 2010) instead of 
seeking comprehensiveness through a systematic review (Elsbach & van 
Knippenberg, 2020). Our analysis focused on the project level in inter
organizational settings. The implementation of project alliancing in 
real-life contexts is associated with specific success factors that are 
beyond the scope of this study.

This study contributes to the ongoing discussion on relational 
governance (Song et al., 2022; Valkokari et al., 2024) and project de
livery arrangements (Davies et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2024) by 
assessing the applicability of project alliancing across differing IOPs. The 
study highlights that project alliancing can be inherently customizable 
in its nature and could be applied more broadly to varying IOPs 
depending on the identified criteria. After the identification of gover
nance mechanisms often utilized in project alliancing, we present an 
alliance governance design matrix that links these mechanisms to the 
applicability criteria to assess their connections. We contribute to recent 
project alliancing discussions (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2022; Kadefors 
et al., 2024; Nwajei et al., 2022; Tulokas et al., 2024; Walker et al., 
2022) by addressing the flexible nature of project alliancing and 
exploring whether and how it could be utilized more widely across 
various IOPs. Thus, we also answer the call for more studies on relational 
governance in IOP settings (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Kujala et al., 
2021; Song et al., 2022), indicating potential gaps in the understanding 
of project alliancing and its applicability. For practitioners, the proposed 
matrix offers a novel way of assessing the applicability of project 
alliancing as a project delivery arrangement and selecting suitable 
governance mechanisms for projects in which this model may not have 
been utilized. We identify further gaps in the relational project gover
nance and project alliancing literature to be addressed in the future.

The structure of this paper is as follows. We first discuss the theo
retical premises of project governance research, focusing on relational 
governance in interorganizational settings. We then discuss empirical 
studies on project alliancing and assess the applicability and charac
teristics of project alliancing. Subsequently, we describe the proposed 
alliance governance design matrix. Finally, we discuss the implications 
of our study for research and practice and suggest avenues for future 
research.

2. Relational governance in IOPs

2.1. Relational governance

It has been suggested that long-term collaboration and trust between 
the actors involved in economic transactions are likely to contribute to 
favorable collaboration outcomes (Benítez-Ávila et al., 2018; Müller 
et al., 2017). In line with this reasoning, the interpersonal and interor
ganizational relationships between contract parties are considered 
important determinants of the contract formation process (Macneil, 
1977). Besides the explicit terms stated in a contract, the implicit un
derstandings and expectations of the actors involved are likely to in
fluence their behavior in the contractual relationship.

Scholars viewing project organizing through the relational gover
nance lens have characterized IOPs as nexuses of transactions between 
the actors involved (Winch, 2006). Consequently, the discussion on 
relational governance in a project context addresses the interplay be
tween the relational ties connecting the participating actors and their 
behavior in the project. A project governance structure may also include 
mechanisms based on relational norms of reciprocity, such as 
cross-organizational problem-solving teams and a no-blame culture 
(Brady et al., 2007). Overall, the purpose of a project governance 
structure is to enable the coordination, monitoring, and safeguarding of 
the activities that take place in an IOP.

2.2. IOP governance

Relational governance does not exclusively concern a specific firm’s 
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relationships with others but extends to versatile relationships in an 
interorganizational network (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Jones et al., 
1997). Although not all projects are interorganizational, a crucial aspect 
of most projects is their association with other actors outside the focal 
firm’s boundaries (Sydow & Braun, 2018). An IOP can be defined as a 
temporary endeavor that involves multiple organizations working 
together to achieve a common goal (Ahola, 2018; Hellgren & Stjernberg, 
1995). IOPs temporarily combine the expertise of various actors to 
deliver a solution that cannot be produced by a single organization. 
However, as each organization is guided by its own objectives, it is 
necessary to align the interests of the various actors (Ahola, 2018). The 
governance of project networks is context-dependent (DeFillippi & 
Sydow, 2016; Guo et al., 2014; Kujala et al., 2021) and dynamic within 
and across individual projects and temporally embedded in history and 
previous experiences (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2022; Adami & Ver
schoore, 2018; Engwall, 2003; Hellgren & Stjernberg, 1995; Stjerne & 
Svejenova, 2016). Thus, managing the interorganizational relations of 
the participating actors becomes crucial.

IOP governance has versatile requirements. In a project context, 
governance is considered a multilevel phenomenon that encompasses 
the governance of the parent organization, any contractors or suppliers, 
and the relationships between them (Müller et al., 2017). Project net
works are structurally embedded (through actors’ mutual connections 
and differences in their centrality) and relationally embedded (through 
actors’ different relationships) (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Jones & 
Lichtenstein, 2008; Kujala et al., 2021; Manning, 2008; Matinheikki 
et al., 2016). The literature now distinguishes between the governance 
of a single project (i.e., internal to the project) and the governance of 
multiple projects by an organization (i.e., external to specific projects)— 
for example, in programmes or portfolios (Ahola et al., 2014; Biesenthal 
& Wilden, 2014; Müller et al., 2017).

The internal governance of an IOP implies that the project becomes 
an actor in its own right, formed by multiple organizations and directed 
through shared goals (Ahola et al., 2014). Such projects need to adopt 
tools and mechanisms for coordinating, controlling, and aligning the 
participating organizations’ tasks and to ensure the pursuit of the set 
shared goals, as organizations may have conflicting goals (Gulati et al., 
2005). DeFillippi and Sydow (2016) categorize the governance mecha
nisms of project networks into four dimensions: responsibilities (con
tract-based governance), routines (established project work activities 
and their monitoring), roles (authority assignments), and relations (so
cial modes of governance). Kujala et al. (2021) divided the various di
mensions of project network governance into goal setting, rewarding, 
monitoring, coordination, roles and decision-making, and capability 
building. These mechanisms operate both at the project and network 
levels and are partly determined and partly emergent in nature. Network 
can be governed by sharing the governance among participating orga
nizations, assigning it to a leading organization, or using a separate 
network governance organization (Braun, 2018; Steen et al., 2018).

Research suggests that IOPs require both control-oriented and trust- 
oriented governance and that governance is inherently embedded in the 
institutional context. For example, Miller and Hobbs (2005) advocated 
building a governance framework that fits the circumstances of each 
large project and is allowed to develop and evolve over time. According 
to Brunet and Aubry (2018), IOPs interpret and “translate” the institu
tionalized governance framework that the owner organization may 
already have for their specific needs, and they must remain flexible to 
changing contexts. Benítez-Ávila and Hartmann (2023) demonstrated 
that managers used their agency and power in molding a project’s 
working conditions by either enacting or driving change in the given 
governance framework in public–private partnership projects, which 
required moving between the project level and the organizational level. 
Ruijter et al. (2021) revealed practices of trust development and buff
ering potential trust losses in a Dutch infrastructure megaproject. These 
studies indicate that governance is context and situation specific and 
evolves over time through the actions and interpretations of the actors 

involved in an IOP. Companies engaged in project networks would 
eventually need to acknowledge a longer-term view where network 
governance spans across multiple sequential or parallel projects 
(DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016).

The scale and scope of a project pose their own challenges to IOP 
governance. According to Ruuska et al. (2011), the management of 
contracts, supply networks and risks, work monitoring, organization of 
procurement and communication, and collaboration between project 
actors becomes crucial for the governance of large projects. From the 
goal alignment perspective, project partners need to find a balance be
tween their own interests, the needs of others, and the needs of the 
project (Ligthart et al., 2016). Moreover, in the case of a public project, 
the participants may need to consider its societal impacts. Specifically, 
they need to consider how different governmental (such as local gov
ernments) and societal (such as NGOs and communities) actors also 
affect governance structures (Derakhshan et al., 2019; Di Maddaloni & 
Sabini, 2022; Ma et al., 2017; Song et al., 2022). Research has high
lighted the specific industry and country contexts for governing IOPs, 
suggesting that the direct transfer of a governance framework from one 
country or industry to another may not be feasible (Klakegg et al., 2016; 
Ruuska et al., 2011).

With complex IOPs, organizations have noticed that the foundations 
for trust and relational capital are already built when they select part
ners and design and negotiate the contract that guides the project work 
(Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018). Matinheikki et al. (2016) highlight the 
cognitive dimension at the project front-end, where the shared vision is 
formed and can build trust between the involved actors. The project 
actors’ socialization efforts continue during project development, when 
the project deliverable (e.g., a system or solution) is determined 
(Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018). Some good practices of control and 
trust have developed into principles of specific delivery models, contract 
formats, and governance models used in IOPs. Among them, we 
explored project alliancing.

2.3. Project alliancing as a governance approach

Various relational contracting approaches or collaborative project 
delivery models have been discussed (Engebø et al., 2020; Lahdenperä, 
2012). Examples of such approaches are project partnering, project 
alliancing, and integrated project delivery (Lahdenperä, 2012). Citing 
the Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development of the 
Australian Government (DIRD, 2015. pp. 9–10), we can describe project 
alliancing as a relational governance approach in which “all parties are 
required to work together in good faith, acting with integrity and 
making best-for-project decisions. Working as an integrated, collabora
tive team, they make unanimous decisions on all key project delivery 
issues [. . .] Alliance agreements are premised on the joint management 
of risk for project delivery. All parties jointly manage that risk within the 
terms of an ‘alliance agreement’ and share the outcomes of the project.”

The fundamental motivation for project alliancing often stems from 
recognizing the mutual benefits that arise from cooperative relation
ships between organizations (Engebø et al., 2020; Lahdenperä, 2012; 
Rahman & Kumaraswamy, 2002). As a way of organizing, project 
alliancing commonly relies on various governance mechanisms, such as 
the early involvement of actors, risk and reward sharing, joint 
decision-making, transparent financial information sharing, and 
collaborative agreements between multiple parties (Lahdenperä, 2012; 
Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016). These mechanisms aim to address the 
challenges of high uncertainty and often risky IOPs and to potentially 
improve project performance. Various projects have been completed 
successfully through alliancing—for example, in terms of time and 
budget (Bygballe & Svärd, 2019; Lahdenperä, 2017; Walker et al., 
2015)—suggesting that project alliancing can successfully deliver large 
projects. However, projects utilizing alliancing exceeding budgets 
and/or schedules have also been reported (Walker et al., 2015). Sys
tematic analyses of the success of different kinds of alliance projects in 
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various contexts are limited and biased towards the Australian context 
(Engebø et al., 2020). Thus, further studies in other contexts are needed.

Previous studies on project alliancing have focused on large or very 
large projects in different contexts. These studies have examined various 
aspects, such as value creation dynamics (Pargar et al., 2019), managing 
institutional complexity (Matinheikki et al., 2019), collaborative project 
identity formation (Hietajärvi & Aaltonen, 2018; Nyameke & Haapa
salo, 2022), and collaboration and opportunism in alliance contracts 
(Galvin et al., 2021). Such studies have paid less attention to assessing 
the applicability of project alliancing to the investigated projects. Some 
basic characteristics of project alliancing have been identified, such as 
the need for better risk management through collaboration, the need for 
certainty in managing costs and completion times, increased project 
complexity, the need for innovation, complex stakeholder environ
ments, and transparency requirements (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; 
Hutchinson, 2024; Lahdenperä, 2012; Lu & Yan, 2007; Walker et al., 
2015).

Especially in the practitioner field, questions have been posed 
regarding whether project alliancing is applicable to smaller-scale pro
jects, such as housing projects. For example, Fernandes et al. (2018, p. 
494) concluded that “the application of project alliancing to other 
everyday or routine building projects may well be pertinent and should 
be seriously considered.” In the health and social care sector, alliancing 
has also been utilized to bring together various organizations to improve 
the lives of the homeless and those suffering from mental illness 
(Hutchinson, 2024), thereby supporting the idea that alliancing is 
applicable beyond megaproject or infrastructure project contexts. Pre
vious studies have reported issues that might hinder the implementation 
of project alliancing, such as insufficient time and governance of project 
consortia, a lack of experience with project alliancing, resistance to new 
ways of working, and inability to respond to changes (Bygballe & Svärd, 
2019; Chen et al., 2012; Hietajärvi & Aaltonen, 2018; Pargar et al., 
2019). In conclusion, we need a better understanding of the contextual 
elements and factors that promote (or hamper) alliancing in various 
projects.

3. Method

This study relied on a review of the literature on project alliancing, 
project organizing, project networks, and relational governance. A 
central objective of this review was to conceptually explore the rela
tionship between relational governance mechanisms and alliance 
applicability criteria to advance the discussion on the use of project 
alliancing in various types of projects. Thus, our method resembled a 
conceptual framework development approach in which we carefully 
selected literature consistent with our research aim (Callahan, 2010). 
We combined theory adaptation (i.e., project alliancing complemented 
with the viewpoint of governance mechanisms) with framework devel
opment (i.e., identifying key requirements for and features of interor
ganizational alliances) from the alternative types of conceptual studies 
(by Jaakkola, 2020). In doing so, we combined separate knowledge 
bases in the narrow context under investigation to develop a conceptual 
argument, instead of seeking comprehensiveness through a systematic 
review (Elsbach & van Knippenberg, 2020). The integrative, conceptual 
approach is used for increasing knowledge and characterizing 
project-based firms’ option space in choosing alliancing and its gover
nance mechanisms. It does not, however, offer prescriptive guidance or 
explain the success potential in the use of alternative mechanisms, 
which will require further research.

To achieve our objective, we searched for empirical studies on 
project alliancing, with a focus on the reasoning behind choosing the 
alliance model and the kinds of governance mechanisms used in pro
jects. We included only content written in English and published in peer- 
reviewed journals and books. We first reviewed papers published in 
journals such as the International Journal of Project Management, Project 
Management Journal, the International Journal of Managing Projects in 

Business, Project Leadership and Society, and Construction Management and 
Economics. Subsequently, we adopted a snowball approach, exploring 
the reference lists of relevant articles to identify additional papers. We 
started the search using search terms directly derived from the project 
alliancing and relational governance literature (e.g., project alliancing, 
alliance projects, relational governance, governance mechanisms, and alli
ance governance). We then continued our search more liberally, selecting 
articles that covered these themes implicitly. We mostly excluded arti
cles dealing with other types of collaborative project delivery models 
(such as project partnering, integrated project delivery, and lean project 
delivery), except when discussing the premises of project alliancing and 
closely related concepts. After manually screening each article’s title, 
abstract, and keywords, we included 35 articles in the analysis.

When analyzing the articles, we systematically considered multiple 
factors, including the context of each study (e.g., construction industry), 
the size and scope of each project, governance mechanisms, the 
reasoning behind the choice of project delivery model, and the organi
zations involved. The settings examined in the selected studies were 
diverse, and not all issues were covered in every study. We employed an 
iterative analysis process involving several meetings in which we dis
cussed the emerging concepts and their interconnections. This process 
resulted in the identification of the applicability criteria for project 
alliancing discussed in the included studies. We categorized these 
criteria into six groups (see Fig. 1, letter codes A..F will be used to refer 
to each criterion) by first identifying the individual arguments for 
choosing the project alliancing as governance approach and then 
grouping similar factors. We assessed the similarity of arguments by 
focusing on each project’s scope, process complexity, outcomes, stake
holder environments, risks, innovations, and the competencies of the 
involved actors, as these factors tended to be central to the discussions in 
the included studies.

Subsequently, we focused on identifying the governance mecha
nisms discussed in the project alliancing literature. We identified most of 
these mechanisms based on Lahdenperä (2012), supplemented by more 
recent conceptual and empirical studies. We slightly modified 
Lahdenperä’s (2012) categorization of mechanisms into six groups to 
suit the purposes of our study (numbers 1…16 will be used to refer to 
each mechanism). Finally, we linked the governance mechanisms to the 
identified alliance applicability criteria (Table 1) by cross-tabulating 
article by article carefully which governance mechanisms (number 
codes 1..16) were covered in conditions of specific alliance applicability 
criteria (letter codes A..F). Since several different studies covered mul
tiple combinations of mechanisms, we report a list of articles for each 
combination of mechanisms and applicability criteria. We compiled the 
results into one column of Table 1 by reviewing the empirical papers and 
their discussions on governance mechanisms and specific applicability 
criteria.

For example, Aaltonen and Turkulainen (2018) state, “Procurement 
workshops were the key events to facilitate the shared understanding 
between the buyer and the supplying consortium” (p. 1397). We coded 
this to relate governance mechanism 15 to applicability criterion C by 
alleviating the creation of a strong shared understanding and working 
relationships between stakeholders. Similarly, Love et al. (2016) state, 
“Paper-based manuals were replaced with a customized series of 
web-based process flowcharts to improve process clarity.” We coded this 
as mechanism 16 and applicability criterion B, as this mechanism 
potentially reduces process uncertainty. Furthermore, Jefferies et al. 
(2014) discussed the establishment of specific targets and their division 
into smaller “tranches” throughout a project as a success factor in project 
alliancing. We interpreted this result concerning applicability criterion 
A and mechanism 1, which aligns ways of working especially in 
long-term projects. The project studied in the paper can be considered 
both large and lengthy in duration.

Although the included studies did not consistently address these is
sues explicitly, we conducted a detailed analysis of the article content, 
contextual factors, and governance mechanisms to uncover relevant 
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connections and assess their applicability. Instances where a specific 
issue was not addressed in any study are denoted by a dash (–), indi
cating that neither the authors nor the empirical data in the analyzed 
papers discussed the corresponding connection.

In the final step of this phase, we created a matrix (Fig. 2) to visually 
present the conclusions drawn from our analysis. We assessed the use of 
each mechanism in relation to specific applicability criteria by evalu
ating the extent and relevance of the discussions in the included studies. 
The objective was to highlight associations between different types of 
situations where alliancing has been deemed as applicable and the 
mechanisms that were reported being used in such situations in the 
previous research. This is indicated in the matrix by color codes. The 
black boxes indicate an aspect whose importance was highlighted in 
several papers and, thus, a mechanism’s relevance to a certain appli
cability criterion was considered as high. The white boxes indicate 
minimal or no discussion, thus, low relevance. The grey boxes represent 
cases in which the relationship was unclear, or the effects of certain 
mechanisms were inconsistent or contradictory, and we indicated this as 
moderate relevance.

To assess the validity of the developed framework, we conducted a 
step of (beta) testing that is typical to design science research (Romme & 
Holmström, 2023). According to Romme and Holmström (2023), 
various scientifically suitable methods can be used for beta testing, when 
creating frameworks and tools that may be intended both for theoretical 
and practical use. With this purpose, we organized a two-hour workshop 
with experts to validate and test the alliance governance design matrix 
as a framework. These two experts work for a large construction com
pany and have extensive experience in several alliance projects 
throughout their careers. The workshop was facilitated by two re
searchers and began with a discussion on the criteria for alliance 
applicability. The experts were asked to share the criteria they have 
encountered in various alliance projects. The second discussion topic 
focused on alliance governance mechanisms and the design matrix. The 
experts identified any missing mechanisms, discussed how various 
mechanisms could be utilized in different alliance projects, and evalu
ated the importance of these mechanisms in terms of the applicability 
criteria. The workshop was recorded and transcribed. The main reve
lations from this workshop are included in the respective sections in the 
discussion chapter.

4. Applicability of project alliancing to IOPs

4.1. Assessing the applicability of project alliancing

To better understand how project alliancing can be applied to 
various projects, it is necessary to identify the relevant criteria. Various 
endogenous and exogenous criteria have been discussed (see, e.g., Chen 

et al., 2012; DIRD, 2015; Hutchinson, 2024). A summary of these criteria 
is presented in Fig. 1. The most commonly discussed criteria that are 
suitable for assessing the applicability of project alliancing to IOPs are 
related to the size and duration of a project, the complexity of the pro
cess and its outcomes, the complexity of the stakeholder environment, 
the anticipation and reduction of risks, the requirement for innova
tiveness, and the competency of the actors involved. We acknowledge 
that the criteria concerning the applicability of alliancing are to some 
extent interconnected as illustrated in Fig. 1. A single criterion would 
not determine the choice of project alliancing but is likely to be a 
combination of various criteria. Moreover, it is also questionable to put 
the criteria in any particular order in terms of priority as the contexts 
(for example, project type or decision-making process) where alliancing 
is utilized vary. The broader institutional context in terms of historical, 
country, or cultural factors may also affect whether project alliancing is 
chosen or not (Kadefors et al., 2024; Walker et al., 2024). How different 
criteria affect each other and how this in turn affects the choice of 
project alliancing are out of the scope of this study.

Alliancing has mostly been employed in megaprojects, which require 
large investments and aim for the long-term use of project outcomes. 
According to the DIRD (2015), project alliancing is not applicable to 
small projects. Research on project alliancing has often focused on large 
infrastructure projects, such as railroads (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 
2018, 2022; Plantinga & Dorée, 2016), water infrastructure (Jefferies 
et al., 2014; Love et al., 2016), and road tunnels (Aaltonen & Turku
lainen, 2022; Kivilä et al., 2017; Lahdenperä, 2017; Matinheikki et al., 
2019). The reasons for employing alliancing in these types of projects 
are often related to potential scope changes during long-term projects, 
which require actors to quickly adapt to environmental changes 
(Brookes et al., 2017), or to the cost of forming alliances (DIRD, 2015). 
Regarding project duration, it has been debated whether it affects the 
choice of alliancing (aiming for quick results vs committing to long-term 
relationships between alliancing partners; Che Ibrahim et al., 2017; 
Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016). These examples show that, although 
alliancing is generally studied in the context of large or very large pro
jects, size has not been explicitly suggested as a fundamental reason for 
choosing this model, as even the definition of a megaproject (or even a 
large project) varies.

Many scholars agree that the complexity of a project’s process and its 
expected outcomes largely determine whether alliancing is selected. 
Complexity may refer to technological, outcome, or the delivery process 
complexity (Che Ibrahim et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2012; Galvin et al., 
2021; Walker et al., 2024a). For example, according to Turner and 
Simister (2001), high process and product uncertainty favours project 
alliancing, as this uncertainty can be shared between and managed by 
the project participants. Similarly, according to Walker et al. (2015), 
selecting the alliance approach is conditional on contextual factors (e.g., 

Fig. 1. Project alliancing applicability criteria.
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Table 1 
Alliance governance mechanisms and their relation to applicability criteria.

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

Planning emphasis
1. Goal alignment The project goals 

are jointly 
developed

Chen et al. 
(2012); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kivilä et al. 
(2017); Kujala 
et al. (2021); 
Love et al. 
(2010); Walker 
et al. (2024b)

A: Aligns ways of 
working, especially 
in long-term 
projects 
B: Reduces project 
outcome 
uncertainty 
C: Increases 
familiarity with 
project 
stakeholders and 
their goals in 
advance 
D: Improves risk 
anticipation 
E: Clarifies 
potential 
innovation needs 
and goals; helps to 
find innovative 
ways of working 
F: –

2. Agreeing on a 
shared vision 
and culture for 
the project

Ultimately 
concerns why the 
project is carried 
out; culture 
refers to ways of 
working in 
alliance projects

Clegg et al. 
(2002); 
Hietajärvi and 
Aaltonen (2018); 
Hutchinson 
(2024); Kujala 
et al. (2021); 
Love et al. 
(2016); Winch 
and Leiringer 
(2016)

A: Helps to plan 
working, especially 
in long-term and 
public projects 
B: Directs the way 
of working and 
reduces process 
complexity 
C: Aligns the 
interests of all 
stakeholders and 
justifies the need 
for the project 
(especially in the 
case of public 
projects) 
D: Reduces the risk 
of a project being 
illegitimate and 
unaccepted; 
managing the 
reputational risk 
E: Embraces 
innovative ways of 
working 
F: –

3. Involvement of 
external alliance 
consultants 
(facilitators, 
experts)

External partners 
may need to be 
involved to 
facilitate the 
formation of the 
alliance and/or 
work

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2018); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012)

A: Clarifies the 
formation of the 
alliance, especially 
in large projects 
B: Reduces 
uncertainty about 
how to form an 
alliance and how to 
work in it 
C: Facilitates 
stakeholder 
collaboration 
D: Contributes to 
risk identification 
E: – 
F: Identifies 
partners’ previous 
experiences with 
project alliancing

Administrational consistency

Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

4. Establishment of 
an alliance 
organization

Removing 
attachments to 
individual 
organizations 
and adopting, for 
example, a single 
alliance name

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2018, 2022); 
Che Ibrahim 
et al. (2017); 
Chen and Manley 
(2014); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021)

A: Clarifies the 
ways of working 
and liabilities, 
especially in large 
alliance 
consortiums 
B: Aligns ways of 
working and 
reduces process 
uncertainty 
C: Enhances 
collaboration 
between 
stakeholders 
D: Facilitates risk 
sharing and 
anticipation 
E: Enables better 
innovation process 
outcomes through 
closer 
collaboration 
F: Facilitates 
partners’ 
competence 
utilization

5. Joint decision- 
making

Each party has a 
say, and 
decisions are 
made 
unanimously or 
on a majority 
basis

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2022); Chen 
and Manley 
(2014); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Kivilä et al. 
(2017); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012); Love 
et al. (2016)

A: – 
B: Reduces 
uncertainty about 
what has been 
agreed 
C: Allows all 
stakeholders’ 
opinions to be 
heard; commits 
stakeholders to the 
decisions made 
D: Facilitates 
discussion on 
potential risks; 
decisions on 
managing risks are 
made unanimously 
E: Enables 
unanimous 
decision-making 
for innovation 
practices 
F: –

Commercial unity
6. Alliance 

contract / 
mutual liability 
waivers

Concerns the 
signing of a 
formal contract 
between 
partners; needs 
to include a 
pain/gain 
sharing 
mechanism; 
partners agree on 
no litigation or 
arbitration 
between them

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2022); DIRD 
(2015); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); Lu and 
Yan (2007); 
Suprapto et al. 
(2016); Yeung 
et al. (2007)

A: Defines 
liabilities, 
especially in large- 
scope projects 
B: Addresses 
project 
complexities and 
uncertainties; some 
flexibility needs to 
be accepted 
C: Defines the 
stakeholders under 
the alliance 
contract 
D: Includes a risk 
management plan 
E: – 
F: Defines partners’ 
resources and 
competencies

7. Risk- and 
opportunity- 
sharing / 

Defines shared 
savings and 
overruns 

Bresnen and 
Marshall (2000); 
Chen and Manley 

A: Defines an 
incentive scheme 
for all project 

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

incentive 
scheme and 
continuous 
performance 
monitoring

according to the 
realized cost 
performance of 
the project in 
relation to set 
target outrun 
costs; various 
qualitative key 
performance 
indicators can 
also be included

(2014); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Guo et al. (2014); 
Jefferies et al. 
(2014); Kujala 
et al. (2021); 
Nwajei et al. 
(2023); Pargar 
et al. (2019); 
Walker et al. 
(2015)

phases 
B: Addresses 
uncertainties, 
contributes to 
potential risk 
sharing, and 
enables up-to-date 
information on 
performance 
C: Clarifies 
stakeholders’ 
responsibilities, 
ability to bear 
potential risks, and 
performance 
throughout the 
project 
D: Defines risks and 
opportunities/ 
incentives and how 
they are shared 
E: May provide 
incentives for 
innovation 
F: –

8. Open book 
principle / 
transparent 
financials

A partner’s costs 
are known to all 
other key 
partners, 
meaning that 
they operate on 
an open book 
basis

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2022); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Galvin et al. 
(2021); 
Hutchinson 
(2024); Kujala 
et al. (2021); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012); Love 
et al. (2011)

A: Monitors 
financials and 
progress especially 
in large-scope 
projects 
B: Reduces 
uncertainty about 
information 
asymmetry and 
potential 
opportunistic 
behaviour among 
partners 
C: Focuses on 
getting information 
from all 
stakeholders under 
the alliance 
contract 
D: Reduces risks of 
opportunistic 
behaviour; enables 
up-to-date 
information on 
potential shared 
financial risks; data 
security needs to be 
addressed 
E: – 
F: Defines partners’ 
ability to share 
information and 
capabilities of 
using appropriate 
information- 
sharing systems

Cooperative 
culture

​ ​ ​

9. Continuous 
communication 
among all 
stakeholders

The project 
participants 
actively share 
information with 
each other and 
with external 
stakeholders

Che Ibrahim 
et al. (2017); 
Chen and Manley 
(2014); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Kivilä et al. 
(2017); Kujala 
et al. (2021); 
Lloyd-Walker 
et al. (2014); 

A: – 
B: Reduces process- 
related 
uncertainties and 
outcome 
uncertainty in case 
of changes 
C: Focuses on 
external 
communication  

Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

Love et al. 
(2010); Walker 
et al. (2024b)

about project 
status and societal 
impacts in the case 
of public projects 
D: Facilitates risk 
management, as 
potential problems 
are continuously 
discussed 
E: Continuous 
discussion with 
various 
stakeholders 
facilitates learning 
that support 
innovation 
processes 
F: Promotes the 
utilization of 
partners’ 
knowledge

10. Flexibility and 
adaptability

All participants 
adapt to flexible 
ways of working 
and potential 
changes

Galvin et al. 
(2021); 
Hutchinson 
(2024); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021)

A: – 
B: Enables partners 
to adapt to 
uncertain 
situations and react 
to changes 
C: Allows adjusting 
working cultures 
between 
organizations 
D: Increases 
readiness to 
anticipate and 
react to potential 
risks 
E: Enables 
innovative ways of 
working and 
innovative 
solutions 
throughout the 
project 
F: Highlights 
partners’ history of 
and readiness for 
flexible ways of 
working

11. Strong 
commitment, 
trust building, 
and conflict 
resolution 
principles

The participants 
are highly 
committed to 
project goals and 
trust each other; 
effective conflict 
resolution 
principles are 
developed

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2022); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Galvin et al. 
(2021); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); 
Hutchinson 
(2024); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012); 
Lloyd-Walker 
et al. (2014); 
Suprapto et al. 
(2016)

A: Facilitates the 
completion of large 
and long-term 
projects 
B: Enables partners 
to handle 
uncertainties 
C: Enables better 
resolution of 
internal conflicts 
and trust-based 
working relations 
between partners 
D: Enables open 
communication 
about project risks 
E: – 
F: Trust and 
relational capital 
may have been 
built in previous 
projects 
(experience of 
working together)

Team formation and team working premises

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

12. Early actor 
involvement

The project 
actors are 
already involved 
in the early 
phases of the 
project 
(planning, 
bidding, design)

Che Ibrahim 
et al. (2017); 
Kier et al. 
(2023); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012, 2017); 
Walker et al. 
(2024a)

A: Commits 
partners early, 
especially in long- 
term projects and 
projects with high 
societal impacts 
B: Diminishes 
project-related 
uncertainty among 
partners by 
enabling them to 
handle it early on 
C: Familiarizes 
internal and 
external 
stakeholders with 
each other early on 
D: Reduces 
potential design 
and planning risks 
E: Enables the 
search for 
innovative 
practices and the 
delivery of 
innovative end 
products 
F: Identifies the 
availability of 
resources in the 
early phases

13. Careful team 
selection

Alliance partners 
are carefully 
chosen to 
maximize the 
performance 
required to 
achieve the 
project goals; 
personnel need 
to be team 
players

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2018); Chen 
et al. (2012); 
Guo et al. (2014); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); 
Hutchinson 
(2024); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021); Nwajei 
et al. (2022); 
Suprapto et al. 
(2016); Walker 
et al. (2024b)

A: Highlights the 
availability of key 
actors throughout 
long-term projects 
B: Supports the 
achievement of 
project goals 
through teams’ 
independence and 
the selection of the 
most suitable 
working methods 
C: Promotes 
compatibility 
between 
stakeholders 
D: Supports better 
risk management, 
especially during 
project 
implementation 
E: Promotes 
innovative ways of 
working, as teams 
can select their 
own working 
methods 
F: Highlights a 
“team player” 
attitude and the 
availability of the 
best key 
individuals

Operational procedures
14. Big room or co- 

location 
approach

Partners share 
the same 
working 
premises

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2018, 2022); 
Galvin et al. 
(2021); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Lahdenperä 

A: Facilitates 
collaboration, 
especially in long- 
term and large 
projects 
B: Enables the 
reduction of 
uncertainties, as  

Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

(2012); Pargar 
et al. (2019)

people work close 
to each other; 
makes the status of 
the project 
constantly visible 
(big room 
approach) 
C: Facilitates 
collaboration, 
especially if the 
number and 
variety of internal 
stakeholders 
increase; enables 
effective cross- 
team 
communication 
D: Enables more 
effective risk 
management 
through closer 
collaboration 
E: Promotes 
innovative working 
practices 
F: Highlights the 
cost of establishing 
co-location 
premises and binds 
resources outside 
the focal 
organization

15. Workshopping 
across the 
project’s life 
cycle

Regular 
workshops are 
held in each 
project phase to 
create strong 
working 
relationships and 
solve problems

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2018, 2022); 
Chen and Manley 
(2014); 
Hietajärvi et al. 
(2017); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kier et al. (2023)

A: – 
B: Enables 
problem-solving 
and the 
clarification of 
objectives in high- 
uncertainty 
situations 
C: Creates strong 
working relations 
and a shared 
understanding 
between the 
participating 
organizations 
D: Enables risk 
identification and 
the planning of risk 
management 
practices, 
especially in early 
workshops 
E: Promotes 
innovative 
problem-solving 
F: Highlights 
resource 
requirements for 
every workshop; 
benefits need to 
exceed costs

16. Use of building 
information 
modelling and 
similar 
collaborative 
technologies

Suitable 
technologies are 
used to increase 
information 
availability and 
facilitate 
information flow

Aaltonen and 
Turkulainen 
(2022); Chen 
and Manley 
(2014); Jefferies 
et al. (2014); 
Kujala et al. 
(2021); 
Lahdenperä 
(2012); Love 

A: – 
B: Increases 
information 
availability and 
facilitates 
information flow; 
potentially 
increases process 
clarity 
C: Facilitates 

(continued on next page)
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history, political environment), including a high level of uncertainty, 
and Hutchinson (2024) states that if there is a lot of certainty or little 
need for change, alliance is not necessarily needed. High uncertainty 
requires contract flexibility to enable adaptation to new conditions 

(Rahman & Kumaraswamy, 2002).
To complement the previous point, the stakeholder environment in 

IOPs is often complex. Many different stakeholder groups may partici
pate in a project, creating the need to manage individual requirements 
and set common goals for the project to succeed (Che Ibrahim et al., 
2017; Klakegg et al., 2016). The alliance model has been proven to be 
applicable to such situations due to its focus on a collaborative “best for 
project” environment and common goals rather than individual actors’ 
goals (Lahdenperä, 2012; Walker et al., 2015). Moreover, especially 
public projects are connected to wider institutional environments 
(Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2022; Engwall, 2003; Hutchinson, 2024; 
Matinheikki et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2024a), thus creating complexity 
in managing various interorganizational relationships and interfaces 
throughout a project. Project alliancing can enable better collaboration 
between public and private sector actors, considering public opinion 
when a project has wider societal impacts (Hutchinson, 2024; Kivilä 
et al., 2017; Sanderson et al., 2018; Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016).

The anticipation and reduction of risks are often discussed in the 
context of project alliancing, as this approach may be very useful for 
managing known and unknown risks in various phases of a project. The 
risks of project alliancing may be relational (such as having an unskilful 
or uncooperative partner) or may be related to performance (not 
achieving the alliance’s objectives, even when partners cooperate; 
Langfield-Smith, 2008). The impossibility of identifying all the risks 
beforehand (Gil, 2009) favours relational contracting approaches 
(Galvin et al., 2021). At the core of project alliancing is an agreement to 
share the risks and benefits between project participants from the 

Table 1 (continued )

Alliance 
governance 
mechanism 

Description Sources Relations to 
alliance 
applicability 
criteria

et al. (2016); 
Walker et al. 
(2024b)

information flow 
across stakeholders 
D: Enables better 
risk anticipation 
and management 
E: Supports 
innovative working 
practices and 
innovative project 
outcomes, 
especially in the 
design phase 
F: Determines the 
availability of 
suitable 
technologies, 
partners’ readiness 
to use them, and 
their costs

Fig. 2. Alliance governance design matrix.
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beginning of a project (DIRD, 2015; Galvin et al., 2021; Hutchinson, 
2024), as proper risk sharing often plays an important role in achieving 
positive project alliancing outcomes (Chen et al., 2012; Guo et al., 2014; 
Love et al., 2011; Turner & Simister, 2001).

In terms of the requirement for innovativeness, collaborative project 
delivery approaches have been seen to foster innovation in projects (Che 
Ibrahim et al., 2017; Lloyd-Walker et al., 2014) as actors are working 
closely together towards common goals and at the same time, sharing 
the risks and rewards. Innovations are sought for both the designed and 
delivered solutions and the practices of planning and implementing the 
project itself. For example, Kivilä et al. (2017) reported that a tunnel 
project sought and achieved innovations in solution delivery to mini
mize project costs. Innovative project delivery approaches can provide 
new ways of collaborating and improve performance (Poirier et al., 
2016). Project alliancing is thought to improve innovation processes 
through closer team collaboration and highly integrated teams (Walker 
& Lloyd-Walker, 2016; Walker et al., 2024b), as this way of working 
combines the expertise of various partners (Lahdenperä, 2012). Thus, 
project alliancing may be more applicable to projects that seek inno
vative outcomes and practices throughout their life cycles.

The competency of the actors involved, past alliancing experiences, 
and resource availability have also been discussed as factors affecting 
whether to choose the project alliancing approach (Bygballe & Svärd, 
2019; Lu & Yan, 2007). A project owner’s familiarity with the ways of 
working related to project alliancing may favour utilizing this approach 
in the future, especially if previous results have been positive (Bresnen & 
Marshall, 2000; Vaez-Alaei et al., 2022; Vilasini et al., 2014; Walker & 
Lloyd-Walker, 2016). The experience of partners in previous projects 
may also encourage them to utilize project alliancing, if they trust each 
other (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2022; Galvin et al., 2021; Walker & 
Lloyd-Walker, 2016). Moreover, the resources available to project par
ticipants should be considered, as commitment is a key principle that 
requires sufficient resources (DIRD, 2015; Lu & Yan, 2007). Alliancing 
requires commitment to collaboration from the participating organiza
tions, and more importantly, willingness to establish an alliance from 
the commissioner and other collaborating actors (Hutchinson, 2024). 
Access to the expertise of various actors may also encourage the choice 
of alliancing, as the alliance model inherently promotes information 
sharing and trust building among participants (Walker et al., 2024a).

4.2. Identification of governance mechanisms in project alliancing and 
their relatedness to applicability criteria

For a deeper understanding of relational governance in project 
alliancing, it is necessary to thoroughly investigate the governance 
mechanisms employed in different IOPs, as the applicability of the 
alliancing approach is manifested through the use of these mechanisms. 
Table 1 summarizes the frequently utilized governance mechanisms 
identified in previous research based on Lahdenperä’s (2012) categori
zation. The mechanisms are numbered from 1 to 16. The applicability 
criteria shown in Fig. 1 are labelled A–F (A=project size and duration, 
B=process and outcome complexity, C=stakeholder environment 
complexity, D=anticipation and reduction of risks, E=requirement for 
innovativeness, F=competency of actors).

4.2.1. Planning emphasis
An emphasis on planning practices early on promotes the joint 

establishment of a project’s goals, a common culture, and shared ways of 
working agreed upon by all stakeholders involved. This helps reduce 
uncertainty about project outcomes and align the interests of the various 
stakeholders from the beginning (Hietajärvi & Aaltonen, 2018; 
Lahdenperä, 2012; Love et al., 2010). Hutchinson (2024) emphasizes 
that while properly established project alliance possesses a strong sense 
of identity and cohesion from the outset, achieving this is neither easy 
nor quick. This is particularly important for long-term projects and 
projects in which both public and private sector actors are involved. The 

careful planning of project alliancing can also be considered crucial for 
risk management; hence, the alliance model has often been adopted in 
complex infrastructure projects (Vilasini et al., 2014) that concern so
ciety at large and in which various types of risks exist (e.g. risks related 
to the use of public money and environmental concerns). In the early 
phases, sometimes external partners (consultants, coaches) may need to 
be involved to facilitate the formation of an alliance (Aaltonen & Tur
kulainen, 2018), revealing and formulating the goals of the participants, 
and potentially coach and mentor the participants of project alliancing 
working culture (Walker et al., 2024b). However, empirical evidence of 
their role seems to be scarce.

4.2.2. Administrational consistency
Administrational consistency is aimed at tackling issues related to 

the establishment of an alliance organization, joint decision-making 
processes and ensuring the equality of the actors involved 
(Lahdenperä, 2012; Yeung, 2007). The basic premises of alliancing are 
that a separate alliance organization is established, in which each party 
has a say, and decisions are jointly made (Chen et al., 2012; Walker & 
Lloyd-Walker, 2016). This organization can consist of several levels such 
as alliance leadership team, alliance management team, and an alliance 
manager or director (Hutchinson, 2024). Alliance organizations and 
joint decision-making have been discussed particularly in terms of 
improving collaboration between stakeholders and increasing their 
commitment to the decisions made (Jefferies et al., 2014; Sakal, 2005). 
The establishment of an alliance organization is most strongly linked to 
project size and duration and the management of complex stakeholder 
environments and the participating actors’ competencies. Joint 
decision-making helps to anticipate risks and manage various com
plexities in terms of the process, outcomes, and stakeholders. These 
mechanisms may also promote innovative practices and outcomes 
(Kivilä et al., 2017), as the mechanisms force the actors to work closely 
together towards the same goals. More research is needed to gain a 
deeper understanding of innovation practices in alliance organizations 
and how various organizational arrangement fosters innovation.

4.2.3. Commercial unity
Mechanisms related to commercial unity concern especially negoti

ating an alliance contract and a risk- and opportunity-sharing scheme 
between participating actors (Lu & Yan, 2007; Pargar et al., 2019) to 
avoid divergences in interpretation of the scheme. Moreover, alliances 
often adhere to open book principles, whereby all partners are made 
aware of each other’s financials (Galvin et al., 2021). Most of these 
mechanisms concern risk management and aim to reduce uncertainties 
and complexities in project alliancing. The role of each actor is specified 
in the contract, which also stipulates how risks should be shared 
throughout a project (Love et al., 2010; Suprapto et al., 2016; Walker 
et al., 2015). However, a relational governance perspective suggests that 
not everything can be specified in a contract. Contracts and legal 
agreements support collaboration but cannot, by themselves, create it 
(Hutchinson, 2024). For this reason, partners also rely on collaborative 
approaches and collective ownership, especially in cases of unexpected 
events (Galvin et al., 2021; Love et al., 2011). Moreover, a transparent 
governance structure has been found to promote the development of 
trust-based relationships (Galvin et al., 2021). However, few studies 
have examined how an alliance contract supports innovative practices 
or promotes project outcomes or whether these principles can also be 
applied to smaller-scale projects.

4.2.4. Cooperative culture
At the core of project alliancing are mechanisms designed to estab

lish and maintain cooperation between participants. In project allianc
ing, a cooperative culture is fostered through continuous 
communication among all stakeholders to ensure transparency and 
collaboration (Chen et al., 2012; DIRD, 2015). The aim of project 
alliancing is to enable the participants to adapt to flexible ways of 
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working and potential changes, which may help to align working cul
tures between organizations (Brunet & Aubry, 2018; Walker & 
Lloyd-Walker, 2016) and increase their readiness to anticipate and react 
to potential risks (Lahdenperä, 2017). A strong commitment to project 
goals, trust building, and effective conflict resolution principles are also 
essential (DIRD, 2015). Stakeholders’ experiences of working in alliance 
projects and relevant competencies are related to the use of such 
mechanisms and the way in which a cooperative culture is created 
(Vaez-Alaei et al., 2022). Especially in sequential alliance projects, 
partners know each other from previous projects, which may promote a 
cooperative culture in future projects (DIRD, 2015; Lahdenperä, 2012). 
A cooperative culture has been suggested to be a key factor in enabling 
innovative practices in project alliancing (Che Ibrahim et al., 2017; 
Hietajärvi et al., 2017). The no-blame culture and supportive environ
ment where information is actively shared have been suggested to result 
in organizational learning that supports also innovation (Lloyd-Walker 
et al., 2014). However, the formation of such a culture is challenging 
and often takes time (Clegg et al., 2002; Hutchinson, 2024; Jefferies 
et al., 2014).

4.2.5. Team formation and team working premises
Team working and how teams are formed are essential elements of 

project alliancing. It has been shown that it is crucial for key actors to be 
involved in the initial phases of planning, bidding, and design so that all 
stakeholders are aligned and can contribute effectively from the outset 
(Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018; DIRD, 2015). This necessitates the 
careful selection of alliance partners to achieve a project’s goals. Part
ners should be chosen not only for their technical expertise but also for 
their ability to collaborate. Moreover, it is important for personnel to 
have a “team player” attitude and that the team is highly integrated and 
multi-disciplinary by nature so that a wide variety of perspectives are 
explored (Walker et al., 2024b). Successful team selection can 
contribute to mitigating uncertainties and complexities (e.g. design 
mistakes) in alliance projects by enabling the early utilization of actors’ 
expertise (Lahdenperä, 2012; Walker et al., 2024a). It has been sug
gested that project alliancing thrives when relationships between people 
are strong, and the early relationship building helps to develop resil
ience to face the challenges later on (Hutchinson, 2024). The compe
tency of the involved actors is highlighted when selecting members for 
the alliance. However, the early involvement of actors and the formation 
of well-working teams can also be costly and may take time 
(Hutchinson, 2024; Nwajei et al., 2022).

4.2.6. Operational procedures
Lastly, operational procedures refer especially to mechanisms 

designed for the implementation phase of the projects including mech
anisms such as co-locating people, workshopping and the utilization of 
various technologies for collaboration. Projects utilising alliancing often 
adopt the big room or co-location approach, whereby partners share 
working premises to enhance collaboration and communication (Galvin 
et al., 2021; Pargar et al., 2019). Regular workshops throughout a pro
ject’s life cycle can help to build strong working relationships and 
resolve any issues that arise (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018; Kier et al., 
2023). Various operational procedures and governance mechanisms can 
mitigate alliance-related risks and uncertainties by enabling effective 
cross-organizational and cross-team communication. However, some 
mechanisms (e.g. big room or co-location approach) may be costly, 
especially for smaller projects. Moreover, merely adopting the 
co-location approach is not sufficient; emphasis should also be placed on 
various socializing mechanisms (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018). 
Building information modelling (BIM) and similar collaborative tech
nologies have also been utilized in many projects, as they can increase 
information availability and flow between actors (Chen & Manley, 
2014), thus, facilitating the integration and learning across organiza
tions (Walker et al., 2024b). However, more research is needed to 
identify the technologies that best support alliancing and to determine 

how they can be used and how they can mitigate (or not) complexities in 
various projects.

5. Discussion

5.1. Assessing the project alliancing applicability

As a form of governance approach, project alliancing can address 
challenges related to goal alignment between actors and promote a 
cooperative culture to ensure that a project brings value to all parties 
involved. Although the applicability of project alliancing has received 
some attention, this study was motivated through the need to system
atically identify its criteria for different circumstances. In this study and 
in relation to the first research question, we attempted to fill this gap by 
analyzing academic literature discussing project alliancing. Our analysis 
revealed six distinct criteria and the results suggest that project 
alliancing could be applied more broadly to various IOPs depending on 
the various criteria and contextual factors.

Our analysis shows that the discussion on project alliancing has 
focused on large and very large projects, especially in the construction 
sector in Australia and the Nordic countries (Kadefors et al., 2024). 
However, some examples of alliancing were also found, for example in 
the health and social care sector (Hutchinson, 2024) and renovation 
project context (Fernandes et al., 2018). A common argument seems to 
be that project alliancing is not suitable for projects smaller in scope. 
Based on the analysis, scope is not necessarily the fundamental reason to 
accept or reject project alliancing as a relational project delivery 
approach as many other factors, such as complexity of the offering or the 
process, need to be considered as well. Our analysis acknowledges the 
interconnectedness of the criteria, indicating that multiple criteria must 
be considered simultaneously when decision makers contemplate 
choosing project alliancing.

In addition to more product or process related aspects, the analysis 
revealed a variety of human factors affecting the governance choices. 
For example, as one of the criteria, actor competencies and project 
owners’ or contractors’ previous experiences and preferences (Bresnen 
& Marshall, 2000; Vilasini et al., 2014; Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016) 
influence the choice of project alliancing as a governance approach. In 
project network discussions, cognitive embeddedness of the actors is 
highlighted in establishing a shared vision of the project (Matinheikki 
et al., 2016) and too little overlap in the expertise and knowledge areas 
between actors may hinder collaboration (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016). 
Even though our analysis did not strongly highlight cultural factors, 
these may also favor or hinder the choice of project alliancing. For 
example, cultural barriers (including a lack of trust, misunderstandings, 
and communication issues) have been shown to be among the most 
common hindrances to partnering models in general (Mollaoglu et al., 
2015).

Overall, our analysis highlights the need for a systematic approach 
that can enable decision makers to tailor the most suitable delivery 
arrangement to a project. Project alliancing is one approach to relational 
project governance and other collaborative project delivery arrange
ments (such as project partnering or integrated project delivery) (Davies 
et al., 2019; Kadefors et al., 2024; Lahdenperä, 2012; Nwajei et al., 
2022; Walker et al., 2024). These arrangements are more or less inter
connected, with slight differences in their governance approaches and 
the aspects they emphasize. Besides project alliancing, other relational 
governance structures have been shown to be highly context specific 
(Brunet & Aubry, 2018; Klakegg et al. 2016; Song et al., 2022; Valkokari 
et al., 2024; Walker et al., 2024), and room needs to be left to develop 
the arrangements over time (Benítez-Ávila & Hartmann, 2023; Miller & 
Hobbs, 2005). This study did not aim to make a comprehensive com
parison of these approaches but to highlight the discussion of project 
alliancing research.

Based on the organized testing workshop, the participants agreed on 
the identified criteria but did not express a need to prioritize any one of 
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them. They emphasized that each alliance they have been involved in 
has been different, and there is no universal model for project alliancing. 
For example, using project alliancing in hospital construction, where the 
complexity of the stakeholder environment is emphasized, is very 
different from more traditional housing construction projects. The 
owner or customer largely defines the governance approach, making it 
crucial to involve the actors as early as possible to agree on the project’s 
shared goals. If the customer has already defined the project’s goals and 
specifications in detail before involving other actors, project alliancing 
might not be the best approach, as others might not be dedicated to these 
goals, and the goals may not be genuinely shared. They also agreed that 
in smaller projects, establishing an alliance might be too expensive or 
labor-intensive. Regarding actor competency, the experts discussed the 
expertise and readiness of the involved actors to implement project 
alliancing, noting that the assessment extends to the individual level (i. 
e., who will be the individuals working in the alliance). They concluded 
that the available resources and funding dictate what can be achieved 
with project alliancing. Sometimes, customers might have overly high 
expectations of what can be achieved, so it is essential to make indi
vidual and common goals transparent.

5.2. Alliance governance design matrix

The second research question related to choosing suitable gover
nance mechanisms in project alliancing. Our analysis indicates that 
many relational governance mechanisms utilized in project alliancing 
are suitable for various types of IOPs. Building on our analysis, we 
propose an alliance governance design matrix (Fig. 2) to facilitate the 
selection of the suitable governance mechanisms for each project, 
considering specific alliance applicability criteria. We labelled it alliance 
governance design matrix, to emphasize the necessity of alliance part
ners to design (i.e., plan and configure) their governance structure to 
match the requirements of the alliance context. In the matrix, the colors 
represent each mechanism’s degree of relevance to the applicability 
criteria (white: low relevance; grey: moderate relevance; black: high 
relevance) presented in Table 1.

The matrix addresses the need to assess the nature of each IOP to 
choose the most suitable governance mechanisms. The categorization of 
applicability criteria serves as the basis for carefully assessing which of 
the 16 governance mechanisms shown in Table 1 could be suitable for a 
project according to the applicability criteria. Selecting the appropriate 
mechanisms may increase the effectiveness of the governance and 
reduce the related costs, thus, contributing to the overall success of the 
project. The matrix is not intended to establish deterministic or pre
scriptive relationships. Rather, it aims to illustrate the breadth and fre
quency of discussions in the literature regarding these connections.

In the heart of the discussion on choosing the governance mecha
nisms tends to be goal-setting and unanimous decision-making for 
decreasing uncertainty between the participating organizations. An 
emphasis on project planning may contribute to the establishment of 
shared goals and can be beneficial to various IOPs (Tulokas et al., 2024; 
Winch & Leiringer, 2016). However, involving professional facilitators 
or consultants may not be realistic in all kinds of projects due to budget, 
time, and resource constraints (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018). More
over, establishing a formal alliance organization may not be feasible for 
smaller projects (DIRD, 2015) as it can be very costly and 
time-consuming (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2022; Hutchinson, 2024) and 
require extensive tailoring. Nevertheless, some small-scale or more 
flexible organizational arrangements can be made and when there is 
trust and established relationships between organizations, the organi
zational structure can also be planned to be lighter and relying on these 
relationships (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Walker et al., 2022).

It can be concluded that flexible contracts, open book principles, and 
mechanisms that promote a cooperative culture can be employed in 
various kinds of IOPs. Regarding commercial unity, project alliancing 
requires a contract between partners (Lahdenperä, 2017). However, an 

easily accessible contractual basis that can be utilized in different pro
jects is yet to be developed. Open book principles may not be realistic for 
all kinds of IOPs, but more empirical research is needed to verify this. An 
incentive scheme or other pain/gain-sharing mechanisms may 
contribute to the success of many kinds of IOPs by promoting partners’ 
commitment to the established shared goals. A cooperative culture that 
can be implemented in many—often flexible—ways in IOPs is encour
aged. Strong trust-based relationships are sought for in many kinds of 
projects besides project alliancing (Biesenthal & Wilden, 2014; Galvin 
et al., 2021; Ruijter et al., 2021) to reduce, for example, opportunistic 
behaviour. A cooperative culture may support the formation of an alli
ance by building trust between partners, potentially rendering the use of 
rigid governance mechanisms unnecessary.

Our analysis acknowledges that many relational governance mech
anisms in project alliancing, such as the big room and co-location ap
proaches and workshopping, are resource intensive. Thus, careful 
consideration is needed to balance the potential advantages and trade- 
offs of each mechanism in relation to the specific context. Conse
quently, the attractiveness of project alliancing may be reduced by 
resource constraints. Furthermore, it may not always be possible to 
assign the most suitable people (e.g. in terms of a “team player” attitude) 
to a project (Aaltonen & Turkulainen, 2018; Lahdenperä, 2012). 
Moreover, involving actors early in a project is not always possible, and 
careful consideration is needed to determine who to involve and 
when—for example, in the early design phases. Additionally, some 
technologies (such as BIM) are not easily scalable due to, for example, 
high investment costs, high customization needs, and difficulties in 
integration with existing systems. Using various cooperative technolo
gies and, for example, establishing a virtual big room may increase the 
attractiveness of project alliancing for various IOPs. However, this de
pends also on the technological compatibility between organizations 
and their readiness to utilize various technologies (Whyte, 2019).

The test workshop participants verified the list of identified mecha
nisms and did not find any particular mechanism missing. They 
emphasized that the most important mechanism is goal alignment be
tween actors, as it largely dictates how unified the alliance is and 
whether all actors are dedicated to achieving the goals. Therefore, it is 
crucial, especially in the design phase, to allocate sufficient time for 
aligning the goals and to clarify how the achievement of goals will be 
rewarded. The experts mentioned that managing change across the 
project life cycle is important and that various workshops are useful for 
clarifying the goals of the actors and managing various problems that 
arise in projects. Workshops are often organized and facilitated by the 
alliance members themselves, with the role of external consultants 
considered rather minor. More workshops could also be organized 
during the later phases of the projects, not just at the beginning. This is 
particularly important for information flow, as there tends to be infor
mation shortages when moving from one project phase to another. 
Regarding the design matrix itself, the experts found it promising but 
noted that it would require some time to properly fill out. The relevance 
of each mechanism was considered to vary depending on the project, 
and the discussion reinforced the vision of this paper that the matrix 
should be filled out on a case-by-case basis.

6. Conclusions

6.1. Theoretical contributions

This conceptual study contributes to the discussion on the choice of 
project delivery arrangements (Davies et al., 2019) and relational 
governance in IOP settings (Song et al., 2022; Valkokari et al., 2024) by 
assessing the applicability of project alliancing to the governance of 
differing IOPs. Our study questions previous assumptions by suggesting 
that project alliancing can be utilized outside traditional alliance project 
contexts (i.e., megaprojects), thus also showing that project alliancing 
can be inherently flexible in its nature. We found that few studies have 
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examined the applicability of the alliance model per se (Lahdenperä, 
2012; Lu & Yan, 2007; Walker et al., 2015), with many studies focusing 
on certain aspects of project alliancing and briefly discussing why the 
approach was chosen, for example, in an empirical setting. Our 
conclusion is that, for example, the size of a project is not the sole 
determinant of whether project alliancing is suitable, given that it has 
been employed in projects of various sizes (Fernandes et al., 2018; 
Hutchinson, 2024) and types (such as IT projects; Lappi et al., 2019). 
The choice depends on various criteria and their interconnectedness and 
needs to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.

The aim of this paper was not to introduce new relational governance 
mechanisms, but rather to integrate contextual factors (i.e., alliance 
applicability criteria) with commonly discussed governance mecha
nisms in project alliancing studies. Project (Ahola et al., 2014; Derakh
shan et al., 2019; Guo et al., 2014) and project network governance 
(Adami & Verschoore, 2018; Braun, 2018; DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; 
Kujala et al., 2021; Matinheikki et al., 2016) discussions have offered 
extensive analysis of various governance mechanisms in IOPs. In line 
with, for example, Kujala et al. (2021), we argue that alliance gover
nance is inherently dependent on the participating actors’ choices and 
how they design the governance structure to achieve the project’s 
planned goals. With this in mind, the proposed alliance design matrix 
may serve as a useful tool for decision-makers in IOPs to develop 
customized governance structures tailored to the specific needs of each 
individual project. Our study also highlights the need to assess the 
suitability of governance mechanisms for specific factors (e.g., un
certainties) and governance needs (Nikulina et al., 2022; Roehrich et al., 
2023; Song et al., 2022; Valkokari et al., 2024).

Altogether, the contribution of this study to the project governance 
discussions is to highlight project alliancing to be seen as a collection of 
activities for governance rather than a rigid contractual issue. This in 
turn encourages employing project alliancing more widely across 
various IOPs as project alliancing governance structures can be tailored 
to the specific needs of the project. Particularly for future research, this 
study identifies potential gaps (as indicated by blanks in Table 1 and the 
proposed matrix) in the understanding of project alliancing applicability 
and the roles of related governance mechanisms in mitigating un
certainties and complexities in such projects. For instance, our analysis 
highlights that the roles of external actors (such as consultants) and 
alliance contracts in fostering innovation and innovative practices 
within project alliancing remain understudied in addition to a need for 
further investigation into project alliancing across projects of varying 
sizes.

6.2. Practical implications

The alliance governance design matrix developed in this study serves 
two practical functions. First, it supports decision makers in determining 
whether a specific project should be implemented using the project 
alliancing approach. Project alliance was earlier defined as a contract 
type where key project actors commit to delivering the expected project 
outcome jointly and agree to share the risks and benefits of the entire 
project. The matrix uses six alliance applicability criteria to guide this 
decision. If several or all of these criteria can be characterized as “high,” 
the alliance form should be chosen. Conversely, if several or all criteria 
can be characterized as “low,” the alliance form should not be chosen.

Second, the matrix offers guidance to managers on which specific 
governance mechanisms could be useful in the focal project. Tailoring 
these mechanisms is crucial due to the significant costs and adminis
trative complexity associated with their implementation. For example, 
agreeing on a shared vision and culture for the project (mechanism 2) is 
likely to require organizing multiple meetings or workshops, demanding 
the commitment of key personnel for several working days. While, ac
cording to our analysis, it is justified to utilize most (if not all) of the 
sixteen governance mechanisms in large and complex projects charac
terized by complex stakeholder environments, high risks, and a high 

need for innovativeness, smaller projects with less complexity and risk 
may be governed with only a handful of mechanisms selected from the 
sixteen available. Therefore, the optimal approach in most situations is 
not necessarily to maximize the number of governance mechanisms 
applied. This aligns with Fernandes et al. (2018), who, in their analysis 
of an apartment renovation project, do not highlight evidence of using 
governance mechanisms such as the big room approach or external 
alliance consultants. The matrix presented in this study provides guid
ance for this selection by highlighting connections between specific 
alliance applicability criteria (such as stakeholder network complexity) 
and specific governance mechanisms (such as using open book princi
ples in cost reporting).

Finally, as organizations and individual decision-makers tend to 
repeat successful patterns of action until evidence of failure, the alliance 
design matrix supports decision-makers in learning to utilize the alliance 
form more effectively in subsequent projects as it facilitates the critical 
evaluation of dyadic relationships between individual alliance applica
bility criteria and specific governance mechanisms. As such, the matrix 
can be used to highlight the main differences between the current 
project and past projects, indicating where adjustments in governance 
may be required.

6.3. Limitations and avenues for future research

Being conceptual in nature, this study does not draw on empirical 
data. Moreover, we made certain choices to focus the analysis on six 
applicability criteria. Some studies may feature additional criteria (such 
as cultural factors) that deserve more attention. Furthermore, we 
focused on relational governance mechanisms, but certain more formal 
and contractual related mechanisms are also needed in project allianc
ing. Relational and contractual mechanisms have been shown to be 
complementary rather than mutually exclusive (Cao & Lumineau, 2015; 
Eriksson et al., 2023; Nikulina et al., 2022). Thus, our analysis could be 
expanded to analysing the complementariness of various mechanisms 
when forming the governance structure in various IOPs.

Future research is encouraged to empirically test the validity of our 
framework and provide further empirical support for the applicability of 
the alliance model to diverse IOPs. For example, fuzzy-set qualitative 
comparative analysis (fsQCA) techniques could be utilized to empiri
cally validate our findings, thus, continuing our testing with the experts. 
Moreover, further systematic analysis of the relationships between in
dividual governance mechanisms and applicability criteria is needed. 
Unexplored areas include the use of incentive schemes in smaller IOPs, 
the cost-efficient utilization of organizational arrangements such as 
alliance boards of directors, and the evolution of governance mecha
nisms throughout a project’s life cycle. We did not focus on project life 
cycle to avoid an overexpansion of our analysis, thus, the analysis could 
be expanded to dynamic aspects of governance and in multi-project 
settings. Future longitudinal studies could investigate how vision, 
goals, and culture can be maintained across all phases of a project. 
Moreover, our findings indicate a scarcity of empirical studies on how 
project alliancing and related governance mechanisms can support 
innovation and innovative practices. Future research could also inves
tigate how various technologies (such as AI tools) may encourage or 
discourage project alliancing in various contexts.
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