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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide insights into the reasoning behind the development
of new procurement approaches by public sector clients.
Design/methodology/approach – A case study approach focuses on a procurement development
process by a public sector client. It investigates the reasoning behind various applications of the project
alliancing concept in rail infrastructure projects over a period of 15 years. Alliancing applications are
singled out and mapped against a number of criteria derived from literature on alliancing.
The reasoning behind these applications and their differences are reconstructed from contextual
documentation. Theories and concepts from the fields of strategic management and knowledge
management literature are used to analyse the results.
Findings – The development process seems to be evolutionary rather than deliberately planned. The
uncovered variations in alliancing applications can only to a very limited extent be explained by
the reconstructed reasoning. This suggests that the applied designs are mostly based on implicit
reasoning by individual project teams. From a strategic management perspective, the development
pattern resembles the emergent type of strategy formation.
Originality/value – This study offers an initial insight into the reasoning processes behind the
(re-)design of procurement approaches within a public sector client organization. A unique feature of
this study is that these reasoning processes are explored from the strategy formation perspective that
conceptually links the design of new procurement approaches to strategic management theory.
Keywords Public procurement, Project alliancing
Paper type Case study

Introduction
Governments have been increasingly outsourcing public service provision to the
private sector (Alonso et al., 2015). At the same time, public sector organizations are
expected to achieve high performance standards in public service provision (Boyne and
Walker, 2010). Therefore, procurement is becoming a strategic issue.

For public clients in the construction industry, the approach to procurement has
changed significantly over the last two decades. Since the move away from traditional
procurement (Egan, 1998; Latham, 1994), a range of alternatives has developed
including Design & Build, Design-Build-Maintain, Private Finance Initiative,
Partnering and Project Alliancing (Walker and Hampson, 2003). Such alternatives
are commonly referred to as “project delivery systems”.

Based on the view that there is no “one size fits all” approach to procurement,
public clients are currently advised to consider which alternative best matches the
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needs of each project (see, e.g. reports issued in the UK (Treasury, 2013),
the Netherlands ( Jansen, 2009) and Sweden (Eriksson and Hane, 2014)). Given the
potential impact of procurement on public performance, it is not surprising that
the issue of selecting the most appropriate project delivery system has received
considerable attention in the construction management literature (see for an overview
Love et al., 2012).

The process of selecting the most appropriate project delivery system may lead to
a public client concluding that it should use a system that it has not used before.
Such a conclusion has practical implications. Project delivery systems, such as those
mentioned above, are abstractions of procurement practice. To actually apply a
project delivery system, public clients have to operationalize the conceptual project
delivery system into a concrete set of contracting documents and tendering
procedures. Public clients may follow one of three routes in achieving this. The first
is to apply generally acknowledged standards, such as the internationally applied
FIDIC suite of contracts provided by the international federation of consulting
engineers (Bunni, 2013) or national standards such as the NEC3 Engineering and
Construction Contract (Eggleston, 2015) used in the UK. However, simply applying a
general standard might not be the best solution. A client’s particular context may
require modifications to the standard, for instance because of national laws or client-
specific processes. Moreover, public clients who frequently procure may prefer to
maintain a set of bespoke procurement documents. As such, the second route is to
“adopt and adapt” a general standard. An example is the procurement practices of
Network Rail, the UK’s rail infrastructure manager, that maintains its own standard
suite of contracts (which are publicly accessible on the internet). These include
amendments to the UK’s general “Infrastructure Conditions of Contract (ICC)”. For
example, in operationalizing the Design & Build concept, Network Rail’s “NR9”
document contains amendments to the “ICC Design and Construct Version”. Finally,
public clients could build on their own procurement practices, or even start from
scratch. This is the third route to establishing a project delivery system. More so
than the second route, this route involves a procurement development process in
which a procurement approach is designed and then applied in practice, and perhaps
subsequently redesigned.

The pursuit of higher performance through improved procurement may
drive public clients to embark on procurement development processes. Such a
choice involves a trade-off. On the one hand, there are the expectations of
outperforming current best practices but, on the other, there are the additional costs
and risks inherent to development. A trade-off may be made for one particular
project, and thus result in a bespoke procurement approach. Clearly, if the developed
procurement approach proves successful in that particular project, or at least appears
to have sufficient potential for further development and application in similar
projects, the payoff from the development will be higher. Consequently, the potential
to reuse newly developed procurement approaches is an important issue for
public clients.

Clearly, to benefit from previous procurement developments in future projects, the
knowledge created has to be available for further applications. This has proved
problematic: despite the many efforts made in practice and in research to improve
learning from projects, progress still appears to be slight (Hartmann and Dorée, 2015).
One of the impediments concerns the transfer of knowledge regarding the choices made
in the procurement design. What problems was the development meant to overcome?
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What was the expected additional value compared to current best practice? Did it meet
these expectations? In so far as such questions are considered in the procurement
design phase, some of the associated reasoning may later prove to be irretrievable to
the organization due to knowledge transfer impediments. As a consequence,
appropriate application in future projects and guidance for further development
efforts are endangered. This runs the risk that developments are used only once,
mistakes are repeated and opportunities missed. This leads to unnecessary costs for
both the client and the private contractors involved. How can such negative
consequences be avoided?

The aim of this study has been to help public clients improve procurement
development processes. As such, it primarily explores the nature of the reasoning
processes behind the design of new procurement approaches from the theoretical
perspective of strategy formation (Mintzberg et al., 2005) in combination with
distinguishing between implicit and explicit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966).
The expectation is that, by adopting these perspectives, insights into the reasoning
process behind the development of procurement approaches will emerge that will
enable public clients to better manage developments.

This paper reports on a case study into a range of developments initiated by a
public sector infrastructure manager. These concern the reconstruction over a period
of 15 years of applications of the same procurement concept: project alliancing.
The first step was to assess whether the design of successive applications involved
significant changes. The next step was to uncover the reasoning that could explain
these differences. In so doing, insights emerge into the proportion of explicitly
documented reasoning as against implicit reasoning during the development
processes. This helps assess the relevance of managing the implicit/explicit balance
since the latter is expected to contribute to a more deliberate approach to
procurement development processes.

The implications of the findings from this research will hopefully stimulate both
scholars and practitioners to further investigate the design, or redesign, of procurement
approaches. This is important, for public sector clients, their contractors and for
society, in achieving higher overall public performance through procurement.

Linking procurement to strategy formation and implicit/explicit
knowledge
As outlined above, this study explores the nature of the reasoning processes behind the
design of new procurement approaches from theoretical perspectives of strategic
management and knowledge management (KM) literature. This theoretical section
explains the connection between these fields of literature.

Given procurement’s potential impact on performance, for example in terms of
“value for money”, many methods have been proposed for determining the most
appropriate project delivery system (Love et al., 2012). In this study, this is referred
to as the “selection process”, but only if the public client already has concrete
procurement documents, tender procedures, tools and methods necessary for
using the selected project delivery system available. If not, then the development
process discussed above will be needed. With both the “adopt and adapt” and
the “self-development” approaches, a “(re-)design process” will form an adjunct to the
selection process.

It seems reasonable to view both the selection and the (re-)design processes from
the perspective of strategic management. Three reasons support this proposition.
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First, both processes should be managed strategically. Bryson (2010, p. 256) describes
public sector strategic management as “the appropriate and reasonable integration of
strategic planning and implementation across an organization (or other entity) in an
ongoing way to enhance the fulfilment of mission, meeting of mandates, continuous
learning, and sustained creation of public value”. The last element in this definition can
be significantly affected by the selection and (re-)design processes since “a ‘one-size-
fits-all’ approach to procurement is unwise” (Walker and Rowlinson, 2008, p. 41).
It follows therefore that both processes fall within the strategic management domain.
Second, the reasoning used in the selection and (re-)design processes directly concern
the objective of the strategic planning process: “clarifying organizational purposes
and the requirements and likely strategies for success” (Bryson, 2010, p. 257). Third,
it is argued that strategic management is increasingly important for shaping the
performance of public organizations (Andrews et al., 2012). Therefore, similar to what
has been argued in the private sector purchasing and supply management literature
(Weele and Raaij, 2014), research on public procurement should benefit from strategic
management theory and concepts.

The focus of this paper is on the (re-)design process, and in particular on the
reasoning used in this process. What reasons are used in a public sector organization to
explain the design or redesign of a particular project delivery method? How can this
reasoning process be qualified from a strategic management perspective?
To our knowledge, these questions have not yet been addressed in the literature.
In this study, the reasoning process is primarily explored from the theoretical
perspective of strategy formation (Mintzberg et al., 2005). These authors discerned ten
distinct schools of thought regarding the process of strategy formation, and argued
that each has its advantages and its drawbacks. As such, analysing the reasoning
behind the development process in terms of this framework should help in better
understanding the nature of this process. Subsequently, it could enable public clients to
deliberately choose and manage a particular strategy formation perspective in future
procurement developments.

This study also establishes a link between procurement and the KM literature.
Central to KM is the distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge (Ragab and
Arisha, 2013), a distinction first proposed by Polanyi (1966). Explicit knowledge is
knowledge that can be codified and stored, whereas tacit knowledge cannot.
Viewing tacit and explicit knowledge as the two ends of a continuum (Nonaka and
von Krogh, 2009), rather than as a dichotomy, introduces the possibility of less tacit or
less explicit forms of knowledge. Clearly, the extent to which knowledge remains tacit,
or implicit, is a factor in knowledge transfer. Although only limited literature addresses
this subject in the specific context of public procurement, there are indications as to the
ways in which non-explicit knowledge can be problematic for agencies. A study by
Hazlett et al. (2008) reported various causes of errors and mistakes including a lack of
understanding of the contract documentation (including historical knowledge),
misunderstandings or ignorance over implementing measurements, no clear
understanding of the role of the engineer within the contract, and staff simply
working in the same way as they always had.

Finally, there are sound reasons for combining strategic management and KM
perspectives. It has been argued that future strategic management research needs to be
directed, amongst other things, at, “[…] the structuring and facilitation of organizational
learning and knowledge management as integral part of strategic management”
(Bryson et al., 2010, p. 506).
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To conclude, it seems reasonable to expect both strategic management and KM
literature streams to provide theories and concepts that can contribute to better
understanding the development process of procurement approaches.

Research context: the procurement concept of project alliancing
Project alliancing is a relatively new method for construction project delivery.
An offshore project in the North Sea, initiated by British Petroleum, is commonly
considered to be the first application of alliancing (e.g. Bakshi, 1995; Halman and Braks,
1999). Scheublin (2001), focusing mainly on the petrochemical sector, was the first to
describe project alliances in the Netherlands. In the Dutch public infrastructure sector,
the first project alliance was initiated by ProRail, the Netherlands railway agency,
in 1998. Since then, project alliancing in infrastructure projects has been much debated
in the Netherlands, but there have been few implementations. Of the Dutch public
sector agencies, ProRail appears to be the most frequent user of project alliancing
forms, albeit to a far lesser degree than their default mode of procuring infrastructure
projects in the Design & Build form.

Since the initial project in 1998, ProRail has implemented several procurement
approaches that are alluded to as “alliances”. One of these has been reported in the
international scientific literature (Laan et al., 2011). Although some of the other
alliances have gained local media attention, they have remained largely unobserved,
even within large parts of the ProRail organization. At the start of this study,
the prevailing view in the procurement department was that ProRail did occasionally
apply project alliances, that some were seen as a great success and that they were not
all alike. However, a deep understanding was limited to a few people, some of whom
were no longer with the organization.

Not only within ProRail, but also in the scientific literature, alliances and alliancing
are not clear-cut concepts. Several authors warn over possible confusion regarding the
interpretation (Yeung et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2012). Further, Lahdenperä (2012)
observed that concepts such as project alliancing are not stable and develop over time
through interactions with other project delivery methods, and that this is likely to
continue in the future. As such, the meaning attached to the term “alliance” in this
study should be explained.

Walker and Lloyd-Walker (2015, p. 29) discuss three forms of alliancing that cover
both capital expenditure projects and maintenance and operations activities: project
alliances, design alliances and programme service alliances. In this study,
design alliances are ignored since the description offered seems to reflect a specific
Australian context. Further, since the investigation into ProRail’s applications of
alliancing only concern capital expenditure projects, programme service alliances are
also out of scope. This narrows our use of the concept of alliancing down to variations
within the “project alliance” form in which “a project alliance is generally formed
for a single project, after which the team is usually disbanded” (Wood and Duffield,
2009). From the range of high-level descriptions of project alliancing, the description
provided by the State of Victoria’s Department of Finance and Treasury fits well
with the ProRail context: “ a method of procuring (and sometimes managing)
major capital assets, where a state agency (the Owner) works collaboratively with
private sector parties (Non-Owner Participants or NOPs)” (State of Victoria, 2010).
Consequently, this description serves as the high-level definition of a project alliance for
the purposes of this study.
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Research approach
The aim of this study is to help public clients carry out deliberately planned
procurement development processes. To our knowledge, this development process is
scarcely addressed in the literature. Therefore, as a start, an initial insight into a public
client’s development process needs to be established. How can this development
process be characterized?

Given this aim, the literature recommends case study research. According to
Yin (2014, p. 10), such “how” questions deal with “operational links, needing to be
traced over time, rather than mere frequencies or incidence”. Such questions are likely
to encourage the use of experiments, histories or case studies (Yin, 2014). Experiments
can be performed when an investigator is able to manipulate behaviour directly,
precisely and systematically. However, these conditions are not met in our research
context. Histories are the preferred method when there is virtually no control over,
or access to, behavioural events. However, this study is not restricted to “the dead past”
because some of the people involved in the events could be interviewed.
Moreover, since “a case study’s unique strength is its ability to deal with a full
variety of evidence – documents, artefacts, interviews and observations – beyond what
might be available in a conventional historical study” (Yin, 2014, p. 12) this method is
preferable to a history.

Further, Yin (2014) defines case study research as “an empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its
real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context
may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). The elements in this definition are present in our
situation since we:

• can inquire into the contemporary empirical context of a public sector client;
• can investigate the reasoning processes behind the applications of the project

alliancing concept;
• can investigate these in depth and within the real-world context of the people

operating these instruments; and
• cannot clearly establish evident boundaries between the phenomenon of these

reasoning processes and the context in which they take place.

ProRail’s range of alliancing applications seems to provide a relevant case for
investigating procurement development processes for a number of reasons. First, the
project alliancing applications appear to concern bespoke designs for single projects.
Evidently, for these contracts, a (re-)design process has been carried out. Second,
this case appears somewhat paradoxical at first sight. On the one hand, project
alliancing is promoted by both the client and the involved private companies as a very
successful method, i.e. outperforming the best practice alternative. On the other hand,
the number of alliancing applications is relatively low compared to other project
delivery methods applied by the client for similar projects. This raises questions about
the processes of strategy formation and implementation in the client’s organization.
What strategy lies behind this high success but low take-up? Third, at the start of this
study, there was a general perception of ambiguity in the client organization regarding
the main features of each of the project alliancing applications. Were there differences
between the applications best known within the organization and, if so, why? Is the
distinction between project alliances and the more common Design & Construct
contracts merely having an incentive mechanism added to the former?
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This study set out to establish a factual basis on which one could verify the initial
assumptions regarding the project alliancing development process. This involves:
first, isolating project alliances from all the other procurement approaches applied in the
client’s projects; second, mapping variations in the applications of the project alliance
concept; and third, investigating whether the motives for these variations were explicitly
stated in project documents. The study covers the period from 1998 to July 2013.

Step 1 – singling out project alliances
How can one identify and single out projects that can be regarded as project alliances?
In order to identify alliances among the thousands of projects ProRail undertook
between 1998 and 2012, selection criteria are needed, and the literature offers some
suggestions. Yeung et al. (2007) distinguish “soft (relationship-based) elements” and
“hard (contractual) elements”. Soft elements include trust, long-term commitment,
and cooperation and communication. Such soft elements are disregarded in this study
since selecting contracts based on these criteria would require a subtle set of criteria for
objective decision-making, which is not available, if it was not to be somewhat
arbitrary. Moreover, by their nature, these constitute the “hoped-for” results of a project
alliance and, as such, cannot be fully created by the contract alone (Bresnen and
Marshall, 2000). Hard elements include the “formal contract” and the “real gain/pain
share” (Yeung et al., 2007).

Addressing the hard elements, the “formal contract” is viewed in this study as
providing evidence of the existence of an alliancing arrangement between companies
in the form of a signed contract; and genuine sharing of pain and gain is the key
criterion. However, a literature search indicates a lack of a general consensus on the
precise meaning of “real gain/pain share”, although a compensation model derived
from Australian practice is considered typical (Love et al., 2010). The present study
considers a compensation element to reflect the project alliance form provided the
client and other participants have signed a contractual arrangement that in some way
relates to over- or under-run of targeted outturn costs. As such, the pain/gain sharing
mechanism is the main determiner in identifying projects delivered through an
alliance method.

Step 2 – mapping variations within the concept of project alliancing
How can the development of the project alliance method be observed and assessed?
Alongside a time reference, this requires an ability to identify differences among the
alliance projects. Here, six basic characteristics were chosen to differentiate in terms of
context: first, contract value; second, technical scope; third, type of contract tendered;
fourth, type of alliance partner; fifth, time to the alliance agreement being signed after
awarding the tendered contract; and sixth, differences relative to the contract used in
project no. 1.

Next to these basic characteristics, three specific alliancing characteristics were
considered: seventh, activity domain; eighth, risk domain; and ninth, alliance
management arrangement. These items elaborate on the “real gain/pain share” aspect
discussed above. The logic for using these three characteristics is as follows.
The majority of project alliance definitions emphasize “collaboration” as key to
achieving high performance. This collaboration is primarily stimulated by aligning
objectives (Love et al., 2010), and this is established through the gain and pain sharing
arrangements. In contracts, pain/gain sharing can be directed towards specifically
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recognized shared project activities and/or risks, and it is not practical to include all
activities and risks involved in a project. As such, some domain boundaries must be
set in the contract (such as the risk that the client introduces a major change in the
scope). This also applies to activities (such as those needed to convert the client’s
formal decision to commission a project into the tender dossier subsequently
prepared by the client). Consequently, the size of the domain covered by the pain/gain
mechanism in a project alliance is a design issue and thus can be used to identify
differences between alliancing applications. This set of activities and risks will be
referred to as “the shared domain”.

Further, the creation of a shared domain suggests the need for an organization, or at
least some procedures, to manage that domain. The State of Victoria’s (2010)
“Practitioners Guide” proposes an Alliance Leadership Team (ALT) and an Alliance
Management Team (AMT) to manage the shared domain. However, the need to have
certain officials involved in these teams, or even to have such teams at all, may be
interpreted differently. In specific cases, the shared domain may be so small that the
supposed roles of the ALT and AMT are scaled back to domain management by a
single Alliance Manager (AM), or even to just a set of procedures.

Based on the above, the area to which the pain and gain sharing element is applied
can be differentiated in terms of the following aspects:

• domain of shared activities (broad/narrow/not applicable);
• domain of shared risk (broad/narrow/not applicable); and
• management arrangement (ALT, AMT, AM, procedures only).

Step 3 – identifying explicit reasoning
Assuming that there are distinct variations in the application of project alliancing, what
are the motives and expectations that drove this differentiation? Can the motivations
and expectations be found in ProRail documentation? To answer these questions,
project-related documents, including contracting plans, tendering board minutes,
contracts and policy documents, were reviewed alongside less formal documents such
as PowerPoint presentations. For some of the projects reviewed, internal evaluation
documents were available that included reports on interviews with key players. Some
of these interviews took place prior to this study, and others were concurrent but were
not initiated by this study.

To facilitate categorizing the motivations found in the ProRail documentation, a list
of possible motivations was derived from relevant literature. In their overview
of alliancing research, Chen et al. (2012) distinguished between “motivations to use
alliancing”, “alliancing benefits” and “the applicability of alliancing”. However, to avoid
a too narrow definition, in this study each of these is seen as a potential motive for
forming a project alliance.

Results
Outcomes of Steps 1 and 2
Based on the pain/gain sharing criterion, the initial scan identified eight projects that
could be interpreted as project alliances. Two of these projects encapsulated multiple
project alliances, with project no. 3 containing three separate project alliances and no. 6
two. The eight projects were mapped in terms of the alliance characteristics developed
in Step 2. Table I shows the results of these two steps.
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Table I: results of Steps 1 and 2
Project no. 1 was the first project alliance and serves as a reference for comparison in
terms of several aspects. First, the “changes to reference contract” aspect illustrates
how alliancing applications have developed over time. This aspect addresses the
question as to whether later contracts were largely based on the first one
(i.e. only minor changes), or whether some clauses were reused and new ones
introduced (major changes), or whether none of the clauses first used seem to be
reflected in a later application (a new contract). Second, both the activity and risk
domain of project no. 1 serve as a reference. Evidently, the classifications of these
domains are coarsely scaled. Domains significantly larger than those of project no. 1
have not been encountered. Therefore, if later projects have domains more or less
similar to those of project no. 1, then these are classified as “broad”. The classification
“narrow” implies that domains are significantly smaller. If there is no shared activity or
risk in the contract, the domain is marked with a “–”.

Project no. 4 has a striking feature in its domain management arrangement.
Here, the domain is managed by an ALT, without having an AMT. Although the role
of AM is incorporated in the contract, this has been a purely advisory role without
any mandates.

Projects nos 6, 7 and 8 were directly tendered as a project alliance. This is
a striking change, since in previous projects an indirect approach to project
alliancing was followed. There, the agreement on the alliance contract was the
result of negotiations between client and contractor in the contractual phase of
(in most projects) a Design & Build contract. So even if the intention to create
a project alliance later on was stated in the tender documents, the object of the
tender procedure was not an alliance contract. In contrast, from project no. 6
onwards, the direct outcome of the tender procedure is an alliance contract signed by
both parties.

The “changes to reference contract” row indicates that four contracts were “new”,
meaning that these contracts had hardly any similarities with project no. 1, or even
with any other previous contract. In these cases, the (re-)design process, as introduced
in this paper, was apparently initiated. The “major” changes seen relative to previous
contracts also suggest substantial redesign efforts.

To summarize, Table I shows that some of the later applications of the project
alliancing concept are strikingly different from earlier ones in terms of several aspects,
although almost all are applied in the same civil works and rail infrastructure sector.
This significant diversity in applications shows that alliancing is seen as a “one-off”
application: that the project in question needs a contract tailored to its particular
challenges. This thought is further supported by the relatively few project alliances
that have been initiated in the 15-year period, especially when considering the
successes claimed for some of the applications.

Outcomes of Step 3
Table II shows the results of Step 3. As in Table I, the columns represent the eight
selected projects and, this time, the rows contain the possible motives as derived from
the literature on project alliancing. Where a particular motive was identified in the
ProRail documentation, this is shown by a “|” at the row/column intersection. Where
no explicit motivations were found for a different design to project no. 1, or even any
previous application, this is indicated by “not found” in the “explicit motivations for
alliance change” row.
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Table II: results of Step 3
Often, the motives in Table II are too briefly stated to clearly convey a meaning.
However, the alliancing literature is also often vague about the precise meanings of
these motives. In this study, motives found in the documentation were mapped onto the
researchers’ interpretation of motives derived from the literature. For instance,
“cost reduction” is marked with a “|” if, in a contracting plan, there was the
expectation that the alliancing approach would reduce costs below the other options
being considered. There has been no attempt to categorize where the cost reductions
were targeted. Similarly the presence of a “tight time constraint” is indicated where
documents stated that the project has limited time available, such as for carrying out
the tendering procedure, for the spatial planning process, or for the execution of the
works by the contractor.

Table II shows that the motivations for an alliance initiative or alliance variation are
rarely explicitly provided in documents. This indicates that both the reasoning behind
applying a project alliance approach and subsequently for entering the (re-)design
process have largely remained implicit. The very limited motivation to be found in
formal documents suggests that the reasoning behind the (re-)design of variants mostly
occurs at the level of single project teams. Insofar as the reasoning is the result of
discussions in project teams and in the organization’s hierarchy, it remains largely
implicit. This suggests that, for the transfer of knowledge regarding the reasoning

Explicit motivations
for alliance initiative No. 1 No. 2 No. 3 No. 4 No. 5 No. 6 No. 7 No. 8

Cost reduction | | | | – – – –
Tight time constraint | – – – – – – –
Flexibility in
development – – – – – – – |
High quality – – – – – – – –
Innovation required – – – – – – – –
Earlier commencement – – – – – | – –
Economizing on
resources – – – – – – – –
Source of learning – – – – – – – –
Enhancing reputation – – – – – – – –
Improving competitive
advantage – – – – – – – –
Dispute avoidance – – – | – – – –
Improving non-cost
outcomes – – – – – – – –
Project complexity – – – – – | – –
High risks | – – – | | – –
Complex stakeholder
issues – | | – – | – –
Complex external
threats – – – – – – – –
Other […] – – – |a – – – –
Explicit motivations for
changing alliance form

na Not found |b Not found Not found |c Not found Not found

Notes: aStimulate cooperation over seven specific problem areas; bno added value for contractor as
participant in the alliance; cto allow for directly tendering a project alliance; to maximize the alliance domain

Table II.
Results of Step 3
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behind the various designs, the client organization primarily relies on staff knowing
who to ask, rather than where to look, for information.

Given the limited number of applications together with the high levels of variation
and implicit reasoning, the results show that progress in the development of this
procurement approach has been evolutionary rather than deliberately planned.

Other relevant results
In going through Steps 1-3, the case study also yielded a result that was not linked
to any specific project. This concerns the fact that, at the end of 2011, ProRail decided to
incorporate project alliancing in its general procurement policy for construction
projects. For some projects this policy contributed to an intention to implement project
alliancing but, for various reasons, these alliances were not established.

Two distinct logics for the shared domain
The perception of the (re-)design process being invoked for a single use may
suggest that there are no trends in the development. However, Table I shows
that specific procedures and the organizational forms used to manage the shared
domain become less elaborate as the size of the shared domain decreases. Over time,
the frequency of applying alliancing in projects seems to have grown while the size
of the shared domain has reduced. If this is a genuine trend, then there must be
some reasoning that goes beyond the individual project level. What might that
reasoning be?

Fortunately, some explicit motivation was uncovered that might explain the trend.
This was supported by recollections of past discussions and other contingent
evidence. The indication is that two conflicting logics may have emerged over time.
To explain this, we return to the shared domain. In the alliancing literature, the “real
gain/pain share” mechanism is considered essential to the concept of project
alliancing. This mechanism is thought to align interests and thus behaviour among
project participants, and this is assumed to enhance project performance. In the
current study, a formulation was found in the documents (project no. 6) that explicitly
proclaims the extension of the pain/gain sharing domain to its “reasonable
maximum”. The argument underpinning this formulation follows the logic of interest
alignment: the greater the shared domain, the fewer conflicts of interest to be
expected. Conversely, there is evidence of an implicit preference for limiting the
shared domain to that “considered strictly necessary”. The latter is demonstrated in
the move towards sharing only specific risks (projects nos 4, 5, 7 and 8). A logic for
this standpoint was not found in the documentation but it seems to be driven by
defence and risk avoidance. A reconstruction of this shifting logic suggests that the
reasoning was as follows:

• Transfer risks to the party that can best manage them, but;
• if that party has only limited influence on a specific risk, then the client will not

benefit much from transferring that risk;
• in such situations, the risk may be more manageable if the client and the other

party have a common interest in avoiding or managing that risk; and
• a common interest is best stimulated by including pain/gain sharing arrangements.

To summarize, the results indicate that the reasoning behind the (re-)design process
involves several layers of abstraction, i.e. motivations for applying a project alliance,
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motivations for doing this differently than before and basic logics regarding the
effectiveness of an alliance design. The results indicate that this third layer “design
logic” involves two distinct logics for the shared domain.

Discussion
The aim of this study has been to help public clients improve the contribution that
procurement makes to performance with the focus on procurement development
processes. The first step is to provide insights in the procurement development process.
How do the results contribute to understanding this process? In this discussion, we start
by interpreting the results from perspectives offered in two fields of literature:
(1) strategic management; and (2) KM. For each of these we discuss two rival
explanations (Yin, 2014) and suggest implications to help public clients improve the
procurement development process. In addition, directions for future research are provided.

(1a) The strategic management perspective: emergent strategies
The results indicate that progress in the development of the alliancing procurement
approach has been somewhat evolutionary rather than deliberately planned. As such,
this pattern in procurement development raises questions about the overall strategy in
applying the concept of project alliancing. Here, the overall strategy refers to the
alliancing development process over a range of projects, as opposed to the procurement
strategy formed for a single project. How can this alliancing development process be
understood from the perspective of strategic management?

One of the central concepts within the strategic management literature concerns
strategy formation. Mintzberg et al. (2005) discern ten schools of thought on the
strategy process and argue that each view has its limitations and potential
contributions. In addition, Mintzberg et al. (2005) also discerned five different meanings
that can be attached to the word strategy (“the five Ps for strategy”: plan, pattern,
position, perspective and ploy). Here we consider the “pattern” of strategies: strategies
can be intended; deliberately carried out or emerge; and, eventually, proven to have
been realized or not. By investigating the past using this set of distinctions, one may
uncover a certain strategy pattern.

In this case study, the pattern seen in the development process reflects the learning
school of thought. This school views strategy formation as an emergent process
(Mintzberg et al., 2005). In the public sector, as in the private sector, emergent strategies
“[…] are grounded in the practice of staff, rather than planned by top managers.
They are adopted implicitly, often unseen […]” (Bovaird and Löffler, 2009, p. 74). Three
reasons support this conclusion. First, for most of the 15-year period, there has not been
a procurement policy that supported the use of alliancing. As such, an explicit
alliancing strategy had not been decreed by top management. This situation is typical
of emergent strategies, where the pattern realized was not expressly intended. Second,
in the client’s organization, procurement strategies are devised for specific projects or
programmes. This task is assigned to an organization-level procurement officer who is
expected to develop a strategy through interacting with the project team. Since there
was no explicit alliancing strategy, there must have been an implicit strategy to apply
alliancing principles in particular cases. This strategy has emerged over time, with it
taking over ten years for project alliancing to become part of general procurement
policy. Third, although the alliancing procurement policy adopted the logic of
maximizing the shared domain in project no. 6, both projects no. 7 and no. 8 diverge
from this policy by seeking to minimize the shared domains. In seems therefore that
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rather than pursuing a plan to diversify, decisions to diversify were made on a one-off
basis. In this way, both before and after the alliancing procurement policy was formed,
a pattern of strategy diversification emerged.

To conclude, the emergent strategy perspective may explain the evolutionary
alliancing development process. Since this perspective is an explanatory framework in
this case study, other perspectives may be applicable in other cases. The implication for
public clients is that they should try to match procurement development processes to
one of these perspectives. This would help a public client to increase its understanding
of the potential advantages and disadvantages of the strategy formation process
followed and potential alternatives to this process, and thus to make more deliberate
choices in future procurement development processes.

Future research should support public clients by further investigating the
implications of the schools of thought in the particular context of the procurement
development process. This will probably result in a set of directions that enable public
clients to manage this process more deliberately.

(1b) The strategic management perspective: Miles and Snow framework
The results may also be interpreted through another strategic management perspective.
If the evolutionary development process were representative for the client’s overall
conduct in procurement, how would that contribute to the understanding of the
development process?

One of the prominent frameworks in the literature on the private sector is the Miles and
Snow typology of prospector, defender, analyser and reactor (Miles et al., 1978). Private
sector evidence suggests that prospectors outperform defenders and analysers, who in
turn outperform reactors (Meier et al., 2007). This framework has also been modified for
use in the context of public organizations (Boyne and Walker, 2004). However, here there
does not seem to be a clear overall success hierarchy of the strategy types (Andrews et al.,
2006; Meier et al., 2007; Bryson et al., 2010). Moreover, organizations are likely to pursue a
mix of strategies (Boyne and Walker, 2004; Andrews et al., 2012). Nevertheless, the idea of
researching the procurement development process from the perspective of this framework
is attractive. Public clients who are innovative in the procurement field might be
considered as taking the prospector stance. Will such public clients achieve higher
performance than those adopting a defender stance, i.e. clients that seek to optimize their
set of frequently used procurement approaches? Support for this standpoint may result in
an implicit overall strategy of the procurement department that stimulates procurement
developments, perhaps to the extreme that each project deserves a tailor-made contract.
Therefore, the presence of a prospector strategy may help explain the evolutionary
development process. This implies that public clients striving to manage the development
process more deliberately should investigate the procurement department’s general
conviction regarding the different stances.

We note that the prospector strategy explanation can also be considered as
a combination of Mintzberg’s typology of strategic thinking (Mintzberg et al., 2005)
with the Miles and Snow typology (Miles et al., 1978), since this throws up a similar
question: could it be that public clients that apply a learning school perspective foster a
creative procurement environment that subsequently enables them to achieve the
prospector stance? Evidently, investigating such questions is beyond the scope of this
paper. Future research may help the prospecting type of public clients to steer
procurement developments between the extremes of “rational deliberateness” and “the
very disintegration of strategy” (Mintzberg et al., 2005).
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Finally, an interesting alternative could be to apply the Miles and Snow typology on
an individual level instead of the organizational level mentioned above, i.e. to classify
the people involved in the procurement development process in terms of this typology.
This may help public clients to focus on, or deliberately create, situations in which
argumentation is made explicit, since discussions between prospectors, defenders,
analysers or reactors on procurement developments will force reasoning to become
explicit. Future research may bring this line of thought further and provide public
clients with concrete tools.

(2a) The KM perspective; Knowledge Management System (KMS) strategies
The fact that the alliancing contracts used in projects nos 1, 2 and 6 are similar on most
aspects shows that at least some knowledge has been reused. As noted in the
introduction section, achieving an effective transfer of knowledge can be complicated in
project-based organizations. Therefore, we hypothesize that the extent to which
alliancing knowledge during the evolution of alliancing applications is transferred may
influence the procurement development process. How can the client’s KM practice in
this case study be characterized?

We approach this question from a perspective seen in the general KM literature. There,
the term KMS is used to allude to the ways in which an organization supports its KM
efforts. A KMS has been described as a configuration of managerial, technical and
organizational systems that is structured to support the implementation of KM within
an organization (Massa and Testa, 2009). Three main approaches to establishing a KMS
have been identified: codification; personalization; and people finder (Ragab and Arisha,
2013). Codification is a “people-to-documents” strategy and involves documenting and
storing knowledge in order to enable access to this knowledge by other people and/or
future applications. In contrast, personalization is a “person-to-person” strategy that
focuses on the transfer of knowledge through face-to-face social interactions. The people-
finder strategy focuses on mapping the location of knowledge within the organization.

Earlier, it was already indicated that ProRail seems to primarily rely on staff
knowing who to ask, rather than where to look, for information. Following
the classification of KMS approaches, this is a person-to-person strategy. Although the
study shows that some motivations are indeed documented and accessible in archives,
it also found that the codification strategy is not actively applied when it comes to the
(re-)design process. The same is true for the people-finder strategy: although such a
strategy is facilitated by the intranet function in the client’s organization, it is not
actively applied in the (re-)design process. It seems therefore that the apparent limited
effectiveness of the applied mix of KMS approaches may help explain the evolutionary
pattern uncovered in the alliancing development process.

In conclusion, this perspective implies that public clients can work more consciously
on the procurement development process by deliberately connecting it to
KMS approaches. Easy access to knowledge (what, why and how) of previous
applications will facilitate procurement officers to consider changes to previous
applications more explicitly.

(2b) The KM perspective; knowledge taxonomies
Observing so much diversity in the applications in this case study, one wonders what
knowledge inspired the (re-)design processes. Kakabadse et al. (2003, p. 78) show that
“There are numerous definitions and taxonomies of knowledge that contribute to
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theory and praxis from a variety of perspectives”. Therefore, in this case study, it is
useful to consider the nature of the procurement knowledge that is applied in the
development process. Here, we propose two opposite types of alliancing knowledge
that may help explain the evolutionary alliancing development process.

Lahdenperä (2012) showed, on the macro-level, how the project alliancing concept
has a history of travelling around the globe, evolving while interacting with other
procurement approaches along the way. On the one hand, Lahdenperä (2012, p. 57)
recognizes “project alliancing as a project delivery system in its own right” due to
certain key features. On the other, Lahdenperä (2012, p. 74) also states that “any
application is likely to be a highly specific combination of practices, manifesting itself
in different ways and making it hard to generalize”. This line of thought resembles the
idea-construct of the “pure type”, as in Weber’s (2009) sociology. A “pure type” is
formed from characteristics of the given phenomena, but it is not meant to correspond
to all of the characteristics of any one particular case. Perhaps, similarly,
the procurement designs were inspired by knowledge of project alliancing at the
conceptual level of a “pure type” delivery system. This may explain the variations in
the translation of the concept into actual contracts. Procurement designers may have
their own individual ideas on how to operationalize the concept. For instance, whether
the procurement officer involved in the project at hand is a “domain maximizer”
or “domain minimizer” may result in different designs. Different individual-level
opinions and theories regarding what constitutes the “pure type” may thus drive the
design process in different directions. Moreover, the (re-)design processes have been
carried out in the context and dynamics of individual projects, as opposed to a
(re-)design process executed independently of a project. Therefore, the procurement
officer’s perception of the particularities of the project at hand may also influence the
operationalization of the pure type.

However, previous applications within the client’s organization may also be the
source of inspiration. Not in the sense of a “pure type”, but more as a concrete and
practical tool that apparently worked in mitigating a particular issue. This seems
likely since only a limited number of procurement officers worked on the
designs – albeit sometimes unaware of other designs. Moreover, most of these
officials had worked in the same department during the greater part of the 15-year
period examined in this study. This suggests that these officials may have been able
to quickly retrieve concrete contractual alliancing clauses used in particular projects
since they knew what to look for and where in the archives. Once retrieved,
the clauses could then be reused or altered with little effort. In this way, alliancing
ideas may easily survive the duration of several projects, and might even be reused
after a few years have passed.

The implication of this perspective is that public clients would benefit from
identifying the source of inspiration in the (re-)design process, since both types of
procurement knowledge arguably have advantages and drawbacks. For example, the
“practical tool” kind of procurement knowledge associates with a quick-fix approach,
with the potential advantage of limited cost and time consequences, but the potential
drawback of having a bad match to the rest of the contract. The “pure type”
procurement knowledge associates with the reverse: an expensive, time consuming but
high quality “from scratch” design process. Being aware of such pros and cons may
help a public client manage the development process more deliberately. Future research
could support public clients by analysing the (re-)design process from this knowledge-
type perspective.
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Research limitations
The exploratory character of this case study means that a number of research
limitations need to be addressed. Given that we had to establish a method to identify
project alliances from a large number of assorted contractual arrangements, we mainly
focus on this aspect.

First, the selection criteria used in Step 1 led to eight projects that, at least at first
glance, could be considered to be project alliances. However, the choice of “formal
contract” and “real gain/pain share” as the selection criteria was somewhat crude and a
bare minimum. People who had experienced working in a “full” project alliance, such as
in projects nos 1, 2, 3 and 6, might not see the other selected projects as alliances.
They might easily view them as Design & Construct contracts with an additional
incentive mechanism. As discussed earlier, the alliancing literature does offer several
other potential criteria in the form of informal or non-contractual aspects such as trust
and long-term commitment (Yeung et al., 2007). Although it would be difficult to use
these aspects as selection criteria, such criteria can, and probably should, be used
as evaluation criteria during a project. Further, the different logics used by the domain
“maximizers” and “restrictors” suggest that the size of the shared domain should be
developed into a third “hard” criterion.

Second, while the selection method employed did identify alliance projects, it also
excluded those projects in which a project alliance was intended but where the attempt
failed, or considered but then rejected as the optimal delivery method. Studying such
projects would be valuable in research aiming to uncover motivations and
expectations. As such, the selection strategy employed in this study rejected relevant
data and data sources leaving questions unanswered. Why was the implementation
stopped in the project? Would there have been any new insights regarding the
motivations, were there other circumstances that led to different reasoning processes?

Third, in Step 2, additional characteristics of the variations could also have been
considered. Although the limited number used in this study was sufficient for confirming
the initial assumption of there being differences among the alliance applications,
considering a greater range of characteristics might have yielded further differences.
Moreover, the distinctions, for example between narrow and broad, are rather crude.
Refining the categories would yield a more detailed insight into the variations.

Fourth, in Step 3, a number of potential motivations for alliance projects were
identified. The study of formal documents showed that the choices made regarding the
alliance method were either apparently “different per project” or “seldom explicitly
motivated in the documents”. This is indicative of the implicit nature of the reasoning
in selecting a procurement method. More-extensive interviews with key players might
have yielded more information and insight into the implicit side of the motives and
expectations used in individual cases. This could lead to a fuller reconstruction of the
reasoning. However, in this case study, interviews with key players were not held since
reports of earlier such interviews were already available for some of the more recent
projects. These included answers to questions that were specifically aimed at the
reasoning process. Moreover, interviewing may not be as successful as one hopes due
to selective memory and biased hindsight. Longitudinally observing project teams as
they determine a delivery method might reveal a clearer picture of the logic and
reasoning used.

Fifth, the “standard” motivations derived from the literature could be further
elaborated and sharpened. For instance, “cost reduction” might be anticipated through
several factors such as greater efficiency, fewer conflicts and better design optimization.
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Attributing documented project motivations to items on such an extended list would
probably require less interpretation.

With regards to the discussion section, we note that this case study is establishing
links between the procurement development process and the fields of strategic
management and KM literature. Evidently, the theoretical perspectives applied in this
study concern only a selection out of a range of potentially interesting theories and
concepts. Although some rival explanations are suggested in this study, other
explanations may also contribute to carrying out procurement development processes
more deliberately.

Conclusions and suggestions for further research
Since public clients depend more and more on outsourcing, procurement is becoming
a strategic issue. To improve procurement’s contribution to the client’s overall
performance, current procurement practices may require new developments.
This paper contributes to the understanding of procurement development processes.
It holds that, given the increasing role of public procurement, a proper understanding
of the reasoning behind these development processes is key in improving
procurement’s impact.

This paper contributes to this understanding by offering an initial insight into the
reasoning behind the (re-)design processes at the micro-level of a single public sector
client. It reports on a case study that investigates the development of procurement
approaches that can all be identified as variants of the “project alliancing” delivery
system. The paper first explains the strategy used to distinguish alliance projects from
other project delivery systems. It introduces a rationale, based on a typology of the
shared domain, for mapping variety among alliances, and hints at opposing logics
regarding this shared domain. Practitioners considering alliancing as a project delivery
system could use these results to reflect upon their motives and logics regarding the
shared domain and pain/gain structures.

Next, shifting the focus from alliancing to the evolutionary development process
encountered in this case study, the main contribution of the paper is in interpreting this
finding from various theoretical perspectives. This paper primarily establishes a link
between the development of procurement approaches and theories and concepts drawn
from the strategic management and KM literatures. Two prototype theories are offered
to explain the evolutionary development process. In addition, two rival explanations
are briefly outlined to trigger further reflection on the nature of the procurement
development process. Both for researchers and practitioners, these perspectives
provide a basis from which useful lessons can be drawn with regard to the
management of procurement development processes.

The case study has only considered one particular procurement approach from a
range of approaches applied within the single public client. This is too small a base on
which to draw general conclusions. However, the results have triggered reflection on a
number of topics relevant for the procurement development process. Therefore,
suggestions for further research are also provided that are briefly summarized here:

• Strategy types: to further investigate the implications of Mintzberg’s et al. (2005)
schools of thought in the particular context of the procurement development process.

• Strategic stance: to explore the applicability of the Miles et al. (1978) typology on
the individual level of people involved in the procurement development process.
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• KMSs: to further explore how access to relevant procurement knowledge of
previous applications can be facilitated.

• Procurement knowledge types: to further investigate what taxonomy of
procurement knowledge can help to manage the procurement development
process more deliberately.
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