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Abstract
There has recently been noted a rapid increase in research attention to projects that involve outside
partners. Our knowledge of such interorganizational projects, however, is limited. This paper reports
large scale data from a repeated trend survey amongst 2000 SMEs in 2006 and 2009 that focused on
inter-organizational project ventures. Our major findings indicate that the overall prevalence of
inter-organizational project ventures remained significant and stable over time, even despite the
economic crisis. Moreover, we find that these ventures predominantly solve repetitive rather than
unique tasks and are embedded in prior relations between the partnering organizations. These
findings provide empirical support for the recent claims that project management should pay more
attention to inter-organizational forms of project organization, and suggest that the archetypical
view of projects as being unique in every respect should be reconsidered. Both have important
implications for project management, especially in the area of project-based learning.

1. Introduction

As organizations in more and more industries look for flexible ways of production in the wake of
rapidly changing market environments, inter-organizational project ventures have been claimed to
be becoming an increasingly important mode of organization (e.g. [Bresnen, 2007] and [Kenis et al.,
2009] ). This trend would likely be a result of the fact that in today's economy project work often
requires the involvement of outside project partners (Maurer, 2010), which provide organizations
with flexible network solutions through limited duration partnerships ( [Jones and Lichtenstein,
2008] and [Schwab and Miner, 2008] ). Inter-organizational project ventures challenge a number of
the existing notions that have been developed mostly on the basis of studies of in-house projects
(Söderlund, 2004). For one, inter-firm projects lack a traditional hierarchical structure between the
collaborating actors, which has important implications for coordination and governance ( [Jones and
Lichtenstein, 2008] and [Kenis et al., 2009] ). In addition, needing to cooperate over the boundaries
of organizations places an increasing emphasis on trust development and the management of
opportunism (Maurer, 2010), and a shift in emphasis from drawing up ad hoc contracts for single
projects to long-term relations that need to be “matched” in a project context (Dahlgren and
Söderlund, 2001). Although inter-organizational project ventures might thus seem to raise all kinds
of interesting new insights and might be one of the new frontiers in project research (Söderlund,

2004), there are a number of urgent and fundamental gaps in our knowledge of this form of
organization that need to be addressed.

The first pertains to its prevalence. Although it is sometimes claimed that inter-organizational
project ventures are becoming increasingly common ( [Kenis et al., 2009] and [Maurer, 2010] ), there
is a dearth of systematic, industry-wide data on the prevalence and characteristics of interorganizational project ventures (Lundin, 2009). The reality seems to be that we do not exactly know
whether this type of project is in fact becoming increasingly prevalent, as most evidence thus far has
been anecdotal. What if we are wrong? Söderlund (2004: 656) concluded on the basis of a literature
review that one of the important trends in recent project research is that “we observe an
increasingly large number of publications taking special interest in the relationships between firms
(i.e., inter-firm projects)”. When it is in fact uncertain that we are dealing with a trend that is “real”
in the sense that it exists “out there”, this increasing stream of emerging research runs the risk of
being out of sync with organizational reality. This would be detrimental to any research field, but
especially to that of project management, which capitalizes on its strong link to practice—one that
seems to have eroded in many other research fields over the years (Rynes et al., 2001). In our view,
a thorough large scale empirical analysis could help to legitimize the study of inter-organizational
project ventures by checking whether it is in sync with organizational reality, and provide an
empirical foundation for the studies that have recently staked an increasing interest in them (see
Kenis et al., 2009).

A second important and quite fundamental gap in our knowledge of inter-organizational projects
concerns their nature. It seems that over the years there have emerged at least two positions on
this. Some authors, such as Goodman and Goodman (1976), but also Ibert (2004) and the PMBOK
emphasize that projects are in general “almost unique” (Goodman and Goodman, 1976: 495). This is
a position that is found in the literature more often, as many (e.g. [Lindkvist et al., 1998] , [Gann and
Salter, 2000] and [Meyerson et al., 1996] ) have also referred to the one-off and exceptional qualities
of projects. Others (e.g. [Engwall, 2003] and [Lundin and Söderholm, 1995] ) have started to
question this notion as in the words by Brady and Davies (2004: 1605) “it equates project-based
activities with non-routine behaviour”, whereas often “firms undertake ‘similar’ categories of
projects [..] involving repeatable and predictable patterns of activities”. This debate on the nature of
projects is yet to be resolved. A large scale analysis of inter-organizational project ventures could
contribute to this issue by shedding new light on their characteristics with regard to, amongst
others, the types of tasks they execute and their degree of social embeddedness.

In relation to these two concerns, the present paper attempts to draw inferences on the prevalence
of inter-organizational project ventures over time, and their main characteristics. These inferences
are based on two waves (2006 and 2009) of a repeated large scale survey among 2000 SMEs in the
Netherlands. The research question we aim to answer is: what is the prevalence of the interorganizational project ventures in which Dutch SMEs participate, and what are the main
characteristics of these ventures?

To foreshadow our most important findings in relation to the above, the present article makes two
contributions to the literature on inter-organizational projects. First, we empirically demonstrate
that inter-organizational project ventures are in fact a substantial economic activity: despite the
economic crisis, its prevalence remained stable and significant between 2006 and 2009.
Furthermore, our results indicate that trends in prevalence were influenced by two types of
dynamics: the number of organizations that engages in inter-organizational project ventures, and
the number of inter-organizational project ventures per organization for the ones that do. The
stability in prevalence that we find is the outcome of two opposing trends on these metrics: a
decrease in the number of organizations that engages in inter-organizational project ventures, but
an increase in the number of inter-organizational projects per firm that does engage in them. In our
view, this finding goes some way in legitimizing the rapidly emerging body of research studying this
organizational form by demonstrating that such ventures are in fact “real”, and grants a quite unique
peek at the dynamics involved in their prevalence. Moreover, they point to an important managerial
implication: when fewer firms engage in inter-organizational projects, but the ones who do engage
in more of them at a time, many organizations are faced with the necessity of managing larger
portfolios of simultaneous projects involving different external partners. This brings an increased
complexity to project portfolio management, with regard to, for instance, resource allocations and
alliance management (Engwall and Jerbrant, 2003).

A second contribution of the present paper concerns that we can empirically demonstrate that
although there is considerable variation on their most important dimensions, most interorganizational project ventures are in fact quite routine in their nature: they solve routine tasks, and
are embedded in prior relations between the collaborating project partners. This finding implies that
the view of inter-organizational projects as being unique entities in all aspects can be questioned. In
turn, it provides empirical support for some of the emerging theories of project-based learning (e.g.
[Brady and Davies, 2004] , [Grabher, 2004] and [Cacciatori, 2008] ) which have staked the claim that
routine tasks and embeddedness in latent networks between the partnering organizations provide a
suitable pretext for knowledge transfer from projects to subsequent other projects (project-toproject learning), and from projects to the organizations involved (project-to-organization learning).
Although some have drawn explicit interest to the presupposed inabilities of projects to sediment
information and preserve knowledge because of their transient and unique nature, there would on
the basis of these findings actually seem to be more opportunities for learning than originally
thought.

We will elaborate these and other claims in more detail in the remainder of this article.
2. Theoretical background
2.1. The prevalence of project ventures

In 1965, Warren Bennis predicted that “organizations of the future will have some unique
characteristics. The key word will be “temporary”; there will be adaptive, rapidly changing
temporary systems” (p. 34). Such claims, heralding a new, more temporary and ad hoc logic of
functioning of organizations have been repeated on numerous occasions since then ( [Söderlund,
2004] , [Söderlund and Tell, 2009] and [Winter et al., 2006] ). Midler (1995) referred to this as
“projectification”, i.e. the process by which the organization of work is increasingly manifested in
temporary organizational ventures, in which people work together on a project basis. Whereas some
industries have already had a long history of such project-based organization, like film (Sorenson and
Waguespack, 2006), theatre (Goodman and Goodman, 1976) and construction (Edum-Fotwe and
Price, 2009), it has been proposed to exist in growing numbers in many other industries as well,
including software development, advertising, biotechnology, consulting, emergency response,
fashion, television and complex products and systems (DeFillippi, 2002; [Hobday, 2000] , [Sydow and
Staber, 2002] and [Weick, 1993] ). Reasons why such industries would increasingly switch to projects
as a preferred form of organization concern that there is an increasing need for flexible ways of
production, a tendency to try to avoid long-term resource commitments, and a need for innovative
products and services that are developed in the context of their application ( [Duysters and de Man,
2003] and [Grabher, 2004] ).

Given the amount of references to such an increasing prevalence of temporary, project-based
modes of organization, it is quite surprising that there are so few systematic, large scale empirical
studies undertaken to assert the veracity of this claim. We know of only one that can be
characterised as such, which concerns the study by Whittington et al. (1999). Based on a large scale
European panel study into organizational innovation, Whittington and colleagues found that projectbased structures had become more pervasive in 1996 compared to 1992. This was essentially their
only finding directly in the realm of projects, as the study by Whittington and colleagues was not
primarily geared toward project-based organization. Nevertheless, it is an excellent starting point to
build on. More specifically, we argue that our study complements Whittington et al.'s study in the
following ways. First, the study by Whittington et al. was solely geared toward intra-organizational
project structures whereas our focus is inter-organizational, reflecting the concern that projects
increasingly necessitate the involvement of outside parties ( [Jones and Lichtenstein, 2008] and
[Maurer, 2010] ). Inter-organizational project ventures are often defined as temporary interorganizational systems of legally autonomous but functionally interdependent firms that interact to
coordinate their efforts for the accomplishment of a joint service or product in a limited amount of
time (Jones et al., 1998: 398; Sydow and Staber, 2002: 216). Second, whereas the study by
Whittington et al. (1999) was focused on large organizations, ours, for reasons explained later, is on
small and medium sized firms. Third and finally, much has happened since Whittington and
colleagues collected their data in 1996, which raises the possibility that their findings do not
accurately describe the current situation, especially given the current environmental turbulence and
the many options for organizations to be adaptive.
2.2. Dimensions of inter-organizational project ventures

In line with this study's research question, we aim to not only touch upon the prevalence of interorganizational project ventures, but on their main characteristics as well. This begs for a number of
theoretically informed dimensions that empirically describe inter-organizational project ventures,
which help us to fill the gap identified in the introduction of this paper. We draw in this regard on
the broader literature on temporary and project-based organization. Lundin and Söderholm (1995)
proposed temporary organizations (such as projects) to relate to four basic dimensions: time, team,
task, and transition. This four-fold taxonomy was recently updated and slightly modified in a
literature review of temporary organizational forms (Bakker, 2010). More specifically, Bakker (2010)
found transition to play only a minor role in the body of literature, and proposed instead to include
embeddedness (or “context”) as a dimension, given the rapidly growing research attention to how
projects are embedded in wider organizational and institutional contexts (e.g. [Engwall, 2003] and
[Grabher, 2004] ). We decided to include the latter classification (see below), as it is up to date and
firmly grounded in the current body of literature, and grants explicit attention to the theme of
embeddedness, which, as mentioned, is an important indicator of the nature of projects (Sydow and
Staber, 2002). In addition, embeddedness has important implications for project-based learning, an
issue that we will revisit in the later sections of this paper. Following Bakker (2010), we will briefly
discuss each of the four identified dimensions (time, team, task and embeddedness), together with
why they are important for inter-organizational project ventures.

The first, time, relates to the fact that projects are temporary. In project ventures, extant literature
has variously proposed time to be limited (Grabher, 2004), and/or short (Lanzara, 1983), but at the
very least different (Miles, 1964) from how it is conceived of in other organizational forms. One
dimension of time that has been proposed to be especially relevant is duration. Duration is an
important variable in projects, because when project ventures are of (extremely) short duration,
there is not enough time to develop features such as personal relations within the project, a shared
task-relevant knowledge base, or regular trust (Meyerson et al., 1996). In contrast, when project
ventures are of relatively longer duration, they are often thought of as developing processes and
characteristics more similar to those found in enduring organizations (Sydow et al., 2004).

The second important dimension of project ventures developed in the literature concerns team. By
team, many studies refer to the groups of people that work together in projects (e.g. Goodman and
Goodman, 1976). In our inter-organizational project venture context, which takes the organization
rather than the individual as the unit of analysis, team might best be thought of as the set of
different organizations involved in the project venture. As such, one of the crucial variables herein
concerns the size of this set. Shenhar (2001) proposed size to be an important source of variety
between different project ventures, as it pertains to many processes going on within them, like, for
instance, the kind of coordination mechanisms likely to be encountered and the complexity of the
project venture.

A third important dimension of project ventures concerns task, because a task definition is often the
raison d'être for initiating a project (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995). One of the most important issues

with regard to the task of project ventures concerns whether it is repetitive or unique (Brady and
Davies, 2004). The traditional view of the ideal type temporary venture has stressed project ventures
to be highly unique, solving a one-off type of tasks (Goodman and Goodman, 1976), which leaves
little room to develop routines and trust or harvest knowledge (Meyerson et al., 1996). As
mentioned, Lundin and Söderholm (1995) and Brady and Davies (2004) proposed, on the other hand,
that the tasks of a project might in some instances be rather repetitive. According to Brady and
Davies (2004) a consequence of such repetitive rather than unique tasks might be that firms have a
better opportunity of developing “project capabilities”, meaning that through experience, firms can
develop explicit knowledge and routines in how to most optimally execute project tasks.

The fourth dimension mentioned by Bakker (2010), which was not proposed by Lundin and
Söderholm (1995), concerns embeddedness. Whereas project ventures were traditionally often
regarded as stand-alone (Engwall, 2003), it has increasingly been recognized that project ventures
are to some extent embedded in an enduring environment that impacts their functioning (Grabher,
2004). A crucial kind of embeddedness of projects concerns whether there are prior ties between
the organizations engaged in the venture (i.e. a kind of relational recurrence, in contrast to the
aforementioned task recurrence). The reason why this is an important dimension concerns that
despite the fact that project collaborations themselves are temporary, project partners coordinate
their activities with reference to practices and experiences emerged from collaboration in previous
ventures (Sydow and Staber, 2002). In other words, it might be the case that project ventures are
part of larger, enduring latent collaboration networks, in which the project venture is a continuation
of prior ties between the parties involved (see Bechky, 2006). This is relevant, as it relates to issues
like experience, trust-building, governance, and the likelihood of the emergence of shared
understandings between and among the organizations, because “when exchanges evolve from oneoff, single interactions to repeated and durable long-term relationships [..], understandings become
widely shared in a market or field and a rich project ecology emerges that facilitates coordination
and guides collaborative activities among organizational actors” (Jones and Lichtenstein, 2008: 233).

In sum, then, following the direction of the available literature on temporary and project-based
organization, we will in our empirical analyses describe the characteristics of inter-organizational
project ventures by time (duration), team (number of organizations involved), task
(unique/repeated), and embeddedness (prior ties). We assume every inter-organizational project
venture to fall somewhere on these dimensions. This is visually captured in Fig. 1.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research setting

The primary means of data gathering underlying the present study was a repeated survey amongst
small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs; meaning 1–99 employees1) in the Netherlands. This was

executed by a joint effort by the professional research institute EIM Business and Policy Research
and the university with which three of the authors of the present article are affiliated. There are
several reasons why we specifically targeted this research setting.

Our choice to target SMEs was inspired by the fact that particularly for SMEs temporary project
ventures are very important, perhaps even necessary, vehicles to achieve tasks too big or complex
for them to complete alone because of a lack of expertise or diseconomies of small scale. At the
same time, it helps SMEs to stay adaptive and competitive by avoiding rigid, long-term resource
commitments (Nooteboom, 1994). In fact, it has been recently found that on average one third of
the total turnover of SMEs is project-based (Turner et al., 2009).

A second, more general reason concerns that SMEs are an under-represented category in large N
quantitative research and sampling techniques (Schilling, 2009). This is the case despite the fact that
most economic activity takes place not in large firms, but in SMEs. SMEs comprise 99.1% of the
approximately 850,000 firms in the Netherlands, and they contain the majority (52.6%) of the total
number of jobs (Statistics Netherlands). Moreover, SMEs account for a major part of the economy
not only in the Netherlands, but in the rest of Europe (and the world) as well (Mulhern, 1995).

There are also several reasons why we targeted the Dutch economy specifically. The Dutch economy
is very open, which means that it is highly dynamic and outside influences quickly reverberate
throughout the economy (Hessels, 2007). Therefore, economies like the Netherlands are usually
frontrunners in economic developments, which makes the Netherlands a very suitable research
setting to be able to pick up on the kind of trends we wish to capture. Moreover, the most recent
Community Innovation Survey (CIS) found that in terms of inter-organizational collaboration activity
by innovative firms more generally, the Netherlands is highly representative of the European
average.2 Therefore, by studying the prevalence and characteristics of inter-organizational project
ventures in the Netherlands, we hoped to obtain an up-to-date and to some extent generalizable
view of the trends that form the main focus of the present article.

3.2. Sample

For purposes of this study, a panel of 2000 Dutch SMEs was approached in two separate waves of
data collection, one in 2006 (from here on referred to as T1) and one in 2009 (T2). The choice for this
time lag was a function of the duration of inter-firm projects. As we expected that the majority of
projects would have an existence of less than 3 years (something that was validated by the results
presented later) this time lag would allow making independent observations (i.e. there exists little
overlap with still existing projects between the two measurement points).

The panel of 2000 SMEs is contacted yearly by EIM Business and Policy Research. Panel attrition
(panellists leaving the panel in between waves of data collection, for example because of
organizations going bankrupt) is handled by filing up the sample to 2000 every year, mostly by
contacting new firms. As this panel maintenance is one of EIM's primary concerns, and the majority
of the sample comprises a stable core of firms, response rates largely exceed those usually reached
when surveys are sent out to organizations at random. A breakdown of the response per sector and
size class for both waves, along with population data and relative weight factors are presented in
Table 1. It will be discussed in more detail below.

At T1, a total of 819 firms out of the total 2000 participated in the survey, which constitutes a
response of 41%. The means of data gathering in this survey was an internet survey. Table 1
presents an overview of the amounts of firms that responded at T1, and the relative proportions of
firms in the total population (based on the total number of SMEs in the Netherlands in 2006 per
sector and size class). As is custom in large scale survey designs, we calculated relative weights for
each cell, based on the proportion between the sample size per cell, and the total number of firms in
the population per cell (see Table 1). By assigning all of the 819 responding firms at T1 their relative
weight, our sample is representative of the population from which the sample was drawn (i.e. the
total number of SMEs in the Netherlands in 2006).

In order to increase the response rate in the second wave, the 2009 survey was undertaken by
means of a telephone survey, which was conducted by trained interviewers of EIM. This modification
was effective, as in this second wave a total of 1987 organizations participated. This constitutes a
response rate of 99%. This extremely high response is mainly a consequence of the telephone survey
method, and the fact that many of the firms in the approached panel have a long history of working
with EIM in this panel. The telephone survey at T2 included the exact same items that were posed in
the internet survey at T1 (in order to make comparisons over time possible) plus some additional
items on the characteristics of the project ventures these SMEs engaged in. Referring to Table 1, we
again assigned relative weights to all 1987 firms that participated in the survey at T2, based on the
total number of firms in the population in 2009. As was the case for T1, the sample at T2 is
representative for the population from which the sample was drawn (i.e. the total number of SMEs
in the Netherlands in 2009).

Before proceeding, two important issues need to be addressed regarding the extent to which these
two samples at T1 and T2 can be compared. First, as one wave was executed by an internet survey,
and the other by a telephone survey, one might raise concerns about the extent to which the items
at T1 measure the same constructs as what their corresponding items measure at T2 (validity). With
regard to this issue it has been established that the validity of internet surveys vis-à-vis telephone
surveys generally does not differ radically (Simsek and Veiga, 2000). This is the case especially when
the items solicit relatively non-sensitive information. In other words, only studies that solicit
sensitive information about respondents (e.g. sexual preference) generally find differences in the
way identical items are answered in a telephone vis-à-vis an internet survey. As our survey solicited

no such sensitive information, there seems little reason to assume that the validity of the items in
(one of) the two waves would be in jeopardy.

A second issue regarding the extent to which the samples can be compared concerns the difference
in response rate for the two samples. As mentioned, the internet survey at T1 yielded a response
rate of 41%, whereas the telephone survey at T2 yielded a response of 99%. To tackle this concern,
we ran an additional analysis to check whether there was any indication of organizational selfselection between the two samples. More specifically, we took the following approach. First, we
took as a baseline the key item that was present in both surveys, namely, whether the firm in
question at the time participated in at least one inter-organizational project venture. At T2, 1979
firms answered this particular question, of which 1765 already existed at T1 (214 firms were
founded in the meantime). Of this group, 506 had participated in the internet survey at T1 as well,
and 1259 had not, due to the aforementioned differences in the composition of the panel over time.
We then compared the two groups (the one which had and the one which had not also participated
in the wave at T1) to determine whether there were differences in the extent to which they engaged
in inter-organizational project ventures. Specifically, we ran a logistic regression analysis in which the
dependent variable concerned whether a focal firm participated in an inter-organizational project
venture at T2 (yes/no), and as independent variable whether it had participated in the survey at T1
(yes/no). We also included a number of firm characteristics as controls, namely the logged size and
logged age of the firms, and the industry in which it operates. Essentially, this is a test of nonresponse bias (see Rogelberg and Stanton, 2007), i.e. whether the sample of firms that participated
at T2 is equivalent to those firms that participated at T1. Table 2 demonstrates that no statistically
significant differences were found. In other words, controlling for firm characteristics, variance in the
score of a given SME on this crucial item at T2 is not significantly influenced by its participation at T1.
This presents evidence that there is no response bias between the two waves at T1 and T2, and that
we can therefore meaningfully compare the two samples.

3.3. Operationalizations

In line with our research question, we wished to enquire both into the prevalence and the main
characteristics of the inter-organizational project ventures in which SMEs engage. Specifically, we
operationalized these variables in our study as follows.

With regard to prevalence, our study employed three measures. First, every participating firm was
asked the general question of whether it currently engaged in one or more collaborative relations
with other firms, defined as inter-organizational relations between organizations that involve a joint
execution of tasks toward the accomplishment of a common goal (what we deem interorganizational relations, or IORs, which also include non-temporary, non-project alliances). Those
who did, were subsequently asked whether any of these collaborative agreements concerned
temporary project collaborations, defined as temporary inter-organizational project ventures in

which the participating firms had agreed ex ante that the duration of the collaboration would be
limited (either by a date or the fulfilment of the project) and which was characterised by a joint
execution of tasks (i.e. what we defined as an inter-organizational project venture before). Those
that did, we subsequently asked about the number of temporary inter-organizational project
collaborations they currently engaged in. These three variables (prevalence of inter-organizational
relations per sé, prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures, and number of interorganizational project ventures per firm) were measured with exactly corresponding items in both
waves at T1 and T2. Moreover, we asked every firm that indicated that it was at the time engaged in
one or more temporary project ventures for the main motivation why this project venture had been
set up (for those firms which were at the time engaged in more than one project venture, we asked
the respondent to concentrate on the most important one). This question was also posed at both T1
and T2.

With regard to the characteristics of the inter-organizational project ventures, we measured the
dimensions discerned in Fig. 1 (time/team/task/embeddedness) in the following way. First, the
duration of the inter-organizational project (time) we measured by the start and expected end date
of the venture; the size (team) of the project venture we operationalized in terms of the number of
participating organizations; the task we operationalized as being unique or repetitive in nature; and
embeddedness we operationalized by enquiring whether there existed prior ties between the
partnering organizations, measured by enquiring whether the focal organization had worked
together before with the other partnering organizations within the last 3 years.

4. Results

We present our main findings with regard to the prevalence and characteristics of temporary project
ventures among SMEs in the Netherlands below, describing the situation in 2006 (T1) and 2009 (T2)
separately first, and then analyse the trend between the two.
4.1. Prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures

With regard to prevalence, Table 3 and Table 4 demonstrate the percentages of SMEs that engage in
inter-organizational project ventures per industry at T1 and T2, the percentage of firms that engages
in inter-organizational relations of any kind, the relative proportion of project ventures on overall
inter-organizational relations, and for those organizations that do engage in inter-organizational
project ventures, the amount of project ventures that they engage in, again per industry, at T1
(2006) and T2 (2009). Since we sampled SMEs, our focus in the present paper is on the inter-industry
differences rather than on size class differences amongst this group.

Table 3 presents the weighted findings pertaining to the prevalence of inter-organizational project
ventures in 2006. It indicates, amongst others, that in 2006, on average 16% of SMEs in the
Netherlands engaged in inter-organizational project ventures. (In order to interpret this number, the
average percentage of SMEs which engaged in any type of inter-organizational collaboration,
including non-temporary non-project alliances, was 44%). The highest concentration of interorganizational project ventures was found in the Business Services sector (28%), and lowest in Trade
and Repair (7%). As a proportion of the total number of inter-organizational relations (including
other, more permanent alliances as well), in 2006 project ventures accounted for 36% on average.
On an industry level, Business Services again scores the highest percentage: in 2006 over half (52%)
of all inter-organizational relations in this sector concerned inter-organizational projects. Also the
Construction sector scored high in this regard, with 46% of the total number of inter-organizational
relations being inter-organizational projects. The lowest percentage was found in Trade and Repair,
where the far majority of firms prefer open-ended collaborations over temporary project ventures;
only 18% of the inter-organizational relations are temporary in this industry (see Table 3). Table 3
further indicates that amongst the group of SMEs that does engage in inter-organizational project
ventures, the average amount of projects they engage in simultaneously in 2006 is 2.63. Here we see
that firms in the Transport and Communication industry hold the highest amount of interorganizational project ventures, engaging in almost 4 of them on average (3.81).

Table 4 presents a similar overview of the weighted prevalence of inter-organizational project
ventures, but for T2 (2009). It indicates, amongst others, that in 2009, on average 11% of SMEs in
the Netherlands engaged in inter-organizational project ventures. Similar as to 2006, the highest
percentage is found in the Business Services industry (18%). The lowest concentration of interorganizational project ventures is found in Hotels and Catering (2%). When compared to the total
number of all inter-organizational relations, project ventures on average account for 28% in 2009.
Similar to 2006, the highest relative proportions are found in Construction (where 44% of all interorganizational relations concern project ventures) and Business Services (36%). The lowest relative
proportion is found in Hotels and Catering (10%). Amongst the group of SMEs that does engage in
inter-organizational project ventures, firms on average engage in 3.69 of them concurrently. time. As
in 2006, Transport and Communication scores among the highest in the amount of interorganizational project ventures in which firms engage (6.09), surpassed only, somewhat surprisingly,
by those in Trade and Repair, where those few firms that do engage in inter-organizational projects,
seem to do so in many (namely 7.03: see Table 4). Overall, it is clear from the findings there is
considerable industry variation concerning the prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures.

Besides these static descriptions, the trend that these findings describe, i.e. the relative differences
between 2006 and 2009, is quite intriguing as well. Table 5 presents the weighted relative
differences between the two waves of data collection, by subtracting the percentages at T1 (2006)
from those at T2 (2009). For clarification, the shaded cells refer to the cells in which we see an
increase in 2009 relative to 2006.
One of the irrefutable findings from Table 5 concerns the drop in the percentage of SMEs that
engage in inter-organizational project ventures. More specifically, Table 5 demonstrates that the

total percentage of SMEs that engaged in one or more inter-organizational project venture
decreased with 5%-points. With the exception of Transport and Communication, this decrease is
witnessed in all industries, with Business Services (− 10%-points) and Hotels and Catering (− 15%points) noting decreases in the double digits. A similar trend is witnessed in the percentage of firms
that engages in any form of inter-organizational collaboration, which for all SMEs comes to an
average decrease of 5%-points. Controlling for this reduction in the number of firms that engages in
any form of collaboration, still the number of organizations that participated in project ventures
dropped: the relative proportion of project ventures among all inter-organizational collaborations
diminished by 8%-points from 2006 to 2009. Again, Hotels and Catering ( − 22%-points) and Business
Services (− 16%-points) demonstrate the sharpest decreases.

Countering this overall trend, however, Table 5 at the same time indicates that those firms that do
engage in inter-organizational project ventures, do so in many more at a time. In fact, on average,
SMEs that engaged in inter-organizational project ventures held on average 40% more of them. With
the exception of Hotels and Catering (− 5%) and Construction (− 6%), SMEs that do engage in such
project ventures report increases in the number of inter-organizational projects they engage in per
firm. The above seems to indicate that between 2006 and 2009, the percentage of SMEs that
engaged in inter-organizational project ventures decreased, both absolute, and relative to the
overall decreasing trend in inter-organizational collaborations, whereas, on the other hand, the
average number of project ventures per SME that engaged in them increased.

When we combine these two dynamics in one number by looking at the total number of interorganizational project ventures in our population (by multiplying the number of firms who have
them by the average amount of project venture per firm for both 2006 and 2009), the somewhat
startling finding is that this number stayed almost exactly the same in 2006 and 2009 (if all project
ventures in the economy were to be equally distributed over all SMEs, a given firm had 0.42 project
ventures in 2006, compared to 0.41 in 2009).3 In other words, the drop in the amount of firms that
engages in inter-organizational projects is almost fully off-set by the increase in the number of
ventures per firm, whereby their total prevalence stayed practically identical.

One possible argument that might be helpful in explaining why the above trend occurs lies in the
main motivation that firms have to engage in inter-organizational project ventures. Table 6
demonstrates these main motivations for 2006 and 2009. On the basis of this table, it seems that
between 2006 and 2009 firms increasingly engaged in inter-organizational project ventures in order
to make a specific service (an increase of 8.7%-points), deliver a specific service (+ 4.9%-points) or to
enhance the production process (+ 0.5%-point). This goes at the expense of engaging in interorganizational projects in order to do new or innovative things, like exploring a new market (−
11.5%-points) or developing a new production technology (− 2.9%-points). It thus seems that these
project ventures are increasingly motivated by relatively safe exploitation of existing options, at the
expense of more risky exploration of new ones. We will return to this finding later.

4.2. Characteristics of inter-organizational project ventures

As mentioned, besides the prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures, the other main focus
of the present paper concerns their main characteristics. We will present these in line with the
theoretical dimensions and operationalisation described earlier as pertaining to time (duration),
team (size), task (unique/repetitive) and embeddedness (prior ties). As these items were only posed
in the second wave of data collection, we only report these data for T2 (2009).

The first dimension that we distinguished concerns the duration of inter-organizational project
ventures. As Table 7 demonstrates, more than half of all inter-organizational projects have a
duration of less than one year: in fact, the most prevalent duration categories are 1–6 months
(19.6%) and 7–12 months (33.5%). Whereas most inter-organizational project ventures thus seem to
be of (extremely) short duration, we also note a relatively large group (12.4%) that takes over 49
months. It thus seems to be the case that there is a quite large group of inter-organizational project
ventures of short duration, and a somewhat less big group of long duration, with relatively little in
between (see Table 7).4

With regard to the size of the inter-organizational project ventures SMEs engage in, Table 8
demonstrates the following. First, it indicates that about half of them include more than two firms.
In other words, half of all inter-organizational project ventures are multi-party systems, a feature
which clearly distinguishes them from regular inter-firm alliances that almost exclusively concern
dyadic relations between two organizations ( [Das and Teng, 2002] , [Jones et al., 1998] and [Priestly
and Samaddar, 2007] ). Second, Table 8 indicates that most industries have a more or less similar
size build-up of the inter-organizational project ventures that are found. One exception to this is
Transport and Communication, which seems to include an exceptional number of quite large project
ventures, 23.5% of all inter-organizational project ventures in this industry comprise 15
organizations or more.
With regard to the task repetitiveness of inter-organizational project ventures, Table 9 strongly
indicates the prevalence of repetitive tasks over unique ones. On average, the nature of the tasks
the project ventures in our sample execute is in 82.5% of cases characterised as repetitive. Perhaps
surprisingly, this finding seems to apply to all industries. Only Business Services (in which 17.7% of
tasks are unique) may be said to be slightly different from the overall average, but even here over
80% of the inter-organizational project ventures reports to work on a repetitive task (see Table 9).
The final characteristic of the inter-organizational project ventures that we studied, their
embeddedness, was, as mentioned, operationalized as the degree to which the partners in the
venture had worked together before (i.e. the existence of prior ties). Table 10 presents our findings
in this regard. It demonstrates that, on average, a majority (slightly over 60%) of the ventures are
characterised as having prior ties between the partners. With regard to industry differences, it
seems that one-off, non-repeated project ventures are mostly found in the Financial Services
(53.3%) and Other Services (50%) industries, whereas the highest degree of embeddedness of

project ventures in prior ties is found in the Business Services industry and Construction, in which
67% of the inter-organizational project ventures are embedded in prior ties between the partnering
firms (see Table 10).

5. Discussion and implications

On the basis of our findings, we can draw a number of conclusions with regard to the prevalence and
nature of inter-organizational project ventures.

A first conclusion pertains to their prevalence. Our major finding is that the total number of interorganizational project ventures among SMEs in the Netherlands was relatively high and stayed
remarkably stable between 2006 and 2009. Below this stable surface, however, we see that this
stability is actually the result of two contrasting dynamics. Specifically, our results indicate that we
should distinguish between two forms of prevalence: the number of firms that engages in interorganizational projects, and for those who do, the number of project ventures they engage in. With
regard to the former, we find that fewer organizations engaged in inter-organizational project
ventures in 2009 than in 2006. Countering much contemporary writing, inter-organizational project
ventures thus seem to be undertaken by fewer organizations, not more. This trend was witnessed
along almost all industries, and held when we controlled for the negative trend in interorganizational collaborations of all kinds. Although it is hard to exactly pinpoint what causes this
trend, one possible reason that might account for this might be found in our findings concerning the
main motivation to engage in inter-firm projects. As mentioned, between 2006 and 2009 firms
increasingly engaged in inter-organizational project ventures with a focus on stable economic
activities, at the expense of engaging in them for reasons of innovation (Table 6). Given that for so
many industries innovation is becoming increasingly important, this might partly account for why
fewer organizations engage in them.

With regard to the latter kind of prevalence (the amount of project ventures), we see among the
group of organizations that does engage in inter-organizational project ventures an increase in the
number of project ventures per firm in 2009 relative to 2006. As a result, inter-organizational project
ventures seem to be becoming increasingly densely concentrated: fewer organizations engage in
them, but those who do, do so more. Our main conclusion with regard to the prevalence of interorganizational project ventures is that when the dynamics are combined, their overall prevalence is
stable, and that they account for a significant portion of economic activity. This finding, regarding
the importance of inter-organizational projects, ties into the more broadly witnessed trend that we
are moving into a networked economy, in which the boundaries between organizations are
increasingly being blurred (Sinha and Van de Ven, 2005), and projects are undertaken by multiple
organizations (Maurer, 2010). Moreover, this finding, in our view, goes some way in legitimizing the
recent research attention to inter-organizational project ventures (Söderlund, 2004) by
demonstrating that they are in fact an empirically “real” phenomenon. This is important, as it

establishes a link between our recent theorizing and the current developments in project
organization practice. Given the fact that the research attention to inter-organizational project
ventures might be increasing, but is still markedly small in an absolute sense, we would on the basis
of our findings call for future research to grant more explicit attention to inter-organizational forms
of project organization.

Moreover, our findings point to an important managerial implication; because a clear finding of our
study is that among the group of organizations that engages in inter-firm project ventures the
amount of concurrent inter-firm projects is rapidly increasing, this by default means that these kinds
of organizations need to balance project portfolios that are increasing in size and complexity.
Whereas the successful execution of one project can already be a challenge, the challenge of
successfully managing and executing multiple simultaneous projects with different partners can be
even more of an ordeal (Wassmer, 2010). There is, in other words, an increasing need for these
organizations to engage in project portfolio management (e.g. [Cooper et al., 1999] and [Gerwin and
Barrowman, 2002] ). Although research on project portfolios goes back to seminal works as early as
[Gareis, 1989] and [Engwall and Jerbrant, 2003] recently mentioned that our knowledge of the
complexities of multi project portfolio management is still scarce. Moreover, our predominant
knowledge of project portfolios pertains to managing a bundle of in-house projects, rather than
inter-organizational ones. Our empirical results thus give a strong impetus for future research to
more closely study the added complexity involved in managing a portfolio of simultaneous projects
with different partners, and for organizations that are confronted with growing project portfolios to
resolve this complexity, by actively creating overlap and interaction in their project portfolio and
manage these by formal tools (see Gerwin and Barrowman, 2002).

The second major conclusion that we draw concerns the nature of inter-organizational project
ventures. Our results imply, amongst others, that their main characteristics concern the fact that
they have a relatively short longevity, as the majority of project ventures have a duration of less than
one year, and that most of them concern multi-party systems, including three or more partnering
organizations. These findings are well in line with what is generally written in the field of temporary
and project-based organization ( [Janowicz-Panjaitan et al., 2009] and [Sydow et al., 2004] ).
Somewhat less in line with conventional wisdom, however, are our findings with regard to the task
uniqueness and social embeddedness of inter-organizational project ventures. More specifically, we
found that far most inter-organizational project ventures are routine, i.e. they solve repetitive tasks,
and they are embedded in prior ties between the partnering firms. This deviates strongly from how
some have framed the ideal type temporary organizational venture as in most senses unique, solving
one-off tasks between relative strangers ( [Goodman and Goodman, 1976] and [Meyerson et al.,
1996] ). In addition, it indicates that whereas the flexibility to frequently change partners has been
forwarded as one of the main advantages of inter-organizational projects over more stable forms of
collaboration (Schwab and Miner, 2008), firms seem to only make use of this opportunity to a
limited extent. Rather, the repetitiveness of inter-organizational project ventures we find (both with
regard to their task and their partner choice) underlines the importance of Brady and Davies' call to
take seriously the possibility that many organizations undertake similar project ventures over time,

in which tasks and partner choice stay constant over multiple projects. As such, our findings draw
attention to the possibility that many inter-organizational project ventures are in fact embedded in
what Sydow and Staber (2002) have deemed “latent networks”, in which inter-organizational ties
between firms are dormant for some of the time, but are then routinely activated in order to
accomplish a specific project or task. This implies quite a different nature of project-based
organization than the aforementioned work which has tended to stress the unique, one-of-a-kind
nature of projects as given. Moreover, it has implications for project portfolio management as well,
since conducting tasks with known partners enables the choice for informal governance (e.g. trust)
over formal governance mechanisms (e.g. extensive contracting) (Das and Teng, 1998).

This finding also has important implications for current theory development, especially in the rapidly
growing terrain of project-based learning. Project-based learning is generally referred to as
encompassing the creation and acquisition of knowledge within temporary project ventures, and the
codification and transfer of this knowledge to an enduring environment ( [Prencipe and Tell, 2001]
and [Scarbrough et al., 2004] ). Extant research has suggested that whereas project ventures are
very suitable for creating knowledge in the context of its application ( [Gann and Salter, 2000] ,
[Hobday, 2000] and [Grabher, 2004] ), their ephemeral nature and singularity inhibit the
sedimentation of knowledge, because when the project dissolves and participants move on, the
created knowledge is likely to disperse ( [Cacciatori, 2008] , [Grabher, 2004] and [Ibert, 2004] ). Our
results imply that this latter point might be reconsidered. In fact, given the degree of social
embeddedness of inter-organizational project ventures in prior ties with the project partners, and
the predominantly routine tasks they appear to solve, it seems likely that most inter-organizational
projects do grant opportunities for longer-term knowledge sedimentation. Through their project
task stability, most inter-organizational project ventures seem to require roughly the same set of
capabilities and routines for their repeated execution (Brady and Davies, 2004), and through the
prior ties between partners, they provide the ability to develop partner-specific knowledge in the
form of transactive memory systems (Schwab and Miner, 2008). Therefore, it is likely that many
organizations engaging in inter-organizational project ventures should have an opportunity to
develop “economies of repetition” and “project capabilities” (Brady and Davies, 2004). Both are
fostered by the undertaking of multiple similar projects with the same partners over time, as
appears to be the case in most inter-organizational project ventures. In principle, it is likely that as
the actors in such inter-organizational project ventures develop project capabilities and partnerspecific knowledge, lessons are more easily transferred from project to project and from project to
organization.

The changing perspective on the nature of inter-organizational project ventures that comes from our
empirical findings also has important implications for the practice of project management. For one,
since most inter-organizational project ventures appear to be routinely executed by organizations
that have a history of working together on prior projects, project management in such ventures
should shift emphasis to the management of long-term relations between the partnering
organizations, from a pre-eminent focus on ad hoc contracts specific to one project (Dahlgren and
Söderlund, 2001). Moreover, taking into account the remarks above about the nature of project-

based learning, there are important implications with regard to project knowledge management.
Knowledge management has been recognized as being becoming increasingly important for the
success of project ventures ( [Sense and Antoni, 2003] and [Sense, 2007] ). With the apparent
opportunities for project-based learning from inter-organizational project ventures mentioned
above, the management of such ventures should place a strong emphasis on seizing these
opportunities by facilitating knowledge transfer by putting in place procedures and codification
mechanisms for capturing developed knowledge (Prencipe and Tell, 2001), and the ongoing lowering
of learning boundaries (Scarbrough et al., 2004).

6. Limitations and future research directions

Even though we stand by the above conclusions, there are also a number of limitations to the
present study. First and foremostly, although our data is extensive in some respects and strongly
indicative of trends in the prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures, our results do not
allow to statistically isolate what causes this trend. One explanation that readily comes to mind is
the global economic downturn that set in between 2006 and 2009. Although we cannot on the basis
of our current data statistically verify whether the crisis is a main cause for our findings with regard
to prevalence, we do have some indications that point that way. Fig. 2 demonstrates the impact of
the economic crisis on the Dutch economy per sector, based on data available from Statistics
Netherlands.
When comparing the sectors most affected by the crisis to those sectors in which we found the
largest decrease in the number of organizations that engaged in inter-organizational project
ventures between 2006 and 2009, we see a rather large overlap. More specifically, we see that those
sectors which noted the largest decrease in the prevalence of firms with inter-organizational
projects, namely Hotels and Catering (− 15%-points), Business Services (− 10%-points), and
Manufacturing (− 4%-points), are also among those sectors that were affected most by the economic
crisis (respectively rank scores 4, 1, and 2 of sectors most affected by the crisis, see Fig. 2). The
upshot of this is that even despite the economic downturn, the prevalence of inter-organizational
project ventures remained stable between 2006 and 2009. We would recommend future research to
explicitly study the effects of economic uncertainty and crisis on inter-organizational project
ventures. In addition, by measuring again the prevalence of inter-organizational project venturing in,
say 2012, future research could give more insight in the longer-term trend in prevalence of interorganizational project ventures, and see how the economic crisis might have influenced this trend.
Nevertheless, our results already give a strong impetus for future research in project management
to more elaborately study inter-organizational (rather than in-house) projects, especially with regard
to the dynamics involved in managing portfolios consisting of simultaneous projects with diverse
partners.

A second limitation concerns the fact that we only have data on the characteristics of interorganizational project ventures for 2009. As a consequence, whereas we could track a trend in the

prevalence of inter-organizational project ventures over time, our description of their main
characteristics was solely static. Although the empirical description of inter-organizational project
ventures at one point in time is valuable in itself, additional information over time would be even
more informative.

A third limitation is our sample. With access to Dutch SMEs in the period 2006–2009, we cannot
statistically verify that our findings are generalizable to all inter-organizational project ventures
everywhere. Nevertheless, we would maintain that there are strong merits in this sample, as it is, for
one, sufficiently large to be representative of the population that we studied across all major
industries in the Dutch economy.

7. Conclusion

The present paper is the first to present large scale data from a repeated trend survey on the
prevalence and characteristics of inter-organizational project ventures. The overall picture indicates
that inter-organizational project ventures as a whole concern a substantial part of interorganizational relations between organizations and the economy more broadly, and that their
overall prevalence is stable, even despite the economic crisis. This finding offers, in our view, a
legitimization of the emerging field of research that studies this particular type of project
organization, and calls to step up current research efforts toward inter-organizational projects. Our
findings offer the possibility to also look beneath the surface at the dynamics at play, and
demonstrate two opposing trends: the number of firms that engages in inter-organizational project
ventures seems to be decreasing, whereas the number of projects among the group who do is
increasing. Thereby, inter-organizational project ventures are becoming increasingly densely
concentrated amongst smaller numbers of organizations. By implication, those organizations that
engage in inter-organizational projects manage larger and more complex portfolios of interorganizational project ventures. This gives a strong empirical impetus for the intensified study of the
management of multiple simultaneous projects with diverse external project partners.

Moreover, our data indicates that the majority of inter-organizational project ventures solve
repetitive tasks, executed in socially embedded collaborations. This opens up possibilities to
reconsider the nature of project-based learning, which thus far has predominantly been premised on
the conventional notion that projects are necessarily unique, stand-alone entities.
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