
6


A Resilience Perspective on Governance for Construction Project Delivery


Nils. O.E. Olsson1 and Ole Jonny Klakegg2 


1 Norwegian university of science and technology, Department of Mechanical and Industrial 

Engineering


2 Norwegian university of science and technology, Department of Civil and Environmental 

Engineering


1. Introduction


The purpose of this chapter is to discuss project governance from a resilience perspective. 

We argue that resilience is a key aspect of project governance, and that project governance 

is a key tool for project resilience. We will discuss the resilience of projects and implications 

on project governance seen from different project actor perspectives. To do so, we will revisit 

a selection of railway cases in Norway.


Governance is used in many contexts and on different levels, including the private and 

public sectors. According to Robichau (2011), the term governance is ambiguous, and an 

agreed definition seems unlikely. In spite of this, the concept is interesting. In this chapter, 

our main focus is on governance in the public sector, but we draw on some experiences 

from the private sector as well. Public governance refers to the formal and informal 

arrangements that determine how public decisions are made and how public actions are 

carried out, from the perspective of maintaining a country's constitutional values when facing 

changing problems and environments.


Project governance also has many definitions. In this chapter, we define project governance 

as: ‘a process-oriented system by which projects are strategically directed, integratively 

managed, and holistically controlled, in an entrepreneurial and reflected way, appropriate to 

the singular, time-wise limited, interdisciplinary, and complex context of projects.’ (Renz 

2007, p. 19). Project governance is of special importance for construction project organising 


1



because the project level is ‘the proof of the pudding’, where governance on all levels meet 

in actual execution.


Project governance can be further divided in several aspects. One aspect is the governance 

of projects, understood as governance on the asset owners' side, to make sure that the 

organisation selects the right projects and align projects with organisational   strategic goals. 

Governance in projects, on the other side, is where governance means are implemented 

within the project organisation to secure successful delivery and efficiency in the use of 

project resources. In multi-organisational teams, governance may also relate to the 

ownership of the resources that belong to each single organisation and which are used in 

the project – a subset of corporate governance. It is descriptive of the fact that every team or 

individual hired into a project is part of an organisation that has its ownership elsewhere (the 

consultancy, contractor or other supplier firm). This governance aspect concerns ownership 

to resources, not ownership to the project goals, even though there is a link through risk 

allocation in contracts. Together, these aspects of governance make up a complex totality. 

From a resilience perspective, they all need to be addressed.


Resilience is addressed in many scientific areas with different meanings. In technology, it 

may mean ‘bouncing back’, such as in material science where resilience is the ability of a 

material to absorb energy when it is deformed elastically. In business, it can be the positive 

ability of a system or company to adapt itself to the consequences of a catastrophic failure. 

This means that resilience can be related to survival. However, in a governance perspective, 

it is interesting to ask; survival of whom or what? What unit shall survive? And for what 

purpose?


In the governance of projects, the survival of individual projects may not be the overall 

objective. In a corporate governance perspective, it is typically the permanent organisation 

that is the focus object, or the institution as discussed by Söderlund and Sydow (2019). The 

concept of strategy is important in governance, and the relationship between the 

organisation and its projects is often discussed. Artto et al. (2008), for example, highlighted 

the importance of the project's independence from the owner and the strong stakeholder 

organisations to succeed. If a project becomes misaligned with overall organisational 

objectives, the survival of the organisation may require adjustments, or even cancellations of 
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individual projects, or possibly rearrangement of the business ecosystem, which form the 

project context. In this sense, resilience may also be about keeping the project context 

stable enough to make delivery possible.


From a theoretical perspective, this chapter aims to add a new perspective on governance 

by focusing on the concept of resilience in a project governance context. We then provide 

examples of how this has been done in selected railway cases. Key research questions of 

the chapter are the following:


• What can resilience mean to project governance in different project phases, and seen 

from different project stakeholders?


• How can the concept of resilience add knowledge and perspective on project 

governance?


In the following, we give a brief overview of some previous project governance work, 

followed by a presentation of selected perspectives on resilience in general and what 

resilience can mean to project management and governance. Following this, we present four 

Norwegian railway project cases and what survival can mean to such projects. Our focus 

will be on high-level governance rather than the governance of day-to-day project 

operations, and we study projects mainly from a client perspective, even though we include 

interaction between the client and contractors. Finally, we propose a model for perspectives 

on resilience in different project phases and institutional levels and use it to discuss our 

results.


2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Governance


Governance has been an interest to researchers and practitioners for some time, including 

studies of power structures in government (Stoker 1998). Later, it has developed into a field 

of study where the focus is on how influence is happening – in society and organisations 

(Pierre and Peters 2000). Literature on governance often focuses on macro-perspectives at 

national and regional levels or corporate governance covering private sector organisations. 

There has also been significant research on governance in the public sector and even the 
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third (not for profit) sector (Phillips and Smith 2011). Of special importance is the project 

level, and governance of and in projects has become a major part of project management 

studies over the last 20 years (Miller and Lessard 2000; Pryke 2005; Crawford et al. 2008; 

Klakegg et al. 2008; Klakegg and Olsson 2010; Ahola et al. 2014; Müller 2017; 

Unterhitzenberger and Moeller 2021).


The UK Association for Project Management (APM) defines the governance of project 

management as ‘those areas of corporate governance that are specifically related to project 

activities. Effective governance of project management ensures that an organisation's 

project portfolio is aligned to the organisation's objectives, is delivered efficiently and is 

sustainable’ (APM 2011, p. 7). This approach to project governance focuses on the way the 

corporation ensures that project managers and project organisations succeed in supporting 

the strategic goals of the organisation. This concept is more open to the influence of 

leadership and the effort of management than the general project governance literature, 

which often focuses on the structural means and system perspectives. Müller (2017) 

highlights that it is relevant to view governance as a system of controls, as processes, and 

as relationships.


2.2. Resilience in Different Research Areas


The term resilience has been used in different ways, and in several scientific areas. In 

ecosystems, Holling and Gunderson (2002) state that ecosystem resilience is the ability to 

absorb disturbance without inducing ‘system changes’. In psychology and health science 

(Herrman et al. 2011), as well as human development/behavioural science (Masten et al. 

2009), resilience is related to positive adaptation in the context of significant challenges. 

Similarly, in social-ecological systems, Cinner and Barnes (2019) write about resilience as 

the capacity to tolerate, manage, and adjust to changing social or environmental conditions 

while retaining key elements of structure, function, and identity. Related to socio-technical 

systems, Ruth and Goessling-Reisemann (2019) point out that while resilience is typically 

perceived as desirable, resilience may also hinder development, when change is desired. In 

those situations, resilience may become counterproductive.
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In decision-making, Grafton et al. (2019) discuss resilience management as planning and 

adaptation actions that influence social-ecological system characteristics. They further 

elaborate on social-economic resilience, including issues such as resilience of what objects 

(system, system component or interaction) are being managed and for whom resilience is 

being managed.


A general summary from a review of publications on resilience is as follows:


• There are several papers on risk management and crisis and disaster management.


• There are many different areas of application: health and safety, environment, natural 

hazards, climate change, job security, and career development.


• There are some that focus on information systems, organisational change, human 

factors, and stakeholder participation.


In the following, we will move from reviewing resilience in different scientific areas to be 

more specific on project management.


2.3. Resilience in Projects


In projects, Rahi (2019) proposes a conceptual framework of project resilience to evaluate 

the ability of projects to deal with disruptive events and enhance their resilience. Further, 

Rahi (2019, p. 74) refers to Geambasu (2011, p. 133) as ‘the first to introduce the concept of 

project resilience after an empirical study on major infrastructure projects. The author 

defines it as “1) the project system's ability to restore capacity and continuously adapt to 

changes 2) to fulfil its objectives in order to continue to function at its fullest possible extent, 

in spite of threatening critical events”.’


Turner and Kutsch (2015) relate resilience to how projects evolve and realign to be able to 

face disruptive events. Similar perspectives have been researched in projects using the term 

early warning signs (Hajikazemi et al. 2015). Further to this, Crawford et al. (2013) look at 

disaster management and projects, while in project risk management, Sabbag (2020) 

highlights the human factor in project resilience.


2.4. Resilience and Flexibility
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We noted two schools of resilience definitions and elaborations from our literature review. 

One school focused on the returning to the original state of a system (such as an ecosystem 

or organisation). This seems to be based on the (often implicit) assumption that the original 

state was in equilibrium, optimal, or at least desirable. The other resilience school opens for 

the flexibility of the system as a means of survival, and resilience does not necessarily mean 

to strive for the return to exactly the original situation. From this, we summarise that 

resilience involves finding a new way forward.


The terms flexibility and resilience share several characteristics. Both are responses to the 

shock or impulses that reside within uncertainty. However, there are also differences. Many, 

though not all, definitions and elaborations on resilience tend to highlight the desire to return 

to the situation before the system was exposed to shock. In a project management context, 

this is illustrated by for example Kutsch et al. (2015), where incidents drive projects off track, 

causing deviations and poor project performance. If corrective actions are not taken, projects 

may not survive, i.e. being terminated. It is a tendency in the project resilience literature to 

indicate that the objective of such corrective action is to return to the plan. As a potential 

alternative, flexibility represents a strategy in projects to adapt to changes (Olsson 2006), 

which is a critical part of project organising and formal re-organisation for execution. 

Flexibility can also increase the value of a project. This means that flexibility does not 

necessarily aim at returning to the original plan, but to work on an adjusted plan, and can 

aim at an improved project objective. This improved plan represents added value that may 

manifest as improved quality, added benefits, learning, and new best practice. Figure 6.1 

illustrates this. As pointed out by Cooper (2014) and Szentes and Eriksson (2016), flexibility 

is a key characteristic of successful project organisation from the front end and onwards, but 

the foundation for such organisational flexibility is laid in the front end.


Figure 6.1 illustrates that the concepts of resilience and flexibility as used in this chapter are 

both related to how an organisation responds to a shock or change induced stress. The 

general understanding of resilience focusses on the ability to survive the shock and get back 

on its feet; flexibility includes the potential to use the current situation (the shock) as 

leverage to do something positive.
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3. Reflections on Project Governance, Resilience, and 

Survival


As shown in previous sections, the resilience concept is used in a wide array of disciplines, 

including project management, and the understanding of the concept points to resilience as 

related to survival, recovering from damaging impact and coping with stress. In a project 

management context, damaging impact can be issues such as new project pre-requisites 

related to, for example, funding, stakeholder priorities, new policies or strategies, or other 

issues that cause major changes in context or objectives, or the effects of poor estimates, 

inadequate project preparations, or critical accidents.


Projects are temporary by definition, and they have a defined life cycle. Temporary project 

organisations are established and then dissolved when the project delivers its result to 

mainstream operations in house, or the client or owner where provision is outsourced. 

Related to concepts of resilience, this is different from most management literature where 

the studied organisations are typically defined as permanent. In fact, much of the resilience 

thinking is about avoiding organisations being temporary, to secure organisational survival.


Project resilience can be seen through both a wide and narrow perspective. A wide 

perspective includes different types of adoption. As for project survival, resilience then looks 

similar to the practice described by Miller and Lessard (2000), where projects are shaped in 

episodes or stages. Project plans and their execution are adapted to new pre-requisites or 

moving goals. Governance in this perspective typically includes conceptually questioning the 

project and realigning the project with new realities. Resilience will be the characteristic of 

organisations and project actors that are able to innovate, transform, and create new futures 

as the context of the project changes. The narrow perspective is related to project delivery, 

where resilience is the ability to deliver a project on time and budget, with limited change of 

scope despite disruptions.


We will in the following analyses and discussion stick to survival as the purpose of 

resilience. Survival, however, may also be understood in different ways. Inspired by 

Davidson (2020), we suggest the immediate – survive the blast (survival), the secondary – 
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getting back on your feet (adaptation), and third – find another, potentially better, future 

(transformation).


From a governance perspective, Grafton et al. (2019) ask a number of relevant questions, 

including survival of whom? What unit shall survive? Related to project governance, some 

alternative perspectives on this may be:


• the project manager (career)


• the project (the purpose of the intervention)


• the programme (consisting of several projects)


• the organisation (including its portfolio of projects and business as usual)


• the ecosystem/project context/surroundings (the environment or society)


Projects are intentional interventions to change (improve) the client organisation's position in 

society and business. In case of a shock to the organisation as a system, the project is not 

given. Projects may be adjusted, delayed, postponed, or even cancelled, depending on the 

contractual status, if it is for a greater good, such as the survival of the organisation. Our 

following study will focus on the client organisation, which for railways typically is the 

infrastructure management organisation. At a programme or portfolio level, projects may be 

changed or cancelled if the project is revised for a range of reasons. Such adjustments may 

be triggered by political decisions, policy changes, economic shifts, or other influences, often 

rooted well outside the projects themselves.


Based on the initial literature study and these reflections, we define the analytical framework, 

as follows. In line with Cinner and Barnes (2019), we adopt the understanding that resilience 

is the capacity to tolerate, absorb, cope with, and adjust to change, with a focus on survival.


We will look for answers to the following questions:


• Survival of whom? (key actors).


• Adaptation to what? (key sources of disturbance and stress).


• Transformation of what? (necessary changes and their intended outcome).


In the following paragraphs, we will look into some practical, real-life examples of cases and 

situations where these questions become relevant.


4. Project Cases and Implications on Governance
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The issues discussed in this chapter are illustrated with four cases from railway projects in 

Norway. We look at ‘before’ decision to finance, ‘after’ such decision, and the non-survival of 

the project. We chose railway projects because they illustrate a challenging governance 

situation for large public projects. Railway investments are large and have long time 

horizons. They also involve safety-critical systems, and the organisations involved, thus, 

often need different types of safety-related licences. Railway projects are typically high 

profile with many stakeholders, including enthusiasts who promote this transport mode. In 

the cases presented in the following sections, we illustrate examples of resilience and 

survival and its relationship with governance in the context of the overall railway 

organisational structure in Norway.


The railway sector in Norway has been through a stepwise new public management inspired 

split up (Ryggvik 2016). The former public enterprise Norges Statsbaner (NSB) was split into 

a train operator, an infrastructure manager (now called ‘Bane NOR’), and a safety 

inspectorate in 1996. A further split up of the railway sector was effective from 2017. 

Competitive bidding for subsidised traffic is ongoing, and new train operators have entered 

both the freight and passenger markets. In terms of governance, railway and other transport 

modes sit under the Ministry of Transport, and a new Railway Directorate serves as an 

interface between the ministry and Bane NOR.


4.1. Before Decision – Staying Alive Long Enough to Get 

Funding


4.1.1.Nord-Norge Line


The Northern Norway line is a proposed extension of the Nordland line to the north from 

Fauske to connect to the Ofot line in Narvik and continuation to Tromsø and a possible 

sideline to Harstad. The line will pass challenging geography with high mountains and deep 

fjords, and there are few urban settlements along the line. The idea of linking northern 

Norway with the rest of the country has been on the table since the late nineteenth century. 

When looking at a railway map of Scandinavia, the possible line appears as an obvious 

missing link.
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There have been several conceptual studies of Nord-Norge line, including reports in 1982, 

1992, 2011, and 2019. Recently, the line has received considerable attention again on the 

political level. In 2019, the Norwegian Railway Directorate presented an analysis that 

estimated the costs of a fully developed line at around NOK 130 billion (13 billion Euro) and 

concluded that it will probably not be socio-economically profitable (Jernbanedirektoratet 

2019). Following this initiative, a wider consideration of the whole transport system in the 

north of Norway is underway, including the option to build the Nord-Norge line.


Organisational level:


• Survival of whom? The responsible agency Bane NOR.


• Adaptation to what? Pressure from strong promoters to deliver a railway, despite not 

being a social-economic viable solution.


• Transformation of what? The transport system in northern Norway – and in the 

perspective of this chapter the railway system in particular.


Project level:


• Survival of whom? Economic actors in northern Norway.


• Adaptation to what? Need for economic stimulus to develop the region.


• Transformation of what? Economic drivers in the region by adding new investments 

in infrastructure.


The idea has proved remarkably resilient over a century, and particularly over the last four 

decades, surviving the reorganisations of the railway sector. If history repeats itself, the line 

may eventually be built if the idea is survives long enough.


4.2. After Decision – Staying Relevant and Delivery Through 

Execution


4.2.1.Venjar-Langset


The ongoing railway project Venjar-Langset north of Oslo expands existing double track 

sections by converting a singletrack line to a double track (Bane NOR 2021). The total cost 

of the project is approximately 7 billion NOK (0.7 billion Euro). The project includes several 
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complex technical components, of which the Minnevika bridge is of particular interest in this 

story as it will become Norway's longest railway bridge at 836 m.


To illustrate the resilience in the execution phase, we focus on how the project handled the 

COVID-19 situation. The contractor with responsibility for building the Minnevika bridge is an 

international contractor with all its workforce based in other countries in Europe. When 

COVID-19 hit and travelling between countries became banned, the contractor faced 

immediate and severe consequences. For the project, this was a real and emergent crisis. 

Without special provisions, the contractor would have no chance of delivering as planned 

and according to contract. Bane NOR, as the client, understood they needed to actively help 

the contractor to achieve exemptions from the general ban on travel across borders.


Bane NOR decided to negotiate with the authorities to gain acceptance for solutions that 

were in line with COVID-19 regulations for society critical personnel for inbound travel. At 

potential risk for being held accountable in the media and on a political level for any 

coronavirus outbreak connected to the project, Bane NOR chose to go the extra mile to help 

their contractor. All rules for testing against coronavirus, such as a quarantine period upon 

arrival, had to be followed. Bane NOR as client accepted the time and cost risk for these 

extra provisions to make sure that the contractor was able to keep up the progress, and 

thus, the possibility for successful delivery was kept alive.


Organisational level:


• Survival of whom? The contractor, and the reputation of Bane NOR as responsible 

owner.


• Adaptation to what? COVID-19 pandemic restrictions on travel and transport.


• Transformation of what? Priorities and procedures for transport of materials, 

equipment, and staff across borders.


Project level:


• Survival of whom? Key roles held by individuals in client and contractor 

organisations.


• Adaptation to what? Lack of materials, equipment, and staff due to travel and 

transport restrictions.
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• Transformation of what? Time and cost risk to cover extra project procedures and 

work conditions.


In hindsight, the measures have proven successful despite the client having to 

accommodate extra costs and some delays. The contractor has kept all regulations and 

personnel, and materials and equipment have been able to cross borders. The procedures 

for inbound travel have worked, and the contractor is still on plan for successful delivery.


4.2.2.Gardermoen Line


The construction of the Gardermoen line was an integrated part of the decision to build 

Oslo's new airport Gardermoen, to have an Airport Express train from Oslo to the new airport 

(Olsson 2006). The line is not only used by the Airport Express trains, but also regional, 

long-distance, and some local trains. A separate company (NSB Gardermobanen AS) was 

established in 1992 to plan and build the new line. It was an objective of the Gardermoen 

line that the Airport Express train should have 50% market share of personnel transport to 

and from the airport (Government 1991). The airport and new railway line opened in 1998. 

The Airport Express train had a market share of 33% (JBV Utredning 2004), which is high by 

international standards. The operation is very reliable with a consistently better performance 

than other Norwegian trains. The market share for Airport Express trains has recently 

decreased, because more travellers use other trains on the Gardermoen line to get to the 

airport. However, The Gardermoen line serves its purpose as a climate-friendly transport 

alternative and has highly satisfied users.


The decision to integrate the railway line as a part of the airport was key to understand its 

rapid planning and decision process. The airport was not subject to question; Oslo and 

Norway needed a new central airport. The railway was more controversial, so by linking the 

two investments (the airport and the Gardermoen line), the approval of the railway 

investment was secured.


During construction, the Gardermoen line suffered from severe cost overruns. One reason 

was connecting the new line to the existing national railway system (a major change to the 

project that opened up greater benefits). Other reasons included water leaks in a long tunnel 

and a safety crisis due to the use of poisonous chemicals as a consequence of efforts to 
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seal the leaks. Shortly after its completion, the infrastructure (and related department) was 

transferred to the governmental infrastructure manager, and the company NSB 

Gardermobanen was continued as a railway undertaking, renamed to Flytoget and operating 

the Airport Express trains.


Organisational level:


• Survival of whom? The responsible company (NSB Gardermobanen AS).


• Adaptation to what? Political pressure to contribute to the wider railway network and 

transport system in society, and to open the same day as the airport.


• Transformation of what? Area of responsibility, business model, and organisational 

structure of the company.


Project level:


• Survival of whom? The responsible company (NSB Gardermobanen AS).


• Adaptation to what? Serious technical problems causing delay and cost escalation.


• Transformation of what? Plans, working conditions and organisational structure. The 

Government had to bail out the company by financing most of the extra cost.


As a railway line in operation, the Gardermoen line has shown great results. The Airport 

Express trains have better punctuality (between 92% and 97%) than other train services and 

significantly better customer satisfaction, being best in Norway for several years (Flytogets 

2019).


4.3. Non-Survival of Norwegian Railway Projects


4.3.1. High-Speed Railway


High-speed railway has been discussed in Norway for some time. In September 2010, the 

Railway authority (Jernbaneverket at the time) awarded several contracts for the evaluation 

of Norwegian long-distance high-speed routes. A final report was submitted in 2012 

(Jernbaneverket 2012). The report advised against building long-distance high-speed lines 

in Norway. A realistic cost estimate (of 1 trillion NOK, or 0.1 trillion Euro) was one of the key 

reasons for the conclusion. The conclusion paved the way for refocusing Norwegian railway 

planning, to direct investments for expanding the double track sections further out from Oslo. 
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These expansions, known as InterCity, could be seen as an initial step towards future high-

speed investments.


Organisational level:


• Survival of whom? The responsible agency (Bane NOR – previously 

Jernbaneverket).


• Adaptation to what? Pressure from promoters of railway as a sustainable alternative 

to air traffic on one hand and the economic realities on the other hand.


• Transformation of what? The priorities among transport modes – potential shift to 

support railway and reduce air transport.


Project level:


• Survival of whom? Promoting organisations.


• Adaptation to what? Solid documentation that the high-speed railway idea was not 

viable as a solution for most of the Norwegian transport system and geographical 

area.


• Transformation of what? The business model of promoting organisations, the scope 

of transport to be included, and the geographical area.


This case illustrates the resilience concept very well. The original idea of a high-speed 

railway network in Norway was alive for a long time supported by climate change arguments 

and ambitions to revolutionise passenger transport in Norway. When the final blow came in 

the form of solid documentation that this was uneconomic, the idea was developed into 

promoting potentially more realistic, but still important railway investments.


5. Discussion


5.1. Different Approaches to Resilience in Different Project 

Phases


To summarise our observations, we make a distinction between the organisational 

perspective as well as governance of and governance in projects and use a simplified 

project life cycle with three phases – Before decision, Execution and Operation – as shown 

in Table 6.1.



14



The governance of projects before a final funding decision is focused on ensuring that it is 

the right project to be funded, and that the project is based on the right concept. This is well 

known in the front-end management of projects and project portfolio management. However, 

in a governance of projects perspective, resilience, such as survival of all project ideas, is 

not necessarily positive or desirable from the view of the project owner. The corporate 

governance perspective illustrates the organisational level that focuses on the survival and 

development of the organisation and the role of the resource owner (either at client or 

supplier side). Before projects are finally decided upon, governance in projects will be 

focused on securing funding and support for the particular projects.


During execution, the owner perspective on resilience focuses upon keeping the project in 

line with strategies and goals for the permanent organisation. Projects that drift off from the 

path or do not adjust when goals are changed become undesirable and, thus, potentially 

require the client to import new risks. The project perspective on resilience is keeping focus 

on delivering the predefined goals. This is referred to as governance in projects in Table 6.1. 

However, this can become adjusted to deliver on moving targets as referred to in the 

governance of projects in Table 6.1. This expresses a key point about resilience – projects 

need to be flexible and resilient in the face of a changing environment.


5.2. Reflections on the Norwegian Railway Cases


For both the Nord-Norge line and Norwegian high-speed railway lines project governance 

prior to funding includes questioning the viability of the project, while there is pressure from 

those who do not need to pay to keep the idea of the project alive. Domestic high-speed 

lines have not been a hot topic since the high-speed evaluation of 2012, but the work did 

serve as a trigger for the InterCity project. The death of one project paved the way for 

another, even though the InterCity project was recently put on hold due to cost escalations.


The Gardermoen line illustrates other aspects of project resilience. A controversial and 

expensive investment was brought through to realisation. The Gardermoen case 

demonstrated Gardermobanen's ability to bounce back from severe overrun in execution. 

The legal entity NSB Gardermobanen AS would have been bankrupt had it not been relieved 

of its debt, but the construction project survived long enough to be finished, and in operation 
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it is still a success story. Of the studied railway projects, Gardermobanen is the only case 

where we can study operational experiences. Related to governance in projects, the Airport 

Express train has been commercially successful after the financial restructuring. As for the 

governance of the Gardermobanen in operation, it has served as a major inspiration for the 

Norwegian railway sector, being the first high-speed line with good operational performance. 

The project also provided important learning for following railway projects (Ryggvik 2016).


The recent case of Venjar-Langset illustrates how the parties needed to collaborate to 

handle the crisis and keep the project on track during hardship that no one had imagined 

before the project started. The story illustrates how resilience is not the result of one actor's 

preparations and responses, but the result of joint effort and actions that depended on tough 

decisions on both sides of the contract (and the national authorities). Crisis looks different 

from different angles, responses depend on many parties, and the consequences 

(appropriate allocation of risk) must be shared fairly among the involved parties. Mutual 

respect, understanding, and information sharing also support the ability to detect, interpret, 

and respond to changes and shocks. This creates resilience and, thus, survival in execution.


In relation to Figure 6.1, we noted that flexibility and resilience share several characteristics, 

but there are also differences. In a governance perspective, organising a project is an 

important process from the front end. However, we find that the surviving railway projects 

also had the ability to take advantage of contextual changes. The surviving projects not only 

strived to be resilient in the meaning of returning to plan but were flexible enough to develop 

new organisational structures. This was the case for Gardermobanen in particular but also to 

the Nord-Norge line. This points to the need for governance to be flexible when faced with 

shocks, and this flexibility in governance, in turn, enables the project to be resilient and 

survive.


The Venjar-Langset project had established a governance structure that served the project 

well when it was challenged by the COVID-19 situation. This highlights the general 

importance of the front end, and that organising is an important process in the front end to 

build a platform for resilience and survival.


6. Conclusions


16



We have looked at the described cases through governance and resilience lenses. In 

particular, we have used the metaphor of survival as our fundamental interpretation of 

resilience and its relationship to corporate governance and governance of and in the 

projects. Our first research question was what resilience can mean to project governance in 

general, in different project phases, and seen from different project stakeholders (internal 

and external).


We found that survival can mean different things for both organisations and projects in 

different phases, and in different perspectives. It is not obvious that the survival of a project 

is the overall objective in the governance of projects; good governance can kill projects for 

the greater good of the organisation. However, we also saw in the studied projects that there 

was a strong drive to keep projects alive. Resilience was shown to include the possibility of 

simply being strong and persistent in the face of resistance, or completely the opposite – to 

be flexible to an extent that includes not only changing its structure, business model, or risk 

allocation, but in some cases even the project identity.


The concept of project resilience has many organisational aspects, including who is 

responsible, who defines strategies, and who brings them into life. The basis for resilience 

includes formally defining what decision-making arenas and entities are legitimate, together 

with relevant requirements for documentation. In Norway, these are highly centralised 

political and administrative structures. Accommodating for the public input and influences is 

regulated in the planning legislation. Process resilience depends on who is allowed to 

influence decisions, on what levels and at what stages, formally and informally. 

Transparency is one of the strongest means of building resilience.


The second question asked is related to how the concept of resilience can add knowledge 

and perspective on project governance. We found that resilience is different as seen with a 

focus on process, on output or outcome. The disparity is more than the difference in time 

perspective:


• Focusing on the process gives resilience a ‘here and now’ nature close to early 

warning signs (ability to detect and interpret signs), risk management (ability to avoid, 

correct, or live with risk), or even crisis management (the art of intuitively doing the 

right thing).
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• Focusing on output gives resilience a nature that is directed at delivery of predefined 

results and goals that lie in the immediate future under the project's control. This 

includes project planning and control (the art of systematic balancing resources and 

goal-directed activity), and the ability to keep the context stable enough to let the 

project succeed.


• Focusing on outcome gives resilience its most fundamental nature – about survival in 

the long run. Most research on resilience has this focus and looks at ecosystems, 

open socio-economic technical systems, and other phenomena without time limits, 

but with identifiable thresholds where the shock may become beyond repair. Projects 

have this perspective as well, but as temporary interventions to create value and 

make improvements that last. The object of survival may not be the projects 

themselves, but the organisations and stakeholders that benefit from projects.


The general organisational structure of the Norwegian railway sector has been in a more or 

less constant flux in the period of the studied projects, from an integrated railway 

organisation prior to 1996, to the highly fragmented situation at the time of writing. It may be 

argued that the fragmentation gives one sort of flexibility and resilience by limiting 

responsibilities and influence – there are interfaces that can take up some forces and shelter 

other parts of the system. Each unit specialises and learns to live with its limited, but clear 

mandate. On the other hand, the use of a rather fragmented structure also points out each 

unit as responsible and requiring effort to stay and prove itself accountable. So, in this 

perspective, it seems the system becomes less flexible and less resilient.


This triggers more general questions about what really happens in social–technical–

economic systems when the structure gets changed: When there are more interfaces, and 

the requirements across those interfaces are stricter than the ‘all for one and one for all’ 

monolithic structure and culture it came from in the 1900s – does it make the system more – 

or less – resilient? The signals found in the case stories above are not conclusive. The 

answer can possibly be both.


Value creation in the long run might represent much stronger incentives for prioritising 

capability building and strengthening reputation (building resilience), than short-term 

financial gain from quick fixes and immediate transactions (firefighting). We hope to have 
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illustrated that resilience adds an interesting perspective on project governance and 

construction project organising more generally. When it comes to survival, project 

governance may have the objective of project survival, but it may also include the 

questioning of individual projects.
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Figure 6.1 Resilience and flexibility in projects as response to shock. Source: Adapted from 
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Table 6.1 Resilience approaches in different project phases and institutional levels.


Governance 

perspective

Inst i tu t ional 

level

Project life cycle

Before decision Execution Operation

C o r p o r a t e 

governance

Organisation Resource owner: 

Create possibilities 

f o r c o n t i n u e d 

business.

Resource owner: Avoid 

allocating too much 

r i sk and resource 

overload.

Resource owner: 

L e a r n i n g a n d 

d e v e l o p i n g n e w 

capabilities.

Governance 

of projects

Organisation A s s e t o w n e r : 

Q u e s t i o n i n g 

p r o f i t a b i l i t y , 

secur ing va lue 

creating decisions.

Asset owner: Aligning 

to organisational goals.

A s s e t o w n e r : 

U t i l i s i n g a n d 

adjusting the asset 

f o r e n h a n c e d 

s t a k e h o l d e r 

benefits.

Governance 

in projects

Project Promoter: Secure 

financing. 

P r o j e c t m a n a g e r : 

Deliver on goals.

Operators: Doing 

business for the 

long-term survival. 
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