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A B S T R A C T

Global societal challenges and limited resources have intensified the need for solutions that accelerate innovation 
and increase productivity. Repetition, particularly in the construction industry, is widely recognised for 
achieving efficiency gains and cost reductions. Its realisation, however, remains challenging due to the project- 
based nature of the industry, which emphasises project uniqueness. In addition, repetition is fragmented across 
multiple organisations and its recognition is predominantly framed from an intra-organisational perspective. 
Inter-organisational programs offer a promising setting to enable repetitive activities by strategically bundling 
interdependent and similar projects. Based on a qualitative multiple-case analysis of three construction pro
grams, the study shows how organisations can identify the potential benefits of repetitive activities earlier, 
leading to more efficient and effective execution of work and achievement of program goals. The study con
tributes to literature by providing a conceptual model explaining how repetitive activities manifest and can be 
leveraged and steered to realise their potential benefits.

1. Introduction

Worldwide, organisations in various industries are confronted with 
challenges such as digitalisation, climate adaptation, and energy tran
sition (Whyte & Mottee, 2022). Addressing these challenges requires 
strategic change in how organisations coordinate and organise projects 
(Vosman et al., 2024), particularly when resources and skilled labour 
are scarce (Kim et al., 2020). Traditional project-based approaches are 
characterised by one-off and relatively isolated efforts (Vosman et al., 
2024), which may limit opportunities for repetition, learning and con
tinuity across projects (Maylor et al., 2006). Consequently, organisa
tions are increasingly shifting from temporary project approaches to 
long-term programmatic approaches to achieve strategic goals and to 
benefit from repetition, despite the uniqueness pursuits.

The construction industry exemplifies these developments, which is 
traditionally characterised by a project-based approach (Cacciatori & 
Prencipe, 2021; Vosman et al., 2024; Winch & Maytorena-Sanchez, 
2020). In the construction industry, public clients are entities that 
strategically initiate construction activities and usually engage with 
private entities through outsourcing and contractual arrangements to 
generate value (Denicol et al., 2021). In response to growing long-term 

demands in the construction industry, public organisations are 
increasingly adopting programs to achieve strategic objectives (Denicol 
et al., 2023; Frederiksen et al., 2024; Vosman et al., 2024). Programs 
involve coordinating multiple interdependent projects and non-project 
work to achieve higher-order strategic objectives and benefits that 
cannot be realised if managed separately (Frederiksen et al., 2021; 
Lycett et al., 2004; Pellegrinelli, 1997). In the context of public con
struction, inter-organisational programs include projects aimed at con
structing new assets as well as projects related to routine operations and 
maintenance activities. The latter are increasingly organised and 
managed as projects to support the achievement of strategic objectives 
(Hedborg et al., 2024; Nilsson Vestola et al., 2021). The inter-relatedness 
of projects in an inter-organisational program enhances the likelihood 
that the projects and their associated activities will display similar 
characteristics, thereby giving rise to the emergence of repetitive ac
tivities within and/or across projects.

The study focuses on asset-based construction programs. In this 
context, repetitive activities are defined as (sub)processes and tasks that 
are executed similarly or identically more than once (repeatedly) during the 
life cycle of the physical asset(s). Examples include developing a similar 
design plan for schools and pouring concrete for multiple similar floors 
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within and across schools. In our paper, we have chosen the term re
petitive “activity”, which is a distinct work step with a clearly defined 
beginning and end (Mahdi, 2004). This focus reflects insights from op
erations management research (e.g. Maylor et al., 2018; Roehrich et al., 
2024) and innovation and project management (e.g. Davies & Brady, 
2000) showing that repetition typically occurs at the level of underlying 
activities, including (sub)processes, elements, or tasks rather than full 
repetition of the entire project (Bakker, 2010; Engwall & Miterev, 2025).

Against this background, the aim of the study is to expand the un
derstanding of repetitive activities and their potential benefits by 
shifting focus from an intra-organisational perspective to inter- 
organisational programs. Previous studies highlighted that repetitive 
activities offer potential benefits including increased efficiency, pro
ductivity, continuous improvements due to the learning curve (Davies 
et al., 2009; Godsell et al., 2018), and “economies of repetition” (Davies 
& Brady, 2000). Much less attention, however, has been paid to how 
repetitive activities can be identified and interact across multiple pro
jects and organisations within inter-organisational programs. In line 
with Jacobsson and Jałocha (2025), we argue that repetitive activities 
can improve efficiency and predictability within organisations 
compared to numerous short-term projects.

There have been calls for more research on distinguishing repetitive 
from unique activities (Bakker, 2010) and how repetitive activities 
enhance learning and (continuous) improvement within a program (e.g. 
Eriksson et al., 2017), requesting attention to understand repetition 
beyond projects. In response to these calls, the current study addresses 
the following research question by studying three on-going construction 
programs: 

How do repetitive activities and their potential benefits manifest within 
inter-organisational construction programs?

The study has two contributions. Firstly, inspired by operations, 
project and innovation management research, it broadens the scope of 
repetitive activities from projects performed within a single organisation 
to inter-organisational programs. The study identifies focus areas of 
repetitive activities that are relevant at the program level. Secondly, the 
study presents a conceptual model illustrating how deliberate identifi
cation of repetitive activities can help leverage their potential benefits, 
ultimately contributing to the achievement of program goals.

The following section provides an overview of the literature on re
petitive activities and its relevance to programs. Next, we describe the 
research design, including a description of the three cases studied, data 
collection and analysis. This is followed by the empirical findings which 
provide insights into occurrence of repetitive activities and their asso
ciated potential benefits in the studied cases. Finally, the discussion and 
conclusion reflect on the findings and outline the main contributions to 
literature.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Origins of addressing repetition and its potential benefits

Repetition with the aim of capturing its potential benefits has been 
studied in various neighbouring research fields including operations, 
project and innovation management research. Historically rooted in 
operations management, the concept of repetition was more closely 
associated with non-project, high-volume production settings, such as 
Henry Ford’s assembly line, where continuous improvement served as a 
competitive advantage (Davies et al., 2023). With the rise of rapidly 
changing market conditions, however, firms have increasingly adopted 
project-based approaches and project management has become an 
indispensable part of operations management (Davies et al., 2023; 
Ramasesh & Browning, 2014). Yet, one of the main differences between 
these two research fields is the way they approach and utilise the con
cepts of repetition and uniqueness (Roehrich et al., 2024). Operations 
management research acknowledges that projects often involve tasks, 

elements, products or subsystems that can be replicated or reused across 
different projects (Artto & Turkulainen, 2018; Godsell et al., 2018; 
Maylor et al., 2018). This research field distinguishes projects from re
petitive processes based on production volume and standardisation 
(variety): projects are one-off efforts producing low-volume, highly 
varied artefacts, whereas steady-state processes involve the continuous 
performance of the same task (Hayes & Wheelwright, 1984; Roehrich 
et al., 2024).

Projects are often defined as temporary endeavours aimed at deliv
ering unique products and services, or at least those that are not iden
tical as the previous ones (Pinto, 2020; Ramasesh & Browning, 2014). 
Lundin and Söderholm (1995) propose that a task definition is often the 
raison d'être for initiating a temporary project organisation, where the 
task may be either unique (one-off) or repetitive. Informed by the neo
institutional research stream in project studies, Lundin and Söderholm 
(1995) argue that temporary organisations encounter pressure from 
their institutional environment, which refers to historical and organ
isational context that set conditions on actions within an organisation. 
Such pressure may lead an organisation towards homogenisation and 
standardisation of project practices to benefit from advantages of re
petitive activities and establish formalised routines (Kadefors, 1995). 
Projects are embedded in their surroundings and interconnected with 
other successive and simultaneous projects within an organisation 
(Engwall, 2003; Engwall & Miterev, 2025).

In the intersection of innovation and project management research, 
Davies and Brady (2000) challenge the common belief that projects are 
entirely unique, positing that projects can incorporate elements that are 
repeated in other projects. Their study suggests that projects and bids are 
seen as similar when they rely on the repeated use of the same sets of 
routines and capabilities by a (private) project-based firm (Davies & 
Brady, 2000). To navigate through innovation trajectories, organisa
tions may engage in an emergent lineage or sequence of projects that 
share an underlying concept to facilitate knowledge transfer and itera
tive learning from one project to another (Maniak & Midler, 2014). 
Organisations can benefit from the cumulative impact of series of pro
jects by making incremental improvements and balancing the exploi
tation and exploration practices, using knowledge from past projects and 
combining them in novel ways (Berggren, 2019). Unlike routine in
dustries like manufacturing, where repetition drives economies of scale 
or scope, project-based firms benefit from repetition by employing 
“replication strategies” to transfer capabilities in managing a series of 
inter-related and relatively similar projects (Davies & Brady, 2016).

Scholars emphasise the key role of repetition in leveraging the 
learning curve to accumulate experiences, whether positive or negative, 
leading to reduction in cost and improvements in time, quality and 
productivity (Pollack & Anichenko, 2022). Repetition can facilitate the 
creation of organisational routines and processes to deliver similar and 
repeatable activities more efficiently and effectively through exploita
tion of capabilities and economies of repetition (Davies & Brady, 2000; 
Denicol & Davies, 2022). Learning from repetition can also occur 
through knowledge exploration, where knowledge and experiences from 
other contexts and projects can be recombined to develop one-off so
lutions (Brady & Davies, 2004; Davies et al., 2009). Table 1 summarises 
major contributions from various research fields in project studies 
regarding repetition and its potential benefits, which have primarily 
been examined within at intra-organisational level.

Existing literature on project studies across various research fields 
provides insights into repetitive elements, for instance (sub)products, 
(sub)processes, procedures within and/or across projects. These studies 
highlight several potential benefits of repetition, including efficiency 
gains, leveraging the learning curve, increased productivity, and econ
omies of repetition. We next explore extant knowledge regarding the 
ambiguity of uniqueness and repetition, as well as how these repetitive 
elements tend to be studied at the activity or project levels.
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Table 1 
Overview of earlier research addressing repetition and its potential benefits in project studies at intra-organisational level.

Example of 
literature

Research focus Research field Method and empirical 
context

Key findings regarding addressing 
repetition

Potential benefits of repetition

Artto and 
Turkulainen 
(2018)

Product and 
organisational sub-system 
repetition across projects 
at intra-organisational 
level

Operations and 
project 
management

Single embedded case study 
of four projects at an oil 
company

While projects may be unique, they 
can consist of reused product and/or 
organisational sub-systems.

Reuse of knowledge and experiences 
derived from various project 
components, thereby facilitating 
standardisation across product and 
organisational subsystems.

Berggren 
(2019)

Management of sequences 
of projects at intra- 
organisational level

Innovation and 
project 
management

Longitudinal study of 
product improvement 
projects at an automobile 
firm

Firms may initiate a sequence of 
projects with an emphasis on both 
knowledge creation (exploration) 
and continuous improvement 
(exploitation).

Enhanced evolutionary inter-project 
learning through balancing exploration 
and exploitation, leading to cumulative 
improvements in product performance 
of a firm.

Brady and 
Davies 
(2004)

Repeatable activities 
within and across projects 
at intra-organisational 
level

Innovation and 
project 
management

Longitudinal two-case 
study of capital goods 
suppliers in tele- 
communications

When an organisation undertakes a 
novel activity or project, a bottom-up 
learning process is initiated. Through 
repeated execution, routines and 
capabilities are created or adapted 
across three phases: within the 
project, project-to-project, and 
project-to-organisation. The 
capability building process is 
completed when the organisation 
takes top-down strategic decisions to 
exploit the learning captured across 
the entire firm.

Development and standardisation of 
company-specific routines and 
processes that support organisational 
learning and enable efficient delivery 
of increasing numbers of (repetitive) 
activities (e.g. bids) and projects.

Davies et al. 
(2009)

Iterative product-process 
design across projects at 
intra-organisational level

Innovation and 
project 
management

Single-case study of a 
megaproject in 
infrastructure

Repetition occurs even in unique 
projects. Projects differ in product 
and process standardisation along a 
routine–unique continuum.

Improves efficiency, productivity, and 
effectiveness by combining 
standardised processes with innovative 
outcomes. Recombination supports 
learning from other contexts, whereas 
replication enables refinement and 
reuse of successful practices, 
enhancing performance, and exploiting 
learning curve advantages.

Davies and 
Brady 
(2000)

Repeated solutions and 
cycles of activity at intra- 
organisational level

Innovation and 
project 
management

Two-case study of new 
implementation projects of 
complex product systems 
suppliers in tele- 
communications

Organisations can evolve from 
initiating a first project or bid in a 
new business domain to building 
organisational capabilities. 
Repetition embeds routines and 
learning processes across bids and 
projects.

Economies of repetition, improving 
efficiency and effectiveness in 
subsequent projects.

Engwall 
(2003)

Procedure and activity 
repetition in preceding, 
parallel, and future 
projects at intra- 
organisational level

Project 
management

Longitudinal two-case 
study at a major power 
utility

Projects are open systems, in which 
procedures and structures span 
across previous, simultaneous and 
future projects. While some 
procedures are customised for 
individual projects, others are 
standardised and largely aligned 
with the institutionalised norms, 
values and routines of the 
organisation. Even new projects 
include repetitive assignments.

Leveraging existing knowledge, and 
thereby increasing predictability and 
efficiency.

Godsell et al. 
(2018)

(Sub)element repetition 
across projects at intra- 
organisational level

Operations and 
project 
management

Single instrumental case 
study of the supply chain of 
a utility company in water 
and wastewater 
infrastructure

At the portfolio level, organisations 
can enhance their portfolio 
management capabilities by 
systematically screening and 
identifying replicable elements, such 
as design, resources and materials, 
across various projects. Projects, 
therefore, can be clustered based on 
their degree of repetition.

Improved efficiency and effectiveness 
of organisation’s projects by grouping 
projects based on identified repetitive 
elements.

Kadefors 
(1995)

(formal) Standardisation 
across projects at intra- 
organisational level

Project 
management

Single-case study in the 
building sector

Projects are not only entirely unique 
and situation-specific, rather they 
incorporate repetitive aspects, e.g. 
technical components and 
procedures (standard contracts and 
tendering system). As temporary 
organisations, projects, encounter 
pressures from their institutions.

Standardisation that fosters 
homogeneity among various 
temporary organisations and 
contributes to established 
institutionalisation within an 
organisation.

Lundin and 
Söderholm 
(1995)

Project task repetition 
across consecutive 
projects at intra- 
organisational level

Project 
management

Conceptual paper A project, temporary organisation, 
may be uniquely created to address a 
specific situation characterised by 
uncertainty and unpredictability. On 
the other hand, a repetitive project is 
dedicated to actions that are 

Institutionalisation of procedures over 
time.

(continued on next page)
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2.2. Ambiguous distinction between unique and repetitive

The traditional notion that projects are the “antithesis of repetition” 
(Pinto, 2020, p. 26) and inherently singular (Flyvbjerg, 2021), 
comprising merely unique tasks, has been challenged by several scholars 
(e.g. Artto & Turkulainen, 2018; Davies & Brady, 2000; Engwall & 
Miterev, 2025). There is, however, an ongoing debate in project studies 
regarding tensions between customisation and standardisation of pro
jects (Miterev et al., 2017), partly due to a lack of clarity about at which 
levels and in which elements repetition can be identified.

A distinction can be made between the activities at the (temporary) 
project level and (permanent) organisational level, with the former 
characterised by customisation and uniqueness, while actions at the 
organisational level are generalised through standardised procedures 
and routines that support a large number of projects (Gann & Salter, 
2000). Projects performed by an organisation can be seen along a con
tinuum from repetitive to unique, rather than as dichotomous entities 
(Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Papachristos et al., 2024). A project is re
petitive when it is performed in a relatively predictable and stable 
environment likely to occur again in the future, whereas it is exploratory 
when the elements from other contexts and domains are recombined in 
new ways (Davies & Brady, 2016; Papachristos et al., 2024). Exploita
tion projects rely on repetitive activities, while exploration projects are 
defined by their non-recurring activities (Papachristos et al., 2024). Yet, 
exploration projects (even radically unique ones) may incorporate 
non-unique elements or standardised procedures (Davies & Brady, 2016; 
Engwall, 2003).

The so-called repetitive projects have been widely studied in the 
construction industry, particularly in domains such as road construction 
(Hegazy et al., 2014), housing communities and tunnel projects (Yang & 
Chang, 2005). These studies aim to optimise resource (labour and 
equipment) allocation, scheduling, and control systems by taking 
advantage of the repetitive nature of units across the project. In this 
context, a unit is defined as a clearly delineated, repeatable component 
of a project within which a set of activities is carried out in relation to the 
asset during the execution phase, e.g., floor, house (Mahdi, 2004), and 
road section (Hegazy et al., 2014). The repetition of an activity can occur 
both within a unit and between units. Such repetitive activities can be 
classified as similar (performed multiple times with variations, for 
example, in scope or conditions), or identical (performed multiple times 
under the same conditions). Conceptualising projects as systems with 
interconnected subsystems allows identification of repetitive elements 
at the component or activity level, within and across projects of an 
organisation, such as design, material, and equipment, rather than the 
project level (Artto & Turkulainen, 2018; Godsell et al., 2018). To 
determine whether an activity is unique or repetitive, temporary orga
nisations need to be viewed as open systems across time and organisa
tional space with activities connected to past experience, parallel and 
future projects, and embedded routines and procedures of the organi
sation (Engwall, 2003). In line with Bakker (2010) and Mahdi (2004), 
our study focuses on activities, discrete and finite work steps (i.e., 
having a beginning and end), that can be repeated within and across 

projects. In this study, we define repetitive activities as (sub)processes 
and tasks that are executed similarly or identically more than once 
(repeatedly) during the life cycle of the physical asset(s).

Previous studies, mostly adopting a (private) intra-organisational 
perspective (see Table 1), have identified repetition within and across 
projects of an organisation over time and revealed the potential benefits 
associated with it. This paper extends the relevance of repetitive activ
ities to inter-organisational programs, involving multiple organisations, 
e.g. public clients and supply partners.

2.3. Relevance of repetitive activities in programs

Multi-project management has gained increasing attention as a 
means for organisations to achieve their strategic objectives and make 
effective use of limited resources (Martinsuo & Ahola, 2022). It is dis
cussed through various notions, including project lineages (Maniak & 
Midler, 2014), project networks (Kujala et al., 2021), project ecologies 
(e.g. Hedborg et al., 2020), and programs (e.g. Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 
2018). Previous studies on multi-project management, particularly 
project lineages, have addressed the potential benefits of harnessing 
repetition in innovation trajectories to facilitate incremental and 
continuous improvement through iterative inter-project learning (e.g. 
Berggren, 2019). Programs, however, differ from project lineages in that 
the former involves an ex ante strategy that typically involves multiple 
organisations, whereas the latter usually relies on an emerging strategy 
to facilitate innovative expansion within a single organisation (Maniak 
& Midler, 2014).

A program is defined as a group of interdependent projects and other 
non-project activities, orchestrated to facilitate the realisation of tactical 
and/or strategic objectives that would not be achieved if these projects 
were managed individually (Lycett et al., 2004; Maylor et al., 2006; 
Thiry, 2002). This definition implies that a program encompasses a wide 
range of activities both within discrete projects and ongoing operations 
(Thiry, 2002). Program management involves bundling interdependent 
projects and operations with a long-term perspective, thereby enabling 
resource and knowledge sharing (Turkulainen et al., 2015). Programs 
often involve both public and private organisations (Frederiksen et al., 
2024; Martinsuo & Ahola, 2022). For instance, in the construction in
dustry, public clients usually rely on various supply partners in 
executing such programs. Such an inter-organisational setting creates 
multiple organisational levels in which communication, coordination, 
and organising activities across organisations take place (Frederiksen 
et al., 2021). Programs can be organised and managed using a combi
nation of parallel projects (executed simultaneously) and sequential 
projects (carried out one after another) (Martinsuo & Ahola, 2022; 
Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018). The interconnected nature of projects 
within a program, which share a common strategic objective 
(Frederiksen et al., 2024; Pellegrinelli, 1997), increases the likelihood of 
recurring characteristics and activities, highlighting the importance of 
recognising repetitive activities. In contrast to individual temporary 
project organisations, which lack sufficient continuity in activities and 
actors to facilitate effective repeatability (Cacciatori & Prencipe, 2021), 

Table 1 (continued )

Example of 
literature 

Research focus Research field Method and empirical 
context 

Key findings regarding addressing 
repetition 

Potential benefits of repetition

primarily “more of the same” rather 
than being limited to a one-time 
event and will be repeated in the 
future.

Maniak and 
Midler 
(2014)

Management of sequences 
of projects at intra- 
organisational level

Innovation and 
project 
management

Multiple longitudinal case 
studies in the automobile 
sector

Repetition is structured through 
project lineages, where successive 
related projects enable project-to- 
project learning via the “carry-over” 
of existing components and the 
“carry-back” of new solutions.

Exploitation through component reuse 
and standardisation, combined with 
exploration through the integration of 
innovative solutions, resulting in 
efficiency gains and the development 
of a coherent innovation trajectory.
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the embeddedness of interconnected projects within a program can 
enhance the occurrence of repetitive activities. This, in turn, supports 
the development of organisational routines across project iterations 
(Addyman et al., 2020; Cacciatori & Prencipe, 2021).

Despite the attention devoted to repetitive activities, we argue that 
these activities remain undervalued within programs and their full 
benefit potential is yet to be realised. Changing the analytical lens from 
an intra-organisational perspective to an inter-organisational program, 
can result in the identification of previously unrecognised repetitive 
activities. Considering the long-term, multi-project and inter- 
organisational nature of construction programs which enhances the 
likelihood of identifying and creating repetitive activities, the involved 
organisations can leverage the potential benefits of repetitive activities 
and make improvements at project, program, and (permanent) parent 
organisation levels.

3. Method

3.1. Research design and case description

This study adopts a qualitative multiple case study approach (Yin, 
2018) to expand the knowledge concerning repetitive activities and 
their potential benefits, shifting the focus from the project level within a 
single organisation to the program level involving multiple organisa
tions. To provide a comprehensive overview of various focus areas of 
repetitive activities, we studied multiple and varied cases (i.e. different 
asset type and asset life cycle phase). The unit of analysis for this 
research is the temporary program organisation, including public client 
and tier one supply partners. The study focused on cases that were most 
likely to provide examples of repetitive activities within programs 
allowing us to identify focus areas of repetitive activities. Both similar
ities and differences in these cases would help towards building theory 
in focus areas of repetitive activities, and their potential benefits within 
inter-organisational programs.

Following Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), theoretical sampling 
principles were used to select the case studies, resulting in three 
on-going programs in the construction industry, each managed by a 
different client organisation in the Netherlands. We purposefully 
included programs in which repetitive activities occur at various life 
cycle phases of assets, including (i) operations and maintenance of 
existing assets contracted through regional projects (program Alpha, 
hereafter Alpha), (ii) design and delivery of new assets through multiple 
projects (program Beta, hereafter Beta), and (iii) a combination of op
erations and maintenance contracted through regional projects and 
sustainable upgrading projects (program Gamma, hereafter Gamma). 
Given the dynamic nature of programs, cases in the early phases of the 
program were selected to ensure comparability. At the time of data 
collection, all cases were within two years after awarding contracts to 
supply partners. Finally, case selection was based on access to the client 
organisation and supply partners (consortium of enterprises). The 
characteristics of the cases, represented by pseudonyms for confidenti
ality reasons, are summarised in Table 2.

In Alpha, floodplain maintenance was divided into three regional 
lots and awarded to three different supply partners for a period of at 
least four years, resulting in repetition in the preparation and execution 
of operations and maintenance activities. The strategic overarching 
objective is to achieve safe and natural floodplains for all inhabitants 
more efficiently and effectively through coordination across the three 
lots (regional maintenance projects).

In Beta, three supply partners were awarded framework agreements 
to design and build a minimum of nine and a maximum of thirty primary 
school buildings over a ten-year period, with the distribution of projects 
conducted through mini-competitions. This approach leads to repetitive 
activities in the design and delivery of new assets. The objective is to 
transition to a supply-driven market approach, prioritising sustainabil
ity, flexibility, and quality in the realisation of school buildings as social 

facilities.
In Gamma, integral maintenance consisting of (un)planned mainte

nance and sustainable upgrading of public housing was divided into 
regional lots and discipline-related work packages and awarded to seven 
supply partners for a minimum of seven years. This approach creates 
condition for repetition in both the preparation and execution of 
maintenance and upgrading activities on existing assets. The objective is 
to achieve and maintain the desired property condition in an effective 
and efficient manner, with the residents and users at the centre of the 
process.

In Alpha and Gamma, each supply partner is responsible for multi- 
year regional operations and maintenance, which can be considered as 
separate projects (Hedborg et al., 2024) and requires coordinated 
management to achieve overarching strategic program goals. In all 
cases, a steering group was established to align activities across the 
inter-related projects.

3.2. Data collection

Data was collected from archival documents of the cases, semi- 
structured interviews with key informants, and participant observa
tions, hence adopting triangulation principles (Yin, 2018). In addition to 
public documents including tender and contract documents, we received 
relevant internal reports such as meeting presentations. The main data 
collection relied on 20 semi-structured interviews, conducted both on
line and face-to-face by two researchers. Since the informants’ in
terpretations have a crucial influence on the data and ultimately the 
results, we selected the informants based on their roles and knowledge 
about the program (Gioia et al., 2012). Key informants at the tactical 
level from both public client and supplier sides, who were involved in 
preparing the tender or the bid and the formation of the program, were 
interviewed (see Table 3).

To aid data collection and ensure consistency during the interviews, 
an interview guide was developed. In the first part of the interview, we 
focused on how the program goals were developed and their relation to 
the strategy of the parent organisation (public client or supply partner). 
This was followed by questions about interviewees' definitions of re
petitive activities, accompanied by examples, their associated potential 
benefits, and the development of specific work procedures by 

Table 2 
Characteristics of the case studies.

Alpha Beta Gamma

Sector Water and road 
infrastructure

Public school Public housing

Program 
description

Operations and 
maintenance of 
the river 
floodplains

Construction of 9 
to 30 new 
primary school 
buildings

Operations and 
maintenance and 
sustainable 
upgrading of 
existing housing 
complexes

Contract length Four years with 
two possible 
extensions of 
three years

Ten years Seven years with a 
possible extension of 
three years

Total 
(estimated) 
contract 
value

€200 million €200–400 million €1 billion

Criteria 
considered 
for bundling 
projects/ 
activities

Geographical 
location (three 
regional lots)

Construction of 
new primary 
school buildings 
in a municipality

Geographical 
location and type of 
activities (Seven 
regional lots and 
three work 
packages)

Number of tier 
one supply 
partners 
involved

Three supply 
partners

Three supply 
partners

Seven supply 
partners
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participating organisations within the program. All the interviews were 
audio-recorded and transcribed.

In addition to semi-structured interviews, we gathered data during 
participant observations. Our research team received assignments from 
public clients in Beta and Gamma to provide support, facilitate the 
steering group meetings and to reflect on the progress of collaboration 
within these two programs. While researchers were directly involved in 
the studied context through participant observations in these two cases, 
the findings discussed in this paper relate to a conceptual level different 
from the advisory practices in which they were involved (Langley & 
Klag, 2019). Moreover, at the end of the data collection phase, we 
organised four sessions to reflect on the results with selected experts 
who have experience working in inter-organisational programs (at the 
tactical and strategic levels) but were not directly involved in the three 
studied cases. The goal of these sessions was to discuss how the findings 
could be valuable for and be used by experts in their practice (Martinsuo 
& Huemann, 2021).

3.3. Data analysis

The empirical data was analysed in four steps inspired by Eisenhardt 
(2021) and Gioia et al. (2012). The data was coded following a sys
tematic and iterative approach. The first step involved a thorough re
view of the raw data for each case, taking into account the program 
context, to facilitate the emergence of initial open codes. This phase was 
highly inductive through the informant’s understanding of repetitive 

activities and their potential benefits within a program (Gioia et al., 
2012). All initial first-order codes were revised (Eisenhardt, 2021; Yin, 
2018), resulting in a more manageable number of codes.

In the second step, we performed axial coding by looking more in- 
depth into codes, comparing them with each other, and grouping 
them into second-order themes (Strauss & Corbin, 2014). These 
second-order themes are interpretations that reveal the underlying 
meanings embedded in first-order codes, thereby facilitating a struc
tured approach to organising and analysing the data (Gioia et al., 2012; 
Van Maanen, 1979). To develop second-order themes, we continuously 
compared the empirical data with existing literature. For instance, the 
first-order code “repetition in (sub)products or (sub)processes” was 
grouped under the second-order theme “type of delivery”, following 
Davies et al. (2009), who distinguish between repetition and uniqueness 
across a matrix of products and processes. Similarly, the second-order 
themes “economies of repetition” and “economies of recombination” 
were informed by studies such as Davies and Brady (2000) and Maniak 
and Midler (2014). Some themes emerged from the empirical data, such 
as “organisational level”. This iterative process allowed us to transition 
from the empirical data to the theoretical realm, ensuring coherence and 
relevance throughout the analysis (Gioia et al., 2012; Locke et al., 2022).

In the third step, the themes were aggregated into two dimensions 
capturing the overarching conceptual contribution across the cases: (1) 
focus areas of repetitive activities and (2) potential benefits of repetitive 
activities. To enhance the reliability of the analysis and ensure that all 
relevant constructs were identified, the two researchers responsible for 
coding conducted a thorough examination of the data (Miles & Huber
man, 1994). This was followed by a discussion among the researchers to 
address any similarities and differences and purposive reflection on 
previous literature, leading to reconciliation of the interpretations 
(Gioia et al., 2012; Sankaran et al., 2024).

In the fourth and final step, we conducted a cross-case analysis by 
examining similarities and differences in the focus areas of repetitive 
activities and their associated benefits as manifested across the three 
cases, given their different program designs. Fig. 1 depicts a summary of 
the coding structure. In Appendix A, a table of illustrative quotations 
from the data is presented.

4. Results

4.1. Focus areas of repetitive activities

The empirical evidence suggests that repetitive activities can be 
classified into three analytical focus areas: (1) organisational level, (2) 
type of delivery, and (3) temporal occurrence. These analytical focus 
areas are not mutually exclusive, as a repetitive activity may simulta
neously manifest across multiple areas. They are intended to capture and 
understand the characteristics of repetitive activities.

4.1.1. Organisational level
Given the multi-level setting of inter-organisational programs, re

petitive activities manifest differently at various organisational levels. 
At the strategic level, public clients articulate the challenge to be 
addressed and bundle projects into a program aimed at achieving a 
common goal. Similar activities related to comparable assets are 
bundled within a client's portfolio, thereby creating opportunities for 
repetitive activities emerging and enabling their optimisation. In Alpha, 
for instance, the focus was exclusively on floodplain maintenance, while 
in Beta, new primary school buildings were bundled. The public client 
(parent) organisation of Beta further professionalised its commissioning 
role by iterative refining and eventually standardising and institution
alising the mini-competition process. Supply partners also engaged at 
the strategic level, allowing them to acquire relevant knowledge and 
experience that support capability building and enable the performance 
and optimisation of repetitive activities over time.

At the program level, the inter-organisational temporary 

Table 3 
Overview of interviewees across the cases.

# Code Case Interviewee’s role Organisation Interview 
duration 
(mins)

1 Alpha. 
C1

Alpha Project manager Client 
organisation

65

2 Alpha. 
C2

Contract manager Client 
organisation

75

3 Alpha. 
C3

Contract manager Client 
organisation

55

4 Alpha. 
S4

Project manager Contractor 105

5 Alpha. 
S5

Project manager Contractor 60

6 Alpha. 
S6

Project manager Contractor 60

7 Beta.C1 Beta Contract manager Client 
organisation

90

8 Beta.C2 Education 
housing director

Client 
organisation

70

9 Beta.C3 Procurement 
specialist

Client 
organisation

90

10 Beta.S4 Deputy director Contractor 75
11 Beta.S5 Director Contractor 55
12 Beta.S6 Tender manager Contractor 70
13 Beta.C7 Client Owner - 

School board
60

14 Gamma. 
C1

Gamma Procurement and 
contract specialist

Client 
organisation

95

15 Gamma. 
C2

Strategic contract 
advisor

Client 
organisation

70

16 Gamma. 
C3

Business 
controller

Client 
organisation

80

17 Gamma. 
S4

Deputy director Contractor 75

18 Gamma. 
S5

Process manager Contractor 60

19 Gamma. 
S6

Account manager Contractor 70

20 Gamma. 
S7

Operational 
director

Contractor 80

Note: Each interviewee is assigned an ID based on the case and organisation role 
(C: client and S: supply partner) followed by a number. For instance, ‘Alpha.C1’ 
refers to an interviewee from the client organisation in Alpha.
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organisation can then be designed in such a way that more repetitive 
activities emerge across projects. In Alpha, each lot team was respon
sible for developing an asset management system aimed at facilitating 
coordination and providing an overview of the repetitive activities 
within the program. To facilitate the implementation of standardised 
solutions (building concepts) for supply partners in Beta while ensuring 
uniformity across projects, the municipality established general func
tional requirements within the framework agreements. Following the 
first mini-competition, these requirements were further tailored to 
reflect the specific needs of each school board. In addition, the munic
ipality adopted a strategy known as “Factory Thinking”, which aims to 
create efficiency by establishing 10-year framework agreements with 
supply partners. This strategy requires supply partners to set up ar
rangements at the program level with a long-term perspective within 
their own supply chains. In Gamma, supply partners were asked to take 
on a directing and advisory role by developing a 15-year maintenance 
plan, extending beyond the 10-year program duration. This led to the 
active participation in asset management of the public client, “allowing 
[supply partners] to guide decision-making and propose a repetitive 
approach” (Gamma.S6). In all three programs, early involvement of 
supply partners within the (temporary) inter-organisational program 
marks an innovative approach for all the parties involved. The public 
client made this choice to use the technical expertise and knowledge of 
the supply partners by engaging them in the challenge and “asking 
functional questions”, rather than asking them to provide solutions to a 
specific problem. An informant elaborated on this, demonstrating 
repetition at the (tactical) program level: 

“By being more closely organised together [public client and supply 
partner], the supply partner moves further up the supply chain. Decisions 
that were previously made solely by the client are now taken jointly, 
allowing the contractor to be more involved in the decision-making pro
cess, and thereby creating greater opportunities to realise potential im
provements [resulted from repetition]” (Alpha.C3).

Repetitive activities were predominantly identified on the supply 
partner side. The reason may be that a public client is dependent on 
supply partners to execute and eventually leverage the potential benefits 
of certain repetitive activities.

At the operational level repetition can be manifested in scheduling 
and preparation activities as well as execution activities by construction 
crews. Supply partners in Beta explained that the expected repetitions 

would allow them to develop a standardised implementation plan at the 
material level for each school building: “We now have documented 400 
details of different standard joints that are required […] These work plans 
will be fully standardised, ensuring uniform execution” (Beta.S4).

4.1.2. Type of delivery
Early involvement of supply partners led to the creation of repetitive 

activities both during the preparatory phase and the subsequent 
execution phase. Informants provided examples of repetitive prepara
tory activities, including scheduling, administration, and preparing the 
annual plan. The annual plan, for example, is created in Alpha to provide 
an overview of the floodplain maintenance activities that are needed 
and feasible across different regional lots. Examples of repetitive activ
ities during execution are the maintenance of channels in Alpha, 
assembling prefabricated elements in Beta, and (void) repairs in 
Gamma.

Moreover, repetitive activities were identified in (sub)products (e.g. 
prefabrication of components) and (sub)processes (e.g. standardisation 
of asset management system). As the following quote demonstrates, 
although the end product differs among various housing complexes, the 
renovation process can be an example of a repetitive activity: “When 
organised properly, it becomes [a] repetitive [process]. Every time a bath
room [product], every time the same sequence. While not all bathrooms are 
the same, it [the steps followed] is always the same: demolition first, then 
plastering, then tiling […]” (Gamma.S4). Hence, repetition does not pre
clude achieving a unique result and it enables adoption of process and 
product standardisation, as noted in the following quote: “With standard 
building blocks, you can create almost any unique design as long as you make 
smart combinations” (Beta.C3). This approach ultimately enables align
ment with project-specific needs and enhances customisation.

The level of homogeneity among activities is also influential in cat
egorising activities as repetitive, which may extend to performing 
similar or identical activities in one or various locations. Performing the 
same activity at the same location multiple times is categorised as an 
identical activity, whereas performing the same activity at a different 
location is categorised as a similar activity (requiring context-specific 
customisation). Both, however, are considered repetitive, as illustrated 
by the following reflection: “Repetition implies recurrence, which can take 
two forms. First, in our ten-year contract, some tasks require returning to the 
same area each year to perform identical activities. This represents standard 
maintenance, characterised by high repetition. Second, tasks such as dredging 

Fig. 1. Coding structure for identifying focus areas of repetitive activities and their potential benefits within an inter-organisational program.
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[…] the work itself is repetitive, but the location changes. Rather than 
returning to the same site, we carry out similar activities in different areas. 
This [so-called] variable maintenance occurs less frequently […], yet the 
same type of process is repeated multiple times” (Alpha.C1).

4.1.3. Temporal occurrence
Repetitive activities also vary in their representation of the pro

gression of time. Sometimes, repetitive activities have in
terdependencies with their past and future activities within the 
program, thereby resulting in repetition occurring in sequence. Exam
ples are cyclical maintenance of assets in one location, such as mowing 
grass on embankments every year. An informant reflected on the tem
poral occurrence aspect of repetitive activities: “For instance, you perform 
maintenance activities on each trench once every ten years. However, since 
you have a total of 30 trenches to manage, this indicates that each year, one 
or two trenches require maintenance” (Alpha.S5).

While the term repetition inherently suggests sequential recurrence, 
activities may also be repeated in parallel. In Alpha, for example, all 
three supply partners performed the same or similar activities (dredging 
of trenches) in different locations. Therefore, horizontal knowledge ex
change among supply partners using bi-weekly cross-(lot)team session 
was considered essential as they might encounter the same challenges. 
In contrast, while Beta and Gamma also feature supply partners engaged 
in similar activities across parallel projects, this aspect of repetition was 
not noted by the informants.

4.2. Potential benefits

Two main themes regarding the potential benefits of repetitive ac
tivities were identified: economies of repetition (exploitation) and 
economies of recombination (exploration).

4.2.1. Economies of repetition - exploitation
Economies of repetition, including increased efficiency (time and 

cost reduction) and improved quality, was perceived as an evident po
tential benefit of repetitive activities, depending on the objective being 
pursued at the program level. In addition, the knowledge and experience 
gained from repetitive activities within a program can enhance pre
dictability, which, in turn, facilitates more efficient procurement of re
sources (materials and personnel) and provides stakeholders with more 
comprehensive information. 

“You do not always have to get it [a repetitive activity] right the first time. 
[…] It is precisely the repetitive nature that greatly increases the learning 
potential”. (Alpha.C1)

In addition, in Alpha, knowledge concerning repetitive activities and 
identified improvements is shared among all three supply partners 
concurrently, even if the activity has not yet been repeated by the 
partners involved. As the following quote illustrates, such knowledge 
sharing helps prevent the recurrence of mistakes: “When we just started, 
lot X made some changes in a GIS layer. It turned out we had it wrong as well 
and then the project manager [of lot X] told us to stop, because they had 
mown all grasses that did not belong to them. […] But if you do not share 
that, then we have done it all wrong” (Alpha.S4).

4.2.2. Economies of recombination - exploration
Economies of recombination involve transferring successful prac

tices and solutions from repetitive activities and adapt them to different 
contexts, including other clients and sectoral settings. For example, one 
supply partner in Alpha introduced a novel approach to mowing 
floodplains, addressing limitations of traditional mowing that disrupts 
local wildlife habitats. Developed through a pilot project to enhance 
ecological resilience and maintain water flow management, this new 
method offers a more efficient and targeted approach, which the supply 
partner intends to upscale to similar activities for other public clients. 
Similarly, a supply partners in Beta adapted the current building concept 

for school buildings to be applicable to public office buildings. 
Furthermore, the public client in Beta aspires to serve as a source of 
inspiration for other clients engaged in public school projects, as re
flected by an informant: 

“But part of our strategy was also to turn this mini-competition into an 
independent European tender. So that any municipality or school board in 
the Netherlands could tender in line with our concept as well as with the 
building concepts of our three supply partners”. (Beta.C3)

Apart from the potential benefits, several informants note that, re
petitive activities could have disadvantages such as “repeating the mis
takes”, “tending towards the monotony”, “hindering flexibility”, and 
“reduced inclination towards changes”. It was suggested that iterative 
critical reflection and evaluation was important to mitigate these dis
advantages and to address (pre)assumptions or automatic responses.

4.3. Cross-case comparison

The three cases reveal that repetitive activities occur across different 
phases of the asset life cycle and program designs. Alpha focuses on 
maintenance (e.g., dredging trenches, mowing ditches), Beta on design 
and construction of new primary schools, and Gamma on maintenance 
and sustainable upgrading of public housing (e.g., void repairs, 
enhancing energy labels).

In Alpha and Gamma, each supply partner is responsible for regional 
multi-year maintenance. The maintenance of assets within each region 
can be regarded as a single project during the contract period, with re
petitive activities occurring both within and between projects (e.g. 
annual cycles of mowing of ditches in specific locations). In contrast, 
Beta and sustainable upgrading activities in Gamma consist of multiple 
projects during the contract period, where each asset (e.g. school 
building or housing complex) is treated as a separate project. Despite 
these differences in program design, repetitive activities manifest across 
all three focus areas (organisational level, type of delivery, and temporal 
occurrence) and occur both within and across projects. The cross-case 
analysis shows that bundling assets, whether in new construction, sus
tainability upgrade, or bundling regional operations and maintenance 
activities in a long-term program, increases the probability of repetitive 
activities emerging over time.

Repetitive activities were identified across different organisational 
levels involved in coordinating projects and managing the program. At 
the strategic level, public clients provided a sufficient flow of work by 
maintaining a pipeline of repetitive activities, which ensured continuity 
and established operational approaches for the supply partners. At the 
tactical level, inter-organisational programs need to be managed to 
ensure coordination between projects and maintain uniformity among 
repetitive activities to harness the potential benefits associated with 
repetition. The operational level primarily focuses on optimising the 
scheduling of resources. While repetition can occur across various or
ganisations involved in a program (parent organisations of client and 
supply partner as well as inter-organisational temporary organisation), 
repetitive activities were primarily acknowledged in the inter- 
organisational and supplier domains. Only in Beta, the client recog
nises the repetitive nature of activities through participation in such a 
program within their own parent organisation. Specifically, repetitive 
activities were recognised in organising mini-competitions to ensure 
that the potential benefits of repetition, in terms of efficiency, could be 
realised.

Across the cases, repetitive activities emerged in both preparatory 
and execution phases, encompassing (sub)processes and (sub)products. 
Some activities were identical, repeated at the same location over time 
(e.g., annual maintenance in Alpha), whereas others were similar, per
formed across different locations or contexts with some adaptation (e.g., 
dredging in Alpha or renovations in Gamma). In all cases, repetitive 
activities enabled standardisation while allowing for context-specific 
adjustments.
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Repetition was predominantly recognised as a sequential process 
across the cases studied. Only in Alpha, parallel projects performed by 
supply partners were acknowledged specifically through knowledge 
sharing sessions. In both Beta and Gamma, although supply partners 
may have engaged in parallel projects that are similar in nature, in
formants did not explicitly recognise them. In Beta, the use of mini- 
competitions may have hindered the recognition of repetitive activ
ities in parallel projects of other supply partners, limiting the leveraging 
of the potential benefits of repetition at the program level.

Repetitive activities can be leveraged to reduce production costs, 
increase profits, or enhance quality. The long-term nature of the studied 
inter-organisational programs, combined with the inter-connectedness 
of the embedded projects, provide opportunities for public clients and 
supply partners to contribute to continuous improvement through re
petitive activities. These improvements can extend beyond the benefits 
of managing projects individually and align with the overall program 
goals. Economies of recombination and the potential for utilising 
knowledge gained from engaging in such novel approach have been 
primarily recognised by informants from Alpha and Beta. Specifically, 
they highlighted economies of recombination by actively exploring 
ways to apply knowledge gained from the program to leverage the 
benefits of repetitive activities within their parent organisations.

5. Discussion

In line with the growing need to address societal challenges globally, 
there is an emerging stream of research on program management 
(Denicol & Davies, 2022; Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018). Previous 
research argues that repetition within and across projects at the 
intra-organisational level can be leveraged to realise their potential 
benefits (Davies & Brady, 2000; Denicol & Davies, 2022). The current 
study advances knowledge by identifying repetitive activities and their 
potential benefits within inter-organisational programs, drawing on in
sights from various research fields. By highlighting analytical focus 
areas of repetitive activities and their potential benefits, we seek to bring 
the concept of repetition to the inter-organisational program level. Our 
research has two main theoretical contributions, which are discussed 
below.

5.1. Extending current knowledge of repetition to inter-organisational 
program

Scholars argue that neighbouring research fields offer opportunities 
for sharing concepts and ideas (Maylor et al., 2018). Following the call 
to combine insights from adjacent literatures to develop new theoretical 
contributions (Roehrich et al., 2024), the first contribution of our study 
is to enhance literature by demonstrating the relevance of repetitive 
activities at the program level, drawing on operations, project, and 
innovation management research. Operations management often places 
too much focus on repetition, whereas project/program management 
overemphasises uniqueness (Maylor et al., 2018). Previous research 
acknowledges that projects comprise some standardised elements and 
repetitive activities (Davies et al., 2009; Engwall & Miterev, 2025; 
Godsell et al., 2018), but repetition is mostly considered at the project 
level (e.g. Hegazy et al., 2014) or intra-organisational level (e.g. Davies 
& Brady, 2000; Godsell et al., 2018). Our findings show that 
inter-organisational programs, composed of multiple interdependent 
projects, offer opportunities to leverage the benefits of repetitive activ
ities across projects and organisations.

Our research reveals three analytical focus areas of repetitive activ
ities that facilitate their identification within a program. First, the 
findings show that repetitive activities occur in various organisational 
levels. Previous studies have mainly addressed repetition at the intra- 
organisational level (Davies & Brady, 2000; Engwall, 2003; Godsell 
et al., 2018). Programs, however, often span multiple organisational 
levels, requiring coordination mechanisms across these levels 

(Frederiksen et al., 2021). Our findings extend this literature by showing 
that repetitive activities can be identified at strategic (parent pub
lic/private organisations), tactical (temporary program organisation), 
and operational (project) levels. For example, repetition can be enabled 
at the strategic level through the bundling of activities within a program, 
and at the tactical level through coordination that supports the identi
fication and alignment of repetitive activities.

Second, the type of delivery is another focus area for identifying 
repetitive activities. Prior research has shown repetition in both prod
ucts and processes, including the reuse of (engineering) knowledge 
(Verhagen et al., 2012), and in construction through standardisation and 
modularisation (Kadefors, 1995; Köhler et al., 2025; Woodier & Thue
sen, 2026). These approaches emphasise structured reuse of solutions, 
designs, and practices across projects. Our findings complement this 
perspective by showing that repetition is not limited to standardised 
outputs but can also occur in similar or functionally equivalent activ
ities, for instance dredging in various locations.

Finally, the results demonstrate that repetitive activities occur across 
both sequential and parallel projects within a program. This aligns with 
literature on project sequences and inter-project learning (Berggren, 
2019) and studies highlighting how projects are connected over time to 
enable learning and efficiency gains in intra-organisational (Engwall, 
2003) and inter-organisational contexts (Martinsuo & Ahola, 2022). We 
extend this view by showing that repetitive activities can be identified 
across parallel and sequential projects within a program.

These three analytical focus areas enable the identification of work 
steps that are likely to be repetitive rather than unique and to realise 
their potential benefits within the inter-organisational program. 
Following Davies et al. (2009), we acknowledge that the outcome of 
repetitive activities may still be unique. Our findings indicate that 
determining whether an activity is unique or repetitive needs to be 
considered in a broader institutional and organisational context (sup
porting Engwall, 2003; Kadefors, 1995). Identifying repetitive activities 
can inform the design of inter-organisational programs to promote 
occurrence of repetition and leverage their potential benefits during the 
program initiation and execution. This requires adopting a broader 
institutional perspective and recognising the uniqueness bias (Flyvbjerg, 
2021).

5.2. Unlocking potential benefits of repetitive activities within inter- 
organisational programs

Once repetitive activities have been identified, improvements to 
these activities can be made. In this context, the following definition of 
the potential benefits of repetitive activities at the program level has 
been formulated: The possibility that these activities – when repeated – will 
be improved and that the improvements will then be applied each time and 
contribute to more efficient and effective achievement of [the overall program 
goals]. This improvement process is also referred to as refinement 
learning (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995), continuous learning (Eriksson 
et al., 2017; Nilsson Vestola et al., 2021), or iterative learning (Maniak & 
Midler, 2014).

The findings of our study demonstrate that repetitive activities 
within the context of public construction programs, can yield potential 
benefits for both private and public organisations. While private orga
nisations often deploy repetitive activities to form routines and build 
capabilities to achieve competitive advantage, public organisations 
utilise repetitive activities to develop routines and capabilities in pursuit 
of performance improvement (O'Flynn, 2013). Therefore, it is important 
to clearly determine the overall program goals, ensuring that all pro
gram members are aligned on the intended goals. The overarching 
program goals can be purely economic (increasing efficiency by 
executing the same or similar activities in less time and lower cost), or 
they can be complemented or replaced by societal challenges such as 
sustainability. The interpretation of the goals is contingent on the type of 
organisation (i.e. public or private) and the contemporary developments 
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and challenges, thereby determining the extent to which improvement 
of a repetitive activity is possible and what steering is required to ach
ieve this. We enrich the understanding of economies of repetition 
(Davies & Brady, 2000) by adopting an inter-organisational program 
perspective that extends beyond a single (private) project-based 
organisation.

Our study highlights the importance of recent move in the project 
studies toward pursuing repetitive operations over traditional project- 
based approach with the aim of achieving long-term efficiency rather 
than focusing on short-term benefits (Jacobsson & Jałocha, 2025). The 
proposed definition of potential benefits of repetitive activities high
lights the power of these activities and the importance of recognising 
their occurrence in the initial stages of a program. In line with Berggren 
(2019), we suggest that implementing minor changes at the outset of a 
program can lead to continuous improvements and significant (incre
mental) transformations over time.

The studied cases provide the opportunity to identify repetitive ac
tivities and leverage their potential benefits within inter-organisational 
programs, ultimately contributing to the program goals, as illustrated in 
Fig. 2.

The conceptual model first emphasises the identification of repetitive 
activities through three analytical focus areas: organisational level 
(where do repetitive activities occur? — parent organisation, program, or 
project), type of delivery (what activities are repeated? — preparatory or 
execution activities, sub-processes or sub-products, similar or identical 
activities), and temporal occurrence (when/how often do repetitive activ
ities occur? — sequential or parallel activities). This systematic identi
fication enables recognition of repetitive activities that might otherwise 
be overlooked, including repetition across projects or between organi
sations. Once identified, repetitive activities can be leveraged to 
generate potential benefits, with the program goals informing how these 
benefits, captured through exploitation and exploration, are prioritised 
and realised. Consistent with earlier studies (e.g. Denicol & Davies, 
2022), our results show that repetitive activities enable participating 
organisations within a program to increase efficiency, enhance pre
dictability, leverage the advantages of the learning curve, and exploit 
innovative approaches. Knowledge and learning from previous repeti
tive activities can also be explored and recombined in new situations 
(Davies et al., 2009; Lobo & Whyte, 2017), facilitating the reuse of (sub) 
systems or concepts across different contexts, including those with a 
different client or sector. By explicitly linking repetitive activities to 
these benefits, the model shows how deliberate recognition and man
agement of such activities contribute to the achievement of the program 
goals. Subsequently, the evaluation of repetitive activities and their 
realised benefits helps to identify further activities with repetitive 

characteristics, supporting continuous improvement within the 
program.

The findings showed that identifying repetitive activities and their 
potential benefits within a program context can be seen as a preliminary 
step towards forming routines. Routines are characterised by recurring 
patterns (happening more than once) of action (Addyman et al., 2020), 
where the frequency of repetition is a necessary condition for the pattern 
to occur (Becker, 2004; Cacciatori & Prencipe, 2021). Previous research 
argues that when an organisation engages in projects containing repet
itive activities, inter-project learning (positive and negative) gained 
from these repetitions can enable the development of new routines or 
adaptation of existing ones (Gann & Salter, 2000; Kadefors, 1995).

6. Conclusion

Repetition has often been associated with operations and earlier 
research in project studies has primarily explored repetitive activities 
from the intra-organisational perspective. This study addressed the 
research question: How do repetitive activities and their potential benefits 
manifest within inter-organisational construction programs? Based on a 
multiple-case study approach, the study conceptualised repetitive ac
tivities at the program level by identifying three focus areas of repeti
tion: organisational level, type of delivery, and temporal occurrence. 
The findings showed that repetitive activities manifested differently 
across these focus areas, depending on where these activities occurred 
across organisational levels, what was repeated, and when/how often 
repetition occurred over time. The study found that the deliberate 
identification of repetitive activities across these focus areas enabled the 
leveraging of potential benefits, including exploitation and exploration, 
aligned with overarching program goals. This, in turn, can inform the 
design of inter-organisational programs that purposefully steer repeti
tive activities and enable their potential benefits.

6.1. Practical implications

The insights from this research are particularly relevant in light of 
current challenges such as circularity, shortages of resources, and the 
growing interest in realising strategic value through inter-organisational 
programs. The findings can inform public clients and supply partners 
involved in such programs, who seek to enhance program performance 
and outcomes. By adopting the three focus areas, previously overlooked 
repetitive activities can be identified. The conceptual model enables 
organisations to deliberately identify repetitive activities across multiple 
levels of a program, thereby optimising their potential benefits. It also 
facilitates discussion across these levels, clarifying what activities are 

Fig. 2. Conceptual model for identifying repetitive activities and leveraging their potential benefits within inter-organisational programs.
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repeated, when they occur, and where efficiency gains or learning op
portunities may arise, ultimately supporting the achievement of pro
gram goals.

For private organisations, leveraging repetitive activities supports 
competitive advantage through economies of repetition. Moreover, the 
benefits of these activities can inform the identification and optimisation 
of repetitive activities in other programs at the strategic level, particu
larly amid recent developments in the adoption of programmatic 
approach in the construction industry.

Bundling interdependent projects (whether related to the construc
tion of new assets or the maintenance of existing ones) into programs is a 
strategic approach adopted by public clients in the construction in
dustry. Such programs create opportunities to leverage the potential 
benefits of repetitive activities for both public and private organisations. 
The effectiveness of repetitive activities depends on the goal(s) pursued 
through repetition, therefore identifying the overall program goals early 
on is important. This enables organisations to determine whether and 
how repetitive activities can be integrated into program design, max
imising efficiency and learning within and across projects.

6.2. Limitations and future research agenda

The findings were based on three case studies in the construction in
dustry, each with its specific context, which may introduce limitations to 
the validity of the research. The study focuses on programs comprising 
repetitive activities across varying configurations of project and 
operations-related activities. We provided background information on the 
case studies, including asset types, to suggest potential opportunities for 
transferability of the findings to other contexts. In line with qualitative 
research, generalisation was not the aim of this study.

Data was collected during the early stages of the cases, meaning that 
several potential benefits that had not yet been realised in the cases were 
not addressed and capability building had not yet fully taken place. A 
longitudinal study can enhance understanding of the learning curve by 
taking an inter-organisational routine formation perspective at the 
program level. Furthermore, future research could investigate how 
temporary program organisations build (dynamic) capability related to 
repetitive activities and leverage their potential benefits at the level of 
parent organisations involved.

In addition, programs can also be conceptualised as networks of 
various organisations. Adopting a network perspective for the design 
and coordination of inter-organisational programs could open another 
avenue to harness the potential benefits of repetition at the program 
level. Future research could also examine how governance mechanisms 
within such networks are designed to manage repetitive activities effi
ciently and effectively, ensuring alignment and coordination across 
participating organisations.

While we primarily focused on the advantages of repetitive activities, 
the findings indicate that repetition may also have negative sides. Future 
studies could investigate disadvantages of repetitiveness within pro
grams and explore mitigation mechanisms.
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