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1. Introduction  

Temporary multi-organizations (TMOs) are typically set up for a specific period of time to 

deliver innovative products or services across a range of industries such as construction, 

infrastructure, and engineering (Bakker, DeFillippi, Schwab, & Sydow, 2016; Burke & 

Morley, 2016; Stjerne & Svejenova, 2016). Large-scale infrastructure assets such as water 

facilities, airports, roads, railways are complex systems that require a large investment 

commitment, take many years to develop and build, involve multiple public and private 

stakeholders, and have long-lasting impact on the economy, the environment, and 

society as a whole (Brookes, Sage, Dainty, Locatelli, & Whyte, 2017; Flyvbjerg, 2014; 

Flyvbjerg, Bruzelius, & Rothengatter, 2003). Creating and maintaining complex systems in 

TMOs requires the mobilization of a wide range of capabilities including contractual and 

relational governance, innovation, and learning (Flyvbjerg, 2017; Köhtamäki, Radetino, & 

Möller, 2018). These are to be mobilized within the TMOs (Davies, Brady, & Hobday, 

2006; Gann & Salter, 2000).  

Despite the growth in number and opportunities to benefit from learning in 

TMOs, these temporary organizational structures continue to have poor performance 

records (Davies, Gann, & Douglas, 2009).  Most TMOs are delivered over time, over 

budget and fail to achieve users’ needs (Gann, Davies, & Dodgson, 2017). It is a major 

challenge for TMOs to learn throughout their life-cycle in order to be delivered on time, 

on budget and to specifications (Brady & Davies, 2004; Winch, 2014). The majority of 

extant literature emphasizes learning capability which is required during the front-end 

planning in seeking to reduce uncertainties (Williams & Samset, 2010). More recent 

studies have started to recognize the importance of the back-end operation where 

lessons are learned and learning is transferred to future TMOs (Zerjav, Edkins, & Davies, 
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2018). In this paper we integrate the views by looking at learning across TMOs rather 

than focusing on particular phases.  

It is often taken for granted that learning capabilities in temporary organizations 

are not very different from those more permanent (project-based) organizations 

(Brookes et al., 2017; Winch, 2014). The specific characteristics of TMOs that shape 

learning capabilities are: (i) being bespoke (created for a specific purpose); (ii) one-off 

(specific end date, but usually long life-span throughout which managers keep changing; 

at the end TMO members separate and not always work together on subsequent TMOs); 

(iii) alliance contracting (collaborative framework, co-creative process which promotes 

openness, trust, risk and responsibility sharing, innovation); (iv) substantial risks 

(financial, operational, reputational, innovation); and (v) with different organizational 

cultures merging together (e.g. clients/owners and suppliers) which shape learning 

practices (Gann et al., 2017). Learning in permanent organizations tends to be more 

continuous and routinized when compared to TMOs where learning is more dynamic due 

to the transient nature of the business (Hobday, 2000; Prencipe & Tell, 2001). Hence, the 

frameworks and models on learning developed for permanent organizations (Duffield & 

Whitty, 2015; Wei & Miraglia, 2017) may not be applicable to more temporary 

organizations and further research is needed to address this gap in extant literature.   

Thus, the following overarching research questions are positioned: (i) What are 

the key characteristics of learning in TMOs? And (ii) What is the impact of these key 

characteristics on TMOs’ performance? We theoretically ground our study in extant 

literature on learning in TMOs versus more permanent organizations. When exploring the 

impact of key characteristics of learning in TMOs on performance, we found that part of 

this impact is the ways they construct their identities as learning organizations. Hence we 
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frame our analysis deploying organizational identity theory (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & 

Thomas, 2008; Gioia, Schulz, & Corley, 2000; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). Empirical findings 

are based on rich datasets of TMOs in the UK construction, engineering, and 

infrastructure sectors and permanent project-based firms (outlined in Table 2 and in the 

Appendix).  

The study offers two distinct, yet inter-related, contributions. First, the study 

offers theoretical and empirical insights into key characteristics of learning in TMOs and 

compares them with more permanent organizations. This contributes to the 

temporary/permanent organization dilemma in research on learning.  We also 

investigate the key characteristics of TMOs and their influence on learning and 

organizational performance.  Second, we adopted an underutilized theoretical lens - 

organizational identity perspective - in understanding the ways TMOs construct their 

identities as learning organizations (Grabher, 2004). This deepens our understanding of 

the impact of key characteristics of learning in TMOs on performance.  

 In the following sections, we conceptualize learning in TMOs and identify a set of 

emerging learning characteristics. We explore individual and organizational learning 

using organizational identity perspective. We then discuss the research method and 

present our data analysis. Key findings are then discussed in light of extant theory, 

drawing out key theoretical contributions. We conclude by drawing out practical 

implications, research limitations, and future research avenues.  

 

2. Theoretical background  

2.1 Learning in TMOs and permanent organizations 
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In this paper we define organizational learning as a process of creating, retaining, and 

transferring knowledge within an organization (Bresnen, Edelman, Newell, Scarbrough, & 

Swan, 2003). Individual learning is key to drive organizational learning (Tennant & Fernie, 

2013; Watkins & Marsick, 1993). Prior research has offered insights into learning mainly 

in permanent organizational structures and has explored more formal approaches such 

as databases and written guidelines (Huang, Luo, Liu, & Yang, 2016; Tempest & Starkey, 

2004), yet scant attention has been paid to learning in temporary multi-organizational 

arrangements, more informal approaches (building communities, social networks, using 

stories), and the role of key individuals (Bartsch et al., 2013; Bechky, 2006; Manning, 

2017). For example, Calantone and Cavusgil (2002) investigate the relationship between 

learning, innovation, and firm performance based on in-depth interviews with senior 

managers in contemporary permanent organizations across different industries in the 

USA. In their study, learning orientation of an organization is described through four 

components including commitment to learning, shared vision, open-mindedness, and 

intra-organizational knowledge sharing. A learning orientation in turn influenced by the 

organizations are likely to promote learning as one of their core values. Whilst some of 

these characteristics may be applicable to understand learning in TMOs, there are other 

components that need to be addressed, including temporary and transient nature of 

their businesses and the importance of key individuals and their leading roles in 

constructing narratives about TMOs.  

TMOs and their members are influenced by a focus on specified delivery focus 

and deadlines leaving limited time to reflect on previous experiences in managing TMOs 

to, for instance, improve processes and activities, and thus vital learning opportunities 

might be missed (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Davies et al., 2009). Several studies argue that 
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TMOs often fail or underperform due to poor decisions made during the planning front-

end stage (Gann et al., 2017; Flyvbjerg, 2014). TMOs strive to drive knowledge creation 

throughout the lifespan from the front-end phase to the back-end maintenance and 

operation phase (Bakker et al., 2016; Brookes et al., 2017). A TMO improves performance 

over time as it gains experiences, and hence creates new knowledge. The majority of 

extant studies have adopted a system thinking and practice theory perspectives on 

learning capabilities and mainly applied to more permanent organizations (Brady & 

Davies, 2004; Davies et al., 2006; Gann & Salter, 2000). However, these perspectives 

offer very limited to explain how specific characteristics of TMOs shape learning 

capabilities. Little is known about the key characteristics of the dynamic learning process 

in TMOs and their impact on performance.  

The majority of TMOs operate in a context of collaborative working meaning that 

they move away from mainly coordinating via formal, more rigid organizational 

structures (e.g. rules, schedules, division of labor) towards an emphasis on more inter-

personal coordination and informal communication mechanisms (Bechky, 2006; Brookes 

et al., 2017), highlighting the importance of individuals to drive learning. In TMOs, 

different interests, professions and organizations are brought together to drive and 

promote learning (Bartsch, Ebers, & Maurer, 2013). However, prior studies offer limited 

empirical insights into the roles of key individuals driving and promoting learning in 

temporary multi-organizational settings (e.g. studies calling for further research: Bakker 

et al., 2016; Burke & Morley, 2016; Ryan & O’Malley, 2016). As outlined in the 

introduction, TMOs are characterized by temporariness, high uncertainty and risks, multi-

cultural settings, transience, flexible relationships, and these characteristics impact 
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dynamic leaning process in TMOs. Table 1 summarizes key learning characteristics in 

TMOs and their influence on performance, key authors and identified gaps. These are 

discussed in the section that follows.  

-------------------------------------------------- 
PLEASE INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
-------------------------------------------------- 
 
2.2 Key learning characteristics in TMOs  

TMOs are characterized by significant scale, long-term delivery and operation through 

coalition and collaborations across the boundaries of organizations and projects. TMOs 

offer dynamic learning capabilities (Burke & Morley, 2016). That means, new 

configurations of team members based on specific expertise and experience at different 

phases of a TMO’s lifespan is a source of innovation that in turn improves performance 

(Davies et al., 2009). Lessons learned from past experience in TMOs can be stored in 

databases and files which can then be used by team members in future TMOs to avoid 

past mistakes and deliver the final outcomes successfully (Davies et al., 2017). In addition 

to formal approaches to learning (e.g. reports, databases, contract), individuals create a 

social network of relationships (e.g. events, discussion groups, communities of practices) 

to share knowledge and experiences.  

Interactionist approaches to roles focus on the ways individuals can (re)construct 

social arrangements through role-taking (Bechky, 2006; Burke & Morley, 2016). The role of 

individual boundary-spanners is increasingly emphasized in the literature on learning, 

especially in the settings of multi-organizational and multi-project interfaces (Brookes et al., 

2017; Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone, 1998). Boundary-spanners are vital to deal with diverse 

individuals and organizations coming together to deliver outcomes in TMOs (Aldrich & 
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Herker, 1977; Huang et al., 2016). In other words, their frequent information exchange 

within and across organizational and project boundaries. Boundary-spanners play a key role 

in addressing uncertainty and equivocality stemming from a TMO’s environment and 

processes by crafting, receiving, processing, and communicating information (Lenthonen & 

Martinsuo, 2008). They regularly communicate across firm boundaries and perform 

activities that support intra- and inter-organizational relationships (Perrone, Zaheer, & 

McEvily, 2003). Boundary-spanners also tend to relocate across TMOs to transfer their 

knowledge and experience to other team members (Brookes et al., 2017).  

Knowledge and the way in which boundary-spanners interpret (sense-making) and 

promote learning (sense-giving) is vital to constructing learning organization (Gioia et al., 

2000). In other words, the ways of promoting learning by boundary-spanners entails an 

effort to construct learning organization (Bakker et al., 2016). For instance, Huang et al. 

(2016) apply process perspective on interpersonal ties in inter-organizational exchanges, 

demonstrating the ways boundary-spanners perform two roles: (i) serving as a robust base 

for connecting and sharing information. They decode, filter and pass the received 

information to relevant internal users; and (ii) acting as a relationship lubricant for effective 

cooperation and problem solving. Yet, prior studies have not connected the informal roles 

of boundary spanners with organizational identity theory in terms of the ways TMOs 

construct their identities as learning organizations.  This study elaborates theory of learning 

in TMOs by examining informal roles and approaches to learning and the ways they 

construct identities.  

 
2.3 Organization identity perspective on learning in TMOs 
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We position social identity theory in explaining the ways learning is driven and promoted in 

TMOs by key individuals. Weick’s conceptual ideas shed some light on the connection 

between learning and meaning making, suggesting that components of identity construction 

rise to relevance when guided by the underpinnings of learning: “Only with ambivalent use 

of previous knowledge systems are able both to benefit from lessons learned and to update 

either their actions or meanings in ways that adapt to changes in the system and its context” 

(Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfield, 2005: 414). This quotation connects learning with future 

changes, with emphasis being placed on the importance of context and meaning making 

process. Limited empirical research has specifically explored learning from organizational 

identity perspective (Brown & Starkey, 2000; Handley, Sturdy, Fincham, & Clark, 2006).  We 

apply a definition of organizational identity as a sense of who organizational members are, 

or who they are becoming, as an organization (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2000). 

Following Schultz and Hernes (2013), we focus on identity labels and their associated 

meanings serving as key components of organizational identity construction. Past research 

has recognized the temporary nature of organizational identity construction, for example, 

the ways organizations re-construct their identities through time (Clegg, Kornberger, & 

Rhodes, 2005). To date, little is known about the ways in which TMOs construct their 

identities as ‘learning organizations’. The issue of identity construction as learning 

organization is relevant to both permanent and temporary organizations. Yet, given the 

specific characteristics of TMOs (e.g. high risks associated with reputation, high expectations 

from the public), it is even more critical to their performance (Brookes et al., 2017). Of 

further note is a role of narratives when a company attempts to become a learning 

organization increasingly emphasized in the literature (Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016). 

Organizations tend to self-promote themselves as learning organizations through verbal, 
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written and symbolic narratives.  In other words, TMOs can be socially constructed as 

‘learning’ through the ways people speak, communicate, interpret, and share knowledge in 

the context of project organizing. Senior managers play an important role in articulating 

these narratives and stories. Yet, there is a gap in current knowledge in understanding of 

the nature of narratives mobilized by senior managers in temporary multi-organizational 

settings in constructing identities of learning organizations and their broader implications 

for performance improvement and identity construction.  

 

3. Research methodology  

3.1 Research design and context   

The research deploys an abductive, multiple-case study research approach (Eisenhardt, 

1989), paralleling empirical fieldwork with theoretical conceptualizations. Seeking to 

address a gap in extant studies, we elaborate social identity theory in the context of TMOs, 

investigating individuals in driving and promoting learning in their natural context. It 

allowed the researchers to explore individual and organizational learning in temporary 

versus permanent organizations. Data were collected from in-depth interviews with 33 

senior managers from UK-based construction, engineering, and infrastructure firms. Table 2 

summarizes background information about the nature of the studied temporary and 

permanent project-based organizations. TMOs were selected based on the following key 

criteria: (ii) temporary organization created to deliver products/services and then disbanded 

once the work was completed; and (ii) the project-based nature of organizing activities.  

-------------------------------------------------- 
PLEASE INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 
-------------------------------------------------- 
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3.2 Data collection and analysis  

Overall, 33 face-to-face, in-depth interviews with senior managers and directors from UK-

based infrastructure owner, contractor and supplier organizations were conducted. 

Interviewees were selected on the basis of their professional experiences and their roles as 

active individuals within an innovation and knowledge management system [boundary 

spanners] (Stamper & Johlke, 2003). They played an active role in system integration and 

knowledge exchange within and across multi-organizational and multi-project interfaces. On 

average, interviewees have more than ten years of experience working in project-based 

settings during their career paths. The interviews were one-to-one, typically taking place in 

interviewees’ offices. The duration of the interviews varied from 32 to 75 minutes with an 

average of 58 minutes. The adopted social identity theory guided the design of the interview 

guide with questions focused around making sense, interpreting, synthesizing, and 

transferring lessons learned about past failures and successes. Interviews were taped and 

transcribed verbatim, whilst we assured confidentiality of participating companies and 

individuals. Data reliability was further supported by triangulation of data sources including 

company reports, presentations, and data collected via attending a series of industry events 

and workshops (Appendix). To strengthen construct validity, our study deployed the 

following remedies: using manifold sources of evidence, building a chain of events, and 

having case reports reviewed by interviewees (Gibbert, Ruigrok, & Wicki, 2008).  

 Data collection and analysis processes occurred in parallel based on how data 

matched existing, modified, or emerging understanding of the phenomenon (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). The analysis has focused on explaining the differences between 

temporary and permanent organizations, owners and suppliers, in the ways organizations 

and individuals there within construct their identity as learning organizations. It comprises 
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investigation of individual and organizational competencies to capture, interpret and 

synthesize learning from past experiences and adapt to emergent practices, and use lessons 

learned to learn and improve. The focus was on identifying the challenges in learning in 

terms of the extent to which there is an alignment between individuals and organizations, 

how conflicts are resolved and synergy is achieved. Of further interest was to identify good 

practices in learning in TMOs.   

The transcripts were read by researchers several times over; identifying, analyzing, 

and reporting patterns (themes) within the data. Analysis included broader codes such as 

organizations’ characteristics and more specific codes zooming in on the concepts under 

study such as individual and organizational learning, identity construction processes. The 

researchers started with noticing patterns of meaning and potential interests in the data. 

The systematic analysis was reflective in nature by making sense of the identified themes 

and interpreting them in relation to theory. The themes were reviewed and refined to 

ensure they form coherent patterns. The reviewed themes were named and clustered under 

headings that relate to the research question and theoretical framework. Our analysis was 

concerned primarily with common patterns across different organizations (temporary vs 

permanent, owners and suppliers) and across individuals, where differences were noted, 

further investigated, and reconciled (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). The following sections 

present key findings derived from the thematic analysis.  

 

4. Findings 
 
Findings are structured to initially outline key TMO characteristics and their impact on 

learning and performance. We then delve deeper into the processes of identity construction 

of TMOs as learning organizations. More specifically, we uncover the key components of 
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learning in TMOs including key individuals and their roles in driving learning, the interplay 

between formal and informal ways of learning, and personalized stories about learning.  

 

4.1 Key learning characteristics in TMOs and their influence on performance 

The purpose of construction, engineering, and infrastructure TMOs is to successfully deliver 

assets on time and on budget (e.g. a new railway, a new tunnel, a new building), achieve 

organizational benefits, and create value for customers. TMOs (often were labelled as ‘pop-

up clients’ by the interviewees) – from Heathrow Terminal 5, via the Olympic Park and 

Crossrail towards Thames Tideway Tunnel and High-Speed Two rail link – place Britain in a 

unique position. This was articulated especially clearly by the CEO from water 

infrastructure TMO (#21): “London has a permanent state of temporary organizations. 

There is an industry of people that actually move from one temporary organization to 

another; and many of which move and start the next one not realizing they have taken the 

culture of the organization with them, and then they get re-shaped by the new project and 

move on in a new direction”. The transient nature of TMOs means that people tend to 

move between TMOs by applying their past knowledge and experiences in re-shaping the 

culture and vision of a new TMO. This has important implications on the dynamic process 

of re-learning between TMOs and their influence on performance. Changes are at the core 

of the operation of TMOs: changes in people throughout stages of the life-cycle and 

between TMOs represent the transient nature of work environment within which TMOs 

operate.  There was a clear comparison being made between special purpose TMO and 

business as usual permanent owner organizations: 

“Because [Name of the organization] is such high-profile and contentious, a key part of 

being a leader is to actually to be able to articulate a very clear narrative around why 
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[Name of the organization] is important. Not just for the purpose of promoting it externally, 

but internally as well, to motivate people. People are knowing why they are doing it, and 

actually make sure we are delivering the right thing. Having a very clear narrative 

absolutely has been very important.” (CEO from rail TMO, #19). The clear purpose of TMO 

is at the center of what they do which distinguishes it from permanent owner and supplier 

project-based firms (Davies et al., 2017; Winch, 2014). Constructing a strong narrative 

about organizational identity for internal as well as external audiences is seen crucial for 

the delivery of TMOs.  

Table 3 presents the identified key learning characteristics in TMOs and their 

influence on performance with the support from the empirical data. The transient nature 

reinforces the dynamics of people bringing their experiences from other TMOs, shaping 

culture and mind-set. The unique purpose drives learning and performance in TMOs. 

Narratives about the purpose of TMOs shape the dynamic process of learning and identity 

construction of TMOs as learning organizations. 

-------------------------------------------------- 
PLEASE INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 
-------------------------------------------------- 

 

4.2 Constructing identity of ‘learning TMO’  

TMOs tend to actively promote learning in comparison to permanent organizations. They 

see themselves and are often recognized by other organizations as ‘learning organizations’: 

“We were far more focused on actively promoting Learning Legacy. Learning Legacy has 

been a big theme for 2017 because we are in that space now - we are the client who has 

the opportunity to take the time and capture everything that we have done wrong and the 

lessons that we have learnt along the way. You will never get [names of permanent owner 
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organizations] doing Learning Legacy website because they are not special purpose client 

who will see to be upon the completion of their work. They are business as usual client who 

will be around for the next 20,30,40 years. [Name of the organization] is only here for 2 

years. I am only here for 12 months. When the project is delivered the people will go.” 

(Program Control Director, #27). This quotation clearly points to the ways senior managers 

actively promote leaning legacy in TO as a popular narrative.  

Senior managers have a strong belief and value in constructing identity of a learning 

organization. This is evident from the Head of Innovation of a water infrastructure TMO 

(#28): “My ethos for the last 15 years is all about pick the right people and make sure they 

have got the sufficient knowledge and then get them to think in a right way. I just use the 

loose term collaboration, it is about sharing knowledge, sharing ways of doing things, so 

that we all work at big problems faced at infrastructure industry, and make a complete 

different to the future together.” Of particular note is the collective and collaborative way of 

sharing knowledge in the infrastructure sector. Similarly, Director of Asset Management of 

permanent client infrastructure organization demonstrates his ambition to create a learning 

organization: “One of my ambitions is to create a learning organization. Some of that is 

through stability, consistency of approach. But absolutely how individuals learn and make it 

part of collective learning rather than something they will never do again because it hurt 

them. They have personal consequences because of it.” 

Senior managers strive for consistent and stable approach for collective learning and 

creating a learning organization.  This relates to the challenge emphasized by many 

interviewees about the next generation of project leaders: “The biggest challenge we have 

got in the UK is how do we develop something that the next generation of leaders can learn 

from us. Because I do not think we have got the time. Actually, we are not that bad at doing 
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projects at the moment. I feel we are not too bad at the moment because we have learnt all 

of that. We have a generation of people who have been through it who confidently can sell 

the picture, who make sure they get the right environment. But the next generation are 

going to be victims of our success. How could we leave them with a legacy, and capable 

owner has that, a framework for leadership, not management.” Of particular note is the 

emphasis being placed on ‘capable owner’ in creating learning legacy and providing a 

framework for leadership.  

 

4.3 Individuals driving learning in TMOs 

Most interviewees recognized that it is quite often down to an individual’s willingness and 

motivation to learn from past experiences and transfer it to new experiences. This 

emphasizes the role of key individuals to drive learning within TMOs and also capture 

information from external sources such as suppliers. The Development Director of UK major 

airport TMO (#31) shared his experience of learning from other senior management team 

and involvement in a community of infrastructure owners and suppliers committed to 

change: “I get involved in things like Project 13. I believe what I learn will make the 

organization more efficient and add value. It is important to be in the conversation and 

actually we have something to offer.” This quotation demonstrates a connection between 

individual learning driving organizational performance. It is a two-way process of TMO 

improving internal performance through learning and also sharing their best practices to 

wider communities of practices. A number of interviewees argued that TMO knowledge was 

created by boundary-spanners through capturing information, then analyzing it and being 

able to further develop it through “making sense of information”, “applying it to our 
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context”, and ultimately “communicating it effectively” internally within TMOs and 

externally across TMOs “to stimulate learning”. 

Senior managers further reported that they found it difficult at times with so many 

emails and Twitter messages to “actively participate, share knowledge, and experiences” 

within and across organizations. The boundary-spanners interviewed were constantly 

seeking innovative ways of embedding information and driving learning to deliver projects 

successfully.  

 

4.4 From formal towards more informal approaches to learning in TMOs  

It was recognized by the interviewees that most both permanent and temporary project-

based organizations have some form of formal processes in place to drive organizational 

learning via, for instance, databases and platforms to share knowledge, but there has been 

much stronger emphasis on more informal approaches to learning: “We can write case 

studies. We can put stuff on our webpages. I think there is a place for cataloguing 

experiences. People can go and read it. My experience is that people quite often do not go 

and read it. Increasingly, the way we are going to do it in our business is to create a very 

connected, organic workforce, a sustainable workforce, where Jim knows Paul works in that 

job; Sue knows Susan did that. Learning, I think, is more organic in our company and quite 

often driven by key people [boundary-spanners] who then share key learning.” (CEO, 

transport TMO, #18). TMOs are temporary, even though may last many years, and they 

disperse after completion, so the chances of creating a knowledge platform (such as 

databases) is problematic. Hence, the role of key individuals (boundary spanners, self-

motivated individuals) and their networks is crucial to drive knowledge and learning 

initiatives.  
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Some interviewees stated that they do not have formal knowledge management 

systems in place, but they have established expert groups. These groups are networks across 

the business that are focused around selected areas of excellence or priorities such as 

Building Information Modelling Group, Innovation Group, and Market-Making Group. This 

creates learning across a network of people meeting and collaborating who feel comfortable 

with each other. The CEO from a permanent construction owner firm (#24) articulated this 

point especially clearly: “We have about 15 groups in the organization. That creates 

networks of people; they meet and collaborate. This is driven by key people. They use 

examples or stories to share experiences. Eventually, network and communication become 

the most powerful, strongest way of sharing the learning.” This example underlines the 

argument that organizational learning is driving by individuals who share knowledge though 

personal stories and examples from their experience. This is consistent with the emergent 

recognition that knowledge transfers from the project setting to the permanent organization 

is mainly the transfer of individual focusing more on inter-personal and individual learning 

than on organizational learning (Aerts, Dooms, & Haezendonck, 2017).  

The data further demonstrate that permanent supplier project-based firms have 

many difficulties in building their learning capabilities: “We are not really using online tools, 

communication tools to transfer knowledge in the right way. We started to but it is not great. 

It is all based on the relationships you build by speaking to people rather than being a 

system” (The Business Improvement Manager, permanent supplier firm, #5). This example 

places an emphasis on the need for online communities of practices where people can 

connect with each other when solving similar problems. The Regional Managing Director 

from a permanent construction owner and operator (#13) provided an example of collecting 

data from users based on interviews and conversations after the building project was 
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commissioned: “You built the building, you use all the skills, you monitor the performance for 

the next twelve months. You interview people how usable the building is. The most important 

people are users who use it on a day-to-day basis. We have to have evidence-based design. 

Has that worked well? If not, what has not worked well? If it worked well, let us do that 

again. It is about collecting the data, understanding what the data means, and use it on the 

next project.” This example shows a boundary-spanner’s initiative to gathering information 

about users’ perceptions as a helpful ways of understanding meanings, and transferring it to 

future projects, hence driving learning. It also shows a need for a greater integration of 

front-end (planning and delivery phases) of a project with a back-end (operation phase). This 

is consistent with the literature on dynamic capabilities of TMOs from the delivery to 

operation (Zerjav et al., 2018).  

 

4.5 Personal stories about learning in TMOs 

Personalized stories shared by boundary-spanners about past experiences were seen as vital 

for driving learning in TMOs. These personalized stories helped to translate ‘very often rich 

and complex content’ to more ‘manageable lessons learned’ by also ‘providing a human 

touch’. Boundary-spanners often added their own experience and challenges encountered to 

these personalized lessons which helped to better relate to lessons learned: “We talk more 

and more about lessons learnt and most of the times the lessons learnt are linked more to 

failures than successes. It is about what we do better. People started to talk more openly 

about lessons learned. It is a cultural change talking about these things” (Planning Manager 

from permanent construction project-based organization, #6, TO2). Culture is recognized as 

an important factor that influences learning in TMOs.  
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Senior managers emphasized the importance of using personalized examples or 

stories to ‘translate information’ into more ‘bite size junks’ and to then disseminate 

information within TMOs and externally. Information dissemination was described by the 

CEO of a permanent contractor firm (#24): “When I go around our business I see a lot of 

little clusters of people meeting to share that knowledge. It comes down to leadership [by 

boundary-spanners] and culture to create a platform for these things to happen.” This 

quotation emphasizes the network of boundary spanning sharing their experiences 

informally.  

There has been a recognition about the importance of ‘transformational learning 

activities’ such as providing freedom to boundary-spanners to reward and recognize their 

key contributions to the TMOs and external environment. Interviewees acknowledged that 

individual members in TMOs face challenges in maximizing opportunities to learn, thus space 

and time should be provided to foster ‘a more conducive learning environment and culture’. 

Some TMOs even went further by encouraging boundary-spanners’ willingness to take risks 

and manage uncertainty to drive performance improvements: “I am interested in how I 

translate all the latest information into the best possible solution. That sometimes means 

looking at risks in a slightly different way. I have to be a different person in this room, in this 

building, to say to people I am willing to take a risk. I do not mind failure. I learn something 

from it. People are upset, they do not want failure in any capacity. That sometime means 

they do not want to take a risk. But we can learn a lot from failures and by taking some 

risks.” (Innovation Manager, Water infrastructure TMO, #39). Boundary-spanners were 

allowed by the organization to take ‘some more degrees of risks’ to ‘test ideas’ which might 

then help to drive learning. Director of Innovation and Continuous Improvement from major 

road infrastructure operator (#32) emphasized stories of success and failure over the textual 
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forms of knowledge sharing: “It is really important that we run projects around risk. We want 

to capture failures as well as successful projects. We have some good stories where people, 

for example, a couple of guys invented a system to do different things, we kept them through 

the journey. It has been tested in major projects. Use those inventors as story. It is good to 

learn from that. You can learn a lot more from a story than just read 50-page report.” This 

quotation reinforces the importance of spoken stories and examples of lessons learned from 

successes and failures in projects over the textual forms of narratives. It reinforces the shift 

from more formalized ways of learning to more informal.  

In summary, personalized stories about learning are seen as important informal ways of 

learning. Whilst this applies to both permanent and temporary organizations, in the settings 

of TMOs which are characterized by high risks of failures, stories about lessons learned from 

successes and failures are seen even more valuable.  

 

5. Discussion  

In this section, key findings are discussed in light of extant literature. The section is 

structured around the two research questions stated in the introduction.  

5.1 Key characteristics of learning in TMOs  

The senior managers interviewed emphasized different organizing principles all of which 

shape learning in TMOs: multiple and complex temporariness, transient nature of the 

business, and special purpose of delivery. The temporary, transient and overlapping 

boundaries with multiple organizations and projects of TMOs make formal approaches to 

learning (e.g. databases, platforms and reports) problematic. We found the role of boundary 

spanners is crucial to drive learning initiatives.  In order to support learning in TMOs, it is 

important to pay more attention to a network of individuals and their informal roles 
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(Bechky, 2006; Manning, 2017). Of particular note is the behavioral and cultural aspects in 

changing TMOs members’ mind-set to become part of the identity of a learning 

organization. Boundary spanners play important roles in creating an environment in TMOs 

where learning is valued and employees are committed in enhancing learning capabilities. 

We found that in permanent organizations, the speed of learning tends to be slower than in 

TMOs, as there is less sense of urgency and there are established routinized learning 

practices that employees follow (Hobday, 2000; Prencipe & Tell, 2001).  

We have found that TMOs play an important role in driving and promoting narratives 

of learning legacy in the UK infrastructure sector. This is consistent with the three domains 

of project organizing model developed by Winch (2014). Capable owners set directions and 

challenges and provide support for suppliers to innovate and learn from best practices 

across the sector. Managers in owner organizations create an environment for learning to 

emerge through both formal (e.g. databases, catalogues, case studies) and informal (e.g. 

conversations, telling stories, using examples) ways. The empirical data demonstrate a clear 

shift towards more informal ways of learning in TMOs. More specifically, findings show the 

importance of boundary spanners who actively engage in driving and promoting learning in 

the settings of intra- and inter-organizational and project interfaces (Aldrich & Herker, 1977; 

Bakker et al., 2016). Narratives of learning legacy are also particular popular among senior 

managers interviewed. 

We further found that TMOs socially construct their identities as learning 

organizations via spoken, symbolic, and written forms: sharing stories, videos via digital 

platforms, and write reports, blogs. There was more emphasis on the importance of 

narratives of organizational identities of TMOs when compared to permanent organizations. 

Past studies are silent about the role of narratives in identity construction, and their 
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especially critical role in temporary multi-organizational settings.  This is one of our key 

contribution to knowledge to the extant studies. Considering the temporary and dynamic 

nature of TMOs, narratives about organizational identities motivate individuals to improve 

performance, but also play important role in recognition from external audiences (other 

organizations and public).  

 

5.2 The impact of TMO’s learning characteristics on  performance 

We have found that learning in TMOs is driven by past experiences from similar TMOs. This 

empirically proves the rule outlined by Davies et al. (2017) that TMOs capture prior 

experiences by studying past TMOs. There has been an agreement among interviewees on 

the importance of sharing learning from mistakes and failures as it has impact on 

performance improvement in the future by avoiding past mistakes and use past examples 

and experiences. However, there have been some disagreements amongst interviewees 

about the extent to which organizations are good at learning from failures. Whilst some 

interviewees take a more positive perspective, others are more skeptical (especially those 

from permanent supplier project-based firms) in indicating that failures are still often 

hidden from a public eye (due to reputation risks associated with TMOs). It is people who 

bring their experiences with them from work in previous TMOs and share their experiences 

with organizational and project members who face similar problems. Based on the 

interviewees’ perceptions, sharing stories about lessons learned and support those who 

face similar issues impact on organizational performance improvement.   

The personalized stories capture knowledge and learning in a highly articulated and 

accessible way (Clegg et al., 2005). TMO members use personalized stories and share them 

with others through a process of storytelling (Rouleau, 2005). Key individuals who are 
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actively involved in transferring learning through networks and telling stories about past 

success and failures play an important role in the dynamic process of learning in TMOs. 

These individuals in their informal roles (e.g. boundary spanners, leaders, innovation 

champions and agents) are vital to drive learning in TMOs. Some authors have warned that 

learning is of highly situated nature and this may make transfer from one context (i.e. one 

specific TMO) into another problematic (Gherardi et al., 1998). This is addressed by the 

importance of boundary-spanners in TMOs to ‘de-situate’ specific domain knowledge and to 

communicate relevant information to TMO’s members helping to reduce uncertainty and 

equivocality (Ryan & O’Malley, 2016). With the help of personalized stories about past 

events, boundary-spanners are able to break down rich and complex content to transfer 

learning within and across TMOs.    

 

6. Conclusions and implications  

6.1 Summary of key contributions   

This study contributes to our yet incomplete understanding of learning in temporary multi-

organizations when compared to permanent project-based organizations. We found that 

narratives about the specific purpose of a TMO play an important role in constructing 

identity of ‘learning organization’. This contributes to a better understanding of the ways 

TMOs socially construct their identities as learning organizations via narratives. Adopting 

organizational identity theory (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2000; Schultz & Hernes, 

2013), an under-utilized theoretical lens in extant studies on learning in TMOs, this study 

uncovers learning characteristics in TMOs and their impact on performance. Boundary 

spanners in their informal roles move across TMOs bringing and sharing their experiences 
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through stories about project failures and successes facilitates learning and improves 

performance.  

 

6.2 Managerial implications 

This study offers key implications for managers in TMOs. First, the special purpose of TMOs 

reinforce the need for constructing a clear narrative around their identities. This 

differentiates them from permanent businesses. Second, the shift from more formal to 

informal approaches to learning in TMOs reinforces the need to pay more attention to 

networks and groups of individuals, the focused conversations and their informal roles (e.g. 

boundary spanner, agents, champions etc.). Third, TMOs may find useful to share 

experiences with temporary and permanent organizations on what informal roles people 

construct. This will provide a better understanding of individual and organizational identities 

and better understanding of these roles. Lastly, TMOs may consider some suggestions made 

by the interviewees for creating ‘learning organizations’, such as the need for a digital 

platform for a specific industry to connect people based on their experiences. 

A myriad of industries is delivering their organizational activities and driving learning 

via temporary multi-organizational arrangements. These forms of organizations are 

characterized by a high degree of uncertainty and lessons learned are often at risk of being 

dispersed as soon as members are disbanded and assigned to new jobs which shape the 

dynamic process of learning. TMOs continuously seek for new ways of building and 

enhancing alliance, governance, learning, and innovation capabilities in order to improve 

performance.  

6.3 Research limitations and further research  
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We acknowledge the research limitations, some of which may serve as future research 

avenues. Further research may adopt a longitudinal approach into learning in temporary 

organizations in order to deepen our understanding of how learning characteristics impact 

organizational performance over time. The paper points towards the need to examine 

further the underlying identity construction processes of learning in TMOs. This would help 

to uncover the importance of leadership and informal roles played by boundary spanners, 

champions and leaders, and innovation agents with regards to learning in temporary 

organizations. Future research may also explore the use of other discourses such as 

symbolic (e.g. videos, material objects) in relation to learning in TMOs. This may deepen our 

understanding of various discursive resources used by individuals in re-learning processes in 

TMOs.  
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