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RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT IN PUBLIC 
PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP PROJECTS: 

LITERATURE SYNTHESIS AND A PATH 
FORWARD 

Mayank Khurana1, Michael J. Garvin2 

ABSTRACT 
A public-private partnership (PPP) project generally spans across a period of 30 years 
or more and is exposed to uncertainties. The possibility that a PPP contract can cover 
all events affecting different stakeholders in the future, particularly the public agency 
and the concessionaire, is low. Therefore, a need to effectively manage relationships 
has been identified in the literature to complement contractual arrangements. 
Relationship Management (RM) is a relatively new approach which aims at changing 
the perception of an organization towards creating and maintaining relationships. RM 
is a more proactive approach towards developing coordination and trust within teams 
to achieve desired project outcomes. The aim of this paper is to review studies 
pertaining to RM in PPP projects through 2018 to identify research trends as well as 
suggest areas for future investigation. Studies examining relational contracting in 
construction projects were also reviewed given their relevance to the subject. Four 
major themes were identified in the literature review: the need for relationship 
management, the complementarity between contractual and relational governance, the 
identification of critical factors enabling or inhibiting strong relationships, and 
proposal of qualitative or quantitative frameworks to measure relationship strength. 
The four themes identified are linked in a three staged linear structure. The findings 
also suggest that the factors affecting relationship management can be organized into 
three major categories: intra-organizational, inter-organizational and other factors. 
Four directions of future research have also been proposed in the paper. 

KEYWORDS 

Public Private Partnerships, Relationship Management, Literature Synthesis, Success 
Factors, Future Research 

INTRODUCTION 
Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) have complex characteristics, including the 
involvement of various stakeholders (Zou et al. 2014) and a large span that ranges 
across 30 years or more (Nguyen and Garvin 2018). PPPs involve different phases in 
a project’s lifecycle starting from planning and design, construction, operations and 
maintenance, to finally handing over the project to the public client, and each phase 
may require different types of interactions with different parties involved. Attitudes 
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and preferences of various stakeholders vary immensely with respect to their culture, 
values, background, and long-term and short-term goals. Different stakeholders have 
contrasting approaches towards mutual risk sharing and dispute resolution (Osipova 
2015), which is very crucial for a project’s success, since effective and timely risk 
sharing can prevent additional costs and delays.  Therefore, inter-organizational as 
well as intra-organizational relationships become very important to cater to the 
heterogeneity of the stakeholders involved (Antillon et al. 2018). Strong relationships 
will help in the alignment of objectives of all the partners involved and in turn, 
achieve the desired performance.  

There has been a significant discussion regarding the difference between 
relationship management and relational contracting in the literature. The term 
relational contracting has been a general term used in several fields including 
partnering, supply chain management, and other types of partnerships (Edkins and 
Smyth 2006). Relationship Management is a more comprehensive approach than 
relational contracting, since it includes practices and strategies aimed at improving 
the performance of the project and attaining a superior value through better 
relationships (Smyth and Edkins 2007; Zou et al. 2014). Relational Contracting is 
generally viewed as a strategy influenced by external factors which results in the 
change of behavior between the client and contractor, whereas relationship 
management is a proactive approach which includes change in the inherent culture of 
an organization (Cheung et al. 2018) towards promoting relational practices within 
the firm as well as at the client contractor interface (Doloi 2012; Jeffries et al. 2006; 
Smyth and Edkins 2007; Smyth 2008). A proactive relationship management 
approach aims at a continuous assessment of the current level of relationship and 
identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the relationships present, which in turn 
leads to an effective improvement (Meng 2012). There is a strong push towards 
introducing formal relationship management practices in the contract to enhance 
collaboration, including financial components related to these practices (Benitez-
Avila et al. 2018, Cao and Lumineau 2015, Jeffries et al. 2006, Smyth 2008). 

As mentioned earlier, there are various uncertainties involved in a PPP project 
and relationship management helps in mitigating the risks that evolve due to these 
uncertainties involved. Three principal theories are strongly connected to PPP 
contracts: agency theory, incomplete contracts, and transaction cost economics 
(Chung and Hensher 2016). Agency theory deals with the principal-agent relationship 
and suggests that the varied goals and objectives of the stakeholders involved can 
initiate a self-interest seeking behavior (Cheung et al. 2018; Osipova 2015). The 
uncertainties and complexities involved in a project are major drivers of this behavior 
and give rise to opportunism (Rahman and Kumaraswamy 2002). According to Lu et 
al. 2015, presence of relational governance plays an important part in curbing 
opportunism. Incomplete contract is another element of a PPP project which has 
taken a lot of researchers’ attention. It is very difficult to cover all the future events 
affecting the stakeholders during different life cycle phases of a PPP project. Due to a 
lot of complications involved, some things are bound to be left out of the contract 
(Sakal 2005). The most common way to deal with the unforeseen future events, not 
covered in a contract, is renegotiation (Roberts 2015), and the presence of strong 
relationships aid in effective and timely renegotiations with minimum transaction 
costs. A transaction can be considered complete when a good or a service is 
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transferred between two technologically separable interfaces (Williamson 1985), and 
a cost is associated with every transaction. Transaction costs within PPPs include the 
cost associated with renegotiations, contract changes and rewritings, dispute 
resolution, and other costs. Therefore, lower number of claims reported, lesser time 
taken in dispute resolution, absence of third party in negotiations etc. will lead to 
lower transaction costs (Rahman and Kumaraswamy 2002). 

Relationship Management in PPP as well as construction projects has drawn 
researchers’ attention recently, but the literature in this field is fragmented; hence, a 
synthesis and assessment of this literature will exhibit current understanding of this 
topic and identify new areas of examination. Three main objectives of this paper are: 
to provide a comprehensive overview of the literature published, highlight important 
gaps identified through review, and suggest future avenues of investigation. To 
achieve these objectives, following research questions have been addressed in this 
research. 

1. What is the current state of the literature concerning relationship management 
in PPP and construction projects? 

2. What are the prominent themes emerging from the literature concerning 
relationship management? 

3. How are the emerging themes related or connected to each other? 
4. What are the major factors that affect relationship management in a project? 
5. What are the major research gaps within these themes which can be identified 

as the future directions to expand the research in this area? 
The paper is structured as follows: research methodology section describes the 
methodology used for literature review, followed by results section which presents 
the findings of the paper, which includes the four main themes in which the literature 
can be classified. Results section, also includes categorization of factors affecting 
relationship management into three main groups. Discussion and future research 
directions section of the paper provides a discussion of the review findings, research 
gaps identified, and future areas of study suggested, followed by the conclusion 
section. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The methodology followed in this paper comprises six steps as shown in Figure 1. A 
similar approach has been proposed by Rowe (2014) and followed by Laursen and 
Svejvig (2016), which starts with designing and scoping the search, followed by 
conducting a preliminary search, selecting the targeted papers through evaluation 
against a selected criterion, and finally analyzing the selected literature. 
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Figure 1:  Steps followed in research methodology 

STEP 1: IDENTIFICATION OF KEYWORDS FOR LITERATURE SEARCH 

The scope of this study is, primarily, literature related to relationship management in 
PPP projects. A significant amount of literature examines relational contracting in 
construction projects, so it has important relevant information; hence, it was also 
included in the scope of this study. A list of keywords was identified based on the 
scope of this study to make this a structured and an organized search. Table 1 shows 
the four groups of keywords identified in this study with each row depicting a specific 
group. The first group represents keywords related to the type of partnership or 
industry such as PPPs, construction etc. The second group of keywords are related to 
relationships such as relationship management, relational contracting etc. The third 
group represents the type of infrastructure such as highways, buildings etc. The fourth 
group of keywords are supplementary words which can be used for a specific search 
such as value creation, user interests, risk management, stakeholder management etc. 
Different combinations of these keywords were searched in Step 2 of the research 
methodology. 

Table 1: List of keywords for literature search 

Keywords representing 
the type of 
partnership/industry 

Public Private Partnerships, PPP, PPPs, Construction, 
Alliance, Alliances, Partnering 

Keywords related to 
relationships 

Relationship, Relationship Management, Relational 
Contracting, Relational Governance, Contractual Governance, 
Contracting, Contractual Management, Trust, Coordination, 
Integration, Teambuilding, Relational Norms 

Keywords representing 
the type of infrastructure 

Highways, Construction, Public Projects, Road, Roadways, 
Transportation, Toll Roads, Infrastructure, Buildings 

Supplementary Words 
(can be used for a 

Inter-Organizational, Intra-Organizational, Life Cycle, Value, 
Value Creation, Procurement, Incentives, Project Performance, 

Step 
1

•Identification of keywords for a preliminary search

Step 
2

•Preliminary search of relevant literature in academic databases – Google 
Scholar and Scopus with the help of keywords identified in Step 1

Step 
3

•Cross verification of literature found with top ranked journals in this field

Step 
4

•Additional literature search through papers' references 

Step 
5

•Selection of target papers through abstract review

Step 
6

•Analysis of the literature selected
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specific search) User Interests, Risk Management, Risk Allocation, Stakeholder 
Management, Owner, Concessionaire, SPV 

STEP 2: PRELIMINARY LITERATURE SEARCH IN ACADEMIC DATABASES 

According to Falagas et al. (2008), Scopus has a wider journal range than other 
academic databases, but only covers latest articles; whereas, Google Scholar can find 
the most obscure information relevant to the study. Therefore, a preliminary search 
was conducted in these two databases. The search was first carried out with all the 
combinations possible from first three groups of keywords. For example, one such 
combination of keywords is: “Public Private Partnerships” & “Relationship 
Management” & “Highways”. After searching with all the combinations possible 
from the first three groups, a specific search was carried out with keywords from the 
fourth group. For example, “Public Private Partnerships” & “Relationship 
Management” & “Highways” & “Value Creation”. A lot of discrete papers were 
found through this exercise. 

STEP 3: CROSS VERIFICATION WITH THE TOP RANKED JOURNALS 

This step involves identification of the distribution of papers found with respect to the 
top ranked journals in the field of PPPs. This exercise is carried out to make sure that 
publications in the top ranked journals have been covered. The maximum number of 
papers found were published in the International Journal of Project Management 
(IJPM), followed by Journal of Management in Engineering (JME), Construction 
Management and Economics (CME), and Journal of Construction Engineering and 
Management (JCEM). These are some of the top ranked journals in the field of PPPs, 
according to Ke et al. (2009) and Wing (1997. Some of the other journals in which 
the papers were found are Journal of Professional Issues in Engineering Education 
and Practice (JPIEEP), Engineering Construction and Architectural Management 
(ECAM), Lean Construction Journal (LCJ) and British Journal of Management 
(BJM). A distribution of the papers found in different journals is shown in figure 2. 
The International Journal of Project Management has published the most articles 
while most of the authors are from universities outside the United States; 
consequently, a key finding from this step is that a significant amount of research 
related to relationship management has been done outside the United States. 
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Figure 2: Distribution of papers found in different journals 

STEP 4: ADDITIONAL LITERATURE SEARCH IN REFERENCES SECTION OF TOP 
JOURNAL PAPERS 
An additional search for relevant papers related to relationship management was 
carried out in this step. All the papers found in step 2 in the journals - IJPM, JME, 
CME and JCEM were scanned for an additional literature, since these four journals 
had the majority of the papers found. The references section of all the papers found in 
the four mentioned journals was reviewed and inspected for any additional relevant 
papers by scanning the title of these references with the combinations of keywords 
identified in step 1. This step makes sure that the search carried out in this study is 
comprehensive. 

STEP 5: SELECTION OF TARGET PAPERS THROUGH ABSTRACT REVIEW 

This step involves filtration of all the papers found and selection of the final set of 
papers to be targeted. The selection is done through a methodical review of the 
abstract of all the papers as also carried out by Tang et al. (2010). All the papers were 
evaluated against inclusion criteria, similar to the one proposed by Roehrich et al. 
(2014). All papers were assessed against the following three criteria: papers related to 
PPP projects or construction projects, papers concerning relationship management 
and should be academic publications. The final number of papers targeted for this 
study after the filtration process are 53, which includes 48 journal papers, 4 
conference papers and 1 dissertation. The papers selected for review in this paper are 
mostly journal papers as there were not many conference papers and thesis documents 
found in the literature search. Out of the 53 papers reviewed, 39 papers are related to 
construction projects and 14 papers are related to PPP projects. This shows that 
relationship management in PPP projects has been an unexplored area of research, 
also mentioned by Roehrich et al. (2014). 
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STEP 6: ANALYSIS OF LITERATURE 

After the selection of the papers to be targeted, a descriptive analysis was first 
performed on the literature, followed by a qualitative data analysis. The descriptive 
analysis illustrates the quantitative representation of the number of papers found with 
respect to the author’s origin, data collection and analysis methods used and other 
parameters. The qualitative data analysis involved a two-cycle coding approach as 
mentioned by Miles et al. (2014). The first cycle of coding aimed at identifying 
specific codes from the papers which led to the identification of themes, followed by 
a second cycle of coding which distributes the papers into different themes. 

In-Vivo coding technique was adopted in the first cycle of coding wherein most 
repetitive phrases from each paper were given specific codes. Examples of such codes 
are VC (Value Creation), TB (Trust Building), AB (Alignment of Objectives), IPP 
(Improved Project Performance) etc. It was observed that all the codes identified from 
the first cycle of coding can be divided into four different groups, with codes in each 
group signifying a common objective. For example, codes such as VC (value 
creation), IPP (improved project performance) and CS (client satisfaction) can be 
grouped together since these codes signify the benefits achieved through employing 
relationship management practices and hence affirm the importance of relationship 
management in PPP projects.  Another example would be of the codes - AB 
(alignment of objectives), TB (trust building), TI (team integration) which can be 
grouped together since these are all the factors that affect relationship management. 
This exercise of grouping the codes together led to the identification of four major 
themes in the literature (TH1, TH2, TH3 and TH4) with each theme signifying a 
different objective of research in the domain of relationship management: papers 
emphasizing the need for relationship management (TH1), papers addressing the 
argument concerning contractual and relational governance being complementary or 
substitutable (TH2), papers identifying the critical factors that enable or inhibit strong 
relationships (TH3) and papers proposing a qualitative or a quantitative framework to 
measure relationship strength (TH4). Till now, all the possible first cycle codes from 
the papers have been accumulated, followed by dividing these codes into four groups 
which led to the identification of four major themes in literature, but the papers still 
haven’t been divided into the themes identified which will be done in the next step. 

In this step of second level coding, pattern codes were generated. All the codes 
identified in the first cycle of coding were modified and the code of theme that they 
belong to was added to that code. Some examples of pattern codes are: TH1-VC 
(theme 1 – value creation) and TH3-AB (theme 3 – alignment of objectives). The 
pattern codes are basically the modified version of the codes identified in the first 
cycle, but they help in a quick and an organized identification of a dominating theme 
in a paper. The theme having the majority of the pattern codes in a paper was 
identified as the predominant theme in that paper. This exercise was followed to 
group all the papers into different themes identified. Figure 3 illustrates the 
qualitative data analysis method used including the two levels of coding performed. 
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Figure 3: Qualitative data analysis method used 

Before ending the research methodology section, it must be emphasized that the 
literature search approach adopted has identified a group of targeted papers, but it is 
not likely to be all-inclusive of relevant papers published in this domain to date. A 
similar approach has been followed by Osei-Kyei and Chan (2015). Consequently, 
the aim of the search approach was not to cover all the papers published in this area, 
but to identify a representative sample that indicates research trends and suggests 
areas for future research. 

RESULTS 
This section will present the results of the literature analysis which starts with 
reporting the results of descriptive analysis performed on the group of papers selected 
for this study. The literature analysis led to the identification of four major themes in 
which the literature can be categorized. The four themes identified and the 
relationship between them will also be explained in detail in this section. A 
significant amount of literature has focused on determining the factors affecting 
relationship management and a detailed description will also be reported, of the three 
major categories in which these factors can be divided. 

RESULTS OF THE DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

Yearly Distribution of Papers 
Figure 4 shows the yearly distribution of the literature found. A significant amount of 
research has been done recently, therefore a strong push for relationship management 
can be seen in construction as well as PPP projects. 

First Level of 
Coding    (In Vivo 
Coding)

Examples of codes 
generated
• VC (Value Creation)
• TB (Trust Building)
• IPP (Improved Project 

Performance)

Grouping of Codes 
and Identification 
of Themes
• Four groups of codes with 

each group signifying a 
different objective

• For example - VC and IPP 
can be grouped together 
since they signify benefits 
acheived through 
relationship management in 
a project.

• Four groups of codes led to 
the identification of four 
major themes within 
literature.

Second Level of 
Coding

• Codes identifed from the 
first level of coding were 
modified  and the code of 
the theme that they belong 
to was added to the first 
level codes.

• This help in a quick and an 
organized identification of 
the dominating theme in 
each paper.

• All the papers were then 
categorized based on the 
predominant theme in each 
paper.
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Figure 4: Yearly distribution of the literature found 

Distribution of Papers with respect to Authors’ Origin/ Country 

The literature analysis shows that United Kingdom is leading in publishing papers 
related to relationship management or relational contracting in construction or PPP 
projects, followed by Hong Kong, United States, Singapore and China. In case of 
papers involving multiple authors, the first author’s origin has been considered for 
this graph. Figure 5 shows that United States’ publishing contribution is low, which is 
approximately 17% of the papers available in this domain. 

 

Figure 5: Distribution of papers found with authors’ origin 
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Intra-Organizational versus Inter-Organizational Papers found 

Figure 6 shows the number of papers found related to intra-organizational 
relationship management versus inter-organizational relationship management. This 
clearly shows that more emphasis has been given to inter-organizational relationships 
as compared to intra-organizational. Since relationship management is a proactive 
approach and demands a change in the inherent culture of an organization, as 
mentioned earlier, this is one important area in which future investigation should be 
performed. According to Meng and Boyd (2017), Internal Relationship Management 
(IRM) helps in improving project performance in terms of time, cost and quality 
whereas External Relationship Management (ERM) has greater impact on client 
satisfaction. Therefore, both IRM and ERM are indispensable for an organization and 
more attention is needed in intra-organizational relationship management in future. 

 

Figure 6: Intra-organizational versus inter-organizational papers found 

Data Collection versus Data Analysis Method used 

Figure 7 shows the distribution of papers with respect to the data collection method 
and data analysis technique used. Survey questionnaire, interviews or literature 
review techniques have been employed most frequently to collect data. One paper had 
secondary sources, such as contract documents, websites etc., as their source of data 
collection. There was an absence of experimental data or simulation data being used 
in the research papers as expected, since it is difficult to simulate the real-life 
conditions due to large complexities and uncertainties involved in the construction or 
PPP projects. Qualitative review stands out as the most frequent data analysis method 
used, followed by inferential analysis such as ANOVA analysis, correlation analysis 
etc. Some of the researchers have also recently used predictive or casual techniques to 
analyze data. 
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Figure 7: Data collection versus data analysis method used 

Yearly Distribution of Data Analysis Method Used 

Figure 8 shows the trend of data analysis methods used by the researchers over the 
years. Qualitative review has been a mode of analysis which has remained constant 
over the years, as expected in the field of relationship management. An interesting 
trend that can be observed from the figure is that the use of inferential techniques has 
decreased over the years and researchers have started using predictive or causal 
analysis methods recently. Most of the predictive analysis research done is related to 
relational contracting in construction projects due to enough information available 
regarding factors affecting relationships in construction projects. Therefore, 
researchers have started using more advanced analysis techniques which is not the 
case in PPP projects since there has not been much research done till now to identify 
factors affecting relationship management in PPP projects. 
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Figure 8: Yearly distribution of analysis methods 

FOUR EMERGING THEMES FROM LITERATURE 

Four major themes were identified from the literature review:  
(1) need for relationship management,  

(2) balance between contractual and relational governance,  
(3) factors affecting relationship management and  

(4) qualitative or quantitative frameworks to measure relationship strength.  
These four were the most prevalent themes under which most of the literature can 

be categorized. Figure 9 shows the distribution of papers under these four major 
themes with respect to construction and PPP projects. One theme in which PPP 
projects are lacking as compared to construction projects is the papers identifying 
factors affecting relationship management and hence needs further investigation. PPP 
projects have a larger span than construction projects and hence there are some 
factors in PPP projects, which are different from construction projects, that affect 
relationships. Therefore, future research should further explore this area. 
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Figure 9: Distribution of Literature in Four Major Themes 

Theme 1: Need for Relationship Management 
This theme of papers includes publications that justify the need for relationship 
management in PPP or construction projects. Figure 9 shows that theme 1 has been 
significantly explored both in construction and PPP projects. A considerable amount 
of literature both in construction and PPP projects suggests the need for RM in a 
project.  

Four categories of papers were identified which focus on a different benefit that 
arise from employing relationship management practices. Table 2 illustrates the four 
categories of papers identified in this theme. 

Table 2: Four categories of papers identified in theme 1 

Category Benefit References 
1 Improved Project 

Performance  
Bresnen and Marshall (2000, 2000a); Cheung et 
al. (2018); Davis and Love (2011); Dobrowolski 
et al. (2015); Edkins and Smyth (2006); Jeffries 
and Reed (2000); Jeffries et al. (2006); Meng 

(2012); Osipova (2015); Rahman and 
Kumaraswamy (2004); Rowlinson and Cheung 
(2004); Sakal (2005); Smyth and Edkins (2007); 
Suprapto et al. (2015a); Smyth (2008); Zou et 

al. (2014) 
2 Value Created 

(Organizational or Social) 
Caldwell et al. (2017); Colledge (2005); 

Kivleniece and Quelin (2012); Madhok and 
Tallman (1998) 

3 User Interests Satisfied Zheng et al. (2018) 
4 Improved Life Cycle 

Decision Making 
Antillon et al. (2018) 
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The first category of papers focusing on improved project performance have 
generally concentrated on reduced cost, better quality and on time delivery 
(Kumaraswamy et al. 2005; Ling et al. 2013, 2014; Lu et al. 2015; Meng 2012, 2015; 
Meng and Boyd 2017; Rahman and Kumaraswamy 2002). Some papers have also 
focused on improved safety (Ling et al. 2013, 2014; Meng 2015; Rahman and 
Kumaraswamy 2008) and client satisfaction (Ling et al. 2013, Lu et al. 2015; Meng 
and Boyd 2017; Rahman and Kumaraswamy 2002; Zou et al. 2014) to measure 
project performance. Many papers have emphasized that strong relationships improve 
project performance either directly or indirectly (Suprapto et al. 2015) and is a win-
win situation for all the parties (Bygballe et al. 2010; Kumaraswamy et al. 2005a). 

In the second category of papers which focus on value created, Caldwell et al. 
(2017) provides a framework to study social value creation in healthcare PPP projects. 
It affirms that relational elements, such as alignment of objectives and common 
understanding, help in creating relational coordination, and with the presence of 
professional embeddedness, organizational experience and ecosystem experience, 
social value is created through improved task performance. Laursen and Svejvig 
(2016) suggests that future research should focus on the value, benefits and costs in a 
holistic way rather than considering them individually. Also, value creation and value 
capture are naturally different and should be considered separately (Bowman and 
Ambrosini 2000; Lepak et al. 2007; Pitelis 2009), which will enable the researchers to 
study different stakeholders’ perspective on value creation (Oliomogbe and Smith 
2012).  

In the third category of papers, Zheng et al. (2018) illustrates that, apart from 
client interests and societal interests, user interests are also important in a PPP project. 
User interests include involvement of the project users in strategic decisions, access 
to the service at reasonable fees etc. According to Zheng et al. (2018), strong 
relationships help in improving project performance, which in turn help in protecting 
user interests. Therefore, project performance acts as a mediator between relational 
norms and user interests. In the fourth category, Antillon et al. (2018) provides 
another advantage of proper development of inter-organizational coordination, which 
helps in improving life cycle design processes and decision making. 

Theme 2: Balance between Contractual and Relational Governance 
A lot of research has focused on this theme where researchers have discussed whether 
contractual and relational governance are complimentary or substitutable. There has 
also been a considerable exploration of this theme of papers in both construction 
projects and PPP projects, similar to theme 1 papers, as shown in figure 9.  

A significant amount of literature suggests that relational and contractual 
governance are complimentary (Arranz and de Arroyabe 2011; Cao and Lumineau 
2015; Poppo and Zenger 2002; Roehrich 2009; Zheng et al. 2008). Benitez-Avila et al. 
(2018) and Bygballe et al. (2014) highlight the statement that contractual elements 
provide the guidelines for relational elements, and then, relational governance, in turn, 
neutralize the limitations of contractual governance. An effective contractual design 
should encourage the development of relational coordination. Lu et al. (2015) 
provides evidence that both relational and contractual governance helps in improving 
project performance and supports the claim that presence of effective relational 
governance is associated with high level of contractual governance, and hence are 
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complimentary. On the other hand, Doloi (2012) emphasizes that relationship 
agreements provide a better delivery performance of projects and are better than the 
traditional contracting methods in partner selection process. Also, Meng and Boyd 
(2017) have suggested a potential shift from planning and control-based management 
to relationship-oriented project management.  

Theme 3: Factors Affecting Relationship Management 
A lot of research has concentrated on identification of factors affecting relationship 
management in PPP or construction projects (Cheung et al. 2006, 2018; Edkins and 
Smyth 2006; Harper et al. 2016; Jeffries and Reed 2000; Jeffries et al. 2006; 
Kumaraswamy et al. 2005, 2005a, 2007; Lau and Rowlinson 2009; Ling et al. 2006, 
2013, 2014; Manu et al. 2015; Meng and Boyd 2017; Meng 2012; Pal et al. 2017; 
Phelps and Reddy 2009; Pinto et al. 2009; Rahman and Kumaraswamy 2002, 2004, 
2008; Suprapto et al. 2015, 2015a; Zheng et al. 2018; Zou et al. 2014). This theme of 
papers has shown the most disparity in the amount of research done in construction 
projects and PPP projects. Most of the literature available in this theme is related to 
construction projects, as shown in figure 9.  

The literature review led to the identification of three major categories of factors: 
intra-organizational factors, inter-organizational factors and other factors. These 
categories have also been proposed by Meng and Boyd (2017).  

Theme 4: Qualitative or Quantitative Frameworks to Measure Relationship Strength 
This theme of papers, that suggest a framework to measure relationship management 
within teams, has not been explored profoundly. A small set of papers have either 
proposed a qualitative or a quantitative framework to measure the strength of the 
relationships present within teams (Fu et al. 2015; Harper et al. 2016; Jelodar et al. 
2016; Smyth and Edkins 2007; Yeung et al. 2009). As shown in figure 9, all the 
literature available in this theme of papers is pertaining to construction projects. 
Therefore, all the information presented in this theme has been referred from the 
research done related to relationship management or relational contracting in 
construction projects. 

Smyth and Edkins (2007) proposed a framework to measure relationship strength 
in PPP projects by using trust and confidence as the indicators. This paper identifies 
thirty types of relationships divided into four major categories: classic market 
relationships, special market relationships, mega relationships and nano relationships. 
These relationships are weighted, with respect to their importance, by industry 
experts and are mapped against trust and confidence indicators, obtained through a 
survey. The main finding of this study is that relationship management within the 
public client organization and SPV has been found to be reactive rather than proactive. 
It has been strongly recommended that a planned strategy is needed to promote 
proactive behavior to support collaborative working.  

Harper et al. (2016) puts forward another framework to measure team integration 
in construction projects. This paper identifies eight constructs based on relational 
contracting norms: role integrity, reciprocity, flexibility, propriety of means, reliance 
and expectations, restraint of power, contractual solidarity and harmonization of 
conflict. An exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis is performed on the 
gathered data through survey to test and validate the identified constructs. 
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE THEMES IDENTIFIED 

The four themes identified in this paper can be arranged in a three staged linear 
structure as shown in figure 10. Stage 1 is a precedent for stage 2, which in turn is a 
precedent for stage 3. Stage 1 includes theme 1 papers which emphasize the need for 
relationship management. This stage sets up the foundation for this area of research 
by identifying the importance of relationship management in PPP and construction 
projects and therefore enables the researchers to explore this field further. This leads 
to stage 2 which includes the next two themes of papers – theme 2 which addresses 
the balance between contractual and relational governance and theme 3 which 
identifies the factors affecting relationship management. Stage 2 can be considered an 
in-depth research in this field which explores the extent to which relational 
governance is needed and what are the factors that enable growth of strong 
relationships between teams. This sets up the foundation for stage 3 which includes 
theme 4 papers. Theme 2 and theme 3 papers can be considered as a prerequisite for 
theme 4 papers which involve development of frameworks that can measure the 
strength of the relationships present.  

 

Figure 10: Relationship between four themes identified 
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FACTORS AFFECTING RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

As mentioned earlier, there has been a notable amount of research done to identify the 
factors affecting strong relationships. These factors can be divided into three major 
categories as shown in figure 11. 

 

Figure 11: Division of factors affecting relationship management into three major 
categories 

Intra-Organizational Factors Affecting Relationships 
Intra-Organizational factors affect relationships among the individuals or teams 
within the public client organization or within the special purpose vehicle (SPV). 
These factors are: top management support, staff’s commitment, organization’s 
experience with relationship management practices, trust, effective communication 
and effective coordination within the organization. Table 3 shows the list of intra-
organizational factors affecting relationship management. The first column in table 3 
represents the factor, followed by the second column which represents the indicators 
which can confirm the presence of these factors within the organization, followed by 
the third column which lists down the references mentioning the factor, or the 
indicators mentioned in column 2. The indicators can also be interpreted as strategies 
in certain cases, which can help in development of these factors. 

Table 3: List of Intra-Organizational Factors Affecting Relationship Management 

No. Factors Indicators/Strategies References 

1 
Top 

Management 
Support  

Presence of 
Relationship 

Management Training 
Programs 

Zou et al. (2014); Rahman and 
Kumaraswamy (2002, 2004, 2008); 

Kumaraswamy et al. (2005a); Suprapto 
et al. (2015, 2015a); Meng and Boyd 

(2017); Harper et al. (2016); Ling et al. 
(2006) 

2 Staff’s 
Commitment -- 

Zou et al. (2014); Edkins and Smyth 
(2006); Caldwell et al. (2017); Jeffries 

et al. (2006); Kumaraswamy et al. 
(2005, 2005a); Rahman and 

Kumaraswamy (2004, 2008); Suprapto 
et al. (2015); Ling et al. (2013); Meng 

Factors

Intra-
Organizational 
(Client or SPV)

Inter-
Organizational

Other Factors
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and Boyd (2017); Harper et al. (2016) 

3 

Experience with 
Relationship 
Management 

Practices 

Any Previous Projects 
with Relationship 

Management 
Approaches 

Ling et al. (2006); Suprapto et al. 
(2015a) 

 

4 Trust within the 
Organization -- Meng and Boyd (2017) 

5 
Effective 

Communication 
within the 

Organization 

Involvement of all 
team members in key 

decisions 
Meng and Boyd (2017) 

6 

Effective 
Coordination 

within the 
Organization 

-- 
Meng and Boyd (2017); Ling et al. 

(2006, 2013); Suprapto et al. (2015a); 
Rahman and Kumaraswamy (2004) 

Most papers, mentioned in table 3, have identified top management support as one of 
the top ranked factors that affect relationship management. Enlightened, 
knowledgeable and experienced senior management of the client and SPV are some 
of the characteristics mentioned in the literature that are necessary for effective 
integration. Presence of relationship management training programs within the client 
organization or SPV is a strong indicator of the senior management support towards 
relationship management. Staff’s commitment towards increasing collaboration is the 
second factor mentioned in table 3 and is another highly ranked factor that affects 
strong relationships. Staff’s commitment can also be interpreted as positive attitude 
towards continuous improvement. Experience with relationship management 
practices is the third factor mentioned in table 3 that affects strong relationships and 
the involvement of client or SPV in any previous projects where these practices were 
employed, certainly influences the presence of strong relationships in the current 
project. Trust and effective communication within the organization are the fourth and 
fifth factors mentioned in table 3. Involvement of all the team members in key 
decisions strongly indicates the presence of effective communication. Effective 
coordination within teams is the last factor mentioned in table 3 that affects strong 
relationships. Combined responsibility of all the team members and learning 
environment between teams are strong characteristics of this factor. 

Inter-Organizational Factors Affecting Relationships 

Inter-organizational factors affect relationships at the client-SPV interface. A 
substantial amount of studies has concentrated on identifying these factors and how 
they affect relationships. Six major inter-organizational factors have been identified 
through literature review and are discussed in table 4 below. The first column in the 
table mentions the indicator, the second column describes any indicators related to the 
factor and the third column provides the references for the factor. 

Table 4: Inter-Organizational factors affecting relationship management 

S.No. Factor Indicators References 

1 
History of 
Working 

Relationships 

• Any previous projects 
between the public 
client and SPV 

Cheung et al. (2018); 
Kumaraswamy et al. (2005, 
2005a); Ling et al. (2014); 
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Rahman and Kumaraswamy 
(2004, 2008); Suprapto et al. 

(2015) 

2 Alignment of 
Objectives 

-- Cheung et al. (2018); Caldwell et 
al. (2017); Kumaraswamy et al. 

(2005a); Ling et al. (2013, 2014); 
Rahman and Kumaraswamy 
(2004, 2008); Suprapto et al. 
(2015, 2015a); Harper et al. 

(2016); Meng and Boyd (2017) 

3 
Trust and Trust 

Based 
Arrangements 

• Mutually Agreed Issue 
Resolution Mechanisms 

• Mutually Agreed 
Performance Appraisal 
Mechanisms 

• Presence of Flexibilities 
in contract to address 
uncertainties 

• Presence of 
Relationship 
Management Training 
Programs 

• Absence of “Price Only” 
selection methods 

Cheung et al. (2018); Rahman 
and Kumaraswamy (2002, 2004, 

2008); Zheng et al. (2018); 
Edkins and Smyth (2006); 

Osipova (2015); Caldwell et al. 
(2017); Jeffries et al. (2006); 
Kumaraswamy et al. (2005, 

2005a); Ling et al. (2006, 2013, 
2014); Smyth and Edkins 

(2006); Suprapto et al. 
(2015,2015a); Doloi (2012); 

Colledge (2005); Jeffries and 
Reed (2000); Lu et al. (2015); 
Harper et al. (2016); Meng and 

Boyd (2017); Meng (2015); 
Manu et al. (2015); Pal et al. 

(2017) 

4 
Appropriate Risk 

Allocation 
 

• Presence of Risk 
Sharing Mechanisms 

• Presence of Joint Risk 
Management 

• Inclusion of all key 
parties in risk-reward 
plans 

Ling et al. (2013); Doloi (2012); 
Rahman and Kumaraswamy 

(2004); Osipova (2015); Ling et 
al. (2006); Pal et al. (2017) 

5 Effective 
Communication 

• Stakeholder 
Involvement 

Zou et al. (2014); Zheng et al. 
(2018); Osipova (2015); 

Kumaraswamy et al. (2005, 
2005a); Ling et al. (2014); 

Rahman and Kumaraswamy 
(2004, 2008); Antillon et al. 

(2018); Suprapto et al. (2015, 
2015a); Doloi (2012), Lu et al. 
(2015); Harper et al. (2016), 

Meng and Boyd (2017); Pal et 
al. (2017) 

6 Team Integration 

• Formation of a Single 
Integrated Project 
Team 

• Regular Team Building 
Activities 

• Presence of 
Coordination Monitoring 
Plans 

• Time Taken in Dispute 
Resolution 

• Absence of Third Party 

Suprapto et al. (2015, 2015a); 
Doloi (2012); Ling et al. (2006, 

2013); Colledge (2005); Rahman 
and Kumaraswamy (2002, 2004, 
2008); Meng and Boyd (2017); 
Cheung et al. (2018); Zheng et 

al. (2018); Osipova (2015); 
Caldwell et al. (2017); 

Kumaraswamy et al. (2005, 
2005a); Smyth and Edkins 

(2006); Harper et al. (2016); Pal 
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in case of Dispute 
Resolution 

• Absence of “Price Only” 
selection methods 

• Early Involvement of 
Contractor during front 
end development 

et al. (2017) 

 
The first inter-organizational factor, history of working relationships, illustrates that if 
the client and SPV have worked together in the past, it directly affects their current 
relationship. A previous project experience leads to a better mutual understanding 
between the parties which can help in curbing opportunism, effective handling of 
future uncertainties and effective conflict resolutions.  

The second factor, alignment of objectives between the client and concessionaire, 
is another important factor affecting the presence of strong relationships. The client 
and SPV involved generally have different commercial motives related to the project. 
Client’s objectives are more inclined towards cost savings and fulfilling societal and 
user interests whereas concessionaire is generally looking for an increase in the profit 
(Zou et al. 2014). A set of common objectives should be established to fulfill the 
needs of both parties involved and curb opportunism. Clarity of project scope, goals 
and responsibilities among the team members can also lead to proper alignment of 
objectives. This would reduce the uncertainty regarding an individual’s scope of work 
and can help in timely delivery of services with minimum conflicts. 

Presence of trust, the third inter-organizational factor, has been identified as the 
most important factor in the literature affecting the development of strong 
relationships between the client and the concessionaire. The two components of trust, 
mentioned by Smyth and Edkins (2007), are expectations from the other party to 
perform and confidence in the abilities of the other party. Long term commitment and 
no blame culture are some of the strong traits of trust between two parties. Presence 
of relationship management training programs, issue resolution mechanisms, 
performance appraisal mechanisms, flexibilities in contracts and use of procurement 
methods other than price only methods are some strategies that can be employed to 
increase trust between the client and SPV. 

PPP or construction projects are inherently risk bearing and therefore, presence of 
proper risk allocation mechanisms, which is the fourth factor identified, can lead to 
strong relationships between the client and SPV. Osipova (2015) suggests that 
collaborative environment is imperative to promote joint risk management (JRM). 
JRM is a robust strategy that deals with inappropriate risk allocation and includes 
ways to efficiently cater to unforeseen events and risks. Frequent joint risk workshops 
are one of the essential elements of JRM. 

Proper communication between the client and SPV, identified as the fifth factor, 
can lead to minimum conflicts and development of strong relationships. Transparency 
and no delay communication, between the client and the concessionaire, are some of 
the important traits of this factor. Early involvement of stakeholders has been 
suggested as an effective strategy to foster trust and coordination among the teams. 

Team integration, the sixth factor identified through literature review, has been 
recognized as one of the most important inter-organizational factors that affect 
relationship management. Proper coordination, willingness to cooperate, appropriate 
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project planning and respecting cultural differences are some of the important 
characteristics of team integration. 

Other Factors Affecting Relationships 

There are factors outside the scope of the public client organization and the SPV that 
can certainly affect the relationship strength between these two parties. These factors 
include project complexity (Benitez-Avila et al. 2018; Rahman and Kumaraswamy 
2002; Osipova 2015; Ling et al. 2014; Antillon et al. 2018), government’s 
involvement (Benitez-Avila et al. 2018; Rufin and Rivera-Santos 2012; Ling et al. 
2014; Suprapto et al. 2015), and unstable market conditions. Inexperience of the 
client and SPV with the main technology involved in the project and challenging or 
inaccessible project site, have been identified as strong indicators of the project 
complexity in the literature (Suprapto et al. 2015). Challenging country’s regulations 
hampering project’s operations is a major facet of government’s involvement factor. 
Also, Suprapto et al. (2015) has mentioned unfavorable exchange rate is an indicator 
of unstable market conditions which can affect the relationships between the client 
and SPV. 

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

Based on the literature review, four directions of future research have been proposed 
in this paper and explained in detail in this section. The future directions are shown in 
figure 12, where each research direction has been shown to fall underneath a 
particular theme of papers. As shown, future direction 1 can be included under theme 
1 and 2 of the literature, direction 2 and 3 falls under theme 3 of the literature and 
direction 4 has been shown beneath theme 4 of the literature. 

DIRECTION 1: PROACTIVE APPROACH TOWARDS RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 
Public Private Partnership projects are inherently complex and uncertain (Zou et al. 
2014) and require long term relationships to cater to the unforeseen events and risks. 
PPP contracts cannot cover all the future events that can affect the project (Sakal 
2005) and therefore both, intra-organizational and inter-organizational relationships 
are imperative (Antillon et al. 2018) to achieve the desired project outcomes. Strong 
relationships help in building trust and coordination which in turn curbs opportunism, 
helps in healthy renegotiations with future risks and therefore helps in reducing 
transaction costs (Nguyen and Garvin 2018). 

Relationship Management is a relatively new approach which is broader than 
relational contracting and aims at changing the inherent culture of an organization, as 
a proactive approach, to focus on improving collaboration in projects. There is a need 
to promote relationship management practices in projects to achieve the desired 
performance. The descriptive analysis also showed that there is a lack of studies 
concentrating on intra-organizational relationships. Moreover, Smyth and Edkins 
(2007) conducted a survey with more than 300 executives and managers in the private 
sector and the findings suggest that the private sector is currently reactive rather than 
proactive in relationship management. Therefore, future research should concentrate 
on improving intra-organizational relationships and changing the inherent attitude of 
an organization towards relationship management practices. This will lead to a 
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proactive management of relationships instead of a reactive management. A strong 
support from the executive management in the company should set the tone for this 
cultural change. 

DIRECTION 2: UNEXPLORED DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS METHODS 
The descriptive analysis of the literature showed that, in general, there is a lack of 
research done in PPP projects related to relationship management, as compared to 
research done in construction projects. A PPP project is comprised of different life 
cycle phases: planning and design, construction, operations and maintenance and 
finally handing over the asset to the client. Most of the studies have concentrated on 
the first two phases of the life cycle and the interaction between teams is still 
unexplored in the O&M phase. One possible reason for this scenario can be the 
unavailability of data in terms of formal documentation in the O&M phase. Also, 
there seems to be a shortage of managers and executives having significant 
experience related to operations and maintenance phase of a PPP project. This phase 
is the largest spanning phase in a PPP project and therefore, it is important that the 
future research should also focus on the relationship dynamics in this phase of the life 
cycle. Another interesting path to investigate in this regard would be to analyze the 
change in the relationship of the client and SPV with time, and in different life cycle 
phases, and what different strategies are needed to cater to that changing behavior. 

The data collected in most of the literature, as shown in the descriptive analysis, is 
through a questionnaire or personal interviews conducted with experts. Other 
documents such as request for qualifications, request for proposal, submitted proposal, 
contract document, changes to contract and secondary sources such as project website, 
press release etc. are relevant sources of data, which haven’t been explored much to 
gather information regarding client and concessionaire attitude towards relationship 
management, or a comparison of relationship management strategies mentioned in the 
contract document with the strategies actually employed during different life cycle 
phases. As far as analysis of the data is concerned, there is a visible shift in the 
analysis methods used by the researchers in the literature, from inferential analysis to 
predictive or casual analysis.  

DIRECTION 3: DEVELOPMENT OF COMPREHENSIVE FRAMEWORKS 

There were four major themes of literature identified from the review. There has been 
a strong case made in the literature, regarding the importance of relationship 
management in PPP or construction projects. A balance between the contractual and 
relational governance has also been investigated to promote formal relationship 
management strategies in the contract documents. A substantial amount of literature 
has also focused on determining the factors that aid in developing strong relationship 
within teams. But, the literature is lacking in terms of qualitative or quantitative 
frameworks proposed to measure the relationship strength within the teams and 
therefore, suggest strategies according to the level of strength present and also with 
respect to different life cycle phases where relationship strength can vary. Different 
type of practices can be employed with respect to the level of integration present 
within the teams. Zou et al. (2014) also suggested that future research should focus on 
developing a framework for PPP relationship management using factors that are 
considered to affect relationships. Moreover, the frameworks suggested in literature 
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have considered only one or two indicators such as trust, confidence, etc., to assess 
the relationship strength. More indicators should be used in future to assess the 
relationship which will provide a more comprehensive framework. Also, the practices 
can vary with respect to the size of the organization and the resources available to 
employ those practices, which should be considered in the frameworks proposed. 
Since the relationship management strategies can vary from project to project, 
therefore a case study analysis can also be a good avenue of research to perform a 
cross and within case analysis (Meng and Boyd 2017). 

DIRECTION 4: VALIDATION OF FRAMEWORKS 

Validation of results is an important step in the development of a framework. This 
direction proposes a validation strategy for frameworks in this area. As mentioned 
earlier, presence of strong relationships leads to achievement of desired performance, 
creation of economic and social value, fulfillment of user interests and lower 
transaction costs. If the presence of these benefits can be verified, this can lead to the 
validation of the framework proposed. This would mean that presence of strong 
relationships can act as a mediator between the framework and the benefits mentioned 
above. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 12: Four directions of future research proposed 
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CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

This paper aimed at reviewing literature related to relationship management in PPP 
projects, also referring to relevant information regarding relational contracting in 
construction projects. The findings from the review were synthesized and significant 
research gaps were identified. Based on the gaps distinguished, guidelines for future 
areas of investigation have been provided. One of the main contributions of this paper 
is that it acts as a starting foundation for the future researchers in this area since it 
provides the current scenario and a comprehensive synthesis of the literature available 
in this area. Also, the findings of this paper have provided a solid platform for the 
future research in terms of unexplored data sources, analysis methods and 
development of more robust frameworks. 

The methodology of the review started with identifying the keywords for a 
preliminary search of the relevant literature, followed by conducting the search in 
Google Scholar and Scopus. The next step involved checking the distribution of 
papers found with the journals in the field of PPPs. It was found that most of the 
papers found were published in the top ranked journals. The next step in the 
methodology involved searching for additional literature through references of the 
publications found with maximum citations. The next step was filtration and the final 
selection of papers through abstract review. The final step included the analysis of the 
selected papers, which included both descriptive as well as in-depth analysis. 

The descriptive analysis included yearly distribution of papers found, distribution 
of papers with respect to authors’ origin/country, number of papers found related to 
intra-organizational relationships versus inter-organizational relationships, 
distribution of papers with respect to data collection versus data analysis method used 
and yearly distribution of papers with respect to analysis methods used. The in-depth 
analysis of the literature resulted in recognition of four major themes emerging from 
the literature: papers emphasizing the need for relationship management, papers 
focusing on the balance between contractual and relational governance, papers 
determining factors affecting relationship management, papers proposing a qualitative 
or a quantitative framework to measure relationship strength. The four themes 
identified form the review have also been arranged in a three staged linear structure 
which illustrates the relationship between the themes. The factor affecting 
relationship management were divided into three major categories: intra-
organizational, inter-organizational and other factors.  

The findings suggested that there is a need for a proactive approach towards 
relationship management and changing the inherent culture of an organization 
towards relationship management. The future research should also focus on the 
operations and maintenance phase of the life cycle which can present the changing 
dynamics of relationships over the life cycle of a project. The literature review also 
suggested that future research should focus more on developing frameworks that can 
assess the level of relationships. The frameworks should consider more factors that 
affect relationships and their interdependencies to develop a more comprehensive 
framework. 

Although the literature review conducted in this paper contributes significantly 
towards the research in this field, it still has some limitations which need to be 
addressed in future research. The literature search in this study was only confined to 
Google Scholar and Scopus and other search engines and databases can be used in 
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future to extract any relevant literature not included in this study. Also, software 
packages such as NVivo can be used in future to complement this study to validate 
the themes identified in this study and recognize any other emerging themes from the 
available literature. 
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