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Research Problem Statement
The construction industry is widely characterized as fragmented, project-based, and discontinuous, with limited opportunities for learning and reuse across projects (Jones et al., 2022). This “one-off” project logic leads to inefficiencies, high transaction costs, and weak accumulation of organizational knowledge. In response, strategic partnerships have emerged, particularly in the Danish construction sector, as an alternative organizational form aimed at establishing continuity across projects.
Strategic partnerships typically rely on long-term agreements and project portfolios, allowing actors to collaborate across multiple projects and enabling repetition effects and potential economies of scale (Frederiksen, 2021). However, despite their increasing prevalence, strategic partnerships remain weakly theorized. Existing research primarily frames them through relational contracting or project management perspectives, focusing on coordination, trust, and governance. This limits understanding of how shared structures, assets, and mechanisms are configured and reused over time.
Platform theory offers a relevant but underexplored lens for addressing this gap. By focusing on shared architectures, reusable assets, and governance structures that enable scaling across outputs, platform thinking shifts attention from individual relationships to structural configurations of value creation (Sawhney, 1998; Gawer, 2014). However, platform theory has primarily been developed in private-sector contexts characterized by market-driven growth and relatively high control over demand.
This study investigates how strategic partnerships can be understood as a distinct type of platform: stabilizing platforms operating under externally controlled demand. Empirically, the study draws on the Danish strategic partnership TRUST, where the Municipality of Copenhagen is the client plus platform owner and focuses on institutional construction projects. TRUST is selected as a particularly relevant and revelatory case, as it represents a mature and extensively studied partnership where platform-like mechanisms are highly developed, while simultaneously operating under strong institutional and political constraints.
The analysis mobilizes two complementary platform perspectives: Robertson and Ulrich’s (1998) product platform framework and Gawer’s (2014) integrative platform theory. The study examines the extent to which these frameworks can explain observed mechanisms in TRUST and identify where extensions are needed to account for platform dynamics in construction partnerships.
Brief Research Methodology and Approach
The study adopts a mixed-method single-case design based on TRUST. Empirical data consists of surveys and semi-structured interviews with actors involved in the partnership.
The analytical approach is abductive. Empirical observations are first inductively grouped into themes relating to coordination, knowledge use, repetition, and organizational continuity. These themes are then systematically compared with mechanisms derived from the two platform frameworks. The analysis focuses on explaining how observed patterns can be understood through platform-theoretical constructs, rather than merely describing practices or experiences.
Key findings
1. Strategic partnerships function as stabilizing platforms under externally controlled demand
A defining feature of the partnership is that it is responsible for executing projects but does not control project inflow. Demand is determined externally by the client and shaped by political priorities and institutional processes. This creates fluctuating and unpredictable project pipelines.
Under these conditions, the platform does not primarily function as a growth engine, as assumed in much of the platform literature. Instead, it operates as a buffering and stabilizing structure that absorbs external variability and translates it into standardized and repeatable execution.
From a Gawer perspective, this reflects a governance arrangement in which control over platform participation and inputs is located outside the platform, leading to a partial decoupling between control and responsibility (Gawer, 2014). From a Robertson and Ulrich perspective, the platform governs shared processes and assets across projects but does not control the flow of “derivative projects” (Robertson & Ulrich, 1998).
At the same time, the partnership is experienced as a source of productivity improvements, innovation, and learning. These effects appear to be enabled by stabilization: by reducing variation and creating continuity, the platform provides conditions for cumulative learning and capability development (Davies & Brady, 2000). This suggests that, in this context, growth and innovation emerge as secondary effects of stabilization, rather than as primary platform drivers.
2. Coordination depends on socio-material platform infrastructures, not on single mechanisms
The shared project office (co-location) plays an important role in enabling informal interaction, knowledge sharing, and relationship building. Empirical observations show that coordination largely emerges through continuous, everyday interactions rather than through formal procedures alone.
Within a platform perspective, co-location can be understood as part of the infrastructure that supports the integration of knowledge, processes, and actors (Robertson & Ulrich, 1998), and as a governance mechanism that defines participation boundaries and ensures interaction (Gawer, 2014).
However, empirical evidence shows that co-location is neither sufficient nor strictly necessary for coordination. During COVID-19, collaboration was sustained through digital tools, and even under co-location, project-level fragmentation persisted. Moreover, small changes in physical layout significantly affected communication patterns.
These findings indicate that coordination in strategic partnerships is not driven by any single mechanism, but by a socio-material configuration that combines physical proximity, relational continuity, organizational structures, and digital systems. Platform functionality therefore depends on how these elements are configured and aligned.
3. How platform theory explains and falls short in explaining strategic partnerships
The two platform frameworks provide complementary insights. Gawer’s framework is particularly useful for understanding platform boundaries, governance, and the distribution of control across actors. Robertson and Ulrich’s framework capture how shared assets and processes are structured and reused across a portfolio of projects.
However, both frameworks have limitations in this context. First, they assume that platforms operate in environments where demand can be influenced or scaled, whereas in strategic partnerships demand is externally controlled and institutionally constrained. Second, they emphasize technical systems as primary coordination mechanisms, while the empirical case highlights the importance of socio-material infrastructures, including physical and relational elements.
Finally, both theories are rooted in private-market contexts. In TRUST, political decisions, public procurement rules, and institutional constraints frequently disrupt the continuity and repetition that platform theory often takes for granted (Frederiksen, 2021; Jones et al., 2022).
Implications
This study contributes by conceptualizing strategic partnerships as a distinct type of platform: stabilizing platforms operating under externally controlled demand. This extends platform theory beyond its traditional focus on growth-oriented, market-driven platforms.
The findings suggest that platform theory must be refined to account for contexts in which platforms do not control demand but instead create value by stabilizing and structuring externally generated variation. In such settings, the primary function of the platform is not to scale demand, but to enable learning, efficiency, and innovation through repetition and continuity.
Conceptually, this reframes strategic partnerships from relational or contractual arrangements to configurable platform structures, where value creation depends on how mechanisms such as stabilization, repetition, and coordination infrastructures are designed and combined.
Practically, this provides a more operational vocabulary for actors involved in strategic partnerships. Rather than focusing on abstract notions of collaboration, practitioners can work with specific platform mechanisms—for example, designing for buffering capacity, strengthening repetition across projects, or configuring socio-material infrastructures to support coordination.
Strategic partnerships can thus be understood not as fixed organizational forms, but as platform configurations that can be actively shaped to produce different performance outcomes under conditions of institutional constraint and externally controlled demand.
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