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Abstract: The public sector in Germany lags behind the
economy in terms of projectification, i.e., the prevalence of
projects and experience in applying project management.
This has significant implications for realizing complex
infrastructure projects in which the public sector is involved
as one of the main actors. Nowadays, projectification rep-
resents a particular way of thinking about how to embrace
a series of dynamic and challenging changes, design them,
and implement them effectively for the benefit of society. A
quantitative study of projectification in society in Germany
was the starting point for our research, the results of which
we compared with data from earlier studies of projectifi-
cation in the economy. Using an interpretative case study
drawing on insights from the Berlin Airport, we analyzed
the impact of lagging projectification in the public sector
in Germany on realizing infrastructure projects to propose
suitable approaches. The results of this case study reveal
significant effects of lagging projectification in the public
sector of Germany on realizing infrastructure projects. In
the case of the Berlin BER Airport, an inadequate govern-
ance system led to a 9-year delay in the completion date
and a 250% overrun of costs directly attributable to the
project. This could have been avoided by involving the
private construction industry more collaboratively, by
building on previous experiences gained, and by a more
cooperative way of project planning and implementation.
To guide future research, hypotheses are derived that can
be used to analyze the underlying problem in greater depth
and to derive recommendations for action.
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1 Introduction

Although Germany is generally known for advanced engi-
neering and project management, potential failures of
complex infrastructure projects, such as the Berlin BER
Airport, have been a frequent occurrence (Kostka and
Fiedler 2015). Since, in most of these cases, the public
sector is responsible for the execution of these projects,
we have explored what effects a lagging projectification
in the German public sector may have on realizing infra-
structure projects. Therefore, the findings are relevant not
only for the public sector but also for the private sector
companies involved, the interested public, and research-
ers, because this relationship has not been studied yet.
Although the study focuses on German experiences, we
believe that the results could be relevant for many other
countries.

Projectification is a phenomenon that describes
the increase in number and importance of projects
in an organization or a societal sector, which results
in significant effects on organizational governance,
structures, processes, and the culture of collaboration
(Maylor et al. 2006). Various studies have shown that
projectification has advanced significantly in the German
economy. Projects already account for more than 40% of
the total working time and economic value added (Wald
et al. 2015b). However, it is also evident that the public
sector in Germany lags with a little more than 20%, far
behind the private sector in terms of projectification,
and requires improvement in international compari-
son (Schoper 2018). What has not been studied so far,
however, is the question of what effects this might have
on the realization of projects. The point is that projectifi-
cation is not just a number, but rather a particular way of
embracing a series of dynamic and challenging changes,
and designing and implementing them effectively for the
benefit of society (Jensen et al. 2016). Megaprojects as well
as infrastructure projects bring together numerous gov-
ernment agencies, organizations, and interested parties,
all of whom must share a common understanding and
act cooperatively, including those with regulatory power.
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Discrepancies at the projectification level among key
stakeholders may create challenges for the collaboration
on projects and affect the outcomes.

With our research, we wanted to answer the question
of what effects the lagging projectification in the public
sector has on the realization of infrastructure projects.
We focused on the context in Germany and the different
degrees of projectification in the private versus the public
sector. Based on our quantitative survey and comparable
studies (e.g., Wald et al. 2015b), we were able to identify
differences in the evolution of projectification in both
sectors. Based on the insights gained as a supporter of
the German Federal Government’s Reform Commission
for the Construction of Major Projects (BMVI 2015), we
selected the example of the Berlin BER Airport to analyze
the effects of a lagging projectification in the public sector.

We make three important contributions. First, to our
knowledge, this is the first time in research that illustrates
the consequences of lagging projectification in a sector
on the realization of projects. Second, we provide recom-
mendations for practical action on how, in such cases,
the leveling of projectification can be achieved by collab-
oratively partnering in such projects; and third, we make
research propositions for future studies in this context.

Subsequently, key findings of the literature on the
topic of projectification are elaborated along with insights
into the context of our research. This is followed by a
brief outline of the methodology applied and the results
obtained through our analysis. Finally, these findings are
discussed with their limitations, research propositions are
identified, and a conclusion is provided.

2 Projectification — evolution from
the organizational to the societal
level

The term projectification first appeared in the literature
in connection with the increasing importance of projects
and the concomitant changes at the automobile manu-
facturer Renault (Midler 1995). These changes affect the
management of the temporary projects and the roles and
functions involved, and above all the permanent logic of
the remaining organization. Projects are dynamic per se
and require a high level of creativity and learning ability.
On the other hand, the specialist departments are focused
on stability and specialization. A “double loop” learning
takes place (Aubry and Lenfle 2012). The entire organiza-
tion continuously develops and thus improves its compet-
itive position.
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Projectification of an organization looks less at the
realization of individual projects and more at what effect
the realization of a large number of projects has on the
governance, structure, processes, and culture of the organ-
ization concerned, as well as on the institutional context
(Morris and Geraldi 2011). In the more than 25 years since
the phenomenon of projectification was described by
Midler in the context of product development in the auto-
motive industry, it has been continuously developed and
applied to other areas of society (Kuura 2020). Jalocha
(2019) speaks of projectification at various societal levels:
micro-level (individuals), meso-level (organizations), mac-
ro-level (industries and sectors), mega-level (countries,
supra-national organizations), and meta-level (trans-
formation of global social structures). As one reason for
an increasing projectification, it is mentioned that in a
“rapidly changing and increasingly turbulent and uncer-
tain environment they face today, organizations are finding
that some form of project organization is better suited to
the kind of one-off or temporary problems and opportuni-
ties that they have to deal with” (Maylor et al. 2006, p. 664).

However, despite the widespread adoption of projects
in many organizations, industries, or the economy, only a
limited number of studies determine the extent of projec-
tification (Wald et al. 2015a). In a pioneering study by the
German Project Management Association (GPM), the share
of project-based work in relation to total working hours
was used as a metric to determine the extent of projecti-
fication in the economy or in individual economic sectors
(Wald et al. 2015b). It was found that in 2013, the year in
which the study was carried out, the share of project-based
work in the German economy already exceeded one-third
of the total working time and would increase by an addi-
tional annual rate of almost 3% in subsequent years.

Meanwhile, countries such as China, Croatia, Norway,
Iceland, Italy, and South Africa have adopted this
approach and also conducted research on the projectifi-
cation of the economy (Schoper 2018). In this context, the
share of project-based work in relation to the total working
time is in the range of 30-50% for all countries. Still, it
varies depending on the respective economic sectors and
the economic development of the country, as well as the
economic governance arrangement. Concerning the pro-
jectification of the economy in Croatia, the following is
stated: “High projectification in a smaller country could
be explained by needs for growth, change and develop-
ment, which is typical for countries of any profile. It is
also sure that globalization and latest EU membership
also pushed projectification in many smaller countries
due to EU project co-funding programs” (Radujkovic and
Misic 2019, p. 50).
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In all the countries surveyed, projectification is the
most advanced in the construction industry. The share
of project-based working time is between 74% (Croatia)
and 85% of total working time (China). When analyz-
ing the figures, it is noticeable that the projectification in
the public administration in Germany, with 17.8% in 2013
(and 21.4% predicted for 2019), differs significantly from
the corresponding share in Croatia at 37% found in 2018.
This can probably be explained in the case of Croatia by
the significant role and influence of the public sector on the
national economy and the share of European Union (EU)
co-financing of projects implemented through the public
institutions. Nevertheless, all the studies on projectifica-
tion mentioned above (Ou et al. 2018; Schoper 2018; Radu-
jkovic and Misic 2019) confirm that the projectification of
the public sector is significantly lower in most countries
than the average in the economy of the respective country.
Moreover, while the survey dates of the studies vary (see
Table 1), a comparison of the projectification of the public
sector with the construction industry shows that the
figures diverge significantly between the two. In the case of
Germany, this becomes particularly clear.

Few studies to date have looked at the economic and
societal effects of an increasing projectification. Building
on figures from the German economy, Henning and Wald
(2019) come to the conclusion that the consequences of
project work compared to non-project work are visible at
the macroeconomic level and have predominantly pos-
itive effects, e.g., on innovation capacity, employment
figures, and income, which in turn leads to shifts in
the economic structure or the importance of individual
sectors. The authors emphasize that “projects represent
an adequate form of organizing for innovation, which in
turn is key for growth and competitiveness” (Henning and
Wald 2019, p. 817). The continuous sequence of innova-
tive projects in distributed value networks establishes the
project economy (Nieto-Rodriguez 2021), and above that, a

Tab. 1: Data on projectification by countries, measured by the share
of project-based work in relation to total working hours (Ou et al.
2018, p. 54; Radujkovic and Misic 2019).

Country/year of Projectification (%)

study Public Economy Construction
sector average industry

Germany/2013 17.8 34.7 80.0

Iceland/2014 33.3 27.7 80.0

China/2017 34.0 42.7 85.0

Croatia/2018 37.0 33.0 74.0
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project society (Lundin et al. 2015). “Project entrepreneurs
form core teams with particular clients and service pro-
viders and establish sequences of related projects thereby
forming collaborative paths” (Manning and Sydow 2011, p.
1369). This often leads to paradoxical tensions, depending
on the level of development of the organizations involved
in the realization of projects. DeFillippi and Sydow (2016),
for example, report paradoxical tensions in project net-
works related to the disparities in the understanding and
governance of temporary projects in the participating
organizations compared to the persistent routine tasks
that often still dominate.

Society is also affected by the projectification in the
economy and other areas. Political initiatives, plans, and
events are realized in the form of projects and impact the
organizations and people involved (Lundin 2016). Taking
a broader view, the projectification on the societal level
can be seen as “processes of invoking projects as habitual,
legitimate and performative responses” (Packendorff and
Lindgren 2014, p. 10), and projects together with project
management are perceived as ideal and quite usual in
societal life. “More and more individuals, in work and
everyday life, as well as collective actors such as firms,
governments, and non-governmental organizations, are
speaking and thinking in project terms” (Lundin et al.
2015, p. 199). Projectification affects all levels of society,
from communities (Fred 2015), through the work of public
administration and governments (Kwak et al. 2014), to
that of the EU (Godenhjelm et al. 2015).

Projectification has driven the project world into a
new dimension. It started with individual projects and
the need to manage them, inspired by more effective exe-
cution. Then the focus evolved to appropriate grouping
projects into programs and portfolios and linking them to
approved strategies driven by overall objectives generating
more significant value. In both cases, projects were appro-
priate tools to address new ideas and current, temporary
needs or problems. This is a proven bottom-up approach
that has also been the subject of recent projectification
studies (Schoper et al. 2018). However, projectification is
much more than aggregation or a tool (Wagner et al. 2021).
This will usher in a third era in the project world, where
projectification serves society to balance development and
change, working more from the top-down. In this scenario,
where the public sector has significant responsibility for
the development of society, a backlog in projectification
is a crucial problem. The public sector should therefore
even take a leading role in projectification and steer it in
the right direction through dedicated support, creating an
open mind, and providing meaningful governance.
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3 The context for the study

The Federal Republic of Germany is located in the center
of Europe and is the most populous member state of the
European Union with more than 83 million inhabitants,
a gross domestic product (GDP) of 3.3 trillion euros, and a
robust economy.

3.1 The German economy and construction
industry

“The German economy has great innovativeness and a
strong focus on exports to thank for its competitiveness
and global networking. In high-selling sectors, such as
car-making, mechanical and plant engineering, the chem-
icals industry, and medical technology, exports account
for well over half of total sales” (Schayan 2021). A share of
11.6% of the GDP is generated in the construction industry
with 2.57 million employees. Investments in the construc-
tion sector and employment figures have risen slightly for
years. As in the economy as a whole (Schlémer-Laufen and
Schneck 2020), the construction industry is dominated by
small and medium-sized enterprises. More than 80% of
the value-added in this sector is generated by companies
with fewer than 200 employees (Weitz 2021). “The German
Mittelstand is at the forefront of a modern management
model that builds flatter, innovative, and networked
enterprises. They develop a high degree of specialization
and possess an extreme focus on the wishes of global cus-
tomers” (Parella and Hernandez 2018, p. 16).

Although the economy in Germany has picked up
again after the setbacks during the pandemic in 2021,
supply bottlenecks for materials, rising energy prices, and
labor shortages are currently preventing a further recovery
to pre-pandemic levels. Even though the new government
will maintain budgetary discipline, it has announced
additional spending in education, infrastructure, and
climate protection (Bundesbank 2021), which is a positive
sign for construction.

3.2 Public administration in Germany

Germany is a federally structured nation with 16 states that
enjoy a relatively high degree of independence. “The close
links between the federal states and central government is
unique, resulting in the state governments having numer-
ous opportunities to play an active role in central govern-
ment policy” (Schayan 2021). Due to the federal structure
of the state, public administration also comprises three
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levels: the national level, the state level, and the local level.
Although the last of these is part of the state administra-
tion, they can organize themselves independently through
bylaws and implement statutory ordinances (Sommer-
mann 2021). A unique role in the civil service is played by
the Federal Administrative Office Bundesverwaltungsamt,
which reports to the Federal Ministry of the Interior Bunde-
sministerium des Innern and provides services for all min-
istries and the entire civil service (von Knobloch 2021). For
example, the Federal Administrative Office plays a vital role
in digitizing the administration. Still, its President is also
a significant participant in the action program “Shaping
Germany’s Future with Projects” of the GPM. The program
comprises representatives from the federal government,
the states, and local authorities, which aims to clarify what
contribution project management can provide to maintain-
ing Germany’s future viability (GPM 2021). However, there is
constant criticism of how little the public administration in
Germany is capable of reform. For example, the pandemic
has revealed the urgent need for digitalization and modern-
ization of public administration in Germany (Wegrich 2021).

3.3 Infrastructure projects

Sparked by the German reunification in 1990, Germany’s
infrastructure has been systematically expanded and
upgraded ever since. “The various transport and traffic
infrastructure projects build bridges over the open
inner-German borders between the old and new Federal
States and Berlin. A total of nearly 40 billion euros has
been invested in nine railroad projects, seven express-
ways, and one waterway project. To date, 98 percent of
these projects have been completed or are in their final
state” (Tiefensee 2018, p. 88). Yet, the public sector carried
out only about 12% of construction projects in 2020. The
vast majority was residential construction, with 61%, and
the remaining 27% commercial (Weitz 2021).

An essential instrument for developing the infrastruc-
ture in Germany is the Federal Transport Infrastructure
Plan (FTIP). The first edition of the FTIP was published
in the wake of reunification in 1992, and after the second
edition in 2003, the third edition was finally published
in 2016 for the period up to 2030. It is concerned with the
construction and structural maintenance of the federal
transport infrastructure. “The FTIP comprises neces-
sary capital maintenance investment and investment in
replacement infrastructure as well as upgrading and new
construction projects... the FTIP focuses on projects that
have significant impacts on large areas and develop a
significant capacity-enhancing and/or quality-improving
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impact. The FTIP is the Federal Government’s most impor-
tant transport infrastructure planning tool” (BMVI 2016, p.
4). With the FTIP, more than 270 billion euros are spent in
up to 2,000 projects and programs in Germany during the
entire period. In the process, the federal level coordinates
the evaluation of projects in terms of expediency and
feasibility, createslegislative foundations, and coordinates
the implementation of projects via the federal states,
cities, and municipalities. Criticism regarding the FTIP is
mainly directed at the inefficient selection, prioritization,
and implementation of projects within the framework of
public administration (Frey 2014) and the insufficient
consideration of macroeconomic impulses in the plan-
ning of infrastructure projects (Walther and HafSheider
2018), as well as an overestimation of the possibilities for
implementing the many projects (Fichert 2017).

Major infrastructure projects in Germany, especially
those for which the public sector is responsible, have
been criticized for years. “Large-scale projects, especially
in infrastructure, are often finished late and over the
initially planned cost. This has been subject to heated
controversy over the alleged waste of public money in
Germany. The Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg, the Berlin
BER Airport and Stuttgart 21 are prominent examples”
(Kostka and Anzinger 2016, p. 2). A Reform Commission
for the Construction of Major Projects convened by the
Federal Government called on all stakeholders to imple-
ment a fundamental culture change in the planning and
delivery of large projects (BMVI 2015).

However, despite the criticism and recorded overruns,
we have learned that the need for infrastructure projects
in any society remains constant, or is even growing, due
to ecological modernization (Haas 2020). So, nothing will
stop these projects. They could be faster or slower, or more
or less successful. And that’s precisely the void that the
public sector has a significant role to play in filling.

4 Research methodology

4.1 Research design

In order to answer our research question regarding the
effects of lagging projectification in the public sector on
realizing infrastructure projects, we focused on a quanti-
tative survey on the projectification of society in Germany
and compared the results with a previously conducted
survey on the projectification of the German economy. To
investigate the effects of different levels of projectification
in the German construction industry and the public sector
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on infrastructure projects, we conducted an interpretive
case study with a focus on governance. The nature of such
research is based on understanding, describing a phenom-
enon with the researcher being internal in relation to the
research object. “In such case studies, the researchers can
embrace an insider’s perspective on the research object
being investigated and acknowledge the experiences of
the informants and of the researchers themselves as ele-
ments of the research process” (Martinsuo and Huemann
2021, p. 419).

Our participation as subject matter experts in the
German Reform Commission for the Construction of Major
Projects between 2013 and 2015 allowed us to gain valu-
able insights into several major infrastructure projects,
including the Berlin BER Airport, which we have analyzed
here as a single-case study (Yin 2018). To validate our
own findings, we have drawn on secondary qualitative
data (Heaton 2008), which allowed us to triangulate all
findings from the different sources (Maylor et al. 2017).
In the context of case study research, “the investor’s goal
is to expand and generalize theories (analytical gener-
alization) and not to enumerate frequencies (statistical
generalization)” (Sharcia 2016, p. 3843). This form of
inductive research enables the derivation of research
hypotheses that can subsequently be tested deductively,
hence supporting the inference of theoretical propositions
(Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007).

4.2 Data collection and case selection

Our quantitative survey on the status quo of projectifica-
tion of society in Germany with the most significant causes
and effects was conducted between January 18, 2021, and
February 26, 2021. All persons involved with projects in
Germany in any way, whether as a member of a project
team or in one of the following roles, were invited to par-
ticipate in the survey. During this period, 200 people com-
pleted the questionnaire with a completion rate of 97%.
Of these, almost 30% were from the industrial sector, 10%
from the public sector, and the rest from other sectors of
society (Wagner 2021). The data collected in this way were
compared with a study by GPM on projectification in the
German economy (Wald et al. 2015b) and other surveys
on the phenomenon of projectification in the context of
Germany (Hofmann et al. 2007; Rumpp et al. 2010), and
these data were used for further analysis.

The Berlin BER Airport, a major public infrastructure
project, is considered a downbeat example of a public
sector project in Germany and is in the public spot-
light due to the immense delays and the cost explosion.
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Therefore, we have chosen this case to analyze in greater
detail the effects of lagging projectification in the public
sector in Germany on realizing infrastructure projects. For
this purpose, we have drawn on a large number of publicly
available reports, expert opinions, and publications (e.g.,
Kostka and Anzinger 2016; Miiller 2020).

5 Analysis

In the first place, we show the different levels of projectifica-
tion in the economy and the public sector in Germany with
its evolution; then we provide an analysis of causes and
potential consequences of lagging projectification in the
public sector on realizing infrastructure projects, and reflect
upon this using the example of the Berlin BER Airport.

5.1 Projectification of Germany economy
versus public administration

The first evidence of an increasing projectification of the
economy in Germany was published in 2007 by Deutsche
Bank Research, which highlighted the following scenario:
“In 2020, the ‘project economy’ delivers 15% of value cre-
ation in Germany (in 2007 the figure was about 2%). The
‘project economy’ refers to usually temporary, extraordi-
narily collaborative, and often global processes of value
creation. It is closely intertwined with the traditional way
of doing business and is based on mature information tech-
nologies. Germany’s small and medium-sized enterprises
benefit in particular” (Hofmann et al. 2007, p. 1). Three
years later, an intra-company survey of the projectification
shows that project-based work has permeated large parts
of the organization in many companies in Germany and is
still on the rise (Rumpp et al. 2010). Around three-quarters
of the decision-makers surveyed stated that project-based
structures had already been established in their company
at the time of the survey and that around 37% of all work
processes were already organized on a project basis. In
particular, innovative issues, such as the introduction of
new processes and procedures or the development of new
products or services, are realized in the form of projects. In
contrast, projects are used far less for administrative tasks,
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which primarily require reliable and fixed arrangements in
a permanent framework. Projects, on the other hand, offer
the advantage that project teams can act in a more solution-
oriented manner, identify more closely with their goals and
objectives, and work more independently. Operational
project management is cross-departmental and brings
together the know-how required to answer new questions
from different internal and external areas in projects.

The GPM study on the extent of projectification in
the German economy conducted in 2013 and published in
2015 also shows an increase in the proportion of working
time spent on projects compared with total working time,
namely from 34.7% in 2013 to 41.3% in 2019 (Wald et al.
2015h). The hypothesis of a further increase in projectifi-
cation in the German economy could thus be confirmed,
although the projectification varies significantly from
sector to sector. Although “construction” accounts for only
4.6% of gross value added in Germany, the sector’s pro-
jectification rate is with 80% by far the highest, followed
by “business services,” “trade/transport/hospitality,”
“manufacturing,” and “information and communica-
tions.” This is where the need for knowledge-intensive col-
laboration appears to be greatest for corporate success. By
contrast, the “public services/education/health” sector
follows with 17.8% at a considerable distance and has a
great deal of catching up to do in terms of projectification
(Wald et al. 2015b). Our own research on the extent of
the projectification in Germany confirms the clear divide
between the private and public sectors (see Table 2). It also
indicates further growth of projectification in the coming
years by almost 3% per annum (Wagner 2021).

5.2 Potential causes and effects of a lower
projectification in the public sector

One of the biggest differences between actors from
business and public administration is that the latter do
projects, not for profit maximization or the best possi-
ble return on investment, but to use public money in the
most effective way and to create value for society (Kwak
et al. 2014). Furthermore, the public sector operates in an
environment where a political agenda influences actions
and goals, multiple stakeholders with their sometimes

Tab. 2: How societal sectors are impacted by projectification (Wagner 2021, p. 79).

Impact (from 0 = no 4.27 5.56 3.96 3.46 3.93

impact to 7 =very high

impact)

Sector Society at large ~ Economy Public administration Leisure, sports, arts and Civic engagement

culture
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conflicting interests and dynamics need to be taken into
account, and much is aligned with the timing of the next
election (Flyvbjerg 2017). The image of an independently
acting project manager, who leads a temporary project
dynamically and fluidly toward the intended goals, does
not suit the image of public administration. “In these set-
tings, projects are severely bounded and, as a result, the
organization of projects involves considerable efforts to
position the project within its institutional arrangements
and among powerful political players” (Dille and Soder-
lund 2011, p. 480). Implementing projects can be attractive
to politicians because it allows them to show that they are
putting their political agenda into action and doing some-
thing for their constituents. However, time-limited pro-
jects do not necessarily fit the way of working in adminis-
tration: “The public sector is traditionally associated with
routine, hierarchy, and stability, whereas projects connote
in principle a conflicting logic of discontinuity, flexibility,
and innovation” (Hodgson et al. 2019, p. 6). Furthermore,
the focus of a “homo projecticus” is more on performing
activities that complete a pre-agreed scope in a specific
timeframe or increments and less on setting that framing
and creating stable conditions, as is more common in
public administration (Jacobsson and S6derholm 2021).
Although projects and project management origi-
nated primarily in engineering and business management
and developed to maturity there, it is slowly but surely
spreading to public administration as well (Sjoblom
2009). Projects are used on the one hand to make ambi-
tious political goals possible, such as infrastructure devel-
opment (Fichert 2017), and on the other hand to reform
the administration itself, e.g., through systematic digital-
ization and knowledge building (Ziekow 2021). However,
the implementation of projects involving the public sector
is repeatedly criticized, are significantly more expensive
than planned, and also often take much longer: “manifold
political interests are nested and hidden in the process...
Key actors are interested in increasing performance
requirements regardless of costs as well as in keeping the
transparency of this cumulative process as low as possi-
ble” (Flyvbjerg et al. 2016, p. 41). Berlin’s “BER Airport,”
the “Elbphilharmonie” at Hamburg, and “Stuttgart 21”
are prominent examples of public projects that suffered
from severe time delays, cost overruns, and controversial
debates (Kostka and Anzinger 2016). As a supporter of
the German Reform Commission for the Construction of
Major Projects, we were able to gain deep insights into the
causes and effects of these cases and to contribute to the
final report and action plan for large projects. One of the
causes mentioned is lack of collaboration: “Major projects
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are frequently characterized by mistrust and disputes
rather than collaboration and cooperative partnerships”
(BMVI 2015, p. 7). Most of the Reform Commission’s rec-
ommendations point in the direction of strengthening the
governance of major projects and improving the coopera-
tion of all stakeholders with a focus on the role of public
administration in forming the network of partners (Braun
and Sydow 2019). A variety of dimensions of success need
to be considered, allowing all stakeholders a chance to
benefit, and this has to be taken into account from the
very beginning (Elbaz and Spang 2018).

5.3 The example of the Berlin BER Airport

Shortly after the German reunification, a search began
to identify a suitable location for a future airport that
could meet the requirements of the new capital. In 1992,
an agreement was finally reached on the expansion of
the existing airport in Berlin-Schonefeld. At that time,
the Germany Flughafen Berlin Brandenburg (FBB) was
formed as the sponsor of this major project (Roth 2013).
The City of Berlin and the State of Brandenburg are major-
ity shareholders with 37% each, and the remaining shares
are held by the Federal Government. The original plan to
commission a general contractor and privately build the
new airport was abandoned due to legal disputes during
the tendering process and cost estimates of the private
consortium that were deemed to be too high. “After aban-
doning the private tendering process, the board chaired by
the mayor of Berlin, Wowereit, and the prime minister of
Brandenburg, Platzeck, decided to build the airport under
the owners’ control... It was a megaproject ‘squeezed’ into
an existing corporate governance framework designed for
a going concern” (Miiller 2020, p. 245). Yet, this was just
one of many occurrences that ultimately led to a delay
of 9 years and an increase in costs from the original 2.4
billion to almost 6 billion euros today.

In several respects, the Berlin BER Airport is an illus-
trative example of how divergent projectification levels
between private industry and the public sector can cause
governance and implementation-related problems in
large-scale projects. Corresponding lessons learned have
been discussed not only by the aforementioned German
Reform Commission for the Construction of Major Projects
but also by investigative committees and expert reports
(e.g., Fiedler and Wendler 2015). The likelihood for failure,
cost increases, or schedule delays in complex projects is
high if adequate governance is not in place: “Megaprojects
are qualitatively more complex and riskier, and therefore
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require governance regimes that are different from those
of more routine and less risky endeavors” (Miller and
Hobbs 2005, p. 42). Governance in connection with pro-
jects comprises “the value system, responsibilities, pro-
cesses, and policies that allow projects to achieve organ-
izational objectives and foster implementation that is in
the best interests of all stakeholders” (Miiller 2009, p. 4).

A problem in public administration is the lack of
expertise in tendering, commissioning, and supervising
the construction companies involved in such a complex
project, let alone the lack of in-house experience in project
planning and management (Miiller 2020). The supervi-
sory board of the Berlin BER Airport which at the time was
made up entirely of politicians, rejected the commission-
ing of a consortium of experienced private-sector compa-
nies on the grounds of cost because they did not want to
abandon the self-imposed (but in retrospect completely
unrealistic) cost and schedule targets. This effect, known
in the literature as “optimism bias” (Flyvbjerg 2021), can
often be observed in politically motivated decisions.
Political influence was also decisive for the large-scale
project, from the decision on the location to the construc-
tion planning and the division of the construction lots.
The regional parliaments of Berlin and Brandenburg, for
example, wanted to strengthen regional businesses and
secure the loyalty of voters. “Breaking the project up into
multiple lots in 2007 made it more complex and costlier
and resulted in significant delays. The managing and con-
trolling process for the new airport was thus compromised
from the outset” (Miiller 2020, p. 254).

In the course of the project, there were always
opportunities to take countermeasures from within the
project itself through parliamentary inquiries or external
expert opinions. However, the Supervisory Board had
no expertise in monitoring such a major project with the
corresponding risks: “All in all, ignorance and unfounded
optimism of sponsors and the airport’s management
trumped thoughtfulness and appreciation of risk. The
possibility of failure was not taken seriously... Adequate
time and cost contingencies were not included, result-
ing in cost-driven decision making that put the entire
project on a slippery road” (Fiedler and Wendler 2015, p.
44). The German Reform Commission for the Construc-
tion of Major Projects has therefore strongly advocated
bringing more third-party expertise into major projects,
such as the Berlin BER Airport, regularly monitoring
cost and schedule performance and risks according to
recognized industry standards, and ensuring greater
transparency about the real status of the project. Fur-
thermore, collaborative planning tools, such as Building
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Information Modeling (BIM), are to be given greater con-
sideration in the realization of public projects, as this
is state-of-the-art in privately realized projects or other
industry sectors (Wagner 2020).

Since the public administration is primarily
accustomed to spending annual budgets and paying
less attention to the profitability of the investment and
the short-term liquidity and long-term debt ratio of the
company, risks also exist here in the case of large projects.
“Only after the delayed opening in 2012 did the board
elevate the Chief Financial Officer to the management
board... Project controlling and project documentation
was subject only to self-regulation... Financial control
was initially lacking” (Miiller 2020, p. 256). Unthinka-
ble in a privately owned project, the three shareholders
of BER Airport assumed a 100% guarantee for the total
debt of initially 2.4 billion euros. Loans guaranteed by
the public sector are virtually risk-free for the lender.
Moreover, they are exempt from the provision of equity
capital under banking regulations. “As a result, the feasi-
bility of the project, the design of a robust project delivery
governance including customary checks, and the typical
contractual requirements of lenders that aim to avoid the
cost and time overruns were of no economic interest to
the lenders” (Fiedler and Wendler 2015, p. 29). However,
this is what is now causing significant financial problems
for FBB, as the airport’s income during the pandemic
has fallen far short of expectations, and it is also unclear
whether the airport will be able to operate profitably in
the future. Currently, the three shareholders, therefore,
have to inject taxpayers’ money on a large scale to save
FBB from insolvency (Gemiinden and Wolf 2020).

6 Discussion

The results of our analysis exemplify that the extent of
projectification in the public sector in Germany lags sig-
nificantly behind the economy and that this has impli-
cations for the realization of infrastructure projects. We
have described how severe these effects can be by using
the example of the Berlin BER Airport (During 2013). The
lagging projectification in the German public sector has
negatively affected the project, delaying the schedule by
9 years and exceeding the cost by 250%. Even today, the
viability of the project is questioned. Research should
delve more deeply into the relationship between the
extent of projectification across sectors and its effects
on realizing projects, building on the first research
proposition:
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1. The degree of projectification in a sector affects the
realization of projects with their schedule, costs, and
overall feasibility.

This has also been observed for other projects
(von Gerkan 2013), such as the “Elbphilharmonie” in
Hamburg (Fiedler and Schuster 2015) or the mega project
“Stuttgart 21” (Steininger et al. 2020) within the frame-
work of the German Reform Commission for the Con-
struction of Major Projects. It seems to be an issue that
the public sector is predominantly organized according
to a fixed model and based on predefined competencies,
which correspond to the requirements of its ongoing tasks
and duties. Projects, especially large and complex ones,
require other mindsets, competencies, and organizational
forms (Flyvbjerg et al. 2009). A lagging projectification of
a particular sector means that these conditions are not
met, which regularly leads to misunderstandings and
problems, especially when the party that is less projecti-
fied has a stronger decision-making mandate.

As the example of the Berlin BER airport shows, the
party with the most experience and expertise in planning
and managing infrastructure projects should have sig-
nificant influence, enabling learning gains for all other
stakeholders. For example, the engagement of an expe-
rienced general contractor or planner could be consid-
ered, or an audit could be conducted by an independent
institution before the approval of a major project, as is
the case for public projects in Norway (Miller and Hobbs
2005). External experts could support the planning and
supervision of a project. In general, close cooperation
between the partners is advised. A recommendation of
the German Reform Commission for the Construction of
Major Projects underlines the importance of BIM for the
success of complex infrastructure projects, serving as the
basis for collaborative planning processes and integrated
management (BMVI 2015). Private companies in the con-
struction industry or specialized service providers have
an essential role with their know-how. Research should
address this linkage, bearing in mind our second research
proposition:

2. A comparatively low degree of projectification in one
of the sectors that participate in an infrastructure
project must be considered for its successful manage-
ment and governance.

In the case of the Berlin BER Airport, the client did
try to award the project to a general contractor at an
early stage, but when this failed initially, they took over
the tasks and managed them on their own. This was a
missed opportunity to make external expertise from the
private sector available for the project and assume joint
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planning and management responsibility. The German
Reform Commission for the Construction of Major Projects
highlights in their report that a collaborative partnership
approach is suitable for the successful delivery of major
projects. Furthermore, it helps to align the projectification
level of the two sectors through the exchange of experi-
ence and strengthening governance in complex infra-
structure projects.

In this context, the integrated and partnership-based
collaboration approach among the involved parties in
complex projects recently gained popularity (Walker and
Rowlinson 2020). For example, in the last decade, the
“Integrated Project Delivery (IPD)” approach has gained
acceptance in Anglo-Saxon countries as an alternative
approach for complex projects. It has been shown to
significantly improve schedules, costs, and quality (Pease
et al. 2019). The approach is based on a mutually bene-
ficial contract that creates a collaborative and innovative
environment and focuses on value. All delivery partners
are involved early in the project set-up and planning,
helping with their expertise to improve the project deliv-
ery continuously. The participants, i.e., both client and
contractors, openly share their experiences and jointly
improve how the project is managed by working together
on a project. This helps the project and facilitates the
parties’ projectification (Fiedler 2018). With the help of our
third research proposition, researchers could undertake to
investigate this connection:

3. Collaborative partnership in complex projects facili-
tates the convergence of the projectification levels and
improves the governance of such projects.

This research opens up interesting new perspectives
that can be used, for example, to link the degree of pro-
jectification of a societal sector to the project management
or project success. Various studies on the projectifica-
tion of economy indicate that the importance of individ-
ual sectors varies from country to country and may thus
account for a relative competitive advantage or disadvan-
tage. The example of Germany indicates that the lagging
projectification of the public sector is a clear disadvantage
when it comes to realizing complex infrastructure projects
and that all parties involved should take action. In times
of significant societal challenges and limited financial and
other resources, it is necessary to design the implementa-
tion of projects as effectively and efficiently as possible,
because otherwise, the funds will be lacking elsewhere.
Our fourth and final research proposal therefore is:

4. The public sector will only be capable of meeting the
challenges of the future if it systematically advances
the projectification.
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With all of the above research confirming a significant
share of projects in the economy and society as a whole
and forecasts of potential future growth trends, it is nec-
essary for the public sector to systematically advance its
projectification level (Fred and Mukhtar-Landgren 2019).
In this regard, projectification is a cornerstone for the
public sector to learn and adapt over time to change and
contribute to the success and benefits of a wide range of
projects as a “strong owner” with a wide range of project
capabilities (Winch and Leiringer 2016).

Our research and knowledge gain is limited in that
our example only highlights the specific situation in
the country of Germany and on one particular example,
the Berlin BER Airport. Therefore, our findings cannot
be generalized and require further investigation of the
context in additional cases. For example, the case of the
Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg, which was also analyzed
in the German Reform Commission for the Construction
of Major Projects, could also be examined with regard to
this connection. Since we see the possibility that similar
experiences exist in other countries and that these should
also be studied, we propose to conduct cross-national and
comparative studies addressing this aspect.

The aim of our research was to point out the correla-
tion. Further research should focus on the effects of dif-
ferent degrees of projectification in societal sectors and
highlight the effects of realizing projects. In this context,
international comparative longitudinal studies might
help in gaining new insights. For the practice, it can be
especially helpful to analyze the relationship between
particular models of project delivery based on partnership
and the systematic development of the projectification
level within a sector and to provide guidance.

7 Conclusions

Our research focused on determining the link between
lagging projectification in the public sector and the real-
ization of infrastructure projects in Germany. This has
become apparent because there have been several infra-
structure projects in Germany implemented primarily by
the public sector and suffered from severe deviations in
terms of schedules, costs, and overall viability. The Berlin
BER airport clearly shows that the lack of experience in
realizing projects in the public sector impacted govern-
ance and, thus, the project’s schedule and costs. Instead
of involving private companies, which are more experi-
enced in realizing major projects and are ahead of what
concerns projectification, public sector organizations
took the reins of action. It oriented the planning mainly to
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the political will of the project sponsors. In addition, there
was a lack of expertise in the management and oversight
of the project. Finally, a poor understanding of financial
and accounting matters led to a shortfall in the public
entity responsible for the project. Ultimately, the taxpayer
must bear the consequences of the project.

In line with the findings of other research, our case
study highlights the need for a partnership approach to
both the planning and realization of projects. This brings
the public sector’s level of projectification closer to those
of private companies. Still, it also allows both perspectives
to be better integrated into the project, thus ensuring that
schedules and costs are adhered to more effectively in the
spirit of balanced governance. Ultimately, this should be
in the interests of all parties involved, because we are all
part of the society.
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