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A B S T R A C T A R T I C L E   I N F O  

Societal development is increasingly undertaken as major public projects in different 

sectors. Project governance is important for strategically successful outcomes; thus, a 

broad societal perspective should be kept throughout the governance process. State 

ownership exists in many forms, and major public projects‘ governance arrangements 

differ. Quality assurance is a recommended part of the arrangements, yet knowledge of 

them is limited. This study investigates relatively recent governance arrangements in 

state-owned enterprises in Norway, emphasizing their content and organization of quality 

assurance. The arrangements are compared with the more established ―State Project 

Model‖, a governance arrangement set up by the Ministry of Finance in 2000, including 

major public projects with budgets exceeding USD 110 million. Through case studies, 

comprising documents and interviews, and using the State Project Model as a reference 

frame, differences in the studied arrangements‘ comprehensiveness were found. Finding 

the appropriate level of governance is challenging, yet potential for mutual learning and 

improvement across different arrangements  is revealed. For state-owned enterprises with 

sectoral policy objectives, the government should ensure that political control is not 

undermined. This study provides recommendations for further improvement of 

governance arrangements and adds to the general understanding of state-owned 

enterprises and major public projects‘ front-end phase. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Worldwide, there is an increase in societal development undertaken as major public projects, comprising 

among others public construction projects, transport infrastructure, and major ICT projects. Further, the projects 

have become constantly larger in scope and monetary terms (Flyvbjerg2014). However, public projects have 

gained a bad reputation due to cost overruns and time delays, ―over budget, over time, over and over again‖ 

(Flyvbjerg2014, p. 6;2017), and poor value for money (Volden2019a). Although private- sector projects do not 

face the multifaceted challenges experienced in public projects, mainly resulting from political aspects, some of 

the discovered challenges also exist for private-sector projects (Volden and Samset2017b). 

Governance regimes for major projects are means for giving direction and help to improve processes and 

systems affiliated with such projects to ensure successful invest- ments (Locatelli et al.2014;Samset et al.2006). 

A project governance regime comprises processes, systems and regulations that need to be in place for the 

project owner to ensure that the best project is chosen and implemented efficiently (Volden and Andersen2018). 
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Different approaches to governance due to organizational or sector characteristics, such as shareholder 

orientation or orientation towards societal responsibilities, are needed and have been identified (Campbell et 

al.2010;Müller2014). 

The private sector often expresses objectives connected to financial profitability and is guided by market 

signals, aiming to maximize return on investments (Campbell et al.2010; Klakegg et al.2016). Impacts are 

measured in monetary terms such as return on investment and incentives are connected to productivity and 

effectiveness, and organizations face less red tape (Campbell et al.2010). 

Public projects are complex due to, for example, multiple objectives, multiple stake- holders and 

difficulties in measuring success (Klakegg and Volden2017). Political influence is prominent in public settings 

(Ongaro and Ferlie2019), and must be considered as part of the projects‘ strategical efforts. Furthermore, the 

public sector demonstrates internal challenges due to a lack of skills and insufficient coordination between 

levels and among different actors (Volden and Andersen2018). The inherent complexity represents a differen- 

tiation from the private sector, thus placing specific emphasis on governance (Crawford and Helm2009). 

Furthermore, the complexity makes governance regimes or systems important for making things more 

predictable, which in turn positively affects the decision-making processes, thus safeguarding the interests of 

the project owner, namely the wider society and all taxpayers (Volden and Andersen2018). 

Previous research has looked at governance regimes for public projects and the effects that can be 

obtained, but also their weaknesses and limits. For example,Volden and Samset(2017b) present and discuss 

governance regimes in six countries, and find that the studied different regimes shared many characteristics and 

were mainly in compliance with recommendations from literature. For example, it was found that all schemes 

required independent quality assurance (QA) of decision documents, which is also highlighted by Narayanan 

and DeFillippi(2012), and byHaanæs et al.(2006). 

In Norway, the Ministry of Finance established the State Project Model (SPM) in the year 2000.  The 

SPM, also termed the ―quality assurance scheme‖,  aims at countering  the problems and challenges experienced 

in major public projects that potentially lead to unfortunate project outcomes. In the last 20 years, trailing 

research has been performed on the SPM, showing that the preliminary effects of using this type of governance 

arrange- ment are positive: cost control is achieved on the portfolio level, there is more focus on problems than 

solutions, and the government is involved earlier (Volden and Samset 2017a). However, the regime is perceived 

as both time and resource demanding, and some researchers refer to the scheme as characterized by red tape 

(ibid.). 

The SPM in many ways reflects public reforms: it partly rests on New Public Manage- ment (NPM) 

thinking (by requiring truly external QA in projects‘ front-end phase, using external experts), but also keeps a 

strong political aspect in that societal needs and goals are the basis for the experts‘ assessments 

(Christensen2009). Public governance regimes should find the porper balance between efficiency and political 

control, which has proven a difficult task (ibid.). The SPM aims at managing this balance, but results show that 

governance tasks are extensively delegated to subordinate agencies, including strategical tasks that should be 

handled at the ministry level, thus risking a too narrow and internal focus (Volden and Andersen2018). 

As a result of different waves of public reforms, the public sector in many countries has been restructured 

through devolutionary elements in the form of new or reorganized state-owned enterprises (SOEs) (Christensen 

and Lægreid2003). SOEs were established to encourage more rational and efficient decisions due to growing 

public deficits and a belief in private sector superiority over the public sector in terms of efficiency, and the 

need to reorganize in order to facilitate growing cooperation between the private and public sectors as a result of 

structural transformations (Grossi et al.2015;Rentsch and Finger2015). Today, the presence of SOEs is 

considerable worldwide, as described by several authors, e.g., Ciolomic and Beleiu(2020),Nasir(2017), 

andVagliasindi(2008), concentrated in sectors regarded as either strategical or important for the broader 

economy (Bernier and Reeves 2018;OECD2014). SOEs are partially or wholly owned by the state, and 

consequently take many forms (OECD2018). Generally, they are organized as independent entities, subject to 

performance targets, and at arm‘s length from politics. The SOE represents a hybrid organization in which both 

commercial and societal objectives should be considered, thus differing from both the private sector and 

ordinary public agencies (Nasir2017). 

Major projects undertaken in Norwegian SOEs are not included in the SPM, hence there is limited 

knowledge of how project governance is performed in this setting. Further- more, there is limited knowledge 

regarding the QA element in governance arrangements in general, and in SOEs in particular, which serves as 

the motivation for this study. 

This study aims at learning more about the SOEs‘ governance arrangements by ex- ploring different 

arrangements‘ scope, actors and content, which also echoes the call for more knowledge of SOEs in general 

(e.g.,Bernier and Reeves2018;Grossi et al.2015). The present study focuses on five Norwegian SOEs, 

comparing them with the more established Norwegian SPM. Knowledge of the latter model, following several 

years of trailing re- search, makes it a beneficial starting point for comparison, also considering earlier findings 
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suggesting that the SPM corresponds to recommendations found in extant governance literature (Volden and 

Samset2017b;Volden and Andersen2018). Studying any similari- ties and differences between the SOEs‘ 

arrangements and the SPM is a suitable point of departure for improvement and mutual learning between the 

arrangements. Gaining more insights into the different arrangements will create a basis for knowledge sharing, 

which is shown to have a positive impact on performance of both public and private organizations 

(Amayah2013;Nesheim and Hunskaar2015) . In a project environment, knowledge shar- ing is proven to be 

beneficial in many ways on the individual level, and for some projects, it is shown that knowledge sharing 

improves project performance (Ali et al.2018;Hussein 2020;Imam and Zaheer2021). 

Drawing on the established knowledge of public governance arrangements, some preliminary expectations 

as to potential differences between the arrangements and the SOEs‘ arrangements existed. Due to the SOEs‘ 

organizational independence and intentions of improved efficiency, it could be expected that the governance 

arrangements in these enterprises would focus more heavily on efficiency and in different aspects: efficient 

projects, but also efficient implementation of QA and other governance activities. The organizational 

independence also makes it interesting to look into how political control is ensured in SOEs‘ projects, and how 

external expertise is utilized. 

Hence, to explore governance arrangements in SOEs, this study aimed at gaining more insights into the 

following topics: 

 A description of different SOEs‘ arrangements‘ and their purpose, especially on how external QA 

is organized and performed; 

 Actors and roles, including their political aspect; 

 The arrangements‘ scope, and cost and time efficiency. 

Five Norwegian SOEs that used to be government agencies but were reorganized to SOEs in the period 

1992–2017, and thus became responsible for establishing their own governance arrangements for major projects 

were studied. The SOEs were compared with the SPM. All five SOEs have sectoral policy objectives and are 

owned by the line ministry responsible for the sectoral policy in the relevant area. The SOEs‘ investment 

projects comprise airports, specialist health care, the national electricity grid, highways, and railroads. 

This paper starts by reviewing the theoretical foundation for the current study, com- prising three strains of 

literature: governance of projects, projects in the private and public sectors and finally the state-owned 

enterprises. The research design, data collection and data analysis are then presented, followed by study 

findings from document reviews and interviews, and subsequent discussion including the researchers‘ 

assessments. Finally, some concluding remarks are presented together with this study‘s implications. 

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study is underpinned by three theoretical topics—governance of projects, projects in the private and 

public sectors, and state-owned enterprises. It is argued that the in- tersection of these topics reveals a research 

gap connected to limited knowledge of the performance of project governance in SOEs, the poor understanding 

of the QA element in governance arrangements in general and the general call for more insight into the SOEs, 

as mentioned in the Introduction section. 

In this section, this study first looks into the rather recent topic of project governance. Thereafter, this 

study looks at private and public organizations‘ inherent differences that presumably affect the different sectors‘ 

projects and their governance regimes. This study then delve into the SOEs, as the main organizational object of 

this study, which are hybrid organizations comprising elements both from private and public organizations. 

     2.1.      Governance of Projects 

In general, governance refers to the administrative and process-oriented elements  of governing, whether 

undertaken by a government,  market or network,  whether over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization, 

or territory, and whether through laws, norms, power, or language (Bevir2013). Governance can be defined on 

many levels, is found both in public and private sectors, comprises many fields (e.g., corporate, public, 

administrative), and is a relative concept, meaning that ‖one size does not fit all‖ (Klakegg et al.2008). Further, 

governance should cover all organizational levels. 

Project governance is a rather recent research topic in the project management commu- nity. Initial 

theoretical contributions are mainly found after the year 2000, with a much-cited textbook by Müller published 

in 2009 (Müller2009).Klakegg et al.(2008) refer to a paper byMiller and Hobbs(2005, p. 47), where it says that: 

― Project governance has only recently become an issue of importance in the project management community 

and literature. Over the last ten years there has been more interest in the governance of projects in general and 

the governance of large complex public projects in particular‖. Project governance can further be seen as a 
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subset of corporate governance (Müller2009), and concerns areas related to project activities that should ensure 

the alignment of the organization‘s project portfolio to its objectives (Klakegg et al.2008). 

Project governance literature appears fragmented (Ahola et al.2014;Volden and Andersen2018). Among 

the different streams of literature dealing with project governance, a distinction is made between governance of 

projects and governance through projects (Williams et al.2010). This corresponds to levels of project success, as 

suggested by Samset(2010), which comprise the operational project perspectives (i.e., efficiency and cost 

compliance) versus the tactical and strategical perspectives (i.e., the extent to which the conceptual choice 

provides relevant and sustainable outcomes for society). The latter implies ―doing the right project‖, wherein, 

among other issues, dealing with complex decisions plays a major part (Williams and Samset2010). Other 

distinctions are pointed at byAhola et al.(2014), where project governance is found to either be external to any 

specific project (literature within project management) or internal to a specific project (literature also includes 

transaction cost economics). 

Project governance refers to the processes, systems and regulations that the financing party must have in 

place to ensure that projects are successful (Samset and Volden2016). Typically, these include a regulatory 

framework to ensure adequate quality at entry, com- pliance with agreed objectives, management and resolution 

of issues that may arise during the project, and standards for quality review of key appraisal documents (Samset 

and Volden2016). A recent paper byKhan et al.(2019) summarizes work on project governance and which 

elements should be included in governance arrangements. Haanæs et al.(2006), who reviewed different models 

for decision making in major public projects based on best practice in Norway and other countries, also 

contribute to the topic by suggesting the following minimum requirements: 

 Clearly defined project phases, 

 Clearly defined decision points between the phases, 

 Quality-assured basis for the decisions, 

 Simplicity, and 

 A certain standardization and common terminology. 

The different publications show similarities in their content requirements for gover- nance schemes. The 

need to include QA of the decision basis is pointed out byHaanæs et al. (2006) and byNarayanan and 

DeFillippi(2012). Experiences relating to the Norwegian SPM show that QA is beneficial for project 

performance. Studies show both improvement in cost management (80% of projects are completed within the 

cost frame, and on the portfolio level, the State is now in good control) (Samset and Volden2013a), and the 

benefits of  the systematic appraisal of conceptual solutions. The early appraisals force planners to view the 

potential investment in a holistic societal perspective rather than drawing specific technical conclusions directly, 

and it is shown that quality assurers‘ recommendations on conceptual choices are largely taken into account by 

decision makers (Samset and Volden 2013a). 

The importance of early appraisals makes certain project phases more critical and  in need of governance 

arrangements than others. A number of authors have highlighted the crucial role of the front-end phase 

(Morris2013;Samset and Volden2016;Williams et al.2019). This is the stage from when the idea is conceived 

until a final implementation decision is made, and during which it is still possible to make changes or to 

terminate the project, at an affordable cost. 

Many of the factors that later create problems in the construction phase, leading to cost overruns and other 

problems, are typically present early in the project definition stage (Morris2009). Several authors (Klakegg and 

Haavaldsen2011;Samset and Christensen 2017;Williams and Samset2010) note that the choice of concept has 

the largest impact on strategical project success and is thus highly critical. Strategical project success refers to 

the achievement of successful project outcomes over a project‘s life cycle (Jugdev and Müller 2005) and 

connects to long-term value creation and sustainability of the actual project result (Williams and Samset2010). 

Project management success, on the other hand, refers to the delivery of an expected project output often 

connected to the iron-triangle of time, cost and quality (Williams and Samset2010). Sufficient exploration of the 

opportunity space by developing and evaluating alternative concepts serves to increase the odds of finding the 

best concept, but findings indicate that unfortunately this is not always the case (Samset et al.2014). 

Furthermore,Müller(2009) emphasizes that the selection and prioritization of projects are key issues in a project 

governance scheme, and are closely related to the organization‘s portfolio management. Further, decision 

making is viewed as the link connecting governance and improved project performance (Turner2020a,2020b). 

The front-end‘s inherent complexity and uncertainty make decision-making challenging, thus the front-end 

becomes reliant on knowledge sharing (Serugga et al.2020), which is also recommended to overcome 

uncertainty (Stock et al.2021). To further help overcome front-end challenges, the value of judgmental 

information is put forward, and the ability for groups to provide better probability assessments by working 

together and sharing knowledge and experiences, rather than the individual working alone (Imam and Zaheer 
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2021;Samset2009). Facilitating knowledge sharing through suitable arenas to provide for improved 

performance is connected to the management‘s role (Hussein2020;Söderlund 2002), thus part of the governance 

regime. 

Most of the project governance literature has its origins in the private sector, but the findings and 

recommendations may also be relevant to the public sector. Some studies focus on the governance of state-

funded projects at the country level in relation to political processes and policy forming (Klakegg et 

al.2016;Volden and Samset2017a;Williams et al.2010). Their perspective is on overarching institutional 

arrangements established by central governments to ensure that projects succeed across different public 

organizations. In general,Frey(2005) claims that possibilities exist for the private sector and corporate 

governance to learn from public-sector governance by constraining managerial power through the division of 

power, rules and institutionalized competition, widening the extrinsic motivation to include more than monetary 

incentives, and by using goal-oriented intrinsic motivation, as opposed to extrinsic incentives. 

The complexity surrounding major public projects affects the decision-making pro- cesses by creating 

uncertainty and unpredictability (Daniel and Daniel2018) and is further complicated by analytical and political 

deficiencies (Samset and Volden2016). Thus, the final decisions often become the result of policy and 

preferences (Samset et al.2014), which highlights the well-known challenge of balancing concept elaboration 

and political decision making (Klakegg et al.2016). The complexity may also pose a challenge for QA instru- 

ments, and thus there is need for continuous improvement in order to remain effective (Klakegg et 

al.2016;Williams et al.2010) . This further emphasizes the need for governance regimes, with proper systems, 

processes and tools, able to meet these challenges (Khan  et al.2019;Turner et al.2013;Volden and 

Andersen2018). Governance frameworks serve 

as a guide to navigation through the complex landscape that encompasses public projects, thereby 

strengthening their odds of success by creating predictability and a sufficient analytical basis for decision 

making, and thus securing political control. However, there is no guarantee of improved decision making 

through such systems (Christensen2011). 

2.2.   Private versus Public-Sector Projects 

Both in the private and public sectors, projects are the means for change and develop- ment. Projects are 

instruments for implementing both strategies and policies. However, there are some fundamental differences 

between the two sectors and the differences affect how project governance is performed (Crawford and 

Helm2009). These differences are becoming increasingly blurred due to a growing similarity in roles and 

context, and due to public reforms, privatization and corporatization (Campbell et al.2010). Project gov- 

ernance should ensure that a project contributes as expected by defining standards with which the project should 

comply and further monitor this compliance, which makes the project‘s organizational structure, its shaping and 

institutional framework, and its ability to self-regulate all necessary elements in project governance (Too et 

al.2017). 

When looking at projects as important tools for strategical decision making, differ- ences between the 

private and public sectors can be described, in line withNutt(2006),   in terms of environmental, transactional 

and process factors. Environmental (external) factors comprise, among other things, the considerations of a 

multitude of stakeholders, collaboration instead of competition, limitations in autonomy and flexibility aiming 

for consensus, and the need to balance political demands and user needs in a public context. The political 

influence is more prominent in the public sector than in the private sector, and modifies strategical management 

(Ongaro and Ferlie2019). The transactional factors point at public scrutiny and the involvement of several 

actors in decision-making processes in the public setting, whereas private organizations mainly serve 

shareholders‘ aims for financial benefits. Furthermore, organizational processes are often seen as more 

comprehensive in a public organization, due to multiple and changing goals, and conflicts resulting from mul- 

tiple stakeholders with different views and diffused power, which affects decisions. Hence, the complexity 

inherent in public organizations will affect governance regimes making them more comprehensive and probably 

less effective than those in private organizations, where the overall aim is to maximize return on investment 

(Campbell et al.2010). 

Public projects should also provide value for money, defined by social benefit–cost analysis 

(Volden2019b). Additionally, the projects need to cope within the broad societal context, and should be 

successful at an operational, tactical and strategical level (e.g., Samset and Volden2016;Volden and 

Andersen2018;Williams and Samset2010), which also indicates that the traditional ideal technocratic planning 

model is unrealistic (Christensen 2009). 

2.3. State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) 

SOEs are partially or wholly owned by the state. Several organizations provide defini- tions of SOEs. 

However, a shared definition is absent (McLaughlin2019). This research, with its primary focus on project 

governance, uses the definition provided by OECD since governance connected to SOEs is studied and reported 
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by the OECD (McLaughlin2019; OECD2018), and since Norway is a member of the OECD. SOEs were 

established to encourage more rational and efficient decisions, due to growing public deficits and a belief in 

private sector superiority over the public sector in terms of efficiency and the need     to reorganize in order to 

facilitate growing cooperation between the private and public sectors as a result of structural transformations 

(Grossi et al.2015;Rentsch and Finger 2015). Additional reasons for establishing such enterprises are change of 

markets, desire to improve effectiveness and efficiency and to provide better services, the need for a clearer 

division of responsibility between owner (ministry) and management, and political consid- erations involving 

the transference of responsibility and decision making to enterprises in order to unburden political 

responsibilities (Statskonsult1998). Moreover, SOEs take many forms (OECD2018), and are considered 

important means for sectors that are essential and strategically important to government (Bernier and 

Reeves2018). In a study of 34 countries‘ SOEs, it was found that 6 million people were employed in the 

enterprises, although the variations among countries were large, and the largest SOE sectors seemed to be found 

in the countries with the largest economies (OECD2014). 

The organization of the SOEs may be considered a gray area between state ownership and autonomy, as 

illustrated in Figure1. 

 

Figure 1. The SOE at a public-to-private organizational scale. 

 

Although the SOEs manage important public interests, they largely run their own investments and decision 

processes happen at political arm‘s length. Their owners (i.e., ministries) define their goals, which may or may 

not reflect broad, societal objectives, and may require that decisions with political aspects are elevated to the 

political level. Thus, the SOEs‘ governance arrangements represent trade-offs between the decentralization and 

centralization of decision making, which should be handled with caution. Such distancing may affect how 

agency officials pay attention to political principals (Overman2016), also considering that too much 

identification with an organizational subunit might lead to decisions that benefit the subunit rather than the 

larger organization (Simon1944). 

How decision-making authority should be delegated may follow several principles or instruments. The 

level of uncertainty and level of conflict are seemingly important issues for delegating authority (Huber and 

Shipan2013).  It is also argued that self-autonomy   is less both when the enterprises are large and dependent on 

subsidies and when soci- etal objectives lead to political visibility (Sørensen2010). Reduced self-autonomy 

might compromise efficiency due to the enterprise having less ability to adapt decisions for the environment, 

while too much self-autonomy might lead the enterprise to make decisions that are not in line with the state‘s 

objectives (Sørensen2010). This in turn elucidates some of the factors constituting the ambiguity found in the 

relationship between the state and the SOEs, where the SOE strives to balance its independency with non-

market strategies and the need for protection and security (Rentsch and Finger2015). 

The SOEs are in charge of considerable public values, which makes demands on their effectiveness and 

efficiency, sustainability, and transparency (Grossi et al.2015). This affects the governance frameworks 

encompassing the major projects undertaken in these enterprises, in line with the three dimensions of efficiency, 

legitimacy and accountability, discussed byBrunet and Aubry(2016), who argue that performance should be 

considered from other perspectives than merely the efficiency perspective. 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The following subsections present the research design, data collection, data analysis and limitations of this 

study. The methodological steps of the research are summarized and presented in Figure2, at the end of this 

section. 



Multicultural Education  

 

 Vol. 07, No. 03, 2021 86 
 

1.1. Research Design and Data Collection 

The research for this study was designed as a qualitative case study using an ex- ploratory and descriptive 

approach (Saunders et al.2019;Yin2014). Each SOE‘s project governance scheme was treated as a case, using 

the SPM as a frame of reference. The purpose of this study was to seek deeper insights into the governance 

arrangements in the SOEs, which justified the use of an exploratory case study approach (Saunders et al.2019; 

Yin2014). 

The selected SOEs are ―category 3 companies‖, which are non-competing companies for which the 

Norwegian State has sectoral policy objectives. All studied SOEs are wholly owned by the state (category 3 also 

comprises companies with different levels of state ownership), and all companies were reorganized as SOEs by 

government agencies in  the period 1992–2017. Investment projects undertaken in the selected SOEs can all be 

characterized as major projects that would normally be subject to the SPM. 

This study‘s mandate was thoroughly prepared by the researchers and further ex- tensively discussed in a 

reference group that was established prior to data collection and comprised representatives from all the involved 

ministries. The reference group arranged for contacts in the SOEs when needed and was given the opportunity 

to give comments leading to the final study report. 

Empirical data were sourced from document reviews and interviews. Document studies are particularly 

suitable for case studies aiming for thorough insights into a topic, and are efficient and cost-effective means for 

research (Bowen2009). Documents from each governance scheme were studied, including the SOEs‘ project 

governance models with inherent guidelines, reports from the quality assurers, and minutes from board 

meetings or other decisive entities in which reports are used as part of the decision basis. The documents were 

accessed by contacting SOEs directly, using information provided by the reference group when needed. 

Interviews are suitable as a data collection method aiming for deeper insights into  a specific topic (Kvale 

and Brinkmann2015;Saunders et al.2019). We interviewed 45 respondents comprising representatives from line 

ministries and SOEs, and quality assurers with knowledge of several arrangements (Table1). The respondents 

were sampled using a purposive sampling strategy (Marshall1996;Saunders et al.2019), for which the external 

quality assurers should have been familiar with at least two of the governance arrangements studied as an 

inclusion criteria. Generally, the document studies were conducted prior to interviews. Data were collected 

between March and November 2019. 

 

Table 1. Overview of the respondents. 

 

Our contacts in the SOEs also suggested potential interviewees. In addition, quality assurers with 

experience of several of the QA arrangements were invited to be interviewed, in order to enable comparisons 

and provide for inputs on strengths and weaknesses in the different arrangements. The interviews were semi-

structured, which enabled the use of open-ended questions and allowed for flexibility to change the order of the 

questions and adaptation to the situation (Saunders et al.2019;Tjora2012). All respondents were informed prior 

to the interviews, enabling them to prepare by gathering documentation and reflecting on earlier events, which 

has strengthened this study‘s validity and reliability (Saunders et al.2019). An interview guide was used as a 

point of departure based on topics from this study‘s mandate, but the respondents could also speak freely, thus 

enabling them to delve deeply into topics in which they had thorough insights. Semi-structured interviews also 
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provided opportunities for the respondents to discuss/draw attention to topics that were not directly asked about, 

thereby permitting digressions that enabled the exploration of different angles of the main topic not thought of 

beforehand (Tjora2012). To clarify any uncertainties resulting from the document studies and to verify our own 

understanding, the respondents were also asked directly about the uncertainties in the interviews. Each 

interview lasted 1–2 h and was conducted by two or more researchers, one of whom made detailed notes. The 

findings from the document studies and interviews were used to make comprehensive case descriptions. The 

respondents were offered the chance to read the interview notes, but the majority were satisfied with just 

reading and commenting on the case descriptions. 

Individual projects were not studied, only project governance arrangements set up by the line ministry 

and/or SOEs themselves. It should be noted that some schemes are quite recent, thus experiences so far are 

limited. Therefore, only the characteristics of the arrangements, not the effects of the arrangements, are 

discussed. The steps of the research are illustrated in Figure2. 

 

Figure 2. Research steps. 

 

 

 

1.2. Data Analysis 

The collected data were analyzed following two paths. The governance schemes‘ formalities were 

compared by using tables, looking at organizational issues and timelines and other aspects characteristic of the 

respective arrangements. This revealed the schemes‘ similarities and actual differences related to the schemes‘ 

content, performance and process. The interviews were analyzed by coding the respondents‘ different 

statements, and further by clustering similar statements. The findings from the interviews partly helped to 

clarify or supplement the findings from the document study, but topics emerged that were not found in the 

document study and enabled us to gain deeper insight into aforementioned findings and thus the QA process. 

Using data from multiple sources and combining methodologies are means for trian- gulation, which is 

important for validation and hence strengthens a study‘s trustworthiness (Saunders et al.2019). Triangulation 

further enables a broad perspective and adds depth to the research (Ibid.). Moreover, studying several cases 

enables researchers to note similari- ties or convergence of information that could strengthen their study‘s 

credibility (Bowen 2009), as was experienced in our research. 

1.3. Limitations 

This study is limited to one country, and some of the arrangements are quite recent, which makes it too 

early to assess their effects. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted with caution, and they are not 

generalizable beyond the studied context. 
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Since the interviews were not audio recorded, there might have been an increased risk of introducing bias 

from the interviewer, as well as potential lack of accuracy. However, two researchers were always present in the 

interviews, during which one was responsible for taking notes, and all interviewees were given the opportunity 

to read the interview notes afterwards to mitigate the aforementioned limitations. Some of the interviewees, 

especially the quality assurers, provided personal interpretations of the studied arrangements. These 

interpretations were often in accordance with the researchers‘ interpretations, which occa- sionally made it 

difficult to separate explicitly the interviewees‘ interpretations from the researchers‘ interpretations. An effort is 

made to state the researchers‘ interpretations and assessments clearly by having separate subsections in the 

―Results and discussion‖ section. 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This section provides the results and discussion of this study findings. First, the studied cases are 

described, then the three main topics and subtopics that emerged from the analyses are described and discussed. 

4.1. Case Descriptions 

The studied cases comprise the SPM and five SOEs with sectoral policy objectives (category 3 

companies), which are explained in the following sections. 

4.1.1.     The State Project Model (SPM) 

Every year, the Norwegian State invests millions of USD in major public projects from different sectors. 

To prevent future problems connected to cost overruns, delays and unrealized benefits, the Norwegian Ministry 

of Finance (hereafter abbreviated as MoF) established the SPM for major public investments in the year 2000 

and further expanded it in 2005 to include the choice of concept. The model‘s purpose is to ensure quality and 

consistency of analysis and decisions in the front-end phase of projects, and it comprises a stage-gate model 

with two decision points (QA1 and QA2) (Figure3). 

 

Figure 3. The State Project Model. 

 

 

The regime has undergone some minor changes over the years, but the decision points have remained. 

QA1 concerns the choice of concept, where the purpose is to give the central political level real control over 

investment decisions. QA2 concerns the management base and cost estimates, where the purpose is to ensure 

budget realism and to obtain a more efficient use of resources. 

Today, major public projects performed by ministries or governmental enterprises that are expected to 

exceed an investment cost of USD 110 million are subject to external QA through the State Project Model, with 

the intention to ensure quality-at-entry prior to the final funding decision (Ministry of Finance2019). The MoF 

has entered into framework agreements with private consultants who perform the external QA, but the final 

decision is a political one. The QA is an assessment of the projects‘ decision documents comprising certain 

contents defined by the MoF, and independent analyses performed by the private consultants. 

The SPM shows encouraging results. According toVolden and Samset(2017a), control over cost is 

achieved, and alignment with the government‘s strategical and political goals is ensured. The introduction of 

QA1 has provided a more systematic approach to an early identification of project ideas, making planners take a 

broader societal perspective instead of presenting technical solutions directly, thus strengthening the odds of 

including the most efficient alternative in the analyses. Spin-off effects are seen also in other sectors and 

administrative levels (municipalities), where similar arrangements inspired by the SPM are voluntarily 

introduced. 

Although preliminary results are positive, the SPM has been criticized for being too rigid and using large 

amounts of time and resources (Samset and Volden2013b). The SPM is also said to allow for too much political 
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involvement, and politicians do not always follow recommendations from rational analyses (Volden and 

Samset2017a;Volden2019b). 

Norwegian SOEs‘ major projects are not covered by the SPM. However, line ministries may impose 

governance arrangements on SOEs‘ projects as owner and/or regulator. 

Beyond that, SOEs are responsible for their own investments, including their own QA schemes. 

4.1.2.      The SOEs 

Public ownership is prominent in Norway, and the Norwegian State has considerable interests in 

traditional business activities, public infrastructure and traditional public sec- tors (Sørensen and Dalen2001). 

Over the last 20–30 years, several Norwegian government agencies have been reorganized as SOEs with 

sectoral policy objectives, resulting from    a number of large public reforms. In Norway, SOEs account for 

almost 10% of national employment, which is considerably higher than in other countries, where the share is 

below 5% (OECD2014). The wide-ranging state ownership found in Norway is claimed to be the result of 

pragmatic choices in a number of individual cases rather than the result of a long-term plan (Norwegian 

Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries2019b). State ownership in Norway was further professionalized from 

the late 1990s, and the introduced state ownership practices/frameworks have been pursued despite changes of 

governments (Norwegian Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries2019a). 

The organization of state responsibilities in enterprises in Norway is further explained as a way of 

providing the enterprise with a higher degree of strategical,  operational   and professional independence than 

would be possible in government agencies. SOEs,  as independent legal entities, are competent and responsible 

decision makers, whereas  in the case of government agencies, the decisions are made on behalf of the state and 

authorized by the cabinet minister (Norwegian Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries 2019b). Compared with 

government agencies, the enterprise organization is more efficient when governmental tasks require specialized 

expertise and adaption to heterogeneous and changing environments, and when it is possible to govern by 

subsequent result assessments (Sørensen2010). However, organizing state responsibilities in enterprises leads to 

a greater distance between the enterprise and the ministries (Norwegian Ministry of Trade Industry and 

Fisheries2019b). 

Table 2. Overview of the studied SOEs. 

 

For the State to exploit the enterprises‘ inherent expertise and competence, the SOEs experience a strong 

degree of autonomy (Sørensen2010). By assessing major public projects through the SPM, political governance 

is ensured by the State/government. However, the SOEs projects are not subject to this regime. The SOEs 

administer their own governance arrangements and thus have a far more independent role towards the 
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State/government. This might constitute a potential risk for the SOEs to compromise the broad societal 

perspective that should be present for assessing their projects in order to achieve strategical success. 

Norwegian SOEs are sorted into three categories based on the State‘s goals as owner and whether the State 

has a rationale for its ownership. The categories differ, dependent on the State‘s objectives, where categories 1 

and 2 have mostly commercial objectives aiming for the highest possible returns over time and the companies 

are set in a competitive environment, whereas category 3 companies‘ objectives are to attain public policy goals 

as efficiently as possible and do not primarily operate in competition with other companies (Norwegian 

Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries2019a) . The line ministries responsi- ble for the sectoral policy in the 

relevant area own the category 3 companies. The category 1 companies are companies with commercial 

objectives, and category 2 companies are those with commercial objectives and other specifically defined 

objectives, and all are owned by the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries. 

The five studied SOEs are presented in Table2. All five enterprises used to be govern- ment agencies, but 

were reorganized as SOEs in the period 1992–2017. Some are funded by user fees (revenues regulated by the 

authorities), others by the national budget (in com- pensation for public service obligations), or in the case of 

Avinor by extensive commercial activities at the airport (e.g., duty-free sales, car parking, hotels). Some of the 

studied enterprises generate profits for the government (e.g., Avinor, Statnett); the others are only required to be 

financially ―in balance‖. 

 

Table 3 lists some characteristics of the different cases‘ governance arrangements. 

 

 

Figure 4. The stage-gate models for project governance for the case SOEs and the Norwegian State, 

showing the different project phases, when external QA is performed and different decision points. 
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4.2. A General Description of the Different SOE Arrangements’ Purpose and Content 

The positive experiences with the SPM have been an argument for other public organi- zations outside the 

SPM to introduce similar arrangements, which they do voluntarily. The majority of the studied SOEs‘ 

governance arrangements share the same purpose of provid- ing a sufficient decision basis for conceptual and 

investment decisions. The exception is Statnett, where the purpose is to anchor the need for measures and 

solutions sufficiently, both in a political and societal manner. As can be seen from the year of establishment of 

the arrangements and the number of projects with completed QAs shown in Table3, the majority of 

arrangements are new and have not gained the same amount of experience as the SPM. 

As opposed to the SPM, the target group for the QA for the majority of the studied SOEs is the SOEs 

themselves, with one exception (Statnett). Still, the line ministries require the SOEs to have governance 

arrangements to ensure realistic budgets and cost control. The exception is Avinor, which initiated its 

arrangement on its own initiative. The SOEs‘ arrangements generally appear less comprehensive than the SPM, 

and the differences are discussed in the following subsections. 

4.2.1.      Stage-Gate Models 

All five SOEs have governance frameworks based on a stage-gate model performing external QA at 

selected decision gates, as shown in Figure4, together with the SPM. 

Three SOEs (regional health authorities, Statnett and Avinor) perform external QA of the business case in 

the same way as the SPM (QA1), although somewhat later, while two SOEs (Bane Nor and Nye Veier) are only 

responsible for pursuing projects selected by the Government after an ordinary SPM QA1 process (vertical line 

in Figure4). 

4.2.2.      Contents of the Quality Assurance (QA) 

Table4shows the different arrangements‘ topics subject to QA. 

 

Table 4. Different arrangements‘ topics subject to QA 

  The SOEs‘ QA process is parallel, unlike the SPM. For the enterprises performing QA of the business case, 

the topics covered are similar to those found in the SPM, but the scope and terminology differ, as discussed in 

the following subsections. QA of the management base and cost estimates (i.e., QA2 in the SPM, where the 

purpose is to ensure budget realism and to ensure a more efficient use of resources) share even more similarities 

with the SPM. 
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4.2.3.   Researchers’ Assessments 

All SOEs have governance arrangements based on the SPM regime regarding which phases should be 

subject to QA and which topics should be covered, with the exception of the regional health authorities. 

However, some differences were found especially connected to ―doing the right project‖. To ensure 

strategical project success, it is essential to find a relevant and sus- tainable solution to the given problem that 

the project is set to solve, by exploring the opportunity space in order to find a concept that serves the purpose 

(Samset et al.2014). 

The SOEs interpret the concept term more narrowly compared with the SPM. SOEs often look at 

variations of the same concept and not at unique conceptual solutions. For example, for hospital projects, all 

assessed concepts tend to involve new buildings, com- prising variations of alternative dimensions or 

localization, or both. The SOEs rather focus on whether their preferred solution is well documented, and thus 

the conceptual choice, as defined in the SPM, is made in advance. 

The narrow interpretation of the concept may be due to limited mandates of the SOEs. However, it is 

unfortunate that terminology related to major projects is inconsistent, and it should be clarified. Thus, 

discussions on what constitutes a concept would be valuable, especially for hospital projects, as also stated 

byLarsen et al.(2020).  Broader analyses  and a wider exploration of the opportunity space in order to find 

unique solutions might be suggested, although it is known from experience with the SPM that interpreting the 

meaning of the concept term is demanding and has been discussed for years. However, this could serve as a 

beneficial starting point for improvement, although, balancing concept elaboration and political decision 

making is a well-known challenge, and is yet to be solved (Klakegg et al.2016). 

Potential variations in the content of QA due to scope flexibility might challenge  the governance 

arrangements‘ legitimacy and accountability when the analytical basis is affected by increasing 

unpredictability and reduced transparency. Furthermore, flexibility is considered crucial (Müller et 

al.2014;Volden and Andersen2018), thus indicating that finding a proper balance between demands and 

possible adaptions is important. 

Moreover, a wider use of the business case along the project life cycle in the SOEs than for projects 

under the SPM was discovered. This situation has recently changed in the SPM, and the business case, (i.e., 

the project benefits) will also be emphasized in this arrangement after the concept phase. Thus, use of the 

business case has served as a learning point between the different arrangements. 

4.3. Actors, Roles and Political Aspect 

The different actors and roles vary between the SPM and the SOEs‘ arrangements, as illustrated in 

Figure5(the left pane shows the SPM; the right pane shows a simplified version of the SOEs, as there are 

variations between the different SOEs). 

 

Figure 5. Organization of actors in the SPM and SOE arrangements. 
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The line ministries own the projects for the respective SOEs, as opposed to projects under the SPM, 

where project ownership should be considered as part of a hierarchy comprising the government, the line 

ministry and the agency (as discussed inVolden  and Andersen(2018)). In the SPM, the process towards 

starting the projects is initiated  by the line ministry, generally in consultation with the subordinate agency. 

The MoF contracts the external quality assurers who, after completion of their assessments, provide a general 

recommendation to the MoF and the respective line ministry. Decisions on project concept and funding are 

further made at the political level, namely by the government and parliament. The funding is made to the 

actual agency through the line ministry. 

The SOEs‘ initiate their own projects and necessary elaborations, and contract the external quality 

assurers. For the SOE projects, the quality assurers provide their recommen- dations to the SOE, which 

mainly serves as the decision maker for the project‘s continuance. The line ministries may be involved in the 

processes either as shareholder or as licensing authority, lender or governor. However, in these projects, state 

ownership does not imply governing/controlling the individual projects. Investment decisions are generally 

not decided at the political level by the government or parliament. Line ministries‘ corporate governance is 

mainly practiced through the appointment of a board. However, the QA might be of relevance for the 

authorities when they are acting as a licensing authority,  lender or governor, particularly in the case of major 

projects‘ licensing concerning the national electricity grid or transmission grid (Statnett). In these projects, the 

purpose of the external QA is to demonstrate the project‘s benefit–cost efficiency. By contrast, Avinor is 

dependent on licenses for new development projects, but there is no similar relation  to external QA, and 

according to the respondents, the Ministry for Transport only to a minor extent practices political control 

when acting as a licensing authority. In the case  of Bane Nor, Nye Veier and the regional health authorities, 

reports from their respective QAs serve as the decision basis for funding and development of railroads, roads 

and hospitals, respectively, but the respondents indicated that there no political judgements were involved in 

these projects. The external QA rather becomes a way of making the different SOEs financially accountable 

for the projects. 

4.3.1.   Political Distancing 

The SOEs‘ arrangements contribute to a political distancing compared with the SPM. The line 

ministries‘ degree of involvement differs,  thus affecting how political control   is exerted. The political 

distance may make it easier for the projects to perform rational assessments regarding investment needs, life 

cycle costs, and profits in a long-term per- spective. However, several respondents also held that the political 

distance made it more difficult for the projects to include sufficient political and societal considerations. The 

SOEs‘ arrangements are primarily tools for supporting the boards and management in making the right 

decisions, and are not made for the purpose of serving the State‘s and wider society‘s interests. As formulated 

by one of the quality assurers: 

―Our job in these arrangements is to provide safety for the board and management to make the right 

decisions, not to be the State or society‘s agents‖ 

This contrasts the general purpose of governance arrangements as a way to provide central political 

power to the decisions on major public projects and to further anchor the projects at the central level 

(Christensen2011). 

Deviating from the general purpose might compromise legitimacy and accountability by undermining 

central control and further compromise strategical project success by losing sight of the bigger societal 

picture. As an example, one of the State‘s objectives with Avinor is to manage Norway‘s network of airports. 

Avinor is required to operate in profit, and thus the enterprise should focus on clients and business that 

provide revenue for the company, namely passengers, goods transport and duty-free sales. Society at large is 

increasingly concerned with environmental and sustainability issues, but the focus in Avinor is on developing 

air services that will lead to an increase in passenger and freight traffic. There are, surprisingly to some, no 

political assessments connected to these questions or to suitable arenas for holistic discussions in parliament, 

government and the line ministries. Several respondents highlighted the political distance in these processes, 

where discussions regarding environmental policies and alcohol policies should be carried out on a national 

level. The exception is larger projects that need additional governmental grants and are mentioned in the 

National Transport Plan. These projects will be subject to the SPM. 

Except for the regional health authorities, there is no tradition of political governing of single projects in 

Norway. As several of the respondents said: 

―Since the governmental level does not have a clearly defined role in these governance regimes, 

governmental interventions may lead to decisions that are even more ―political‖ or random‖. 

However, for the development of health services, for which considerable changes to existing services 

have been suggested, such as the closing down of hospitals, decisions should be made by the Ministry of 

Health and Care Services, following health legislation. 
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Due to political complexities associated with these situations, it is regarded as a challenge for the health 

authorities to let go of their governing rights, thus illustrating how uncertainty and the level of conflict may 

influence the delegation of authority (Huber and Shipan2013). To summarize, this study shows that in the case 

of airports, the SOE (Avinor) seems to escape politics altogether. In the case of hospitals, it seems to be 

―pretended‖ that there is an arm‘s length to politics, but the government has found other (less predictable?) 

ways to exercise power, while in the case of the electricity grid, highways and railroads, political control over 

the choice of concept is ensured (at least in principle) in the same way as for ordinary public projects. This 

contrasts with the criticism of the SPM regarding too much political involvement, where seemingly some of 

the SOEs have gone too far in the opposite direction. 

Conferring to critique against NPM from a political science and organizational theory point of view 

(e.g.,Christensen2011) and possible unfortunate outcomes resulting from decentralization of decision making 

(Simon1944), the government should ensure that po- litical control is not undermined. This is especially 

important for SOEs with sectoral policy objectives, in order to keep the societal perspective and thus 

strengthen the possibilities for strategically successful projects—that is, doing the right project (e.g.,Williams 

and Samset 2010). As mentioned earlier (cf. ―Political distancing‖), there exist cases of investment decisions 

taken by an SOE that clearly affect the broader policy pursued by society and the use of its resources with 

very little political involvement. 

4.3.2.Administering the QA Scheme 

As opposed to the SPM, the SOEs themselves are responsible for both producing the decision basis and 

for contracting its external QA. Responsibility for handling elaborations in an early phase varies among the 

SOEs, as does the establishment of a dedicated project organization. There are variations regarding how 

responsibility for contracting external QA is designated: in some cases, the project itself is responsible, but for 

most cases the responsibility lies with a more centralized unit at the SOE level. For example, Nye Veier has 

moved the responsibility for contracting from the project manager to project management office level. For 

hospital projects, the relevant regional health authority serves as project owner, while the Norwegian Hospital 

Construction Agency is responsible for contracting the QA. This might become a challenge, since the agency 

is used as project managers or advisors in hospital projects exceeding USD 60 million, and thus risks 

contracting QA of its own work. 

It could be argued that line ministries or other authorities should be involved in administering the QA in 

cases where they are target groups for the QA report. However, some respondents held that this would 

compromise the SOEs‘ independence. 

The Railway Directorate and the Norwegian Water Resources and Energy Directorate use the QA reports 

for assessments regarding investments and development of railroads and the electricity grid, respectively, but 

do not have a role in contracting the QA. 

Some variations are also seen regarding how the contracting is carried out. With the exception of 

Statnett, all SOEs have long-term framework agreements with between three and six companies or 

constellations of companies. Most SOEs contract the companies through competitive bidding, as opposed to 

the SPM, whereby quality assurers are con- tracted by aiming to attain a certain percentage distribution of the 

assignments seen over time. 

All SOEs are concerned with using limited time and resources on the QA process, thereby limiting the 

scope of the QA assignments, aiming to gain early access to the quality assurers‘ recommendations. The 

importance of keeping the assessed projects up to speed is emphasized, since project delays are regarded as a 

considerable disadvantage for financial and other reasons. For example, hospital projects have a high degree 

of user involvement, making it important for them to keep to the project timeline. One of the quality assurers, 

however, pointed out that: 

―If the SOEs aim at using limited time on quality assurance, it is important that the elaborations and 

reports presented by the SOEs are of good quality initially‖ 

4.3.3.The Quality Assurers’ Role 

Both commissioning practice and performance of the QA process make the distance between the quality 

assurer and the SOE/project less than in the SPM, as illustrated       in Figure5. In the SPM, quality 

assessments happen at specific points and by truly external consultants without much dialogue between the 

parties, while the SOEs mainly perform parallel assessments. The closeness between the SOEs‘ projects and 

the external quality assurers may make the exchange of professional advice easier, but at the same time 

challenge the impartiality, especially since the QA process is parallel. The parallel process may affect the 

quality assurers‘ role, making it more advisory, and the quality assurers risk assessing their own advice since 

they receive continuous versions of the decision documents. For some SOEs, this is deliberate and explained 

by the arrangements‘ immaturity and the wish for consecutive assessments of practice. In some cases, the 

process also seems necessary, due to high degrees of insufficiency in the assessed reports; hence, the quality 
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assurers need to tell the projects what to do. This practice was in many ways considered valuable and 

meaningful by the respondents from the SOEs, and the closeness created between the quality assurers and the 

projects makes it more likely for the quality assurers‘ advice and recommendations to be accepted. As a 

respondent from one of the SOEs said: 

―Looking strictly at the QA, the quality may become better if the quality assurers were allowed to sit for 

themselves in peace and quiet, working on the quality assurance report for half a year, but it is not worth it‖ 

Working together and drawing on the different actors‘ experience and competence potentially creates a 

sound culture for decision making as part of project governance, which in turn might be beneficial for the 

project performance (Turner2020b). Knowledge sharing may improve the internal quality of work and it can 

also facilitate the learning and knowledge exchange process between different entities (Hussein2020;Nesheim 

and Hunskaar2015). 

The expected contents of the QAs appear as more flexible in the SOEs‘ arrangements, and the 

specifications regarding what to include are experienced as more guiding than absolute, as opposed to the 

SPM‘s specifications. This makes it possible for the SOEs to assess the scope of the QA for each project, 

which then becomes subject to competitive bidding. In the SPM, the specifications are set in framework 

agreements, and have recently been defined in a directive. Some of the respondents described the flexibility as 

a positive feature of the SOEs‘ arrangements, while others expressed their concern about possible large 

variations in the QAs‘ contents and quality resulting from the flexibility. 

4.3.4.Researchers’ Assessments 

Three main observations are made concerning actors and roles in the SOEs, which differ from the SPM: 

 Decisions on SOEs‘ projects are made by the projects themselves and not at the political level 

by the government or parliament; 

 Administration of the QA arrangements is carried out closer to the project, making QA less 

independent; 

 The quality assurers are forced to be more flexible, mainly due to the projects‘ desire to avoid 

pauses. 

Transferring responsibilities for decisions regarding societal needs from the political level to SOEs with 

limited sectoral objectives should be carried out consciously. It may be questioned that SOEs are responsible 

for their own QA arrangements and the further use of the QA reports for decision making by the authorities. 

For the SOEs, the reports are mainly aimed at the different enterprises and might not cover the authorities‘ 

need for information. 

Therefore, the authorities should thoroughly consider whether the reports‘ contents are sufficient for 

their needs, and whether a sufficient societal perspective is present. 

Choosing the right concept is vital for strategical project success, hence SOEs‘ elabo- ration of concepts 

should take a holistic societal perspective by sufficiently exploring the opportunity space (Klakegg and 

Haavaldsen2011;Samset and Christensen2017). The choice of concept, especially in the case of hospitals and 

airports, should take a more holistic societal perspective and the Government should be given a formal role in 

ap- proving the projects. This corresponds to the general critique against NPM regarding the decentralization 

of power in matters important to the society (e.g.,Christensen2009,2011). However, for Bane NOR and Nye 

Veier, conceptual decisions are made at the central level, delegating authority to the SOE afterwards. This 

might be beneficial considering the level of uncertainty and potentially high levels of conflict that can occur in 

the earliest project phases (Huber and Shipan2013). Premature concept decisions compromise exploration of 

the opportunity space, and may lead to early lock-in (Flyvbjerg2014). Therefore, the SOEs have much to learn 

from the SPM, in which wide assessment criteria are used, aiming for a comprehensive assessment of the 

project‘s societal usefulness. For SOEs, the assessments of projects are generally rather narrow, in which 

commercial considerations or achieve- ments of limited sectoral objectives seem more pronounced than 

making broad societal assessments. On the basis of this study, it is suggested to perform broader benefit–cost 

analyses for the largest SOE projects. 

Even if the closeness between the SOE and the quality assurers due to the parallel QA process is seen as 

beneficial, there is a risk of compromising the impartiality that should be prominent in such processes. It 

could be argued that the quality assurers should be given a formal opportunity to state when the decision basis 

is insufficient, similar to formal arrangements within the SPM. 

4.4. Scope and Use of Resources in Quality Assurance 

The respondents from the SOEs held that their arrangements were more efficient than the SPM, the 

scope was generally less ambitious, and the QA process was often parallel and generally more flexible. This, 

in turn, led to more efficient implementation of the investment projects. The MoF has made an effort to make 
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the SPM more efficient and has managed to shorten the time spent on the assessments over the years. The 

average cost has been reduced for QA2, while for QA1 the average cost has increased, most likely due to a 

few projects‘ need for extensive elaborations. QA costs and time used per QA review are illustrated in Table5. 

 

Table 5. QA costs and time used in the studied different arrangements. 

 

 

Several of the respondents from the MoF and quality assurers affiliated with the SPM held that there was 

potential for improving the SPM‘s efficiency. However, it remains unclear as to what extent it can be 

improved and what the actual degree of improvement has been in recent years. Some minimum requirements 

limit the ability to shorten time and/or reduce costs. This depends on the quality of the final reports and 

complexity of the project. The MoF holds that efforts to improve the QA2 are limited, while there is potential 

for improvement of the QA1. However, as several quality assurers claimed: 

―The choice of concept is the most important decision, and attempts to shorten the process by a few 

weeks in order to save time and money clearly is the wrong focus‖ 

The respondents put forward some suggestions for how to improve the arrangements‘ time and cost 

efficiency, such as providing target figures or demands for time and cost, thus signaling the importance of 

these issues for the State. This would further force quality assurers to take on a risk-based approach by 

focusing on the weakest links in the decision basis and not treating every issue equally thorough. Further, the 

respondents stressed the importance of a qualitatively sufficient and complete decision basis to shorten the 

time spent on QA. They also mentioned the possibility for performing a ―light‖ version of the QA, whereby 

the quality assurers could assess the available documentation and not perform their own independent analyses, 

given that project owners are experienced and projects are less complex. Looking at this from another 

perspective, one of the quality assurers said that: 

―Pretending that everything is equally important may constitute a risk for covering the important issues 

among the less important ones‖ 

When assessments are finished, it is common for quality assurers to write an extensive report, involving 

a considerable number of working hours. Some respondents pointed  to the possibility of simplifying the 

report, more in line with the standards of some of the other QA arrangements. Furthermore, the respondents 

point to the number of actors attending the QA constellations as a factor that might drive up the costs, due to 

the need for coordination and involvement. The State‘s constellations are quite large, comprising typically 

three or four companies. 

4.4.1.Are Some Arrangements Too Scarce? 

Considering costs and time spent, the thoroughness of the SPM makes it a candidate for improvement. 

Using this as a backdrop, one could ask whether the SOEs‘ arrangements are too scarce or too narrow. The 

SOEs find their arrangements sufficiently thorough, and point to the external QA as part of an extensive QA 

system, which also includes internal assessments. Most enterprises/agencies have their own arrangements, but 

it could be argued that enterprises that have their own boards and that are financially responsible for a project 

portfolio may have stronger incentives for such arrangements. However, it should be emphasized that the case 

SOEs are still state-owned companies managing the State‘s assets, and thus the societal perspective should be 

given prominence by securing political control through a suitable level of state governance. Irrespective of the 

State‘s more or less direct involvement in the external assessments, it is important to ensure the necessary 

premises for the quality assurers to do a good job. One of the respondents exemplified this by saying: 
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― . . . a superficial QA report could become an alibi that would lead the decision-makers to make their 

decisions on false premises‖ 

The quality assurers mentioned difficulties in providing good advice or recommen- dations when there 

was limited room for making their own analyses, which is common practice for project assessment under the 

SPM. The majority of arrangements do open for control calculations and provide grounds for extended 

analyses when needed. However, in practice it may be difficult to manage this within the scope of the current 

arrangements. 

Some respondents held that QA is more important when projects are immature, and that given that the 

SOEs‘ arrangements are young and still under development, the QA should be seen as a valuable asset. The 

quality assurers shared the opinion that some of the SOEs lacked project maturity compared with the agencies 

under the SPM, which may emphasize the need for QA of projects in these enterprises. 

Another factor influencing the QA is the SOE projects‘ need for progress in order to be included in the 

state budget for the current year. This affects time spent on the QA and serves as the main reason for choosing 

the parallel approach to QA. However, as pointed out by several of the quality assurers, the need for 

progression may compromise the quality of the assessments, making it too narrow and making it hard to judge 

whether the decision basis is insufficient and whether to recommend further assessments. 

4.4.2.Researchers’ Assessments 

Our findings show that the SPM is more extensive than the case SOEs‘ arrangements. The SOEs largely 

manage to control the time and resources spent on the QA process because they administer the arrangements 

themselves. The pronounced need to keep to the project cost and timeline makes parallel QA practice 

widespread among the SOEs. 

Finding the appropriate level of external QA is challenging, as seen from the studied arrangements. The 

project model, corporate governance and other incentives will affect the scope and use of resources in the 

external QA, leading to variations among arrangements and chosen actions. However, when searching for an 

optimal balance there should be potential learning points between the SPM and the SOEs‘ arrangements. 

Depending on the projects‘ complexity and scope, the SPM could benefit from becoming more flexible, thus 

improving its efficiency and making it simpler. Attempting to achieve an optimal balance, experiences and 

knowledge should be shared among the different arrangements. This enables development of ideas and could 

help in implementing practices and procedures (Wang and Noe2010). To facilitate such knowledge sharing 

processes, the establishment of suitable arenas for this purpose would be beneficial (Söderlund2002), which 

also corresponds to one of several identified factors shown to influence knowledge sharing behavior (Wang 

and Noe2010). 

However, it is unclear whether the potential for improvement is due to the QA arrangement itself or how 

it is practiced. Moreover, is it unclear to what extent the SPM may be improved. The quality of the 

assessments should not be compromised by improving efficiency. Still, the quality assurers‘ influence on the 

arrangements could be questioned and whether they possess the right incentives to suggest a simplified QA 

process whenever possible. 

For the less comprehensive SOE arrangements, the quality assurers should be allowed sufficient time 

and perhaps a more prominent role to facilitate their work. The considerable focus on maintaining scheduled 

time and costs should not compromise the quality of  the QA. While this is not an explicit issue for all SOE 

arrangements, it is generally an important point to avoid superficial QA processes leading to unfortunate 

decisions. The quality assurers should be able to perform their own analyses when needed, namely when the 

decision basis is insufficient due to, for example, inadequate analysis or lack of transparency. 

Additionally, the overall decision basis should be assessed as a whole, by asking whether it is sufficient 

for making decisions. To avoid a situation where the quality assurers assess their own recommendations, the 

original document should remain unchanged, and a change record should be made in addition. Limited data 

make it difficult for any conclusions to be drawn as to which arrangements are sufficient and which are not, 

based on the differences found between the SOE arrangements regarding the impact of time and cost pressure. 

However, it should still be recommended that the different SOEs evaluate whether the perceived time and cost 

pressure has unfortunate effects on the QA processes, as superficial QAs may not serve their purpose. 

 

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This study set out to explore the governance arrangements of major public projects in SOEs in Norway, 

and in particular, how the recommended external QA part of these arrangements is organized and performed. 

The SOE arrangements are compared with the more established SPM governing the State‘s ordinary public 

projects, in order to establish a point of departure for mutual learning and improvement between the different 

arrangements. 
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From our comparison of the SOEs‘ QA arrangements with the SPM, it may be con- cluded that the 

SOEs‘ arrangements are more efficient, considering scope and use of time and resources. The SPM has been 

criticized for its comprehensiveness, and actions have been taken to improve it. Some learning points may be 

taken from the SOEs‘ arrangements in this manner. 

Organizing state ownership in its own enterprises might be considered beneficial in several respects. 

However, the State should be aware of which decisions are ―outsourced‖ due to such organizing and should 

ensure that a broad societal perspective is kept when decisions are made. Due to the SOEs‘ sectorial 

perspectives/objectives, this might become a challenge. Making the SOEs responsible for their own QA 

arrangements further contributes to distancing of decisions on potentially important societal matters from the 

political  and democratic level. Centralizing responsibility for the QA might compensate for the 

decentralization of responsibility as described in the SOEs‘ arrangements. Furthermore, such centralization 

may strengthen the societal aspects that should be prominent in decision making concerning public projects, in 

order to achieve strategical success. 

Strategical success is also sought through decisions on the conceptual solution, when it is essential to 

keep a holistic societal perspective. The discussion on what constitutes a concept should be emphasized in the 

SOEs, and in this regard experiences of the SPM over the past two decades would be useful, aiming for a 

harmonization of the terminology and the use of broad assessment criteria. 

Further, the quality assurers‘ role in the SOE arrangements and their closeness to the SOEs‘ projects 

should be emphasized, which may compromise the necessary impartiality that should be present in such 

processes. Even if the SOEs see the parallel QA arrangements and close relation as an advantage, it is 

considered reasonable to point this out as a potential risk factor. 

Compared with the SPM, which has been a research topic for two decades, the SOEs‘ arrangements are 

relatively immature, and therefore the need for more research is pressing. Continuing research on the different 

arrangements‘ development, especially connected to relative effects on cost control, achievement of tactical 

and strategical objectives, and other success criteria would presumably be beneficial for further improvements 

and learning, also seen in an international context. This may guide us towards finding the right level of 

external QA, and how to balance this against internal QA arrangements. Gaining further knowledge of the 

schemes would also be beneficial for assessing which topics to emphasize in the QA reports, how to organize 

the arrangements, and how the quality assurers‘ role should be balanced in favor of acting as an advisor. 

Further knowledge on these topics might contribute to more predictability, which in turn would improve the 

decision-making environment, and which could, according toTurner(2020a,2020b), lead to better project 

performance. 

Research Implications 

This study advances our general understanding of SOEs and the governance of major public projects 

undertaken in such enterprises, both of which are research topics in need of further knowledge. This study 

points to the SOEs‘ challenging role in balancing independence and efficiency with the need to keep a 

holistic, societal perspective and make societal decisions at the right political level. It provides an illustration 

of challenges following public reforms, such as NPM, underlining former criticism regarding delegation of 

decision making and thus political distancing of societal matters. 

This study also adds to the general understanding of governance of major public  projects‘ front-end 

phase by establishing more knowledge of such projects undertaken  in a context distant from central politics. 

The SOEs still administer considerable public resources and interests, and should make serious efforts to ―do 

the right project‖, to achieve strategical project success.  Making the SOEs responsible for both QA of the 

projects   and the subsequent decision-making process requires clearly stated mandates from the central 

political level,  in order to enable a holistic societal perspective to be retained.  Our comparison of the SOEs‘ 

governance models with the more established SPM that follows theoretical recommendations from project 

management literature, and that is used for governing public projects undertaken in a political context in 

which decisions are centralized in order to maintain societal interests,  contributes to creating a point      of 

departure for improvement and mutual learning among the different arrangements. Through this comparison, 

and as a practical contribution, this study has made it possible to offer some recommendations to the SOEs 

and their line ministries regarding topics that might compromise project performance if not dealt with 

properly: 

 External QA should focus on concept elaboration and, in order to take on a holistic societal 

perspective, it should be performed early enough (in the projects‘ front-end phase). 

 Care should be taken regarding which decisions are political in nature, and it should be ensured 

that decisions are anchored in the right (governmental) level. 

 Sufficient resources for external QA should be provided. 
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 Capability/awareness of the need to balance external quality assurers‘ impartiality with the 

required and desired process efficiency is important when using parallel QA arrangements. 

 Arenas should be established to promote mutual learning between the different arrangements 

through sharing knowledge and exchanging experiences and advice. 
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