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Abstract 
This research project is about designing a new more holistic partner selection tool for companies 

engaged in the creation of an alliance network. We propose to extend common partner selection 

tools into a more holistic ‘structured network process’ tool. The proposed tool is based upon existing 

academic literature and is developed and tested in practise for a case study in the field of sustainable 

energy.  
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Management Summary 
 

Alliances are co-operative agreements in which two or more separate organizations team up to 

accomplish shared goals. What makes alliances special is that there are also shared earnings and 

risks. Although alliances are used more and more, too often they fail. Research shows that more than 

half of the alliances are described as a failure within four years (Wildeman 1998).  Part of the reason 

for this is that companies do not have enough experience with alliance networks, as well as an 

inadequate capability to manage them. Recent research has found that fairly straightforward 

routines and mechanisms can increase the alliance performance and the success rate significantly by 

making organizations more ‘alliance capable’. 

This research project is about designing a new more holistic partner selection tool for companies 

engaged in the creation of an alliance network. We propose to extend common partner selection 

tools into a more holistic ‘structured network process’ tool. The proposed tool is based upon existing 

academic literature and is developed and tested in practise for a case study in the field of sustainable 

energy.  

 

The main research question is:  

 

“What is the contribution to alliance success of the ‘Structured Network Process’ for the 

development of CNGnet?”  

 

Alliance success is determined according to four criteria: the economic/financial performance, 

extent to which goals have been achieved, the relationship with the alliance partners, and total 

overall performance of the alliance network (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). 

 

The Tool Design 

Adopting a partner selection tool increases alliance experience, extends the alliance capability 

and initiates an explicit alliance learning process; all three of which have a positive effect on alliance 

success.  

 

To enhance the contribution to alliance success of the eventual tool design further, contextual 

information, an analysis and literature were combined. An additional four main conclusions were 

drawn that served as the main design variables for the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool:  

 

1. Incorporate multiple steps: Incorporating multiple steps of the network process creates 

more insight into the network business opportunity as additional thought is given to motives, 

value-add, structure and positioning in the alliance network. Alliance success is enhanced, as 

non-feasible projects are recognized, and feasible ones are better prepared.  

2. Establish ‘Fits’: Three main ‘fits’ have to be achieved to come to robust outputs, that can 

enhance alliance success: An internal fit amongst all the sub steps, a strategic fit between the 

strategy, the structure, and partners selection, and lastly a dynamic fit that anticipates the 

change dynamics of the environment surrounding the alliance network.  

3. Forced Reflection: The forced reflection can enhance alliance success, as it makes sure that 

before approaching potential partners, first the business case is well understood, a network 

strategy and structure is thought through and only afterwards a preferred partner list is 

created.  

4. Long-term focus: Additional emphasis was put on the relational component in the partner 

selection process of alliance networks, which can directly enhance alliance success. 

In chapter five of this thesis, we designed, built and tested the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool 

incorporating the four main design variables above. The test results were in accordance with the 
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expectations. The test showed that forced reflection was established and ‘fits’ were sought for. From 

the questionnaire feedback we furthermore can conclude that the multiple step approach created 

clearer thoughts on the business case. Lastly, the long-term focus and emphasis on the relational 

component was concluded to be the most important contribution according to the test users. 

A graphical representation of the tool can be found in Figure 1. The tool can be found in chapter 

eight of this thesis. 

 

 
Figure 1 - The Structured Network Process Tool  

 

We can conclude that this research shows that a more holistic approach to the partner selection 

process, in which reflection upon strategy and structure is mandatory, can be beneficial for alliance 

success. In doing so we not only contribute to a broader analytical approach to partner selection as 

was requested by CNGnet, but at the same time we also extend current research by creating a tool 

which tries to create fit amongst different steps of the network process.  
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“Sustainable Development: 

 forms of progress that meet the needs of the  

present generation without compromising the ability of  

future generations to meet their own needs." 

- WCED 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Introduction  
 

“Climate change is the defining challenge of our time”, as stated by UN Secretary General Ban Ki, 

in the wake of the Copenhagen UN Climate Change Conference ’09
1
. To tackle climate change, 

governments from around the globe will need to come together and negotiate new targets on 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in an effort to bring climate change to a halt. Already now, the 

European Union has said it will cut its greenhouse gas emissions by 20 percent by 2020 and if other 

non-European Union states are prepared to collaborate, it intends to increase the target to 30 

percent
2
.  

The root cause of global warming and climate change is the burning of fossil fuels. This burning of 

fossil fuels is on the one hand necessary, as it produces much needed energy to run our economies, 

but at the same it exposes humanity as a whole to large risks and costs due to climate change 

(Gardiner 2004).   

The key issue is that the benefits and costs of burning fossil fuels are not shared equally 

worldwide. In addition, the costs can be passed on to future generations while having the benefits 

today. Especially the last point is worrisome, as this will count not only for our present generation 

but also those of the future (Gardiner 2004).   

Climate change is not only the defining challenge of our time, but also a very unique problem in 

itself. It actually calls for the world to collaborate as one in a worldwide ‘alliance’, in which there is 

close collaboration between governments, organizations, companies and the world population to set 

goals, share costs and benefits.  

 

                                                             
1
 United Nations News Centre - http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=28458  

2
 European Commission – Climate Change: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/climat/home_en.htm  
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Driving on Natural Gas and Biogas 

One of the ways to decrease greenhouse gas emissions is to switch to less carbon intensive fuels 

such as Natural Gas (NG) or to switch to its zero-carbon alternative Biogas
3
. Natural Gas can be used 

to heat our houses, cook, or generate electricity, but can also be used as a fuel to drive our cars. 

Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) pressured at approximately 200 bars can be used in modified petrol 

engines. 

As a vehicle fuel, natural gas is currently the cleanest from ‘well to wheel’, with carbon emissions 

around 20% lower than those of conventional fuels. The integration of Biogas as a fuel into a natural 

gas refueling system can even make driving on natural (bio)gas a zero-carbon-emission alternative
4
.  

Although for the Netherlands driving on compressed natural gas is relatively novel, there are 

over nine million CNG vehicles on the road worldwide, making use of an estimated 13.000 refueling 

stations in over 2000 cities and 75 countries. Worldwide as well as in Europe this number is growing. 

Italy alone has over 580.000 CNG vehicles on the road today and in Germany over 800 refueling 

stations have been built in the past five years.  

 

Chicken and Egg Dilemma 

The introductions of alternative fuels such as natural gas and biogas face the typical chicken-and-

egg dilemma. With no refueling infrastructure present, no-one will buy an alternative fuel vehicle, 

but with no vehicles on the roads a refueling infrastructure for alternative fuels cannot be operated 

profitably. As a result, the risks are high and companies are less eager to invest in the infrastructure 

for alternative fuels. 

To bring an end to the chicken-and-egg dilemma in the Netherlands, CNGnet – a 100% daughter 

company of Ballast Nedam Concessions – was set up and announced in 2007 the investment in 250 

refueling stations for CNG vehicles throughout the Netherlands
5
. From the start, it was clear that 

there needed to be an intensive collaboration among the different partners that could benefit from 

the successful introduction of natural gas as a fuel in the Netherlands. Also, at a company level, 

intensive collaboration with different partners is necessary to combine all the competences needed 

to create, operate and maintain the refueling network.   

 

Alliance Networks 

The need for such intensive collaboration with partners as seen in the case of CNGnet is not 

unique. Different studies show that there is an increasing complexity of technological as well as 

organizational developments, which go beyond the capabilities of most individual firms to cope with. 

In addition, the rapid pace of change in the markets makes it increasingly hard for companies to keep 

up. Given these circumstances, collaborating with other firms can extend one’s own capabilities and 

can also accelerate innovative renewal (Hagedoorn 1993; Hagedoorn 1995). 

In this thesis we look specifically at using ‘alliances’ to do just that. Alliances are co-operative 

agreements in which two or more separate organizations team up to accomplish shared goals. What 

makes alliances special is that there are also shared earnings and risks (de Man 2004). 

Although alliances are used more and more, too often they fail. Research shows that more than 

half of the alliances are described as a failure within four years (Wildeman 1998). Part of the reason 

for this is that companies do not have enough experience with alliance networks, as well as an 

inadequate capability to manage them (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). Unsurprisingly, recent 

research focuses increasingly on what (and why) organizations perform better within alliances in 

comparison with their peers. It was found that fairly straightforward routines and mechanisms can 

increase the alliance performance and the success rate significantly by making organizations more 

‘alliance capable’. 

                                                             
3 Biogas: http://www.biogasprojecten.nl/  
4
 Aardgasmobiel: http://www.aardgasmobiel.nl/  

5
 Press statement, see Appendix IV 
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Alliances in the Construction Industry 

This thesis is written in collaboration with CNGnet. CNGnet and a number of its key partners are 

part of the construction industry where many alliances are very short lived. The industry is known for 

its conservative, adversarial environment and limited take-up of innovations and so a huge potential 

for improvement still exists. Some research actually shows that better use of alliances and better 

management of existing ones can result in a decrease of the building time of project with up to 80% 

and a reduction of costs of as much as 50% (Barlow 2000).  

In the coming years, CNGnet plans to expand and integrate Biogas, into its existing network. In 

order to do this, CGNnet will have to team up with for example constructors, fuel producers and 

distributors, most likely making use of alliance networks. Therefore, increasing the alliance 

performance by becoming more alliance experienced and capable will be of great benefit to CNGnet. 

A first step to achieve this is taken in this thesis with the design of a holistic partner selection 

tool. The tool provides a more analytical approach to determine the strategy, the structure and 

eventual partner selection for the creation of an alliance network.  

 

Thesis Structure 

This thesis starts off by creating a solid literature framework upon which the later analysis and 

tool design is based. First of all, we intend to create a thorough understanding of why and when 

alliance networks can be of use. In addition the so called ‘network process’ (de Man 2004) is 

introduced which is a framework of seven steps that focuses on the different aspects of strategy, 

structure, and management of alliance networks. Also, we look in more depth to so called alliance 

experience, alliance capability and alliance management. Lastly, we narrow down the scope to the 

actual tools created to manage alliance networks. A number of fairly straightforward tools and 

mechanisms are explained that can increase alliance success significantly by making the organization 

more ‘alliance capable’.  

In the third chapter, the knowledge gained from the literature framework is combined and 

elaborated upon with orientation interviews and additional contextual literature in order to find out 

which of many tools is best suited to increase the alliance success of CNGnet for the given situation. 

It is proposed to extend the ‘standard partner selection’ tool into a more holistic ‘structured network 

process’.  

Our research question became: “What is the contribution to alliance success of the Structured 

Network Process for the development of CNGnet?” Additional sub questions are added in order to 

answer the main research question in a step-by-step manner.  

In chapter four, we focus on the analysis of the context of CNGnet. Additional contextual 

information is sought and an in-depth process of data gathering and analysis is performed in an 

effort to answer the main research question. Where in chapter three the conclusions were drawn 

based upon indicative findings from literature, in chapter four we do this based upon actual 

contextual data and the information we derived from the analysis. As it stands out, the proposed 

‘Structured Network Process’ can indeed contribute to the alliance success of CNGnet.  

In chapter five, we actually design, build and test the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool. 

Decisions are taken on how to design such a tool and a user centered design approach is chosen for 

the development process. A step-by-step approach is used to decide what should be included in the 

tool and what not. Backed by an additional literature body, the design is created. The eventual design 

of the tool can be found in chapter eight. 

To create a second learning loop, the tool was tested at CNGnet. Observations, test results and 

additional feedback show that the tool performs well. Various additional findings are discussed in 

chapter six, after which the conclusions of the thesis are drawn in chapter seven. 

The thesis has many theoretical and managerial implications that can be the start of further 

research and actions by academia and CNGnet respectively. In chapter seven the limitations are 

shown and more additional research directions are pointed out.  
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“We are alone, absolutely alone on this chance planet;  

and amid all the forms of life that surround us,  

not one, excepting the dog has made an alliance with us.” 

 - Max Depree 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Exploring Alliance Networks 
 

In this chapter there are two main questions that we want to answer. The first question we ask 

ourselves before continuing is, why participate in alliance networks?  

In the introduction of this thesis we have already indicated that different studies show that there 

is an increasing complexity of technological as well as organizational developments, which go beyond 

the capabilities of most individual firms to cope with them. To deal with the rapid pace and change in 

the markets, collaborating with other firms to extend one’s own capabilities was proposed. In this 

literature framework we look specifically at using alliance networks, one of many collaborative 

forms, to do just that. 

The first part of the literature framework focuses on the field of strategic management, and in 

particular on literature regarding alliances and alliance networks. We start out on a macro level by 

explaining very broadly the theories and trends.  

In the first paragraph we explain basic theory building blocks upon which the theories of alliances 

and networks are based. After this the concept of (open) innovation is introduced and its impact on 

the use of alliances is explained. The second paragraph elaborates upon the first two by proposing 

the use of networks and alliances to create a sustainable competitive advantage in specific situations 

and the benefits and drawbacks of networks and alliances are addressed. In doing so, this literature 

framework provides us with a thorough understanding of why and when alliance networks can be of 

use. 

Having decided that a competitive advantage can be created through the use of alliance 

networks, we ask ourselves the second question: how can one maximize the chance of success in 

alliance networks? 
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To create a better insight into what alliance networks encompass, the third paragraph introduces 

us to the network process, a framework of seven steps that focuses on the different aspects of 

strategy, structure and management of alliances networks.  

As we have seen earlier, more than half of the alliances entered into are described as a failure 

within four years time. Part of the reason for this is that companies do not have enough alliance 

experience, and that they do not build up adequate capability to manage the alliance network. 

Recent research focuses increasingly on which organizations perform better within alliances, and 

why and how they do this. The fourth paragraph continues by narrowing down the scope to consider 

the actual tools used to manage alliance networks. We will look more closely into alliance 

experience, alliance capability and alliance management. In addition a number of fairly 

straightforward tools and mechanisms are explained that can increase alliance success significantly 

by making the organization more ‘alliance capable’.  

 

2.1 Theory Building Blocks  

This paragraph walks us through the different building blocks of academic thinking on strategic 

management and the creation of long term returns. First, the resource-based and knowledge-based 

views of a company are explained. Both are somewhat static and inward-looking views that focus on 

the need to acquire capabilities in order to stay ahead of the competitors. Second, the dynamic 

capabilities theory is explained. This theory, on the contrary, is dynamic and outwardly focused by 

proposing strategies by which companies achieve new resource configurations as markets emerge, 

collide, split, evolve, and die off.  

The three theories combined show us the importance of developing capabilities or even core 

competencies within one’s company that create a sustainable competitive advantage and are able to 

deal with changes in markets.  

In the last part of the paragraph, the current trend towards more ‘open’ innovation will be 

addressed. Where past innovations have mostly come from of one’s own R&D labs, today’s 

companies seek complementary partners to develop new value propositions that combine their 

complementary products and/or services. In doing so, companies increasingly make use of networks 

and/or alliances. 

2.1.1 Resource-Based View 

In the theory of the firm, there are two dominant views: the ‘transaction-cost’ view and the 

‘resource-based’ view of a firm. Both set out to describe the interaction between the firm and its 

surrounding market. This literature study will focus primarily on the resource-based view 

complemented with the knowledge-based view (Grant 1991; Grant 1996; Hoffmann and Schaper 

Rinkel 2001). 

The resource- and knowledge-based views focus on how to acquire the capabilities needed in 

order to stay ahead of the competitors (Penrose 1995). By acquiring resources that are valuable, 

durable, rare, inimitable (that cannot be easily duplicated by competitors) and non-substitutable,  a 

sustainable competitive advantage can be achieved (Barney 1991).  

Firms are effectively seen as bundles of resources heterogeneously distributed, persisting over 

time (Birger 1984; Amit and Schoemaker 1993). Resources include the various elements utilized to 

create value: specific physical assets (e.g., specialized production facilities, geographic location), 

human resources (e.g., engineering experience, expertise in construction), organizational assets (e.g., 

management skills, alliance skills), and competencies (e.g., PPP projects) (Barney 1991; Teece, Pisano 

et al. 1997; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Henri 2006).  

Resources in this view include all the assets and capabilities, tangible and intangible. Yet, it is the 

composition of these resources that is considered a company’s competitive advantage (Hamel and 

Prahalad 1994). In earlier work, Hamel and Prahalad (1990) advocated a view in which they perceive 

a firm as a portfolio of core competencies on the one hand and encompassing disciplines on the 
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other. According to them, this is a better way to observe firms, rather than observing them merely as 

a portfolio of product-market entities (Porter 1998). 

Alliances are best represented by the resource-based view, as they can also be seen as a 

portfolio of core competencies and encompassing disciplines, with the only exception that they span 

several company borders. Acquiring resources that are valuable, durable, rare, inimitable and non-

substitutable, that cannot be easily duplicated by competitors, competing alliances or alliance 

networks, can, in this respect, create a sustainable competitive advantage.  

2.1.2 Knowledge-Based View 

In recent years the resource-based theory has been extended with the knowledge-based theory. 

Proponents for the latter argue that the resource-based theory does not go far enough as it views 

knowledge as just another generic resource. Instead they propose to distinguish knowledge for its 

special characteristics, so that various knowledge-based capabilities can be defined. 

The theory emphasizes that knowledge is the key distinctive resource of a firm and that it is the 

‘ultimate’ source of competitive advantage (Conner and Prahalad 1996). Knowledge is embedded 

and carried throughout an organization’s culture and identity, policies, routines, documents, 

systems, and employees (Alavi and Leidner 2005). It is argued that this ‘embeddedness’ is its 

principal advantage, for it is socially complex and difficult to imitate.  

In recent years we have seen an increase in the use of complex information systems to capture 

this knowledge, in the form of intranets and more recently inter-firm knowledge management 

networks (Alavi and Leidner 2001). 

2.1.3 Dynamic Capabilities Theory 

A third theory, the dynamic capability theory, focuses on ‘the organizational and strategic 

routines by which firms achieve new resource configurations as markets emerge, collide, split, 

evolve, and die off’ (Eisenhardt and Martin 2000, p.4). The theory is based upon the fact that for 

sustainable advantage one requires more than the ownership of difficult to replicate (knowledge) 

assets, which is proposed by the resource- and knowledge based views (Teece 2007). Dynamic 

reconfiguration of one’s routines is key to creating and maintaining competitive advantage. Four 

primary capabilities are recognized that enable firms to adapt to the dynamics of the market and 

achieve new resource configurations; innovativeness, organizational learning, market orientation, 

and entrepreneurship. 

Innovativeness refers to the notion of the organization’s openness to new ideas, products and 

processes, and its orientation toward innovation (Danneels 2002; Hult, Hurley et al. 2004). 

Organizational learning focuses on the development of insights, knowledge and associations among 

past actions, the effectiveness of these actions, and future actions (Fiol and Lyles 1985). Market 

orientation refers to the emphasis of the organization on customers’ expressed needs and on the 

development of long-term strategies based on customers’ latent needs (Slater and Narver 1998; 

Henri 2006). Entrepreneurial capabilities refer to a company’s ability to continually renew, innovate, 

and constructively take risks. This entails the creation of new resources or the combining of existing 

resources in order to develop and commercialize new products, move into new markets, and/or 

service new customers (Naman and Slevin 1993; Hitt, Ireland et al. 2001). 

These capabilities can be used to create competitive advantage in a changing market. Although 

these capabilities can strengthen the competitive advantage, research has shown that only the 

combination of the four different capabilities together can create sustained advantages (Hult and 

Ketchen 2001; Ireland 2001; Bhuian, Menguc et al. 2005; Henri 2006).  
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2.1.4 Open Innovation 

A paradigm in which the four capabilities - innovativeness, organizational learning, market 

orientation, and entrepreneurship – are used to create a competitive advantage is that of ‘Open 

Innovation’. 

In the last decade, innovation has been moving from ‘closed’ toward ‘open’ innovation. Within 

closed innovation, inventions were developed by one’s own R&D department going through a funnel 

with several gatekeepers on an internal path to market (see Figure 2). 

In contrast to closed innovation, open innovation considers both internal and external ideas that 

are developed and brought to the market or, again, spun off to approach the market autonomously. 

To put it precisely, one could say that open innovation is “the use of purposive inflows and outflows 

of knowledge to accelerate internal innovation, and expand the markets for external use of 

innovation.” – (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke, et al. 2006, p. VII)  

 

 

As one can see from Figure 2 and Figure 3, the difference between the more traditional 

acquisitions and divestments of non-core business, products, or competences is that, with open 

innovation, in the fuzzy front-end and development phase, external ideas are also considered or 

internal ideas spun off to find their way to commercialization through so-called external paths to 

market. By doing this, companies can potentially create and capture higher value through various 

sources and routes (Chesbrough 2003). 

Adopting an open innovation paradigm can also help companies prevent strong inertia, thus 

making it easier to pick up on innovations found in its environment and to shift its strategic 

orientation and/or core competencies over time. 

Within open innovation 

emphasis is placed upon the 

importance of networks and 

shared knowledge in the 

innovation process. Networks 

and alliances can be seen as 

the practical tools in the 

toolkit of an open innovation 

strategy. With a further shift 

toward open innovation, one 

finds increasing participation 

within innovation networks 

and alliances (Penrose 1995; 

Powell 1996; Chesbrough 

2003). 

The theory of Chesbrough was later extended by Gassmann and Enkel (2004) and focused on the 

use of networks and alliances, particularly on the fuzzy front-end. Gassmann and Enkel (2004) 

identified not two but three so-called ‘core process archetypes’. Apart from the outside-in process 

and the inside-out process, the coupled process was added. In the coupled process, the outside-in and 

 
Figure 2 - Closed Innovation (Chesbrough 2003) 

 
Figure 3 - Open Innovation (Chesbrough 2003) 

Figure 4 - Three archetypes of open innovation processes (source: 

Gassmann and Enkel, 2004) 
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inside-out processes are combined. Companies work with complementary partners through networks 

and alliances in an effort to create new value propositions that combine their complementary 

products and services (See Figure 4). 

2.1.5 Conclusion 

It is clear, therefore, that, in an effort to stay ahead of competition, companies search for ways 

to create sustainable competitive advantage. This they will do through the creation and acquisition of 

the capabilities needed, of which knowledge is the important distinctive resource of a firm and is ‘the 

ultimate’ source of competitive advantage.  

The three views and theory combined show us the importance of developing capabilities or even 

core competencies within one’s company that create a sustainable competitive advantage and are 

able to deal with changes in markets.  

The paradigm in which the four capabilities of the dynamic capabilities theory - innovativeness, 

organizational learning, market orientation, and entrepreneurship – are used to create a competitive 

advantage is that of ‘Open Innovation’. 

Organizations that adopt an open innovation paradigm can work (more easily and earlier on in 

the process) with complementary partners to create new value propositions that combine their 

complementary products and services, through the use of alliance networks. In the next paragraph 

we will continue by focusing on alliances and alliance networks and provide more insight into what 

they exactly encompass.  
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2.2 Alliances: Working Together… Growing Together… 

This paragraph will provide further explication on the subject of networks and alliances and how 

they are used to extend one’s own endogenous capacities with external resources to accelerate 

innovative renewal. Firstly, we will look at the reasons for collaboration and the benefits that 

alliances can have in comparison with mergers and acquisitions. Secondly, a shift to a more narrow 

definition of alliances, as well as the development of alliance networks is addressed. Lastly, several 

trade-offs are described for companies involved in networks and alliances, that have to be kept in 

mind when looking at ways to establish inter-organizational collaboration.  

2.2.1 Collaboration in Networks and Alliances 

Different studies show that there is an increasing complexity of technological as well as 

organizational developments that goes beyond the capabilities of most individual firms to cope with 

them. It is argued that in this regard it is useful to extend one’s own endogenous capacities with 

external resources to accelerate innovative renewal (Hagedoorn 1993; Hagedoorn 1995).  

In trying to achieve this goal, companies increasingly make use of networks of alliances. The aim 

of these networks is to gain a competitive advantage for the individual organizations involved and 

occasionally for the networks as well. Thanks to new management techniques alliances have become 

a good alternative for mergers and acquisitions (de Man 2004). Alliances allow companies to work 

together with each other and stay largely independent. Knowledge shared within the network can 

strengthen current core competences as well as help the development or keep an eye on new core 

competences. Table 1 gives an overview of various motives for strategic inter-firm technology 

cooperation as were put forward by Hagedoorn (1993) 

 
Table 1 - A number of motives for (strategic) inter-firm technology cooperation (Hagedoorn 1993). 

Motives relative to basic and applied research and some general characteristics of technological development 

• Increased complexity and inter-sectoral nature of new technologies, cross-fertilization of scientific disciplines and fields of 

technology, monitoring of evolution of technologies, technological synergies, access to scientific knowledge or to 

complementary technology 

• Reduction, minimizing and sharing of uncertainty in R&D 

• Reduction and sharing of costs of R&D 

 

Motives related to concrete innovation processes 

• Capturing of partner’s tacit knowledge of technology, technology transfer, technological leapfrogging 

• Shortening of product life cycle, reducing the period between invention and market introduction 

 

Motives related to market access and search for opportunities 

• Monitoring of environmental changes and opportunities 

• Internationalization, globalisation and entry to foreign markets 

• New products and markets, market entry, expansion of product range 

 

 

Alliances come in different forms. The more traditional (equity) alliances are joint ventures and 

minority participations, and the more recent are the contractual (non-equity) alliances.   

Table 2 illustrates a summary of the different collaboration forms recognized. The different 

alliance forms have both benefits and drawbacks.  

Table 2 is extended in Appendix I, Table 38 by combining different literature sources into a more 

comprehensive analysis that includes variables such as flexibility, costs, cost economies, governance, 

positioning and success rates.  

  



Sustainable Alliance Networks 

 

11 

 

 

 
Table 2- Continuum of Inter-organizational relationships - Extended version in Appendix I 

Non-Alliance / Alliance  Non-Alliance Alliance Alliance Alliance Non-Alliance Non-Alliance 

Contractual 

Cooperation / Equity 

cooperation / 

Integration 

Contractual 

cooperation 

Contractual 

cooperation 

Equity 

Cooperation 

Equity 

Cooperation 
Integration Integration 

Different 

Forms/Names  

Long-term 

Supply 

Contract 

Joint 

Development/ 

production/ 

marketing 

Joint 

undertaking / 

joint venture 

Acquisitive 

joint venture 

Majority 

interest 

merger 

Know-how 

agreement 

Working pool Mutual 

Interest (cross-

share-holding) 

One-sided 

minority 

interest 

One-sided 

minority 

interest with 

controlling 

agreement 

acquisition 

Licensing 

agreement 

Consortium     

2.2.2 Change of perception 

The term alliances has been recognized, used, and explored in literature for the past two 

decades. Over time there has, however, been a switch in the types of alliances the term is used for. 

Additionally we see a shift in the use of specific alliance types and how alliances are approached.  

2.2.2.1 Narrow Definition of Alliances  

The concept ‘alliance’ or ‘strategic alliance’ has been used for a variety of inter-firm relationships 

(Osborn and Hagedoorn 1997). In the past long-term supply agreements were also included. 

Currently, literature refers to ‘strategic alliances’ or ‘alliances’ as co-operative agreements in which 

two or more separate organizations team up in order to share reciprocal inputs (and outputs) while 

maintaining their own corporate identities (de Man 2004).  

In an alliance one sees the collaboration of people from different partners – while the partners 

remain independent. Within the collaboration, there are joint revenues, joint risks and a joint 

decision-making process. Current literature therefore only distinguishes three different main forms 

of alliances; joint R&D contracts / production etc., joint ventures, and minority participations (see 

Table 2). 

2.2.2.2 Alliances, the functional glue of the ‘Network Economy’  

In the mid-eighties, one sees the arrival of alliances in academic literature, presented as the new 

way to do business (James 1985; Harrigan 1988). The end of the Cold War signaled the start of 

globalization and the gradual deregulation of global trade. The ‘alliance revolution’ (Gomes-Casseres 

1996; Doz and Hamel 1998) focused on how to effectively make use of the new opportunities in the 

global market by entering into learning races by ‘racing the world’ (globalization) and ‘racing for the 

future’ (technology). 

Towards the new millennium a gradual shift in literature became evident. More multi-partner 

initiatives are formed in the form of standardization efforts, joint research by multiple partners, 

and/or solution networks. New management and governance tools allow for the creation of more 

complicated multi-partner contractual alliances. Also, alliances include more core technologies 

where most traditional alliances in the form of joint ventures were created around non-core 

technologies (Hagedoorn 1995).  

Today we see many competing networks or alliance constellations. “Networks are defined as 

selected sets of multiple autonomous organizations, which interact directly or indirectly, based on 

one or more alliance agreements between them” (de Man 2004, p. 4). In this light, alliances 
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themselves have become the functional/contractual glue that connects companies together in this 

networked economy.  

 Figure 5 shows in short how the development of alliance networks can take shape. Independent 

companies start to work together in reaction to specific threats or to explore mutually beneficial 

business opportunities. Stronger ties develop between the different partners in a stage where 

companies are both competitors and collaborators. Doz and Hamel (1998) argue that when we see a 

situation in which uncertainty and complexity are not particularly high, stable competitive coalitions 

will rapidly take shape. 

 

 

Figure 5 - Evolution process of the development of alliance networks (Doz and Hamel 1998). 

 

2.2.3 Alliance Tradeoffs 

Networks of alliances make it possible for companies to, for example, deal with threats, or jointly 

pursue opportunities that are otherwise possible to tackle alone. However networks and alliances 

have a set of drawbacks and trade-offs that must also be taken into consideration. 

First of all, intensive involvement in networks and alliances requires intensive involvement of 

management. Alliances and networks will call for a substantial amount of time investment, training, 

documenting and/or even expensive specialists. Resources may be shifted away from internal affairs 

to managing and constantly monitoring relations within the network. 

Secondly, one of the prime goals is to accumulate and transfer knowledge. However, within the 

organizations themselves, knowledge is shared far more effectively. Co-location of team-members 

might increase the knowledge transfer amongst partners, but could jeopardize knowledge sharing 

and undermine the social structure of the company.  

Thirdly, market transactions in many cases are more effective in creating and maintaining 

business relationships as opposed to a network. Especially in the marketplace, where there is large 

supply of goods and services with little risk, and when the goods and/or services required are not of a 

strategic nature, a market transaction is the preferred method (Williamson 1975). Furthermore, 

economies of scale are more easily achieved within one’s own company.  

Lastly, for publicly traded companies, announcements of alliances are not always well received 

by the market. Research shows that the market prefers simple over more complex deals, (when 

looking at the change in stock prices before and after the announcing of an alliance). Contractual 

alliances showed in 68% of the announcements a positive response from the market, whereas for 

joint ventures this was only 50%. On top of the additional management involvement, substantial 

effort has to be invested into additional communication with the market and/or investors about how 

this deal fits the strategy, benefits the company and its partners, what the effects will be on current 

partners, and how the alliance will create new strategic options towards the future (Ernst and Halevy 

2000). 
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2.2.4 Conclusion 

We can conclude that organizations confronted with an increasing complexity of technological as 

well as organizational developments can make use of alliances to extend their own endogenous 

capacities with external resources to accelerate innovative renewal (Hagedoorn 1993; Hagedoorn 

1995). Thanks to advanced management techniques, alliances have become a good alternative to 

mergers and acquisitions.  

Alliances today are defined more precisely than they have been in the past. Current literature 

refers to ‘alliances’ as co-operative agreements in which two or more separate organizations team up 

in order to share reciprocal inputs (and outputs) while maintaining their own corporate identities, 

(de Man 2004).  Networks and alliances are not a goal in themselves, but a means to an end. Several 

trade-offs have been addressed that should be kept in mind when a choice is made between market 

transactions and more complex collaborations like networks and alliances. 
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2.3 The Network Process: The formation of alliance networks.   

 

Earlier, we defined networks as sets of 

multiple autonomous organizations 

interacting with one another based upon 

alliance agreements (de Man 2004). 

Networks are formed ‘one alliance at a 

time’ and it is important to align the 

business strategy, network strategy and 

eventual network structure, as well as 

alliance agreements, to serve collective 

goals. 

The book: The Network Economy; 

Strategy, Structure and Management (de 

Man 2004) gives a basic seven-step model 

that addresses all the steps of the ‘network 

process’ (see Figure 6). In general, academic 

literature focuses on one of the steps and 

its respective success factors. During the 

literature search, no research has been found that connects all of the different steps together into 

one sound strategy on alliances and/or determines the relative weight of each step. This finding was 

confirmed by academic interviews with Prof. de Man and Duysters. This is rather surprising, as it is 

not hard to understand that a different network strategy can have a substantial influence on the 

structure of an alliance network and the eventual partner selection. 

Although the seven steps as put forward by de Man (2004) do not correlate the fragmented 

findings, it can however be used as a framework to evaluate all the different aspects of the strategy, 

the structure and the management of alliance networks. Additional findings from various books and 

articles are added and combined to the framework to extend its reach. 

In this paragraph we consider the different steps of the network process. First we will look at the 

business strategy, network strategy and structure. After this, the partner selection and 

implementation will be addressed. Lastly, we will look at the different aspects of alliance 

management as well as looking at how a network of alliances can be prepared and designed to deal 

with change.  

2.3.1 Collaboration as a Business Strategy 

The business strategy is the first step in the network process. Paragraph 2.2 already gave us more 

insight into the reasons for a business strategy that incorporates the use of networks and alliances to 

be adopted. 

As mentioned before, it is important to have a pragmatic approach and have a clear view of the 

trade-offs of a business strategy that (partly) includes the use of networks and alliances. Networks 

and alliances are not the end-all cure; a real strategic and management innovation process has to 

take place in order to create long lasting competitive advantage from alliances (Prahalad 1993; de 

Man 2004; Hamel and Breen 2007). 

2.3.2 The Network Strategy 

In the second step of the network process, the network strategy is determined. First, a strategy 

at network level is decided upon, after which a strategy at company level is decided upon. The 

strategy on network level addresses what type of network would be the best to achieve collective 

aims. There are five major network forms and their variants are discussed. A summary is given in 

Table 3. 

 
Figure 6 - The network process (de Man 2004) 

Business 
Strategy

Network 
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Structure
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The strategy at company level answers the question of which role a given organization takes in 

the network. Three roles/positions are distinguished and evaluated for their potential benefits and 

drawbacks. Lastly, two theories are addressed that aim to answer what position is best under which 

circumstances.  

2.3.2.1 Quasi integration networks 

Quasi-integration networks are organizational networks that span the horizon between direct 

competitors in an effort to cope with increasing market power, industry rationalization and in an 

effort to save costs. Quasi-integration networks strive to achieve the advantages one achieves 

through mergers or acquisitions, such as economies of scale, or costs savings, while firms stay 

independent of one another. This form of network is also seen as a first step towards a real merger 

or acquisition in anticipation of regulations being liberalized.  

In short, a quasi-integrated network is horizontal, has a limited number of activities, yet is a 

highly integrated and long-term collaboration. Examples of quasi integrated networks can be found 

in various industries such as the airline industry (Star Alliance, SkyTeam), marketplaces (Covisint, 

Transora), and agricultural cooperatives (Rabobank, FloraHolland) (Dussauge and Garrette 1999; de 

Man 2004). 

2.3.2.2 Vertical supply networks  

Vertical supply networks exist between the various suppliers and producers in the different 

consecutives phases of a value chain (de Man 2004). The aim is to improve the supply chain 

effectiveness through the implementation of different activities in an integrated value chain, insuring 

a constant coordinated flow of goods.  

Vertical supplier networks are especially suitable in situations where a steady supply cannot be 

obtained through market mechanisms. The existence of vertical supplier networks is fuelled by the 

trend towards specialization and a focus on specific core competences. As the need increases for 

external more complex supplies, it leads to the decrease of procurement possibilities through market 

mechanisms.  

In short, a vertical supply network consists of many vertical specializations in one value chain, has 

medium to long-term relationships, and sees an intensive collaboration and coordination of logistics 

and specifications.  Apart from ‘traditional’ supply networks (Toyota, Lenovo, Console Games), the 

channel alliance network (Supermarkets, SAP consultancies, .NET certified suppliers) is a second type 

of vertical network in which the sales and/or implementation is done by many (local) channel 

partners.  

2.3.2.3 Solution networks 

Solution networks consist of partners with complementary goods or services, often representing 

various industries, working together either horizontally or diagonally in order to build a customized 

solution to specific problems. Solution networks are mostly found in business-to-business problem 

solving and the network comes into action when there is a specific customer need emerging in the 

market.  

Not every partner will participate in every solution project; the eventual selection depends on 

the project’s particular needs. As a result, the relationships are latent, medium- to long-term in 

scope, and are of medium intensity. Examples of solution networks can be found in the IT industry as 

well as in the construction industry in the form of building consortia for large-scale projects.  

2.3.2.4 R&D networks 

To mitigate the risks and costs, and to share knowledge and competencies for specific new 

technologies, R&D networks are set up between companies. R&D networks can reduce the 

development time and are set up mostly on a project basis, not directly related to a market ‘need’. 
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The network itself does not have an overarching goal and primarily serves the purpose of increasing 

innovative capacity of the firms individually. 

Two additional subsets are found in R&D networks. A portfolio network hedges risks by its 

location in various competing technologies (Shell, Investment funds, etc.). A research consortium, on 

the other hand, develops new technologies in collaboration, with the aim to speed up its 

commercialization and/or to save on costs. (e.g. Dutch Polymer Institute) 

2.3.2.5 Standardization networks 

It has become nearly impossible for a singular company to establish an industry standard.  

Standardization networks are networks set up between companies aiming to establish a dominant 

technology or process. The difference between R&D networks and standardization networks is that 

the latter has visible impact on the market. Revenues can be generated through either the standard 

itself (e.g. Compact Disc, Blue-ray) or through the development of complementary goods (e.g. 

Symbian, Linux) based on the standard (de Man 2004).  
 

Table 3 - Network Types and their Key Characteristics 

Network Type Definition Key Characteristics Examples 

Quasi-integration Horizontal networks set up for defensive 

reasons like increasing market power, 

saving costs, industry rationalization 

Horizontal; integration of 

limited number of activities, 

long lasting 

Star Alliance, Covisint, Transora, 

FloraHolland, Rabobank 

Supply    

Vertical Networks between suppliers and producers 

in consecutive phases in the value chain 

aimed at improving supply chain 

effectiveness. Often resulting from a focus 

on core competences and outsourcing 

Vertical specialization; medium 

to long term relationships; 

coordination of logistic and 

product specifications 

Supplier Networks: Toyota, 

Bosch  

Channel Networks: 

Supermarkets, SAP 

consultancies, .NET certified 

suppliers 

Solution Networks between produces or 

complementary goods and services aiming 

to serve a complete customer-specific 

problem 

Horizontal or diagonal; latent 

relationships; active by client 

 

Technology    

R&D Networks between companies which aim to 

share risks, costs and/or competences 

surrounding the development of new 

technologies 

Pre-competitive; project-like; 

limited time period 

Portfolio (Shell, Ecocern,  

Research Co (DPI) 

Standardization  Networks between companies aiming to set 

the dominant technology or process in a 

certain area.  

Market oriented; large 

companies involved; limited 

integration; co-opetition.  

Symbian, Linux, MediaWiki 

 

2.3.2.6 Network Strategy and the product lifecycle 

Different products and services find themselves at different stages of the product life cycle curve 

(Levitt and Herbane 1981). Research shows that there is a correlation between the place a product or 

service is in its life cycle and the network type most used. In Figure 7 these are represented by the 

blue network types at the top (de Man 2004). The various alliance types and strategic reasons for a 

specific alliance are plotted along the curve in black (Doz and Hamel 1998). The different stages of 

the product life cycle are added at the base of Figure 7. 
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Figure 7 – Aggregate figure of different Network and Alliance forms along a product’s life cycle (Levitt and Herbane 

1981; Gomes-Casseres 1996; Doz and Hamel 1998; de Man 2004). 

 

2.3.3 Network Structure 

Within networks one has the possibility to position oneself in one of three roles. Various 

advantages, disadvantages and required skills come with each position. In a network one can have 

the position as orchestrator, bridge, or normal group member (See Table 4). 

The orchestrator holds the central position in the network. Every industry has only a limited 

number of orchestrators (Barabasi and Bonabeau 2003) and they tend to have a disproportionate 

number of partners. This position is often obtained through one’s own initiative or because of the 

emergence of a de-facto standard. The position of orchestrator has the greatest benefit with smaller 

players proposing alliances, resulting in a constant stream of innovative ideas, making it easier to 

keep in-sync with the market. The orchestrator has a powerful position to dictate where a network 

will go next. Interestingly enough, orchestrators are rarely formal leaders of a network (Brown, 

Durchslag et al. 2002). 

Bridging positions are especially effective in turbulent industries such as microelectronics and 

biotechnology. By acting as a bridge, one can mitigate risks while markets rapidly change. As a 

bridging partner, a company tries to create a unique position by obtaining information from 

disparate sources that are not connected to one another. Effective knowledge and informational 

flow management is a requirement to create competitive advantage in this bridging position (McEvily 

and Zaheer 1999; de Man 2004). 

Group members are participants in networks that do not hold a specific position. If we compare 

group members to non-group members, the major advantages come from the access to information 

on the capacities or reputation of potential partners, a timelier prospectus of opportunities, and, 

lastly, the opportunity to refer or be referred to potential partners. The tighter the network, the 

better the various group members are able to specialize on specific core competences so that 

economies of scale can be obtained (Williamson 1975; Burt 1992; de Man 2004). 

Not every company can take any desired position in a network, or shape it in such a way that it 

creates benefits. Especially small- and medium-sized companies face more restrictions than larger 

companies. For them it is harder to take the role of orchestrator, as they may lack competences, 

market power and/or other capabilities that would make them an attractive partner for others to 

team up with. Other limitations can be that companies suffer from a bad reputation (Brass, 
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Butterfield et al. 1998; de Man 2004) or that prospective partners might already be in alliance 

networks of competitors (Segil 2001; de Man 2004).  

 
Table 4 - Network Positions; modified by writer (de Man 2004). 

2.3.3.1 Social capital view compared with the structured hole 

In literature there are two different theories, the social capital theory and structural holes 

theory, which try to answer the question of how to position a company to externally acquire 

knowledge and information to achieve the best competitive advantage.  

The social capital theory suggests that the best way to profit from knowledge and information 

transfer is through building trusting, long-term relationships. This means that companies will share a 

number of the same partners, so-called ‘redundant connections’. This theory argues that benefits 

from collective action outweigh the drawbacks of close integration.  

The structural holes theory on the other hand suggests that competitive advantage from 

knowledge and information sharing is best achieved by acting as a bridging partner that links two 

networks of very different partners to one another. In this way, the company will be exposed to 

more diverse knowledge, leading to competitive advantage. 

Table 5 shows, in short, what, according to the theories, initiates knowledge transfer among 

partners as well as what pitfalls the different theories have (Coleman 1990; Burt 1992; Nooteboom 

1999; Kogut 2000). 

  

 Group Member Bridge Orchestrator 

Definition Equal partner in a network, 

having relationships with all 

other partners in the network 

Company that positions itself 

between two unconnected 

partners/networks 

Core partner in a network 

Advantage Referral of clients, partners 

Timely access to information 

and knowledge 

Easy to set up new alliances 

within the network 

Efficient management; shared 

norms ease cooperation 

Reliability; no opportunism 

Specialization  

Access to a variety of 

information and knowledge 

Divide and rule 

Flexibility (low level of 

integration) 

Hedge risks 

Fewer alliances to manage 

 

Attraction: best partners 

approach the central player 

Best access to information 

Ability to withhold cooperation 

and thus inhibit new 

competitors from blossoming 

 

Disadvantage Many partners 

Bureaucracy, rigidity, 

dependency 

Myopia: what happens outside 

the network 

Entry of new partners difficult 

Disclosure of sensitive 

information 

Vulnerable to competence 

destroying innovation or 

replacement 

Low trust and commitment; no 

exchange of key information 

High partner turnover 

Chance of being left on their 

own 

Seen as the one responsible 

Large share of the 

management burden 

Required Skills to create 

competitive advantage from 

position. 

Effective strive for tight 

integration, in order to develop 

specialist skills and specialist 

competences to benefit from 

economies of scale (Williamson 

1975) 

Effective knowledge 

management (systems) to deal 

with various sources of 

information 

Effective information flow 

management within alliance 

(McEvily and Zaheer 1999; de 

Man 2004) 

 

Identification activities in 

which to become pre-eminent 

players (Hacki and Lighton 

2001) 

Information management 

across organizations (Fruin and 

Nishiguchi 1993) 

Community building (Brown, 

Durchslag et al. 2002)  
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Ernst and Harlevy (2000) argue that the most successful businesses  engaging in networks and 

alliances are those that position themselves at the center of a network in which they can leverage 

intangible capital – such as knowledge – without owning many expensive assets.  

 
Table 5 - The Social Capital view compared with the Structural Holes view (de Man 2004)  

 Social Capital Structural Holes 

Competitive advantage best 

realized via 

Redundancy in networks: firm A and firm B have 

similar partners and there is an alliance between 

A and B 

Holding a bridge position between two 

companies which have no ties between 

them (information brokerage: when X and Y 

have no relationship between them and Z 

sets up alliances with X and with Y, then Z is 

able to profit from combining the 

knowledge of two different partners) 

Because these social-cognitive 

dimensions apply 

Trust, commitment and long-term relationships 

are required before knowledge can be 

meaningfully exchanged or built up between 

companies 

Companies need to be exposed to diverse 

stimuli in order to develop new knowledge 

Pitfall of the approach Groupthink, not seeing what goes on in the 

outside world 

Companies may not want to exchange 

knowledge for fear of being used or for fear 

of spillover 

 

2.3.3.2 Network structure: Optimizing the Alliance Constellations  

After setting the network strategy and deciding upon a network type, the next step in the 

network process is creating the network structure that supports the network best. 

There are five main building blocks recognized (Gomes-Casseres 1996; Bamford and Ernst 2002; 

de Man 2004). For building the appropriate structure one should look at the tie strength, the network 

size, the membership mix, collective governance, and if clustering is required.   

Three main ‘fits’ must be achieved for the network and building blocks to fit with the network’s 

needs. Firstly, there has to be a strategic fit matching the network type and strategy to the structure. 

Table 6 shows an indicative overview of possible fits. Secondly, there should be an internal fit. Every 

building block has different possibilities of settings; these again are based upon specific benefits and 

drawbacks. It is important that these internal settings do not conflict but fit one another, thus 

creating an internal fit. Lastly, there has to be a dynamic fit. Different networks can see different 

rates of change, both in the outside world and within the network itself. The structure, and settings, 

of the building blocks has to be organized in such a way that the network can cope with the dynamics 

of its environment.  

 
Table 6 - General overview of structure of different network types (de Man 2004) 

Network Type Tie Strength Size Mix Governance Clustering 

Quasi-integration Strong Small Similar Contract, Central 

committees, equity 

holdings 

Yes 

Vertical Supply  Strong Medium Mix of similar and 

dissimilar 

Distributed hierarchy, lead 

partner 

Medium 

Solution Medium  Small Dissimilar Distributed hierarchy, 

consensus, alliance teams 

Yes 

Standardization  Mostly Low Mostly Big Depends, often 

similar partners 

Democracy working 

groups 

Yes 

R&D - Portfolio Low Big Dissimilar Informal leadership, 

contracts, 

trust/reputation, 

professional standards 

No 

R&D - Consortia Medium Medium Similar Distrusted hierarchy, 

trust/reputation, 

professional standards 

Yes 
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Alliance tie strength refers to both legal and non-legal issues. Three main alliance types are 

recognized: contractual alliances, joint ventures, and minority participation. The different types come 

with different tie strengths. Appendix I, Table 38 shows how organizational interdependence reflects 

the different alliance types. The tie strength can also be stronger or 

weaker because of the time and/or capital investment, the existence of 

shared revenues, or the emotional intensity of the relationship and/or 

match between company cultures. The choice between strong and 

weak ties depends upon the turbulence of the industry, the required 

knowledge transfer, and to what extent access is possible to the 

involved partners (Granovetter 1973; Duysters and Hagedoorn 2000; 

Rowley, Behrens et al. 2000; de Man 2004). 

 

The Network Size deals with the optimum number of network 

partners. Apart from the economies of scale that can be achieved by 

the network, various different variables determine the size of the 

network. Partners can have different functional capabilities. Depending 

on the complexity and capabilities of the network, the size may differ. 

Alliance and network capabilities among partners can also enable 

smaller or bigger networks to exist and be effectively maintained (Kogut 

2000; Dyer, Kale et al. 2001; Vanhaverbeke, Beerkens et al. 2007). Risk 

taking and aversion play a role, as networks with a redundancy of 

suppliers will be larger. Size itself can be a variable as it can lead to 

economies of scale as well as provide redundancy for specific key or 

non-key components. Lastly, sharing of costs and/or revenues will alter 

the size of the network, as many are willing to share costs, but few are 

willing to share revenues. 

The Network Membership Mix highlights the different types of partners. The first thing that has 

to be addressed is the differences or similarities in capabilities. Economies of scale can more easily be 

achieved in both production and purchasing by partnering with similar partners. Adoption of 

standards as well as providing complete solutions to the market will require more dissimilar partners. 

Status of the various partners also plays a role. Relationships with established partners are important 

for the transfer of existing knowledge, whereas new companies are important for the development 

of new technologies (Hagedoorn and Duysters 2000; Duysters and de Man 2003). 

Collective governance refers to the coordination of the network and to which planning, control, 

and decision-making processes are put in place. It is seen as the most complex building block of the 

network structure. Because of rapid changes in the environment and the changes of the partners’ 

strategies, alliances can have a planning gap, which calls for the use of self-coordinating mechanisms. 

On top of that, incomplete information about the partner’s actions and thoughts, (as well as the 

possibility of cheating), creates a control gap, which calls for the use of implicit coordination 

mechanisms such as norms, trust and reputation. Creating a governance system will rely on a mix of 

different coordinating mechanisms.  

Clustering refers to whether the company’s partners are also in multi-lateral partnerships with 

one another. Networks with a low degree of clustering are called ‘thin’ networks, whereas ‘thick’ 

networks see a high degree of clustering. Alliances such as consortia are seen as an example of thick 

networks (see Figure 8). Two theories mentioned earlier align with the choice between thick and thin 

networks. The social capital theory supports clustering, whereas that of thin networks is supported 

by the structural hole approach (see Table 5). 

  

Thin Network

Thick Network

Figure 8 - Thin vs. Thick 

networks 
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2.3.3.3 Limitations on Network Structure  

Whichever network structure is designed, not all work out as planned or will not even be 

allowed. The eventual network structure depends on the capabilities of the various partners as well 

as restrictions that may apply due to anti-trust regulations.  

2.3.4 Partner Selection 

Partner selection within bilateral alliances has been widely addressed and agreed upon within 

literature (Medcof 1997; Doz and Hamel 1998; Douma, Bilderbeek et al. 2000). The first step is to 

draw up a partner profile which analyzes the partner for all desired characteristics. Most common 

elements of this profile are the strategy/vision, core competences (including market, technology and 

infrastructure capabilities (Gallon, Stillman et al. 1995) and the company culture. Recent research 

suggests that alliance experience, alliance & network capability should also be considered as criteria 

(see paragraph 2.4 on alliance capability). 

2.3.4.1 Network partner selection criteria and processes 

For the different network types, more specific criteria and processes apply. Due to the different 

strategic aims of the network as a whole, different criteria are more and less important in the 

selection of network partners (see Table 7). 

First, a prospective partner has to be analyzed for its network fit. Partners will most likely already 

find themselves in a network, which could lead to conflicts of interest. Also there might be 

competitors of the partner in the existing network, making the entrance for the prospective partner 

unattractive. In addition, the network of the prospective partner should be analyzed for 

opportunities to refer to additional partners. As third party referral reduces the length of the 

selection process. A strong network of a prospective partner can be seen as a valuable asset (Gulati 

1995; Duysters, de Man et al. 1999; Gulati 1999; Gulati, Nohria et al. 2000). 

Secondly, whereas 

bilateral alliances can see 

detailed contracts right from 

the start, in networks the 

detail level might be much 

lower. At the start, there is 

more focus on developing a 

joint vision under which 

separate projects can be 

developed, which are then 

described again in more detail 

(de Man 2004).  

Thirdly, one’s reputation 

as a good partner to work 

with plays an important role 

in networks. Benefits from 

reputation arise when one is 

referred to by others to take 

part in a project. Also, doing a ‘local search’ into the reputation of potential partners with current 

partners can reduce risks and selection time (Gulati 1995; Gulati 1999). 

Lastly, in networks the partner selection process does not necessarily stop once a new network 

has been formed. Partners will enter and exit as companies and network strategies change. In 

networks, positioning oneself within the network becomes the main focus, rather than having access 

to a network or not (de Man 2004). 

  

Table 7 – Partner selection criteria and process (de Man 2004).  

Network Type Selection Criteria Selection Process 

Quasi-integration Market power 

Direct competitor 

Strategic, organisational, 

cultural fit 

Network fit 

Opportunities for full and 

seamless integration 

Long process when far reaching 

integration is required 

Led by top management of the 

companies involved 

Vertical Supply Price/performance ratio 

Operational fit 

Opportunities for 

improvement 

Differs per type of supplier 

Upgrading procedures 

Orchestrator plays important 

role in the selection phase 

Solution Complementary offering and 

competencies 

Strategic, organizational, 

cultural, network fit 

Often determined by clients 

R&D Innovative technology, R&D 

capacity 

Led by R&D staff 

Standardization  Market power 

In open networks: no specific 

criteria 

Agreement on direction of 

Brief process in most cases 
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2.3.5 Implementation 

After the steps of network strategy, structure and partner selection, the implementation seems 

to be very straightforward. As for the governance systems and information systems, these could be 

seen as ‘easy targets’. As mentioned before, adopting an alliance strategy and implementing alliances 

will take not only investments in terms of time, money, and/or in terms of top management support, 

but also a cultural change in the ways of working. Doz and Hamel (1998) describe this as being 

alliance-ready or not (see  

Table 8). The qualities set out in the table focus primarily on what would be required of 

employees in the new setting of alliance networks.  

During implementation, there needs to be an additional eye for subtle reinforcement of these 

new ways of working so that trust and commitment are encouraged (Kotter and Schlesinger 1979; 

Irwin and Klenow 1996; Bresnen and Marshall 2000; Li, Cheng et al. 2001). For this, understanding is 

needed for the potential impact of different decision on the individuals’ and groups’ motivations and 

interests (Bresnen and Marshall 2000). 
 

Table 8 - Qualities of firms that are and are not alliances-ready (Doz and Hamel 1998) 

Unprepared Prepared 

Protective 

Imitative 

Focused on core business 

Product orientated 

Focused on linear goals 

Customer-led 

Focused on maximizing hit rate 

Define failure as money lost 

Creative 

Innovative 

Focused on core competencies 

Functionally orientated 

Focused on nonlinear goals 

Beyond customers 

Faster learning 

Define failure as money forgone1 

 

A true cultural change and adoption of an ‘alliance culture’ is vital for the long-term success of 

the various alliances and networks. It is therefore important to acknowledge that the usage of tools 

and techniques is only the first step toward commitment to an alliance culture. Bresnen and Marshall 

(2000) highlight that the key question to ask is if one sees a real attitudinal change, or whether one 

sees simple behavioral compliance based upon calculations of self-interest. As value creation (and 

capture) is heavily dependent on successful co-specialization between the skills of the different 

partner organizations (Doz and Hamel 1998), it is in the mutual interest of partners to help one 

another with the adoption of an ‘alliance culture’.  

2.3.5.1 Planned versus Evolutionary Implementation 

Some networks may only start after all members have 

committed to it; however other networks may form in a 

more evolutionary way with different partners that join at 

different stages of the network development (see Table 9). 

Most networks emerge over time, and evolve in a trial-and-

error process. Different network types call for a different 

approach. Where, for example, open standard networks 

can use an evolutionary approach – as the more partners 

means the better for the network – a quasi-integrated 

alliance will be of a more planned nature.  

2.3.5.2 Communication is key 

Cultural change within the organization calls for good communication and clear management 

support. This is applicable to one’s own organization as well as to the ‘outside world’. As 

announcements of alliances are not always well received by the market, substantial effort has to be 

invested into additional communication to answer questions such as: how this deal fits the strategy 

and benefits the company and its partners; what the effects will be on current partners; and how the 

Table 9 - Planned and Evolutionary 

Network Implementation (de Man 2004)  

Network 

Characteristics 

Planned Evolutionary 

Number of 

activities 

involved 

Few Several 

Required level of 

integration 

Low High 

Type of activities Non-core Core 
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alliance will create new strategic options toward the future (Ernst and Halevy 2000). The market’s 

players want to see the alliance success factors communicated clearly to them, so they are able to re-

evaluate better what value the alliance will bring to the organization.  

2.3.6 Management  

Management of networks combines the management basics – such as good communication and 

clarity of goals – with some additional issues: managing performance, maintaining progress, 

balancing commitment, satisfaction, flexibility, and managing network knowledge. Each will be 

elaborated upon below. Building alliance capability is also part of the alliance management process. 

As it is seen as one of the key drivers, it is elaborated upon in the next paragraph.  

2.3.6.1 Performance Management  

To ensure progress, the performance of an alliance and/or network has to be evaluated.  In order 

to have a good assessment, it is suggested to measure performance at three different levels.  

First of all, every alliance should be individually assessed (Bamford and Ernst 2002). The overall 

performance of each alliance can be based upon an aggregate of three success indicators: 

economic/financial performance, the extent to which the goals were achieved, and the relationship 

between the partners (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). Other metrics are suggested such as the 

scorecard approach by Siebel Systems. This approach analyzes the alliance for its financial, 

operational, strategic, and relational fitness. Every ‘fitness’ is again analyzed with different sub-

scorecards. The eventual score reassembles the gap between the score of Siebel and that of the 

partner. When the score exceeds a certain threshold, an action plan is put in place (Doz and Hamel 

1998; Bamford and Ernst 2002; de Man 2004). 

Secondly, the performance has to be assessed at a network level, observing the portfolio of 

alliances as a whole (Bamford and Ernst 2002). Alliances are analyzed by comparing the different 

alliances with one-another. In this way alliances that underperform in comparison with the average 

can be identified (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). As not all returns of alliances are tangible, setting 

performance indicators can be a challenge.  

Thirdly, after both the alliances and networks have been assessed, the overall business 

collaboration strategy and network strategy must to be reevaluated, this to see whether the strategy 

leads to a superior network. Literature suggests the use of co-operative benchmarking (Li, Cheng et 

al. 2001). In this process the network and/or alliance is compared –together with the partner(s) - to 

similar networks, thereby reevaluating the competitive advantage of the network over that of others.  

Measuring performance, especially through co-operative benchmarking, can initiate a process of 

continuous learning towards sustainable superior performance (Li, Cheng et al. 2001). It is argued 

that it strengthens long-term commitment, trust, shared vision, problem-solving ability, equity, 

creativity, cost effectiveness, customer satisfaction, and that it enables continuous improvement  (Li, 

Cheng et al. 2001; Cheng, Li et al. 2004). This can move companies from simple alliances or 

partnerships to a long-term alliance (Li, Cheng et al. 2001). 

2.3.6.2 Doing one’s homework 

As can be seen from the different performance measures, a lot of intelligence is needed to be 

able to analyze the alliances, networks, and even the complete portfolio of collaborations. It is 

suggested that an overview is created and updated on all the alliances, networks and other 

collaborations the company is involved in. By monitoring the various different types of partners, a 

broader view can be obtained on the network and the development of it.  

The different performance indicators also have to be regularly checked and, where needed, 

adjusted in order to increase performance. Best practices on alliance management should be 

documented. Alliance capabilities will be further addressed in the next paragraph.  
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2.3.6.3 Maintaining progress 

Networks are on average more dynamic and difficult to manage than other forms of 

collaborations. Because of multiple partners within the same network, with each their own interests 

and external and internal factors influencing them, good network planning is required to prevent a 

deadlock.  

To create a good flow of information among the different partners, an information exchange 

system can be set up. As we reviewed earlier, for the network orchestrator, effective information 

management across organizations (Fruin and Nishiguchi 1993) is an important required skill. Apart 

from setting a standard for information exchange, the orchestrator can also integrate performance 

standards based upon customer evaluations into the network. In case a less centralized approach is 

desired, one can make use of a neutral network organization to do this (Parkhe 1998; Parkhe 2001). 

2.3.6.4 Satisfaction, Commitment and Flexibility 

The interdependence process between commitment and satisfaction supports a long-term life of 

the strategic alliance (Cheng, Li et al. 2004). At the same time, one of the main advantages is the 

flexibility of alliances as opposed to different forms of collaboration. Partners will have to walk a thin 

line between committing to the alliance and network while at the same time maintaining flexibility. 

Apart from the willingness to commit, it is possible that different partners are not able to integrate 

predetermined strategies to the same extent as others (de Man 2004).  

To deal with this, alliance management has to be flexible to allow for the different abilities and 

desires of the partners to be met within the same alliance network. One practical approach to this is 

to have different speeds within one network, to enable different companies that cannot commit the 

same resources to an alliance to still work together. 

Second, the network should also allow for different levels of engagement. By allowing different 

strengths of links, a network can accommodate a variety of partners who would otherwise not 

consider joining the network (de Man 2004). 

Lastly, it can be highly desired to set durations of every network relationship beforehand. A clear 

signal is given on the commitment for a fixed time period, without any moral or legal barriers in their 

way to dissolve after the goals have been achieved or the timeframe has passed (de Man 2004). 

Combining the speeds, engagement and commitment periods together into a standard can also 

signal additional clarity.  

2.3.6.5 Network knowledge management 

The key to competitive advantage and improving customer satisfaction lies in the ability of 

organizations to form learning alliances (Holt, Love et al. 2000) In order to create such  learning 

alliances, a business environment has to be created that encourages both learning and reflection 

among partners (Holt, Love et al. 2000). 

Merely transferring knowledge, or piling it up within the alliance, will not encourage innovation. 

A mechanism needs to be in place to recognize value and apply knowledge strategically. In literature 

the term ‘adsorptive capacity’ describes the ability of a firm to take advantage of knowledge. Part of 

this success depends on how the knowledge is retained and distributed throughout the organization 

(Cohen and Levinthal 1990). Creating such routines can potentially stimulate innovation as it provides 

opportunities for sustained process improvement (Gann 1998; Barlow 2000). 

De Man (2004) proposes to look at three different levels for effective knowledge management 

within alliances; they are internal company knowledge management, partnership knowledge 

management, and knowledge transfer management.  

  



Sustainable Alliance Networks 

 

25 

For companies to be successful in alliance, their own process of knowledge management must be 

clear on strategic objectives that be achieved in adopting the network strategy. Secondly, enough 

adsorptive capacity should be present to actually utilize the knowledge that is shared or spills over to 

ones advantage. 

 

• Clear strategic objectives
• Absorptive capacity
• Open culture, organizational 

form, infrastructure

• Complementary goals, win-win
• Joint targets and compensation
• (co-)location
• Managing cultural differences
• Choice of governance structure

• Personal unions
• ‘Boundary Spanners’
• Staff rotation
• Debriefing

Partner A Partner BAlliance

 
Figure 9 - Knowledge management tools for partnerships (De Man, Koene et al. 2001). 

 

 Within the alliance, knowledge management is somewhat different. Also, adoptive capacity 

plays an important role, especially when the alliance is a joint venture. Then the alliance itself is a 

separate entity when the integration of the different co-specializations becomes important. Also in 

contractual alliances, co-location is seen as a tool to encourage knowledge capture and distribution. 

Having complementary (non-conflicting) goals as well as joint targets and joint compensation helps to 

decrease conflicts of interest and encourages long-term commitment. More culturally homogeneous 

alliances have been most successful. This is not surprising when we consider that in alliances both 

companies remain independent. The flexibility of the employees then determines whether they can 

manage with both the parent and alliance culture (Parkhe 1991). Other literature also highlights the 

importance of learning from repetitive cycles within one alliance. Alliance commitment and revenues 

can grow over time in small steps, until a point where the alliance optimum is reached. Effective 

knowledge management can mean the difference between small steps or giant leaps towards this 

point (Doz and Hamel 1998). 

The last set of tools concerns knowledge transfer 

management. Again, encouraging the general success 

factors of alliances is key – that is, trust and open 

communication. A set of tools is described by such as 

boundary spanners (De Man, Koene et al. 2001; de Man 

2004). They are very similar to the bridging position in 

the network and are appointed to ensure knowledge 

transfer from the alliance to the different partners. Also 

they have to prevent unwanted spillover. Another way to 

encourage trust is by official debriefing, in which 

knowledge is retained and again distributed among the 

partners.  

  

 
Figure 10 - Learning Cycles in Successful 

Alliances (Doz and Hamel 1998) 
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2.3.7 Change – The start of a new Network Process Cycle 

Earlier, we saw that one of the key benefits of alliance networks is their ability to anticipate on 

change in the environment better than other collaboration forms. Whether or not the alliance can 

stand the test of time and whether or not it will be successful in the long-run party depends on how 

it anticipates on change from the start (Doz and Hamel 1998). The different alliance networks a 

company is involved in will undergo constant change because of external and internal factors.  

 

External factors – Change in the business environment may require for networks to change. The 

business environment might change because of new technology development, or a shift in demand. 

Also a change in governmental regulations – e.g. regulations on alliances themselves – might require 

change. Lastly, the start or change in performance of a competing network might lead to the need to 

reevaluate the current network and its alliances (Doz and Hamel 1998; de Man 2004). 

 

Internal Factors – We can recognize two major reasons for change of the network and its alliances. 

The first is a strategic change of a partner. As mentioned before, a network and its alliances are 

based upon a business strategy. A strategic change or shift of attention to a firm’s competencies and 

technologies might lead to the need for a shift in the network strategy, structure, and role. Network 

failure is a second important factor for change. In the case that a set of objectives are not met, the 

network needs to be reorganized or, in the worst case, abandoned (Doz and Hamel 1998; de Man 

2004). 

Different network types do not show the same external and internal factors that will alter the 

network. The most common change factors are listed in Table 10. 

 
    Table 10 - Factors of change for different network types (de Man 2004). 

 

Lastly, in order to anticipate imminent changes, continuous monitoring of the firm’s boundaries – 

re-evaluating its core competencies – is required. This will make it possible for companies to alter 

their business strategy as well as their network strategy, reassessing the benefits and drawbacks of 

alliances and whether market transaction, network, or another form of collaboration is the best way 

to move forward.  

2.3.8 Conclusion 

In this paragraph we discussed the network process that serves as a multi-step guiding 

framework for networks and alliances.  

First we looked at the business strategy, network strategy and structure. Before a collaborative 

business strategy is chosen, benefits and drawbacks have to be weighted. After this, network 

strategy and structure make us aware of the different networks forms and their respective 

characteristics. Furthermore, we consider what roles an organization can have or take in a network 

and what building blocks one can use to construct a network.  

Network Type Change 

Quasi-integration Transform network into a merger 

Extend integration to an increasing number of activities 

Vertical Supply Learning races 

Creating sub-networks in the network 

Solution Adding new services or products 

Continually improve the integration of products 

Technology road mapping 

R&D Continues inflow and outflow of partners to maintain access to the latest technologies and 

abandon old technology 

Taking over a promising new company 

Changing R&D networks into standardization networks 

Standardization  Adding new partners 
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Three fits have to be established: a strategic fit that aligns strategy and structure, a internal fit 

that creates a fit among the different building blocks, and a dynamic fit that fits the network to the 

dynamics of its environment.  

After this, we looked at the partner selection and implementation. Research suggests that 

criteria such as common culture, strategy/vision, and needed competences alone are not enough; 

alliance experience, alliance capability and alliance management should also be considered. 

Additional criteria and selection processes depend partly on the network type that is being 

considered. Implementation can either be of a planned or evolutionary nature.  

Within the step alliances management we looked at how performance is measured and pace can 

be kept, at how commitment, satisfaction and flexibility can be balanced, and how knowledge can be 

effectively managed within the organization and network.  

Lastly, we discussed that networks and alliances can change over time, something one should 

consider during its design and maintenance. Internal, external, and network-specific sources of 

change were highlighted.   

The seven steps of the network process will be used in this thesis as a framework to evaluate the 

different aspects of the strategy, the structure and the management of alliance networks.   
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2.4 Alliance Capability 

In the previous paragraph we have investigated the different network process steps to arrive at 

the selection of the right network strategy, structure, partners, and implementation. Also we looked 

at how networks and alliances should be managed and changed to cope with change in the 

organizational environment.  

In this paragraph we will look at the so-called alliance capability, defined as the ability to create 

successful alliances, based on learning from alliance management and leveraging alliance knowledge 

inside the company (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). 

Although alliances have become a more dominant part of the business strategy, too often they 

fail. Research shows that half of the alliances entered into are described as a failure within four 

years, while research by KPMG Alliances has even indicated a failure rate as high as 60-70%. 

(Wildeman 1998) Part of the reason for this is that companies do not have enough alliance 

experience, nor have they built up adequate capability to manage alliances (Draulans, de Man et al. 

2003). 

In the past two decades, research has put particular focus on alliance characteristics and 

structure, with the emphasis placed on the organizational, strategic, cultural and personal fit 

between alliance partners, believing that an optimal fit will raise alliance success. More recent 

research focuses on alliance management and so-called alliance capability.  

With this shift of attention we see a similar shift of attention from what the main question is: 

‘Why are some alliances successful?’ to ‘Why are certain organizations more successful with alliances 

than others?’ Recent research as a result focuses more on factors such as knowledge, experience, 

and management techniques (Harbison and Pekar 1997; Kale and Singh 2000; Draulans, de Man et al. 

2003; Kale and Singh 2007). 

2.4.1 Alliance Experience: Learning by doing 

Within an alliance network, two or more partners share knowledge and/or other resources. In 

order to be effective and efficient, the differences in terms of structure, culture and planning 

between the different companies need to be bridged, calling for specific skills to do so and adsorptive 

capacity (see paragraph 2.3.6) to digest and utilize the knowledge shared within alliance as well as 

that of the management of the alliance network itself.  

In research, alliance performance is described as the aggregate of three success indicators: 

economic/financial performance, the extent to which goals have been achieved and the relationship 

between partners (Dyer, Kale et al. 2001; Gittell 2002; Heimeriks and Duysters 2007; Kale and Singh 

2007). 

Research has shown that a firm’s alliance experience can have a positive effect on the alliances 

performance. It is presumed that there is an implicit flow of feedback and knowledge from prior 

experience that enables a company to perform better while engaged in alliance networks (Anand and 

Khanna 2000; Kale and Singh 2000). 

 

Limits 

By entering into different alliances and alliance networks, alliance experience is gained that 

benefits all the alliances a company is involved in. Learning-by-doing has a positive effect on the 

alliance performance, but there is a turning point at around six alliances (Heimeriks, Duysters et al. 

2007). As one can learn from Figure 11, the curvilinear line gradually flatters to a point where no 

further performance improvement is achieved from participating in new alliances. 
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Singh 2000). Some authors see these alliance functions separately (Kale and Singh 2007), others list 

them amongst the alliance capability mechanisms (de Man 2004). 

2.4.3 The Alliance Learning Process 

Kale and Singh (2007) have extended on alliance performance research in a different way. Rather 

than looking at mechanisms or routines, they propose the so called alliance management learning 

process as the mediating variable. In their research they show that a learning process that 

incorporates articulation, codification, sharing, and internalization of alliance management know-

how will lead to greater overall alliance success rate. Figure 14 illustrates their structural model. 

Rather than having implicit flows of feedback, explicit flows of feedback are deliberately created, 

codified, shared, and internalized. 

 

 
Figure 14 - Structural Model of Alliance learning process research (Kale and Singh 2007).  

 

2.4.4 Basic and Advanced Alliance Techniques  

Not all alliance capability mechanisms and routines are the same. Research shows that one could 

speak of more basic and advanced alliance management mechanisms, where the basic alliance 

management mechanisms benefit in particular the in-experienced group (up until six alliances) and 

the advanced mechanisms for the experienced group.  A number of basic and advanced tools will be 

addressed below (Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 

2.4.4.1 Basic Techniques – Evaluation per Alliance  

Evaluation per alliance shows a positive correlation for inexperienced companies. In this 

systematic approach, alliances are analyzed on a one-to-one basis, according to metrics designed to 

assess the financial performance, goals achieved, and the relationship amongst partners (see Table 

12).  
 

Table 12 - Extent to which evaluation enhances success (Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 

Independent Variable Dependant variable ‘organizations alliance success’. 

 Correlation coefficient experienced group  

(1 tailed sig.) 

Correlation coefficient inexperienced 

group (1 tailed sig.) 

Number of Individual 

evaluation criteria used 

0.017 (0.468) 0.359 (0.05) 
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2.4.4.2 Basic Techniques – Alliance Training 

Alliance training is a second basic tool that can show significant increases in overall performance. 

Research shows that organizations with training have an alliance success rate of 10% above the 

average for the whole sample group, while those not using training score 15% below average (see 

Table 13). Again, the benefits are not equally distributed, with the inexperienced group especially 

reaping alliance improvements with an incredible 65% increase of average success if alliance training 

is used (Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 
 

Table 13 - Extent to which the use of alliance training enhances the success of alliances (Heimeriks and Duysters 

2007). 

Use of alliance training Improvement / deterioration of average success 

 Experienced Group Inexperienced Group 

Alliance training used +1% +65% 

No alliance training used -2% -11% 

 

2.4.4.3 Advanced Techniques – Cross-alliance evaluation 

In cross-alliance evaluation, the alliance with company X is compared with the alliance with 

company Y. As we can see from Table 14, a frequent use of formal methods sees a substantial 

increase in the alliance success of the organization.  

 
Table 14 - Extent to which the use of frequent formal cross-alliance evaluation enhances success for experienced vs. 

inexperienced organizations (Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 

Method for cross-alliance evaluation Dependant variable ‘organizations alliance success’. 

No Method -8% 

Random Method 0 

Frequent Formal Method +30% 

 

This success is believed to come from three things: first, the frequent use of the methods will see 

a more thorough analysis; second, as more alliances are involved, more people will be involved too 

with the evaluations, making sure the knowledge on alliances will be more broadly carried 

throughout the organization; finally, cross-alliance evaluation allows for opportunities through 

synergies to be discovered between the different alliances. Table 15shows that the experienced 

group benefits especially from this type of evaluation (Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 

  
Table 15 - Cross Alliance Evaluation - Improvement / deterioration of average success (Heimeriks and Duysters 

2007). 

Use of cross-alliance evaluation Improvement / deterioration of average success 

 Experienced Group Inexperienced Group 

Frequent formal cross-alliance 

evaluation method used. 

+17% + 2% 

No cross-alliance evaluation 

methods used. 

-7% -14% 
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2.4.4.4 Advanced Techniques - Alliance specialist 

The use of an alliance specialist can contribute significantly to the success of the alliance(s). This 

is however correlated with the position the alliance specialist holds (see Table 16). The results show 

that the lower the specialist is placed in the organization the greater the success (Heimeriks and 

Duysters 2007). 

 
Table 16 - Extent to which the use and level of an alliance specialist enhances the success of alliances (Heimeriks and 

Duysters 2007). 

Level of alliance specialist within the firm Dependant variable ‘organizations alliance success’. 

Top management / senior level 0% 

Middle management / low level +25% 

No specialist -20% 

 

2.4.1 Network and alliance capability as a selection criteria 

In the paragraph (2.3.4.1) we addressed a number of selection criteria for partners in the 

different network types. Earlier, we looked at a match in terms of strategy, structure, and culture. 

This alone might not be enough. Adding network and alliance capability as selection criteria might 

increase the success of the alliance itself even further. Research suggests that when one of the 

partners is inexperienced in alliance management, the chances of success will diminish. Also on a 

more practical note, alliance capability in the form of ‘alliance manager’ can help. These managers 

can act as initiators or bridging persons in setting up other capabilities such as joint-business 

planning, knowledge sharing, or take the lead in a partner program (Porter Lynch 2001; Duysters, van 

den Oord et al. 2002). 

 

2.4.2 Alliance Capability and Core Competence  

A core competence is, put simply, something that a company does best, in a manner better than 

the market average (Coyne, Hall et al. 1997). In literature a clear distinction is made between 

individual capabilities and core competences. Gallon et al. (1995) argue that a useful way to think of 

a core competence is as aggregates of capabilities, where synergy is created that has sustainable 

value and broad applicability.  

To illustrate this further, Gallon et al. (1995) created a more specific framework. Their framework 

(see Figure 15) splits the aggregate of competence into different capabilities that together form a 

core competence. Infrastructure capabilities in this are seen as capabilities that concern the internal 

operations of the company and that are invisible externally. This could be management, information 

systems and training; or alliance management, alliance information systems, and alliance training, for 

that matter (Gallon, Stillman et al. 1995).  

 

 
Figure 15 - Core competence consisting of the three main capabilities - Gallon et al. (1995) 



Sustainable Alliance Networks 

 

33 

 

 

In alliance networks, not all companies bring the same capabilities to the table. For companies 

that provide the infrastructural (supporting) capabilities to the total business case and network, 

additional knowledge of alliance management can be of great benefit. In such cases, alliance 

capability should become part of the core capabilities or even a core competence in itself (Coyne, 

Hall et al. 1997; Porter 1998). 

When we reflect back to the three views and theory mentioned earlier in paragraph 2.1, we find 

that investing in alliance capability and an alliance core competence makes sense for all. First of all, it 

focuses on the development of internal capabilities or even core competences to create a 

competitive advantage, as the research-based view suggests one should. Secondly, the alliance 

capability creates knowledge about alliances, thus creating a competitive advantage as the 

knowledge-based view suggests. Lastly, we could argue that having alliance capability is in fact having 

the dynamic capability of inter-organizational learning, in which this capability will focus on the 

development of insights, knowledge and associations of past actions, the effectiveness of these 

actions, and future actions (Fiol and Lyles 1985). 

In addition we can argue that investing in alliance capability to create an alliance core 

competence will make one’s company not only perform superior in alliances, it also makes one’s 

company potentially the partner of choice for other alliance networks in the future. 

2.4.3 Conclusion 

Our new focus on alliances looks at the question why certain organizations are more successful 

with alliances than others. In this paragraph we will look at the so-called alliance experience and 

alliance capability, the ability to create successful alliances, based on learning alliance management 

and leveraging alliance knowledge inside the company (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). 

Research suggests that several management mechanisms and/or tools can be used by both 

experienced and inexperienced companies, both showing significant performance increases.  

Furthermore, we can conclude that partners that are inexperienced in alliance management 

and/or do not create alliance capability are a potential risk to the success of an alliance or network. 

Therefore, we suggest that adding alliance experience and network and alliance capabilities as 

additional selection criteria that might increase the long-term success of these partnerships.  

For companies that are involved in many alliances and networks, and/or have a clear business 

strategy on collaboration, it is therefore shown that investing in alliance capability and an alliance 

core competence will make one’s company not only perform stronger in alliances, it also makes one’s 

company potentially be the preferred partner for other alliance networks in the future. 
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2.5 Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, we explored opportunities to extend one’s own capabilities through the use of 

networks and alliances; this to deal with an increasing complexity of technological as well as 

organizational developments, which go beyond the capabilities of most individual firms to cope with. 

In addition we argued alliances networks are a good way to deal with the rapid pace and change in 

the markets and that they can also accelerate innovative renewal.  

The first question we asked ourselves was, why participate in alliance networks? After several 

theory building blocks were addressed and the trend towards more collaboration in alliance 

networks was explained, we continued by proposing the use of networks and alliances to create a 

sustainable competitive advantage in specific situations. The benefits and drawbacks of networks 

and alliances were addressed to provide us with an understanding of not only why but also when 

alliance networks can be of use for one’s company. 

The third paragraph introduced us to the network process, a framework of seven steps that 

focuses the different aspects of strategy, structure and management of alliances networks. The 

framework itself serves as a structure for literature, as currently literature mainly focuses on one 

(sub-)step only.  

Although the seven steps as put forward by de Man (2004) do not correlate the fragmented 

findings, it can however be used as a framework to evaluate all the different aspects of the strategy, 

the structure and the management of alliance networks. Consequently, in chapter four the network 

process is used for the analysis of case study and in chapter five it is used as the basis for the actual 

tool design.  

 

After one’s company had decided that a competitive advantage can be created through the use 

of alliance networks, the second question was asked: how to be successful in alliance networks? 

Current research on alliances focuses on what (and why) organizations are successful in alliances, 

rather than what alliance forms are more successful. Research shows that experience with alliances 

and so called alliance capability - the ability to create successful alliances based on learning from 

alliance management and leveraging alliance knowledge inside the company – are important 

antecedents for an alliance’s success.  

We continued by arguing that to be just alliance capable is not enough; your partners have to be 

it too for the network to be more successful. It is therefore suggested that alliance experience and 

network and alliance capability are partner selection criteria. We argued furthermore that the 

initiator of an alliance network holds a key position as it can push for the use of specific partnering 

selection criteria and management techniques, and thus put a focus on the creation of long-term 

relationships and alliance success. 

For companies such as CNGnet and Ballast Nedam Concessions, that are involved in alliances and 

networks, and/or have a clear business strategy on collaboration, it is suggested to invest in alliance 

capability and have an alliance core competence. Having alliance management as a core competence 

will make one’s company not only perform superiorly in alliance networks, it will also make one’s 

company potentially the partner-of-choice for other alliance networks in the future. 

In the next chapter an elaborate research plan is shown, in an effort to develop an alliance 

mechanism - relevant for the case study context - that can enhance the alliance performance and 

create findings that have both relevant theoretical and managerial implications.  
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“A straight path never leads anywhere except to the objective” 

 – Andre Gide 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Research Objective and Methodology 
 

The previous chapter showed that there is an increasing complexity of technological as well as 

organizational developments, which go beyond the capabilities of most individual firms to cope with 

them. To deal with this and the rapid pace of change in the markets, collaborating with other firms 

was suggested as a way to extend one’s own capabilities.  

Alliance networks were introduced as an option in certain situations, and the various aspects of 

strategy, structure and alliance management were explained via the network process. In the last 

paragraph (2.4) we addressed research in the field of alliance management, which focuses 

increasingly on what (and why) organizations perform superior within alliances. A number of routines 

and mechanisms were addressed that can increase the alliance success rate significantly by making 

organizations more ‘alliance capable’. 

This thesis intends to achieve just that for CNGnet. CNGnet is a company that invests in a 

nationwide network of refueling stations, selling Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) to consumers in the 

Netherlands. In the coming years, CNGnet wants to integrate Biogas, a zero-carbon fuel, into its 

existing network. In order to do this, CGNnet will have to team up with constructors, fuel producers 

and distributors, most likely making use of alliance networks. To increase the alliance success, the 

adoption of alliance capability routines and mechanisms can be beneficial. 

This brings us to the important question: How do you decide which of many alliance capability 

mechanisms to create or extend? In the first paragraph of this chapter, orientation interviews, 

contextual literature, and the literature framework are combined and elaborated upon to come to a 

sound strategy to answer that question. Based upon the analysis that follows, we propose at the end 

of the paragraph to extend the ‘standard partner selection’ mechanism into a more holistic 

‘structured network process’.  

In the second paragraph we continue by turning this into a research question: “What is the 

contribution to alliance success of the Structured Network Process for the development of CNGnet?” 

Additional sub questions are added in order to answer the main research question in a step-wise 

manner.  

The third paragraph continues to shape the research into more detail. A comprehensive research 

model will be addressed followed by a description of the research steps to be taken. Also, the 

research strategy will be addressed, which concerns the case study design, units of analysis, project 

quality and the data sources. Finally a number of assumptions will be made for the thesis project. 
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3.1 The Theory, the Context and the Problem 

 

In this first paragraph we will start off by creating a match between context, problem statement 

and academic literature (see Figure 16 for graphical representation). There are four main sub-

paragraphs to this paragraph. 

 First, we create the contextual framework. The companies CNGnet and Ballast Nedam 

Concessions are introduced, after which the second paragraph adds an additional body of literature 

to that of chapter 2, but this time more specific for the construction industry.  

In the third sub-paragraph the problem statement is addressed. Based upon several orientation 

interviews, the key problems around alliance management within CGNnet are articulated.  

In the last part of this paragraph, we combine theory from chapter 2 on alliance capability and 

the alliance learning process to create a pragmatic strategy on the alliance capacity development 

process. The paragraph concludes with the introduction of the ‘structured network process’, a new 

to be developed alliance capability which focuses on an holistic, pragmatic and structured approach 

to the development of alliance networks. 

 

 
Figure 16 – Paragraph Outline 

 

 

3.1.1 Ballast Nedam Concessions and CNGnet. 

In order to give a better insight, we will first deliver a short introduction into Ballast Nedam 

Concessions and CNGnet, the company for whom this thesis has been written. After this, a short 

introduction is given on the construction industry and the problems and opportunities it faces with 

regards to collaboration. Lastly, we will introduce the problem put forward in the orientation 

interviews.  

3.1.1.1 Ballast Nedam Concessions (BNC) 

Ballast Nedam Concessions is part of Ballast Nedam and is specialized in projects that require an 

integral approach. This approach is used for a variety of different projects such as, offshore wind 

parks, refueling station networks, roads and various sorts of buildings. In every specific concession 

project, different parties are attracted to provide a complete solution under a single DBFMO-contract 

(Design, Build, Finance, Maintain, and Operate).  

Ballast Nedam Concessions has three main core competencies: Project Management, Legal 

Management and Financial Management. (…) 

When we compare the traditional projects with DBFMO projects, one of the major differences is 

that, with the Maintain and Operate component included, DBFMO projects are of a long-term (15+ 

years) nature. This is why long-term partnership has become increasingly important. Selecting the 

right partners and having an effective collaboration amongst the various partners is key to any 

successful project. 
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3.1.1.2 Compressed Natural Gas Net (CNGnet) 

Apart from tendering on concession projects, a number of projects have been developed in-

house. CNGnet - Compressed Natural Gas net - is a 100% daughter company of Ballast Nedam 

Concessions and invests in a nationwide network of refueling stations of natural gas for consumers. 

CNGnet focuses on the building, financing, utilization, management and maintenance of the refueling 

stations. As the technology is very new to refueling station owners, CNGnet delivers integral (turn-

key) solutions to them, in an effort to serve a nationwide network of coverage. 

CGNnet works closely with three partners. Firstly, there is Ballast Nedam IPM, the builders of 

refueling stations. Secondly, Ballast Nedam Beheer is the maintenance group that keeps the network 

online. Lastly, energy companies are the suppliers of natural gas. 

After establishing a professional organization over the past two years, new partners are now 

sought to help expand the network even further. Also, there are plans to integrate Biogas into this 

network. The expansions and integration of Biogas will make it possible for cars to drive on zero-

carbon fuels. Selecting the right partners and having an effective collaboration amongst the various 

partners is key to this project’s success. 

3.1.2 Additional Theory - Alliances in the Construction Industry 

Ballast Nedam Concessions and CNGnet are companies operating in the construction industry, an 

industry notorious for its poor performance and lack of innovation while at the same time more and 

more complex projects are being executed. Not surprisingly, few industries suffer more from conflict 

than construction (Black, Akintoye et al. 2000). With multi-disciplinary and complex projects 

combining different parts of the industry, additional challenges are created, cultural, structural and 

technological (Barlow 2000).  

However, on the positive side, construction companies can greatly benefit from alliances and 

better alliance management (Saunders 1994; Black, Akintoye et al. 2000; Bresnen and Marshall 2000; 

Shek-Pui Wong and Cheung 2004). Performance, in terms of cost, time, quality, build ability, fitness-

for-purpose and many other criteria can be substantially improved if participants adopted a more 

collaborative way of working (Bennett and Jayes 1995; Bennett, Ingram et al. 1996; Bennett and 

Jayes 1998). Research shows up to 80% time savings as well as 50% cost savings (Barlow 2000). 

In the previous chapter, the literature framework discussed several building blocks of theory in 

the field of strategic management and alliance management in particular. This gave us a better 

insight into what the network process, alliance experience, alliance capability, and the alliance 

learning process are.  

In this paragraph we will extend the theory framework with more specific literature into alliances 

in the construction industry.  We first review in short the main issues the industry faces, after which 

we will look at how alliances can be part of the solution. After highlighting the key success factors for 

alliances in the construction industry, the prime role of the project developer as network 

orchestrator and its role in making the alliance perform more effectively is discussed.  

  



38 

 

 

3.1.2.1 Sustainable Energy Projects and Products: Combing the Construction, 

Infrastructure & Offshore Industry. 

With CNGnet striving for the integration of the zero carbon fuel Biogas in its network, a more 

specific literature search was performed to search for academic literature on alliances for sustainable 

energy projects and product development as well as similar case studies to that of CNGnet.  

 The literature search showed no results on specific alliance research on sustainable energy 

projects. Related industries (construction, offshore and infrastructure) did show a significant body of 

literature on alliances and partnering. A number of academic interviews were held to see if this 

literature body could be used instead. This was confirmed to be a good approach by Prof. Barlows, 

Prof. Duysters, Prof. de Man, and Mr. Platts. For the remainder of this thesis we will thus rely upon 

findings from the related industries for the contextual body of literature. 

3.1.2.2 The main issues 

The construction industry has become notorious for its poor performance and lack of innovation, 

while at the same time more and more complex projects are being executed. In short, the problems 

include: low productivity, adversarial environment, and limited adoption of technological and 

business process innovations. On top of that, conflicting interests arise because project participants 

have different goals and priorities. Lastly, the industry is rather risk-averse, and thus risk is 

transferred down the supply chain to those in weaker positions (Barlow 2000). 

3.1.2.3 Alliances as a first step… 

Research shows that 

construction companies 

can benefit greatly from 

alliances (so-called 

‘partnering’) in terms of 

performance increases. 

(Saunders 1994; Black, 

Akintoye et al. 2000; 

Bresnen and Marshall 

2000; Shek-Pui Wong and 

Cheung 2004). 

Furthermore, research 

indicates that alliances can 

provide a less adversarial 

environment, increased 

end-client satisfaction, and an overall better understanding of the challenges different partners face 

within projects (Black, Akintoye et al. 2000; Cheng, Li et al. 2004). 

Performance, in terms of cost, time, quality, build ability, fitness-for-purpose and many other 

criteria can be substantially improved if and when participants adopt a more collaborative way of 

working (Bennett and Jayes 1995; Bennett, Ingram et al. 1996; Bennett and Jayes 1998). Over time, 

companies that partner will see a continued increase in performance.  

Literature shows us that construction companies which have learned to work with or in alliances 

can see time savings of up to 50% and cost savings up to 40%. Apart from these direct benefits, 

additional benefits arise such as more stable workloads, improved flexibility, faster project start-up, 

the elimination of defects, innovation, and better design. When organizations go even a step further 

and achieve a fundamental change of attitude and culture within the organization, time savings can 

be as high as 80% and costs savings can be up to 50% (Chadwick and Rajagopal 1995; Barlow 2000; Li, 

Cheng et al. 2001). 

Table 17 – The many differences between Traditional & Partnering approaches 

to procurement in construction - Combining Chadwick and Barlow (Chadwick and 

Rajagopal 1995; Barlow 2000)  

 Traditional  Partnering 

Contract Standard Bespoke 

Culture Task oriented Result oriented 

Management By client Joint committee & performance 

based reward 

Quality  By client & quality assurance Quality consistency / prevention 

Project mgmt emphasis Constant phases Supply chain management 

Project mgt activities Within contractors Between contractors 

Communications Hierarchical  Multi-level 

Financial focus Price Cost 

Focus Short Term Long Term 
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3.1.2.4 Limited Adoption of Collaborative Working Methods 

Although these findings have been known for years, only a handful of success stories are known 

in which win-win alliance contracts were created resulting in cost savings, time savings, pick-up on 

innovation and a good relationship amongst the partners.   

A success story within the complex and special projects within the offshore industry has been 

highlighted by various authors (Halman and Braks 1999; Barlow 2000). The so called ‘Andrew 

Alliance’ consisted of BP and eight key contractors. The offshore platform was delivered before the 

deadline and the chosen alliance form accounted for a 21% reduction of capital expenditures 

compared to a similar project of this scale with a traditional approach.  

Within the project and alliance, there was a considerable emphasis on the creation of one team, 

at one location, with high face-to-face communication, compressed sharing of knowledge to 

encourage speedy decisions, and team-building efforts. Also, innovativeness was stimulated by not 

penalizing failure of innovative ideas, underpinning gains-sharing mechanisms. 

Savings were established by a reduction of needed BP personnel (7%), a reduction of interfaces, 

integration of design and fabrication teams, optimum equipment delivery (8%), design innovations 

(3%) and improved supplier relationship, less documentation and non-prescriptive specifications 

(3%). 

To date, the Andrew Project is still seen as a prime example of how well designed contractual 

alliances within complex and special projects of the construction, infrastructure, and offshore 

industries can reduce costs and construction time considerably.  

 

3.1.2.5 Keys to success 

In literature, we see that there are a number of key success factors that seem to be important in 

particular for the risk-averse construction industry. In order for alliance agreements to work, a 

number of requirements have to be met. The most important are trust, communication, 

commitment, a clear understanding of roles, consistency and a flexible attitude. Furthermore, it is 

emphasized again that to bring real change about in the construction industry, considerable effort 

needs to be put into creating and maintaining the alliance agreements by all parties (Black, Akintoye 

et al. 2000). 

The key to successful partnering in alliances is to avoid unfair risk and benefits allocation. As a 

starting point, partnering should seek to create a win-win situation for all the different alliance 

partners, with most emphasis being put on developing and maintaining a long-term relationship of 

trust and openness. With the right incentives in place, it is in everyone’s mutual interest to 

encourage or even help partners with innovations that create a better product proposition or reduce 

costs (Shek-Pui Wong and Cheung 2004). Also, a focus on long-term relationships paves the way for 

an alliance learning process and the development of alliance capability.  

 

3.1.2.6 Key role for Project and Product Developers as Network Orchestrator 

A key position is held by project and product developers as they can push for a compulsory use of 

alliance contracts and/or the use of specific alliance management techniques (Black, Akintoye et al. 

2000). Currently, the short-term, project-based nature of most projects complicates the process of 

knowledge sharing and innovation between organizations. Also, it complicates the start of an alliance 

learning process to gain knowledge on how to manage alliances over long periods of time. 

As the initiator or ‘orchestrator’ of an alliance network, a number of key partners can be 

approached and chosen. Research shows that in the construction industry network reputation is very 

important for the eventual degree of trust within the network of alliance partners. Both the 

reputation of the orchestrator and that of potential alliance partners, can increase or decrease trust 

in the network instantly (Barlow 2000). 
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Supporting systems provided (or made mandatory) by the orchestrator can be of great value. 

Such systems can be implemented both on a strategic level, through alliance management tools, or 

on an operational level utilizing internal and external communication structures for effective 

problem resolution. Systems like these can stimulate inter-organizational and inter-personal 

communication and trust (Barlow 2000). Studies underline that apart from trust due to partner’s 

performance, the role of system-based trust can be one of the key factors in assuring a successful 

alliance (Shek-Pui Wong and Cheung 2004).  

 

3.1.2.7 Conclusion 

In conclusion we found that the construction, infra and offshore industries face some major 

problems including low productivity, an adversarial environment, limited adoption of technological 

and business-process innovations, and that risks are transferred down the supply chain to those in 

weaker positions (Barlow 2000). 

Partnerships can be a solution; research shows up to 80% time savings as well as 50% cost 

savings. Apart from these direct benefits, other benefits also arise, like more stable workloads, 

improved flexibility, faster project start-up, the elimination of defects, innovation and better design 

(Barlow 2000). 

A key position is held by the actual clients – which include project developers, or network 

orchestrators – as they can push for  the compulsory use of partners or the use of specific partnering 

management techniques, with most emphasis being put on creating a long-term relationship of trust 

and openness, to make the way free for alliances that go beyond one project (Chadwick and 

Rajagopal 1995; Barlow 2000; Black, Akintoye et al. 2000; Li, Cheng et al. 2001; Cheng, Li et al. 2004). 

 

3.1.3 The Problem Statement 

In the orientation phase several interviews were held at CNGnet and Ballast Nedam Concessies. 

They pointed out that over the past few years, a lot of experience on concession projects has been 

gained. With the growing numbers of collaborations, alliance experience has increased. Several 

alliances have, however, still failed. 

Turning to the future of CNGnet, questions around strategic partners should be answered with 

regard to growing the refueling network as well as the integration of green fuels such as Biogas. 

CNGnet however faced one main problem, summed up as follows; 

 

“Up until now, finding partners and managing a network of partners has been done very 

implicitly. When business cases appeared or were brought to the attention of BNC, they were 

evaluated and within the ‘personal’ networks, partners were sought after.” In retrospect, it was 

realized that many of the partners eventually turned out to be the wrong ones. Rather than leaving it 

up to chance, the partner selection process should perhaps become more rigid and of a more 

analytical nature to avoid this, it was argued. 

 

3.1.3.1 Two problematic moments… 

Two different moments were distinguished when the problem arose. First, when a new business 

case was presented, managers involved would jump straight into the selection of partners that 

‘should’ participate, by creating long lists or short lists for example. Secondly, when, by chance, 

employees of CNGnet started to speak with a potential partner, the decision that the two parties 

should team up and collaborate was made too quickly, after which in some cases there was no way 

of turning back. 

From this, we can conclude that there seems to be a need for a more pragmatic and holistic 

approach to partnering. A more structured approach of the network process could potentially be the 
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solution. Firstly, it would ensure that the business strategy, network strategy and network structure 

are not neglected within new initiatives, as well as that the managers cannot jump straight to the 

partner-selection stage. Secondly, all potential partners – met by appointment or by chance - can be 

analyzed for their potential role in the total network, allowing foresight of what their key 

contributions could be, before striking a deal. 

3.1.4 Context, Theory, and Problem Statement Combined 

In this final sub-paragraph we combine the theory, company and industry context and the 

specific problem that Ballast Nedam Concessions and CGNnet face.  

As we have seen in the theory of the literature framework in paragraph 2.4, developing alliance 

capability can increase the success of alliances. With the many mechanisms suggested that could be 

potentially adopted, a sound strategy must be sought after to adopt the right one for the given 

situation. 

In order to develop a sound strategy, we will first look at developing alliance capability. Some 

mechanisms are more advanced than others and/or serve a distinctive role in the alliance learning 

process. In the following two subparagraphs we will categorize how basic or advanced the 

mechanisms are; then we will categorize them for their role in the alliance learning process.  

In the third and final subparagraph we will present the research model that takes into account 

theory, context, and the problem statement.  

3.1.4.1 Developing Alliance Capability – Basic to Advanced 

As we have seen earlier, alliance experience and alliance capabilities are important antecedents 

to alliance performance (Gittell 2002; Koen H. Heimeriks 2007). We have also seen that there are 

many mechanisms to choose from that could be developed to serve different aspects of the alliance 

learning process. So how do we know which one to choose?  

In chapter 2.4.1 we saw that there is a maximum to a higher performance thanks to alliance 

experience (See Figure 11). Also we saw in chapter 2.4.4 that a difference could be found between 

more basic and advanced alliance capability mechanisms. We showed that some basic management 

techniques had little influence on experienced companies, but also that advanced management 

techniques had little effect on inexperienced companies.  

It is therefore important to know how alliance-experienced and alliance-capable a company is 

before we decide upon which of the mechanisms to introduce. Figure 11 summarizes a number of 

alliance capability mechanisms for their different ‘levels’ of alliance management, ranging from 

‘basic’ to ‘institutionalized’ (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). 
Level 1: Ad hoc Level 2: Skills Level 3: Institutionalized 

Table 18 - Levels of alliance management (Draulans, De Man et al. 1999).  

 Basic Advanced Institutionalized 

Level: Level 1: Ad Hoc Level 2: Skills Level 3: Institutionalized 

Number of alliances Small Reasonable Large 

 

Importance Operational High for certain units or divisions Strategic for the entire company 

Geographical reach Regional/national  

 

Starting with internationalization International 

 

Management tools 

(cumulative examples 

per level) 

 

-Legal knowledge 

-Checklists for partner selection & 

monitoring  

-Evaluation of individual alliances  

-Best practices  

-Alliance specialist  

-Cultural training  

 

- Partner program  

-Alliance department  

-Alliance knowledge dispersed via 

training  

-Alliance database  

 

  



42 

 

3.1.4.2 The Alliance Learning Process: Articulation and Codification First 

As we have seen earlier, Kale and Singh (2007) illustrate that the learning process that 

incorporates articulation, codification, sharing and internalization of alliance management know-how 

may lead to greater overall alliance success rates. 

Again there is a diversity of alliance capability mechanisms. In Table 19, the different alliance 

capability mechanisms suggested (de Man 2004) are arranged according to the four variables 

analyzed by Kale and Singh (2007). A fifth category of capabilities includes those that remain. 

 
Table 19 – Categorizing alliance capability mechanisms for the variables the alliance learning process (de Man 2004; 

Kale and Singh 2007). 

Articulation Codification Sharing Internalization Other 

Individual Alliance 

Evaluation 

Partner Program Joint business planning Intranet Alliance specialist 

Alliance Metrics Best Practices Joint Evaluations  External alliance training Alliance manager 

Alliance Database Standard Partner 

Selection 

Incentives for alliance 

managers 

Internal alliance training Alliance department 

  Cross Alliance Evaluations  VP of alliances 

  Incentives for business 

managers 

  

 

Table 19 indicates that two main groups can be distinguished: articulation can be combined with 

codification and sharing with internalization. The first two categories focus on capturing data and the 

creation of information and knowledge; the second two focus on how to use this knowledge 

effectively.  

It is thus clear that in the case of a new mechanism/tool developed for a company with little 

alliance experience and capability, one should choose to develop a tool that either articulates or 

codifies data, information and knowledge of alliance management before developing mechanisms 

that share or internalize the derived knowledge. 

3.1.4.3 Conclusion: Combining Context, Problem and Theory. 

Earlier we concluded from the orientation interviews that there seems to be a need for a more 

pragmatic and holistic approach to alliances, with a more structured approach and incorporating the 

network process as a potential solution. Firstly, it would ensure that the business strategy, network 

strategy and network structure are not neglected. Secondly, it would ensure that all potential 

partners are evaluated on potential key contributions to a prospective network.  

When combining insights from literature and the orientation interviews, we can conclude that 

within the organization there is alliance experience in the form of implicit flows of information, but 

that no alliance capability mechanisms are present. Secondly, there is no alliance learning curve 

focusing on articulation, codification, sharing and internalization of knowledge on alliance 

management at the present time. 

Therefore, we can conclude that it could be of great benefit for an alliance capability mechanism 

to be developed, in order to provide a more analytical approach to the partner-selection process. The 

capability mechanism called ‘Standard Partner Selection’ could be adopted and further modified as a 

good example. Both the fact that this is a basic mechanism and provides codification in the alliance 

learning process make it a good choice for the first alliance capability mechanism to be adopted. 

Later mechanisms such as an alliance evaluation or an alliance database can easily build upon 

groundwork completed by development of the selection tool. 
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3.1.4.4 Proposing the “Structured Network Process” 

It is to be expected that CNGnet will have a network of various alliance partners within the next 

few years all serving one goal. This is why a standard partner selection mechanism or tool would not 

have the right focus, as again it would neglect the overarching network strategy and structure.  

Current academic literature does not mention such a mechanism. This is why we propose to 

extend the ‘Standard Partner Selection’ mechanism to a more holistic ‘Structured Network Process’, 

incorporating all steps important for the creation for a network of alliances. A graphical 

representation of the research model is given in Figure 17. The expansion of CNGnet and the 

integration of Biogas in particular will serve as the case study for which the mechanism will be 

developed and tested.  

 

 
Figure 17 – Combining literature into a conceptual model. (Zollo and Winter 2002; Draulans, de Man et al. 2003; de 

Man 2004). 
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3.2 Research Objectives and Scope  

In the previous paragraph we were introduced to a problem statement. Combined with academic 

literature findings and the contextual information, a sound strategy should help solve the problem as 

presented to us by Ballast Nedam Concessions / CNGnet.  

We concluded based upon the orientation interviews and literature findings, that it could be 

highly beneficial to develop an alliance capability mechanism that would provide a more analytical 

approach to the partner-selection process. It was proposed to extend the ‘standard partner 

selection’ mechanism to a more holistic ‘Structured Network Process’, incorporating all steps 

important for the creation for a network of alliances. The expansion of CNGnet and the integration of 

Biogas in particular would serve as the case study for which the mechanism would be developed and 

tested.  

In this paragraph we continue by converting these into the research objectives. After all 

constructs have been named and explained, the main research questions and sub-questions are 

introduced. In the last sub-paragraph of this paragraph we address the scope of the research project. 

3.2.1 The research objective 

In paragraph 3.1.4, we have found that fairly straightforward routines and mechanisms are 

proposed by academic literature that can increase the alliance success rate significantly by making 

organizations more ‘alliance capable’. After taking the academic literature, context and problem 

statement into consideration, we proposed to extend the ‘standard partner selection’ mechanism to 

a more holistic ‘Structured Network Process,’ incorporating all steps important for the creation of a 

network of alliances. The expansion of CNGnet and the integration of Biogas in particular would 

serve as the case study for which the mechanism would be developed and tested.  

The objective of this master’s thesis is to show managerial implications, design a mechanism/tool 

and make recommendations to CNGnet for developing alliance experience and capability to increase 

its overall alliance success.  

The reason why the CNGnet case was chosen among the other cases, was that there is an 

abundance of data present, it finds itself in the process of creating a network of alliances for the 

integration of Biogas and that it is a case for adopting zero-carbon fuels, which is my personal drive 

and specialization.  

Apart from the managerial implications, a number of literature gaps have been found. The case 

of CNGnet will serve as a vehicle to do suggestions for further academic research in the field of 

Alliance Capability and Alliance Management.  

3.2.2 Key concepts defined 

Before we continue with the main research questions and sub-questions, two key concepts are 

defined upon which the main research question was based: 

Alliance Success 

Alliance success is determined according to four criteria: the economic/financial performance, 

extent to which goals have been achieved, relationship with partners, and total overall performance 

(Draulans, de Man et al. 2003). 

Structured Network Process 

A structured process of steps used for the formation and management of alliance networks. This 

report uses the step-wise approach proposed by de Man (2004) that focuses on a total of seven 

steps: business strategy, network strategy, network structure, partner selection, implementation, 

management and change (see paragraph 2.3).  
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3.2.3 The research questions 

In this paragraph we will present the main research question and the sub-questions that are 

formulated to guide the master thesis project. 

3.2.3.1 The main research question 

The main research question we intend to study is as follows:  

“What is the contribution to alliance success of the Structured Network Process for the 

development of CNGnet?”  

 

The subtitle is as follows: 

“An Explorative Research Study into the Structured Network Process and its contribution to 

alliance success in the development of CNGnet and the future integration of Biogas.” 

 

3.2.3.2 The sub questions 

To answer the main question, several sub-questions were defined. The sub-questions are closely 

linked to the steps (1-7) in this research. 

3.2.3.2.1 Define (links with step 1) 

• What exactly are Alliance Capability and the Alliance Learning Process? What are their 

characteristics and how can they contribute to alliance success? How can this be measured? 

• On the development of which alliance capability should be focused first? And why?  

3.2.3.2.2 Analysis (links with step 2 and 3) 

• What is the context (both internal and external) of the study case and what is its potential 

influence on the contribution to alliance success?  

• What are the steps of the Network Process put forward by de Man (2004) currently being 

taken (implicitly or explicitly) within CNGnet? And why?  

• Could these implicit and explicit findings indicate Alliance Experience, Alliance Capability 

and/or an Alliance Learning Process? And why?  

• Are there differences between January 2008 (start of CNGnet) and July 2009? Could this 

indicate Alliance Experience, Alliance Capability and/or an Alliance Learning Process? (Links 

with step 3) 

3.2.3.2.3 Develop (links with step 4) 

• What steps should be included in the ‘structured network process’ tool based upon a) the 

case context and b) secondary literature sources? And why?  

• What development constraints should be kept in mind to allow for ready implementation of 

the tool within the organization?  

3.2.3.2.4 Reflect (links with step 5 and 6) 

• What is the contribution to alliance success of the Structured Network Process for the 

development of CNGnet?  

• What are the managerial and academic implications of this research study? 
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3.2.4 Scope of the research project 

In this subparagraph we will discuss the project’s scope. There are three main issues that 

determine the scope of this research project: 

Earlier in this thesis, we combined The Network Process, Alliance Capability and the Alliance 

Learning Process, in an effort to create the starting point for the development of mechanisms 

designed to accumulate, store, integrate, and diffuse relevant organizational knowledge of alliance 

management. Consequently, this master’s thesis looks specifically at the knowledge of the formation 

and management of a network of alliances, rather than knowledge shared, accumulated, stored, 

integrated and diffused within the network among the alliance partners. 

Secondly, the study focuses on the Structured Network Process and its contribution to alliance 

success in the development of CNGnet and its future integration of Biogas. Other mechanisms that 

could contribute to alliance success are considered to be out of the thesis’ scope. The tool will be 

tailored to the context of the CNGnet case and in particular the focus will be on the integration of 

Biogas. Although the tool may be used for other case studies, it is considered to be out of the scope 

of this master’s thesis project as well. 

Lastly, the mechanism/tool under development will be described at a strategic and holistic level, 

combining several of the steps of the network process. The scope will remain on this same level. We 

may propose the utilization of certain practical checklists, mechanisms or even other tools; however, 

these are to be considered out of scope and will be named but not included in the tool’s eventual 

design. 

3.3 Research Design 

In this paragraph we take a closer look at the methodology that was used to answer the research 

questions. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, we conducted an explorative research study into 

the Structured Network Process and its contribution to alliance success in the development of 

CNGnet and its future integration of Biogas. 

Little research has been done to date on the development of CNGnet and/or other Compressed 

Natural Gas refueling networks, the integration of biogas, and the way in which a tool such as the 

structured network process could contribute to its success. This research can thus be described as 

exploratory, as it is built around a single unique case, searching for ideas and insights with tentative 

findings that afterwards can be explored again through exploratory or more descriptive research. The 

different types of research are compared in Table 20 to give a better overview. 

Because of the exploratory nature of this research project, a tailor-made research design is 

required. In this paragraph, we will first look at the research model and the different steps that we 

will take to answer the research questions. After this, the research strategy will be elaborated upon. 

Finally we will address a number of assumptions made in this thesis.  
 

Table 20 - Research types compared 

 Exploratory Descriptive Causal 

Objectives Discovery of ideas and insights Description of characteristics or 

functions 

Determining cause and effect 

relationships 

Characteristics Flexible 

Versatile 

Often the front end of the total 

research design 

Marked by the prior formulation of 

specific hypotheses 

Pre-planned and structured design 

 

Manipulation of one or more 

independent variables 

Control of other mediating 

variables 

 

Methods Expert surveys 

Pilot surveys  

Case studies 

Secondary data (qualitative) 

Qualitative Research 

Secondary data (quantitative) 

Surveys 

Panels 

Observational and other data 

Experiments 

Findings Tentative Conclusive Conclusive 

Outcome Generally followed by further 

exploratory or conclusive research 

Findings used as input into 

decision making 

Findings used as input into 

decision making 
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3.3.1 Research Model 

The research model used for this master’s thesis is based upon the case study method of Yin 

(2003). Three main stages can be recognized. The first stage is the define and design stage, in which 

the theory is ‘developed’ and the case is chosen and data collection protocol is designed. The second 

stage is the prepare, collect and analyze stage. In this stage, the case study is studied in two loops. 

First the case study is analyzed and key issues are identified. Additional reflection within literature 

provides a number of recommendations and a tool is developed. This tool is tested for the case 

study. Only after the second preparation, collection, and analysis, the eventual conclusions will be 

drawn in the third stage. The different steps in the stage are described in more detail below.  

 

 
Figure 18 - Research Design (Based on Yin (2003)). 

 

3.3.2 Research Steps 

In this sub-paragraph, we elaborate on the steps as described in the research model. A number 

of main steps have been highlighted and each is elaborated upon to illustrate its aim/contribution to 

the master’s thesis project.  

 

Step 1 – Creating Theory & Selection of Case (Chapter 3) 

The first step was to create a theoretical framework that formed the core of the master’s thesis 

research.  Apart from that, a problem statement, (with which CNGNet is confronted) was sought for. 

By combining the two, the research question was formulated, signaling the formal beginning of the 

research.   

 

Step 2 – Creating Contextual Framework (Chapter 4) 

 This step had the main goal of creating an internal and external context framework in order to 

gain more knowledge of the case being analyzed. This was done for both the complete business case 

(driving on natural gas) as well as the specific business case of CNGnet. 
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Step 3 – First Analysis - Seven Steps Analysis (Chapter 4) 

The main aim was to analyze how much experience and capabilities on alliances was already 

present within the organization. Also, we looked at where Ballast Nedam Concessions - and CNGnet 

in particular - found itself in the ‘alliance learning process.’  Background to the present situation was 

also sought after. 

  

Step 4 – Developing a Structured Network Process Tool (Chapter 5) 

In this step a tool was designed that allows the user to go through parts of the ‘structured 

network process’. Incorporating results from earlier steps, we strived to create a focused and 

relevant tool.  

 

Step 5 – Testing and adjusting the tool (Chapter 5) 

During the testing and adjusting step, the tool was put to the test for the first time in the given 

context. The aim was to create feedback on the use of the tool and the insights it provides. In this 

way, a double learning loop was created in the hope that the future adoption of the tool would be 

more effective. Adjustments were made and the tool was finalized. 

 

Step 6 – Aggregate, Discuss and Conclude (Chapter 6, 7) 

In this step all results and deliverables were combined in a final report, a discussion was written 

that elaborates upon the thesis findings and conclusions were drawn. Lastly, the managerial and 

theoretical implications of the thesis were pointed out. 

 

Step 7 – Corrections and Final Presentation 

In this last step, the concept version was corrected and a finalized report was created. The report 

was presented in a public presentation and defense on 6 November 2009 at the Eindhoven 

University of Technology. 

 

3.3.3 Research Strategy 

In this paragraph we will explore the research strategy. The following sub-paragraphs will 

therefore discuss more in-depth the case study design and units of analysis. Also, we will look at how 

to ensure that a high quality research project is performed. Lastly, we will discuss the different data 

sources and how the data will be analyzed.  

3.3.3.1 The case study design 

As mentioned before, this master’s thesis is of an exploratory nature. The research design was 

based on a single holistic case study design in which two data collection loops were performed. 

Typically, “a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” 

Yin (2003, p. 13). For CNGnet, the role of a network of alliances will become increasingly important 

with the integration of Biogas. It is however unknown in the given context how much experience and 

capability is currently present and what effect this will have on the alliance success of CNGnet. As we 

have clearly a unique case in a unique context, the case study design method was a good choice to 

perform this explorative research. The research project can thus be identified as an empirical 

exploratory case study research project.  

The case study design provided us with the opportunity to do in-depth research that can gain a 

clear understanding of what is present, why this is the case, and what the contribution to alliance 

success might be of the adoption of the alliance capability mechanism ‘structured network process’. 

Also, full in-depth research can possibly highlight very unique context-related findings. Lastly, a case 

study offered us the opportunity to identify interesting research topics for future research on the 

contribution to alliance success of various other alliance capability mechanisms. 
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3.3.3.2  Unit(s) of analysis 

When using the case study design, the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident. This is why it is very important to specify what the units of analysis are.  In case of 

two or more units of analysis, it is very important that these are dealt with separately. 

In this master’s research project, we focused on the development of a business process, called 

the structured network process. This was the main unit of analysis and our prime focus. 

Having said that, it is important to understand that there was a second unit of analysis with an 

event-like character. Within the structured network process, every step includes a set of strategic 

decisions. Together they determine the actual outcome of the total process. These decisions were 

either explicitly, implicitly or not at all.  

When sub-steps of the structured network process were themselves again business processes, 

possibly also in the form of mechanisms or tools, they were considered out of scope. Such a sub-step 

was assumed to ‘merely’ provide a decision back to the main steps. Possible additional mechanisms 

or routines that led to this decision were considered out of scope as well. 

 

3.3.3.3  Project Quality  

Throughout this project a number of choices were made as to how to gather information and 

insight to draw conclusions of high quality in the most efficient way. This subparagraph gives an 

overview of how the project quality is ensured as well as the quality and selection of the different 

information sources. 

 

To ensure a high quality of empirical social research, a number of strategies have been 

developed in academic literature. We recognize reliability and validity as essential quality standards 

for a high quality research project. Yin (2003) describes four main qualities that have to be kept in 

mind: Reliability, Construct validity, Internal validity and External validity. Table 21 provides us with 

an overview of the ‘tactics’ in a case study design to test the four main quality questions. In addition, 

van Aken (2005) adds that a project should also be controllable. This sub paragraph elaborates on the 

measures taken to keep this project controllable, reliable and valid.  

 
Table 21 – Case Study Tactics for Four Design Tests (Yin 2003). 

Tests Case Study ‘Tactic’ Phase of research in which tactic occurs 

Reliability Use case study protocol 

Develop case study database 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Construct Validity Use multiple sources of evidence 

Establish chain of evidence 

Have key informants review draft case study report 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Composition 

Internal Validity Do pattern-matching 

Do explanation-building 

Address revival explanations 

Use logic models 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

External Validity Use theory in single-case studies 

Use replication logic in multiple-case studies 

Research design 

Research design 

 

3.3.3.3.1  Controllability 

The goal of controllability is to enable any researcher to follow the same approach as 

demonstrated and to produce similar results (van Aken, Berends et al. 2005).
 
 In addition, results 

should be presented as precisely as possible. This is of a very pragmatic nature, showing all steps 

taken leading up to the ultimate design of the mechanism/tool.  

To ensure controllable results, all books, articles, presentations and citations used in this thesis 

were added to the bibliography, endnotes and appendices. This enables the reader or future 
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researcher to validate all sources. Furthermore, all interview questions were added as appendices to 

verify how the questions will contribute to answering the main research question. As this research 

depends partly on subjective sources and includes many expert interviews with a relative small group 

of experts, it may be harder to ensure controllability.  

In addition a research diary was kept and an intranet wiki was maintained with notes and an 

updated version of the planning. 

3.3.3.3.2  Reliability 

Reliability requires consistency in results. It demonstrates that if the study were to be repeated, 

similar results will be found. In general, reliability is served by utilizing multiple research instruments. 

By the use of triangulation, a method for combining multiple sources of evidence, the reliability of 

the results is increased  (Lancaster 2005). 

The reliability of research also increases through the use of large sample cases for both primary 

and secondary data. With only one case study (primary data), this is difficult. As secondary data, the 

creation of similar CNG refueling networks abroad was used. However it is important to keep in mind 

the unit of analysis and research question so as to stay on course.   

The reliability during the selection and study of literature, case studies and interviews depends 

on the amount of bias that the researcher, instrument, respondents or situation may have on the 

project’s findings. A further in-depth analysis per source continues in the following sub paragraph 

(Data Sources). 

Yin (2003) proposed two tactics to increase the reliability: the use of a case study protocol and 

the development of a case study database. As we only had one case study, neither a protocol nor 

database was created. Furthermore, cross-case study analysis was not possible.   

3.3.3.3.3  Validity 

Validity refers to the relationship between the project’s conclusions or results and the methods 

by which these are generated. Where reliability makes sure that results are consistent, validity 

ensures that they are on-target.  

 

Three main validities are recognized for empirical social research projects.  

 

- Construct validity involves the establishment of the correct operational measures for the 

concepts being studied. It is the extent to which the measuring instrument measures what it is 

intended to measure (Yin 2003; Lancaster 2005). To increase the construct validity, three main tactics 

are recognized.  

Firstly, using multiple sources of evidence is proposed. The secondary sources of evidence used 

for this report were: scientific literature, professional literature, books, reports, news articles and 

presentations. Additionally, interviews were conducted with both open and closed questions to 

collect primary data. This so-called triangulation of different sources decreases the likelihood of 

subjective measures by decreasing the likelihood of reasoning and reflection based upon false 

premises. 

The second tactic is the establishment of a chain of evidence. The case study has higher construct 

validity if, throughout the study, it remains possible to reason back to overarching theories. It is vital 

to maintain a chain of evidence so that the right premises will lead to a sound argument with valid 

conclusions.  

Lastly, the construct validity can be increased by having the draft case study report reviewed.  

 

This exploratory study has a double learning loop. First a contextual framework was created and 

an analysis was performed of alliance experience and capability based upon the network process. 

After this, a reflection within literature, the mechanism/tool was designed. After this, the 

mechanism/tool was tested at CNGnet for the case study.  
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- Internal Validity involves the establishment of a causal relationship, whereby certain conditions 

are shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships. It basically 

concerns the conclusions about the relationship between phenomena (Yin 2003; Lancaster 2005). 

Four main tactics are described to increase the internal validity. Through the use of pattern 

matching, logic models, and explanation building, one can ensure that the results are coherent. 

Addressing rival theories can also increase the internal validity as they perhaps do not support but 

might exclude rival theories or models. From the definition of internal validity, one can already see 

that internal validity is of especially great concern to causal or explanatory research. As this research 

was exploratory, in which academic reasoning and reflection created the empirical framework, 

internal validity was of lesser concern.  

 

- External Validity concerns the ‘generalizability’ of the project’s findings. It answers for which 

domain the project findings apply and whether or not the findings are valid beyond the immediate 

case study (Yin 2003; Lancaster 2005). Although this case study was seen as a unique case – because 

of its context – the theories applied are generic. The ‘structured network process’ was developed as 

a first step toward other alliance mechanisms such as an alliance database and alliance evaluation. 

The case study therefore had a high external validity and can be a practical as a guiding framework 

for future mechanism design at CNGnet, Ballast Nedam Concessions or other companies.   

 

 

3.3.3.4  Data Sources 

This paragraph describes the different sources from which data and information were obtained 

and by which means the quality of the information was ensured. We determined the following 

primary (interviews, documentation and questionnaires) and secondary sources (academic and 

professional literature, and other case studies). 

3.3.3.4.1 (General) Literature 

Literature was used in the following ways: 

 

Literature as a guiding framework:  

Literature was used as a guiding framework in three main areas. First of all, the seven steps 

network process acted as the guiding framework for the measurement of alliance experience, 

alliance capability and the presence of an alliance learning process at CNGnet (see paragraph 4.2). 

Secondly, a User Centered Design (UCD) approach was chosen for the development process so 

that the adoption of the tool within the current business environment would be more likely to 

happen. Literature on the User Centered Design was used as a guiding framework (see paragraph 

5.1). 

Thirdly, a selection on steps and sub steps was made in the tool design. Also here, literature was 

used as a guiding framework to highlight important variables for the mechanism/tool. 

 

Literature as support:  

Within this report literature is used to validate or provide evidence of possible relationships 

between the use of a structured network process mechanism and the success/performance of a 

network of alliances.  

3.3.3.4.2 Interviews 

Interviews were selected to provide the research with a qualitative information research method 

and make it possible to see the different theories in context. The interviews provided us with more 

contextual information to validate the problem statement and offered valuable insight on how to 

apply the different theories.  
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During interviews the reliability of results is determined by the amount of bias. Four possible 

sources of bias were determined: the respondent, situation, measurer, and the instrument. Bias 

could arise where expert interviews were held with only a small number of key persons in key 

positions.  

Measurer bias was limited through the use of both closed and open-ended questions. 

Maintaining semi-structured and explorative nature of the interviews and challenging interviewees 

with some paradoxes enhanced the depth and openness of the interviews and answers. Recording, 

transcribing and coding the answers according to the questions reduced bias when analyzing the 

interviews. 

The interview questions of the formal interviews were added to Appendix VI. Many informal 

interviews were left out. 

3.3.3.4.3 Questionnaire 

To review the tool, a questionnaire was created. To provide additional contextual information a 

combination of (open and closed) questions were used. The results were aggregated and 

anonymous. The questions and results can be found in Appendix V. 

 

3.3.3.5  Data analysis 

 

The data analysis was of a structured nature. During the development of the data collection tools 

(interviews, and questionnaires) all questions were numbered and coded. Furthermore, considerable 

thought was put into reducing bias, so that data analysis could yield reliable results.  

The interviews were transcribed in the language the interview was conducted in, after which a 

summary of the most important findings was made in English. The summary was verified with the 

interviewee. The aggregate of these findings was verified once more among all interviewees, and 

combined with literature findings to come to one or several key area(s) of interest. Interview findings 

were converted into tables, graphs and in some cases quotes were used to support the findings in 

the analysis.  

3.3.4 Assumptions & Limitations 

We conclude this paragraph by adding a number of assumptions and limitations that are to be 

kept in mind:  

 

In this master’s research project we assume that…  

- … generic alliance theories are applicable to context-specific case studies within the 

construction and infrastructure project sectors.  

- … generic alliance theories are applicable to the context-specific case study into the 

development of a nationwide covering compressed natural gas refueling network. 

- (…) 

- … the experts interviewed hold all relevant data which we assume we can reveal through 

interviews. 

- … all key areas of focus can be derived from the case study, so that the structured network 

process tool can be created. 
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3.4 Conclusions 

The orientation interviews indicated that over the past few years, a lot of experience on 

collaboration had been gained at CNGnet and Ballast Nedam Concessions. With the growing number 

of collaborations, alliance experience had increased, however several alliances had failed. 

In this chapter, we combined orientation interviews, contextual literature, and the literature 

framework to come to a sound strategy as to  which of the many alliance capability mechanisms to 

create or extend in order that conclusions would have both relevant managerial implications (such as 

an performance increase) as well as theoretical.  

The strategy combined findings on the presence of alliance experience, alliance capability and an 

alliance learning process to come to the suggestion of a small group of alliance capability 

mechanisms that might work in the given context. Based upon the analysis that followed, we 

proposed at the end of the first paragraph to extend the ‘standard partner selection’ mechanism into 

a more holistic ‘structured network process’.  

In the second paragraph we continued by turning this into a research question: “What is the 

contribution to alliance success of the Structured Network Process for the development of CNGnet?” 

Additional sub questions were added in order to answer the main research question in a step-wise 

manner.  

The third paragraph then continued to shape the research into more detail, presenting us with a 

research model, highlighting the research steps and creating a detailed research strategy.  

The next chapter of this thesis is that of the analysis. Additional contextual information will be 

sought for and an in-depth process of data gathering and analysis will be performed in an effort to 

answer the main research question. 
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“All truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; the point is to discover them” 

 - Galileo Galilei  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 Context and Analysis 
 

In the previous chapter, we combined orientation interviews, contextual literature, and the 

literature framework to come to a sound strategy to choose which alliance capability mechanisms 

should be created that has relevant managerial implications as well as theoretical. The strategy 

combined findings on the presence of alliance experience, alliance capability and an alliance learning 

process in order to produce a small group of alliance capability mechanisms that might work in the 

given context. Based upon the analysis that followed, we proposed at the end of the first paragraph 

to extend the ‘standard partner selection’ mechanism into a more holistic ‘structured network 

process’.  

The main research question was determined and an explorative research study into the 

‘Structured Network Process’ and its contribution to alliance success in the development of CNGnet 

and the future integration of Biogas was proposed. A research model was presented, the research 

steps highlighted and a research strategy created.  

In this chapter we focus on the analysis of the context of CNGnet. Additional contextual 

information is sought for and an in-depth process of data gathering and analysis is performed in an 

effort to answer the main research question. Where in the last chapter conclusions were drawn 

based upon indicative findings from literature, in this chapter we do this based upon actual 

contextual data and the information we derive from the analysis. 

In order to make this possible, the first paragraph looks more closely at the case study CNGnet 

and the integration of Biogas. Additional information is provided about the case study and a number 

of short analyses are performed to create more insight. Lastly, the role of collaboration in 

partnerships and alliances is analyzed, and it is shown that it is of vital importance that several 

collaborative efforts in the form of alliance networks are started to make the total business case - 

driving on natural gas - as well as the business of CNGnet – selling natural gas to the automotive 

market – into a success.  
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The second paragraph continues with a more in-depth analysis. The network process is used as 

an analysis frame work to create insight into what the current alliance experience and alliance 

capability of CNGnet is. Also we try to determine if there is an alliance learning process present that 

focuses on articulating, codifying, sharing and internalizing knowledge on alliances. Lastly, more in-

depth findings are analyzed about how and why the current situation became the way it is. 

(…) 

In the third paragraph, we combine the context, theory and the problem statement once more, 

such as has been done in chapter 3.1.4. This time, we add the results from the thorough context 

analysis and the analysis of the presence of alliance experience, alliance capability and an alliance 

learning process at CNGnet, to propose once again the ‘Structured Network Process’ as the alliance 

capability mechanism of choice to be developed. 

In the fourth and last paragraph, we reflect upon the main research question, by answering what 

the contribution of the ‘Structured Network Process’ can be on the alliance success of CNGnet and 

the integration of Biogas.  

 

4.1 The Case: CNGnet and the integration of Biogas 

 

In this first paragraph, we look more closely at the case study CNGnet and the integration of 

Biogas. As can be found in the research model, the main goal of this paragraph is to create an 

internal and external context framework so that more knowledge is gained about the case that is 

analyzed. This is done for both the complete business case (driving on natural gas) as well as the 

specific business case of CNGnet. 

The external contextual framework is formed by primary and secondary sources - such as 

interviews, professional literature and websites - and seeks to incorporate all the relevant data on 

the business case ‘driving on natural gas’.  

The internal contextual framework seeks to incorporate all relevant data on CNGnet.  

(…) 

In both contextual frameworks, we strive to triangulate results by using several methods of 

research and data collection in an effort to check findings from one type of study against those 

derived from another type. By doing this, we create a more reliable and valid contextual framework.  

Lastly, the role of collaboration in partnerships and alliances is analyzed, and it is showed that it 

is vital that several collaborative efforts are started to make the total business case - driving on 

natural gas - as well as the business of CNGnet – selling natural gas to the automotive market – a 

success. 

4.1.1 Understanding the Business Case – Driving on Natural Gas 

One can use Natural Gas to heat our houses, cook, or generate electricity. It however, can also be 

used as a fuel to drive our cars. Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) pressured at approximately 200 bar 

can be used in modified petrol cars. 

Today, there are over 9 million CNG cars on the road and there are an estimated 13.000 refueling 

stations operational in over 2000 cities and 75 countries.  

In Europe there are a growing number of natural gas run vehicles and it is to be expected that 

more car models will become available in the years ahead. In Italy alone there are 580.000 CNG 

vehicles on the road. Also Germany has been expanding its refueling network to over 800 refueling 

stations in the past few years and now the number of cars is growing steadily as well. 
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4.1.1.1 Euro 5 emissions standards and CO2 caps 

Over the years, the EU has adopted strict caps on pollutant emissions from diesel and petrol cars, 

limiting in particular nitrogen oxides (NOx) and particulate matter (PM), as both pose serious health 

and environmental problems. 

To reduce the impact of fuel exhausts on air quality and human health, especially in urban areas 

with dense traffic, the EU has set the so called ‘Euro Standards’. All new cars and small utility 

vehicles, independent of type, have to abide by the Euro5 emission rules from 2009-2012. This will 

become Euro6 from 2014-2016.  

Apart from the toxic emissions caps, the European Union has also set the targets for greenhouse 

cases such as CO2. The transport sector has to drive on 20% alternative fuels – effectively lowering 

20% of the CO2 output - replacing the traditional fuels by the year 2020. This target will be very likely 

mandated during the climate conference in Copenhagen in December 2009.  The current target for 

2010 of alternative fuels is set at 5.75%. 

4.1.1.2 Natural Gas Fuel Advantages 

One of the great advantages is that natural gas causes close to no exhaust of toxins and 

particular dust. Thanks to this, natural gas cars, busses and trucks instantly conform to Euro5 

standards. On top of that, natural gas is the cleanest fuel from ‘well to wheel’ and the CO2 emissions 

are around 20% less than conventional fuels. Integration of Biogas as a fuel into the refueling system 

can eventually make driving on natural gas a true zero-emission alternative.  

 

Additional benefits are: 

• Maintenance is lower due to a cleaner burning process. 

• Lower noise level. (50-70% less than diesel depending on the vehicle) 

• Natural gas does not burn as fast as LPG, Petrol or Diesel and is thus safer to refuel and to 

carry. Within the car, it’s taken in cylinders with higher safety rules then conventional fuels.  

• Low transporting risks, transported via the gas grid. 

• CNG cars fall under the lower BPM rules in the Netherlands thanks to their performance. 

• Local regulations (e.g. milieu zones in cities) make the use of CNG cars possible in areas 

where diesels and petrol vehicles are not allowed. 

 

Driving natural gas is especially interesting for governments and companies with a large fixed 

fleet of vehicles, such as buses, taxis, public services, utilities, and transport companies. From 

approximately 10.000 km per vehicle per year, driving on natural gas becomes cheaper. A favorable 

argument for many local governments is that it instantly increases the air quality in cities.  
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4.1.1.3 External SWOT – Driving on Compressed Natural Gas 

To provide further insight into the business case ‘driving on compressed natural gas’, a SWOT 

analysis was performed.  The SWOT was based on primary and secondary data from respectively 

interviews at CNGnet and secondary literature findings. 

 
Table 22 - SWOT Analysis – Business Case – Driving on Natural Gas in the Netherlands 

 

 Proactive  

Internal 

Strengths 
• Less expensive to refuel 

• Less polluting (particular dust, NOx, CO, 

etc.) 

• Less greenhouse gasses 

• Safer 

Opportunities 
• Good proposition for adoption of 

professional users in urban areas. Taxi, 

Bus, Logistic, Services.  

• Possible Integration of Carbon neutral fuel 

via Biogas. 

• It links up with market demand trends for 

cleaner, and Zero CO2 fuels. 

 

External 
Weaknesses 
• Costly refueling infrastructure needs to 

be developed. 

• Shorter distance on one tank, more 

frequent refueling 

• New cars needed, not compatible with 

current LPG fueled cars. 

 

Threats 
• Cultural shift needed, Explosive Gas 

Syndrome.  

• Substitutes in short and long run and their 

respective lobby practices. (Clean Diesel, 

GTL-fuels, Electric, Hydrogen) 

• In a few years time, environmental 

arguments no longer hold in comparison 

with substitutes.  

• Government rules change.  

• Buy-out and termination of initiatives.  

• Dependence on foreign markets. (f.e. 

Germany) The market in the Netherlands is 

too small to determine if driving on natural 

gas remains a business case. 

 Reactive  

4.1.2 Understanding the Business – CNGnet  

CNGnet - Compressed Natural Gas net - is a 100% daughter company of Ballast Nedam 

Concessions and invests in a nationwide network of refueling stations of natural gas for consumers. 

CNGnet focuses on the building, financing, utilization, management and maintenance of the refueling 

stations. As the technology is very new to refueling station owners, CNGnet delivers an integral (turn-

key) solution to them, in an effort to serve a nationwide covering network. 

CGNnet works closely with three partners to provide a complete value proposition. Firstly, there 

is Ballast Nedam IPM, the builders of refueling stations. Secondly, Ballast Nedam Beheer is the 

maintenance group that keeps the network online. Lastly, energy companies are the supplier of 

electricity and natural gas. 
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4.1.2.1 Mission Statement 

CNGnet set itself the mission to create a profitable business that delivers natural gas to the 

automotive market in an effort to provide fuels that increase air quality as well as being potentially 

carbon neutral with the adoption of biogas. To do so, CNGnet invests in a nationwide refueling 

network. 

 

A number of goals have been set to bring together supply and demand: 

- Delivering methane and later biogas to the automotive market 

- Investment in the roll-out of 250 natural gas refueling stations in the Netherlands 

- Contribute to the air quality in urban area’s 

- Contribute to solutions for climate change through the introduction of carbon neutral fuels 

by supplying biogas from 2
nd

 generation biomass 

- Encourage large companies and governments to drive on natural gas 

- To have a profitable business and continue as such. 

4.1.2.2 Current State of matters 

For a construction company such as Ballast Nedam, one of the key challenges was that CNGnet is 

not a building project. At the start, CNGnet was referred to as a ‘project in which a nationwide 

refueling network was created.’ According to CNGnet this should be seen as a derived goal. The real 

business case is selling natural gas.  

One and a half year later, CGNnet has become an accepted part of Ballast Nedam and as we 

speak, a large number of public refueling stations have been built or are under development. CGNnet 

delivers in addition a number of dedicated filling stations as part of concessions contracts to public 

transport companies such as HTM and Connexxion. As part of these contracts, CGNnet provides a 

dedicated refueling station and natural gas for a total of 205 busses in Den Hague and Nijmegen.  

Figure 19 shows the stations operational (green) and under construction (red) of CNGnet. Figure 

20 shows the total number of stations operational (green), soon to be operational (yellow) planned 

(orange) and non-public (gray) of both CNGnet and competitors throughout the Netherlands. 

 

Figure 19 - CNGnet Refueling Stations (Apr. 2009). 

 

 
Figure 20 - CNG Refueling stations (Apr. 2009). 
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4.1.2.3 Current Collaborations, Partnerships and Alliances 

From the start, CNGnet believed in a strong focus on the creation of a network of partners to 

have a successful business case. Three main collaborations were started, which are elaborated upon 

below.  

4.1.2.3.1 Internal Partners: Ballast Nedam IPM and Ballast Nedam Beheer. 

CGNnet works closely with two partners to provide a complete value proposition. Firstly, there is 

Ballast Nedam IPM, the builders of refueling stations. Secondly, Ballast Nedam Beheer is the 

maintenance group that keeps the network online.  

Ballast Nedam explicitly choose to have CGNnet be a 100% sister company of Ballast Nedam 

Concessions, rather than to have an alliance between the different internal part of Ballast Nedam. By 

separating the different entities within the organization it becomes possible for outside investors to 

invest in the rollout of the refueling network without having conflicting goals. A second reason is that 

within Ballast Nedam Concessions the expertise is present on risk, legal, project and financial 

management, which is not present at Ballast Nedam IPM nor at Ballast Nedam Beheer. In this way, 

everyone remains to do their core competence and strive for their own separate goals. 

Though the collaboration might not be a true alliance, there is however a very strong bond 

between the three parts of Ballast Nedam and the partnership is evaluated on a frequent basis.  

4.1.2.3.2 Natural Gas and Biogas 

For the supply of natural gas and biogas there is a long-term supply contract with an energy 

supplier. (…)  

4.1.2.3.3 Aardgasmobiel  

Another collaboration initiative setup by CGNnet is Aardgasmobiel. Soon after the start of 

CNGnet, it became evident that, with the refueling station network being built, many more 

organizations needed to get involved to ensure a success. 

The standardization network Aardgasmobiel was setup to strive for a joint introduction of natural 

gas as a fuel to the market. Aardgasmobiel includes the major car and bus brands that provide CNG 

vehicles, the refueling station builders and operators, utilities, lease companies and several 

technology providers. Members pay a contribution fee and several working groups have been 

established.
6
(Aardgasmobiel)  

 

(…) 

4.1.3 Conclusions 

 

In this paragraph, we looked more closely at the case study CNGnet and the integration of 

Biogas. An external contextual framework was formed in an effort to incorporate all relevant data on 

business case ‘driving on natural gas’. An internal (primary multi-source) contextual framework was 

formed in an effort to incorporate all relevant data on CNGnet.  

(…) 

                                                             
6
 Website: www.aardgasmobiel.nl  
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4.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

 

The network process as proposed by de Man (2004) incorporates strategy, structure and 

management of alliance networks. Therefore, it serves in this thesis as a holistic analysis checklist to 

see what aspects of alliance management are incorporated at CGNnet.  

Firstly we looked at the seven main steps of the network process, after which more in-depth 

research was done into every sub step. As has been explained before in chapter 3 we look at every 

step and sub step to see if they were described or performed explicitly, implicitly or not at all. 

Analyzing this will help us determine whether alliance experience is present, alliance capability 

mechanisms have been developed and whether there is an alliance learning process present of 

articulation, codification, sharing and internalization (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003; de Man 2004; 

Kale and Singh 2007). The presence of the different alliance capability mechanisms is thereafter 

analyzed and finally a summary of the background and causes leading to the current situation is 

presented. 

The analysis will help us determine if the ‘Structured Network Process’ is the right tool for the 

given contextual situation, what the focus should be of the tool and finally and what the contribution 

will be once implemented.  

(…) 

4.3 Answering the research question: step by step  

In chapter 3 the development of a ‘Structured Network Process’ tool was suggested based upon 

literature, contextual information, and the problem statement. In this paragraph we will reflect upon 

the proposed ‘Structured Network Process’ by evaluating the results of the analysis, combining the 

contextual frameworks of paragraph 4.1 and the analysis of paragraph 4.2.  

In the following sub-paragraphs, three main questions are answered based upon the analysis 

performed. The questions answered are the same as those of chapter 3 leading to the suggested 

‘Structured Network Process Tool’.  

First, we show if we could speak of the existence of alliance experience at CNGnet. Second, we 

show whether there are alliance capability mechanisms present within the organization. And last, we 

show whether there is an alliance learning process present.  

In the forth subparagraph, these findings are combined once more to answer how ‘basic or 

advanced’ the development of an alliance capability mechanism ought to be, as well as on which 

variables of the alliance learning process one should focus. With the backing of this analysis, we once 

more suggest that the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool mentioned in chapter 3 as a viable alliance 

capability mechanism should be developed given the actual situation and analysis.  

With the results of this paragraph, the main research question is answered in the next, in which 

we look at what the contribution to alliance success can be of the ‘Structured Network Process’.  
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4.3.1 Alliance Experience 

 

A firm’s alliance experience can positively affect the success of current and future alliances, as it 

is presumed that there was an implicit flow of feedback from prior experience (Anand and Khanna 

2000; Kale and Singh 2000). Therefore, the identification of implicit flows of information and 

feedback based upon prior experience could highlight alliance experience.  

There are a number of key finding concerning alliance experience. Firstly, the analysis shows that 

every step of the network process is taken implicitly or even explicitly. Secondly, the development of 

the intranet signals an implicit flow of information and feedback on alliances made explicit and 

shared amongst the partners. 

Lastly, from the case study we know that there has been a process of learning by doing through 

the creation of different alliance networks. (…) 

The majority of the current main collaboration efforts (internal partners, and long term supplier 

agreement) are not alliances. Therefore, it might be arguable whether our findings indicate the 

existence of alliance experience. There seems to be however an implicit flow of information from 

previous collaborative efforts and/or failed attempts to set these up, that definitely indicate 

collaborative experience.  

4.3.2 Alliance Capability - Basic to Advanced 

As we have seen earlier, alliance experience and alliance capability are important antecedents to 

alliance performance (Gittell 2002; Koen H. Heimeriks 2007). 

In paragraph Error! Reference source not found., we came to the conclusion that a number of 

alliance capability mechanisms were developed and some were explicitly adopted. A summary was 

given (see Error! Reference source not found.) for the mechanisms adopted implicitly (joint 

evaluations) and explicitly (best practice documents, joint business planning and the intranet). 

Lastly, we concluded that the mechanisms used were not developed primarily as alliance or 

network capability mechanisms but for more pragmatic reasons to increase the efficiency of scaling 

up CNGnet. 

 

Basic to Advanced 

Heimeriks and Duysters (2007) argued that there are both basic and more advanced alliance 

capability mechanisms. In Table 18 a ‘basic’, ‘advanced’ and ‘institutionalized’ level was determined 

for alliance management. Reflecting upon the alliance capability mechanisms, we can state that the 

mechanisms adopted were ‘basic’ (legal knowledge, alliance evaluation) and at most ‘advanced’ (best 

practices), but definitely not ‘institutionalized’. Also it becomes apparent that the ‘basic’ mechanisms 

partner selection and monitoring were not adopted and the (joint) evaluation only implicit.  

 
Table 23 – Highlighted the adopted Alliance Capability Mechanisms at CNGnet (Draulans, De Man et al. 1999)  

 Basic Advanced Institutionalized 

Level: Level 1: Ad Hoc Level 2: Skills Level 3: Institutionalized 

Number of alliances Small Reasonable Large 

 

Importance Operational High for certain units or divisions Strategic for the entire company 

Geographical reach Regional/national  

 

Starting with internationalization International 

 

Management tools 

(cumulative examples per 

level) 

 

-Legal knowledge 

-Checklists for partner selection & 

monitoring  

-Evaluation of individual 

Alliances  

-Best practices  

-Alliance specialist  

-Cultural training  

 

- Partner program  

-Alliance department  

-Alliance knowledge dispersed via 

training  

-Alliance database  

 

 

4.3.3 The Alliance Learning Process: Articulation and Codification First 
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As we have seen earlier, Kale and Singh (2007) illustrate that the learning process that 

incorporates articulation, codification, sharing and internalization of alliance management know-how 

may lead to greater overall alliance success rates. Rather than having implicit flows of feedback, 

explicit flows of feedback are deliberately articulated, codified, shared, and internalized. 

Earlier, we categorized the alliance capability mechanisms according to the four variables 

analyzed by Kale and Singh (2007). A fifth category of capabilities includes those that remain. 

The first question that we need to answer is, whether we can conclude that (based upon the 

findings of the analysis) we could speak of an alliance learning process. It is arguable that there is 

alliance experience present in the organization and that there is a process of learning from alliances. 

However, the fact that current mechanisms developed were developed as a response to a direct 

need rather than an alliance learning process strategy makes us conclude that alliance experience is 

present but there is no real alliance learning process as defined by Kale and Singh (2007). In a way we 

could say there is thus an implicit alliance learning process, rather than an explicit one. 

Earlier we also saw that two main groups can be distinguished: Articulation is combined with 

Codification and Sharing is combined with Internalization. The first two categories focus on capturing 

data and the creation of knowledge; the second two focus on how to use this knowledge effectively.  

Then, we concluded that a new mechanism/tool developed for a company with little alliance 

experience and capability should be one that either articulates or codifies data and knowledge of 

alliance management before developing mechanisms that share or internalize the knowledge. 

 
Table 24 - Alliance Capability, categorized by variables of the Alliance Learning Process. Highlighted the adopted 

Alliance Capability Mechanisms at CNGnet (Author combining (de Man 2004; Kale and Singh 2007). 

Articulation Codification Sharing Internalization Other 

Individual Alliance 

Evaluation 

Partner Program Joint business planning Intranet Alliance specialist 

Alliance Metrics Best Practices Joint Evaluations  External alliance training Alliance manager 

Alliance Database Standard Partner 

Selection 

Incentives for alliance 

managers 

Internal alliance training Alliance department 

  Cross Alliance Evaluations  VP of alliances 

  Incentives for business 

managers 

  

 

We see in Table 24 that three out of four mechanisms presently are within the second group of 

‘sharing and internalization’ acknowledges. Therefore, the result indicates that they were 

presumably not developed based upon such an alliance learning process strategy.   

4.3.3.1 Conclusion: Combining Context, Problem and Theory. 

In paragraph 3.1.4.4 the ‘Structured Network Process’ was proposed as a more pragmatic and 

holistic approach to partnering, with a more structured approach incorporating more steps of the 

network process as a potential solution.  

From the analysis, we see that indeed a number of steps were overlooked due to various 

reasons. With a focus on products of an open ended nature instead of short term projects, a long-

lasting relationship has become increasingly important. Ensuring that all potential partners are 

evaluated on potential key contributions to a prospective network only after a clear network strategy 

and structure has been determined is indeed essential for long term alliance success.  

From the analysis we once more can conclude that there is alliance experience in the form of 

implicit flows of information in the organization. A number of alliance capability mechanisms are 

present however – as opposed to what we found in the orientation – or are being implemented. This 

however is not based upon a systematic strategy to grow the organizations alliance capability. 

Secondly, we did show there is indeed no alliance learning process focusing on the articulation, 

codification, sharing and internalization of knowledge on alliance management. The alliance 

mechanisms developed focus mainly on sharing and internalization of legal documentation at the 

present time.  
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Again we can conclude that it could be of great benefit for an alliance capability mechanism to be 

developed, in order to provide a more analytical approach to the partner-selection process. Also, we 

can conclude from the analysis that the mechanism called ‘standard partner selection’ should be 

indeed further modified in order to incorporate more steps of the network process. 

From the analysis we conclude that a basic mechanism allowing the articulation and codification 

of alliance knowledge as part of the alliance learning process is a good choice. It will enable the 

adoption of additional mechanisms such as an alliance evaluation or an alliance database. These can 

be easily built upon groundwork completed by development of the selection tool. 

4.3.3.2 Proposing a focused “Structured Network Process”  

It is to be expected that CNGnet will have a network of various alliance partners within the next 

few years, all sharing a common goal. This is why a standard partner selection mechanism or tool 

would not have the right focus, as again it would neglect i.e. the overarching network strategy and 

structure.  

Therefore, we propose once more to extend the ‘Standard Partner Selection’ mechanism to a 

more holistic ‘Structured Network Process’. However, it is also suggested that the tool will limit itself 

to a few steps. Based upon the case study we suggest incorporating the steps: network strategy, 

network structure and partner selection.  
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4.4 Conclusion: The Research Questions Answered 

In chapter three, it was pointed out that over the past few years, a lot of experience on 

collaboration had been gained at CNGnet and Ballast Nedam Concessions. With the growing number 

of collaborations, alliance experience had increased, however several alliances had still failed. 

In this chapter we saw that in order for the business case ‘driving on natural gas’ to be a success, 

different organizations have to work together closely. Also, CNGnet’s business case calls for 

additional collaboration with other organizations to combine all the competences needed to create a 

competitive advantage. Several attempts to create alliances had failed until now and the help of a 

consultancy was sought for to provide guidance in the partner selection process. 

Up until now, finding partners and managing an alliance network had been done very implicitly, 

with some of the partners eventually turning out to be the wrong ones. It was concluded that there 

seems to be a need for a more pragmatic and holistic approach to partnering. First, to prevent 

skipping steps of the partner selection process which in some cases had let to the wrong partner 

selection. Second so that all potential partners – met by appointment or by chance - could be 

analyzed for their potential role in the total network. In this way, one would reflect first before 

striking a deal. 

The alliance capability mechanisms ‘Structured Network Process’ was proposed in chapter three. 

In this chapter, we went through a step-by-step analysis to provide insight into what the contribution 

to alliance success would be of the ‘Structured Network Process’ for the development of CNGnet and 

the integration of Biogas.  

We can conclude from the analysis that a ‘Structured Network Process’ tool will indeed 

contribute to the alliance success of the development of CNGnet. As we have seen earlier, alliance 

experience and alliance capability are important antecedents to alliance performance (Gittell 2002; 

Koen H. Heimeriks 2007). The proposed tool will increase alliance experience and extend the alliance 

capability with an additional mechanism; both which have a positive effect on the performance of 

alliances. 

Secondly, the tool will initiate an explicit alliance learning process that incorporates articulation 

and codification of alliance management know-how – something currently not present - that can lead 

to greater overall alliance success rates.  

Thirdly, the tool suggested fits the needs of the given situation; it is a basic tool focusing on 

articulation and codification of alliance management know-how: a good first step to building alliance 

capability. 

The analysis showed that the steps network strategy and network structure of the network 

process were only performed implicitly and no gain of better practice could be seen over the past 

year. Incorporating multiple steps of the network process into the tool therefore forces all ideas and 

partners with ideas to be properly assessed. This will ensure a further increase of the success-rate as 

non-feasible projects do not start – as they do not manage to get past the network strategy step - 

and feasible ones are better prepared.  

When we finally look more precisely into ‘success’, which we defined as the aggregate of goal 

achievements, financial success and relation success, it is very likely that especially the last one will 

score better thanks to the tool suggested. Partners are chosen more precisely based upon many 

variables which can insure that the network of alliances will last longer. Especially for CNGnet, which 

has a product rather than project based value proposition, long-term relationships with alliance 

partners will be much more important than what is perceived normal for the construction industry. 

The results from chapter four form the foundation of the next chapter in which the tool is 

designed. At the end of chapter five, the tool will be tested. After the test, we will re-evaluate the 

research question once more to see what the contribution to alliance success is of the designed 

‘Structured Network Process’ tool. 
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“The world always seems brighter  

when you’ve just made something that wasn’t there before”  

– Neil Gaiman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Developing a Structured Network Process Tool 

 

In the previous chapters we reviewed literature, created a research plan and analyzed the 

context from many angles to answer the research question, “what the contribution to alliance 

success of the ‘Structured Network Process’ is for the development of CNGnet and the integration of 

Biogas”. 

We concluded from the analysis that a ‘Structured Network Process’ tool will indeed contribute 

to the alliance success for the development of CNGnet. The proposed tool would increase alliance 

experience and extend the alliance capability with an additional mechanism; both of which have a 

positive effect on the performance of alliances CNGnet is involved in, now or in the future.  

In this chapter, we design, build and test the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool. By incorporating 

results from earlier chapters, we strive to create a tool with a high focus and impact. To do so, three 

main questions are asked and answered over the course of this chapter.  

The first question we have to ask is: How do we design such a tool? A user centered design 

approach was chosen for the development process so that the adoption of the tool within the 

current business environment would be more likely to happen. After the development process has 

been explained in the first paragraph, a number of user centered design requirements are set in the 

second one. 

The next question we ask ourselves is: What to keep in mind and what steps and sub steps to 

include? The third paragraph continues by adding additional focus to the network process of seven 

steps, narrowing it down to only three based upon the analysis findings. In addition it looks at the 

three moments in which the tool will be used and shows what this means for the eventual design. As 

the tool will be used for a product, rather than a project, additional emphasis is put on the long-term 

relationship between partners in the alliance network. Checks that fit all steps and sub steps and 

their outputs together are added. Lastly, a number of additional constraints and assumptions are 

taken into account. Backed by an additional literature body, the actual design is determined in the 

fourth paragraph. The eventual design of the tool can be found in chapter 8. 

The third question is: How well does it perform? To answer this, in the fifth paragraph the tool is 

tested for the CNGnet case. Although the test is out of scope for a normal master thesis project due 

to time and work constraints, it was conducted regardless to create an additional second learning 

loop; this to create additional insight and test what the contribution to alliance success of the 
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structured network process for the development of CNGnet could be. Also it highlights possible 

modifications that allow for a better adoption of the tool at CNGnet.  

The test was conducted in two sessions at CNGnet. Observations were made as well as the tapes 

of the conversation were evaluated. Additional feedback on the tool was gained through the use of a 

questionnaire. The tool was evaluated through a combination of closed and open-ended questions 

for what the contribution to alliance success of the ‘Structured Network Process’ is for the 

development of CNGnet. Also the practical boundaries set by the user centered design process were 

re-evaluated.  

In the sixth and last paragraph all findings are gathered and additional conclusions are drawn 

based upon the test.  

5.1 The Designing Process – User-Centered Design 

The contribution to success of the eventual tool will depend on the outcomes it generates, as 

well as on the fact if it is used or not. For this, it is very important that the end user of the tool is kept 

in mind. We need to understand who the user is, what his/her expectations are and what the 

preferred outputs are. In this way we can create a tool with a solid foundation in academic and 

professional literature that will be easily applicable for its intended purpose within the organization.   

For these reasons, a User-Centered Design (UCD for short) approach for the eventual 

development of the tool was chosen. User-centered design (UCD) is a project approach in which the 

intended users of documents, wizards, websites or tools are put at the centre of its design and 

development. By talking directly to the user at several key points in the project, it is hoped that the 

tool meets the needs and expectations better and thus will be more successfully implemented within 

the organization (De Troyer and Leune 1998; Kramer, Noronha et al. 2000).  

 

User-Centered Design sees four main stages7:  

• Requirements gathering - Understanding and specifying the context of use 

• Requirements specification - Specifying the user and organizational requirements 

• Design - Producing designs and prototypes 

• Evaluation - Carrying out user-based assessment of the site 

 

Normally, the four stages are carried out in an iterative fashion, and continue to cycle till an 

eventual design has been found. In this master’s thesis, we will limit it to one complete cycle. To 

arrive at a good design, it is essential that the participants in these methods accurately reflect the 

profile of the actual users. For this, we spoke with the project managers and CEO’s to gather the data 

and specifications. On a total of three points user feedback was asked. Firstly, a number of short 

interviews were performed to gather the requirements and requirement specifications. After the first 

initial design, feedback was asked via interviews as to whether the given design met the 

expectations. The feedback led to several small adjustments in both the requirements and the tool 

itself. Lastly, the tool is evaluated through a test with a team of potential users in which it is used to 

address the Biogas business case.   

5.2 Requirements and specification gathering 

A User Centered Design is focused around the so called rhetorical situation. The rhetorical 

situation shapes the eventual design of an information medium. Three main elements are to be 

considered in a rhetorical situation: the audience, purpose and context. Each element is described 

below. 

                                                             
7
 Website on User Centered Design: http://tinyurl.com/8vlpx  
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5.2.1.1 Audience 

The audience of the tool are the people who will be using it. From the interviews we know that 

these are most likely project managers, or senior managers at CNGnet, Ballast Nedam Concessions or 

Ballast Nedam as a whole. It is to be expected that they speak Dutch and English and are of various 

backgrounds holding a Bachelors or Masters degree in Law, Engineering and/or Management. The 

company culture, which is pragmatic, can be of influence. A no-nonsense, doing as we go approach is 

common.  

5.2.1.2 Purpose 

The purpose describes how the tool will be used, what information might be needed and what 

audience the users themselves try to reach by using it. 

From interviews we found that, the main tasks and goals of the users will be to get on paper a 

more precise look upon the network strategy, structure and the eventual partner selection. The tool 

has to stimulate out of the box thinking, and ensure a more consistent and reasoned approach to 

partner selection. Furthermore, it should set a standard for terminology used to discuss alliances,  in 

an effort to use a consistent jargon  when creating a network of partners for a specific product. 

Information that the users will need to fill out the tool, is both academic and professional 

literature / information on networks and alliances. Users should be able to find this information and 

the right terminology easily, to ensure the right ‘articulation’ and ‘codification’ is used to avoid 

possible misunderstandings. Secondly, a great amount of data and information is needed on 

potential partners, in order to arrive at a preferred partner list.  

The results of the tool are most likely part of a bigger business plan or proposition to be 

evaluated by senior management, or even the board. The tool can provide insight into several 

possible routes to take in the given situation. The output of the tool comprises of a clear strategy and 

structure for the network, the role ones company plays and a list of preferred partners to enter into 

negotiations with. Apart from the fact that the output is useful for one’s own organization, it can also 

be used to persuade preferred partners to join. 

5.2.1.2.1 Practical Boundaries  

Additional interviews were performed at CNGnet and Ballast Nedam Concessions. Two main 

questions were asked: In what way would the tool appeal to you and what would make the tool 

more user-friendly? The feedback has been categorized by time, language, layout, and input/output 

and adoption. 

• Time: Short, 2 – 4 hours. 

• Layout: Appealing, paper version possible 

• Language: Simple wording, No academic Jargon, Main definitions defined, Examples given. 

• Input/Output: Clear insight on inputs and outputs of the tool.  

• Adoption: Potently to be integrated with SharePoint and/or New Business Plan wizard.   

5.2.2 Context 

The context is the circumstances surrounding the situation. In the orientation and analysis phase 

several interviews pointed out that over the past few years, a lot of implicit experience on 

partnerships and alliances had been gained. However several alliances had still failed. It was 

suggested that the partner selection process should become more holistic, rigid and of a more 

analytical nature to avoid this.  

Two different key moments were identified when the problem arose. Firstly, when a new 

business proposition was thought of within the own organization and secondly when a potential 

partner or proposition presented itself to the organization.  

In the step by step design we elaborate more upon the context and show what effects this has 

for the tool being designed.  
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5.3 Solution Design- Step by step 

After the user centered design requirements have been set, this paragraph narrows step-by-step 

the theory down to modify the ‘network process’ into the eventual ‘structured network process’.  

First the seven steps of the network process are narrowed down to three, in order to create 

additional focus. After this, we look at three key moments in which the tool will be used and what 

this means for the eventual design. Emphasis is put on the relational aspect of the tool, because we 

deal with a product rather than a project. In addition the three fits (internal, strategic and dynamic) 

are incorporated as well as checklists for the in and outputs generated. Lastly, a number of additional 

constraints and assumptions are taken into account.  

5.3.1 The starting point; The Network Process 

At the basis of the Structure 

Network process, lays the seven step 

network process of de Man (2004). 

This process encompasses all the steps 

that are necessary for the formation 

and management of alliance networks.  

The network process first looks at 

the business strategy, network 

strategy and structure. After this the 

partner selection and implementation 

will be addressed. Lastly it looks at the 

different aspects of alliance 

management as well as how a network 

and/or alliance can be prepared and/or 

designed to deal with change (see 

Figure 21). 

 

5.3.2 Focus  

Academic literature mostly focuses on one of the steps or sub steps, and their respective success 

factors. No research was found that connects all the different steps together into one sound strategy 

on alliances and/or determines the relative weight of each step. This finding was confirmed in 

academic interviews with Prof. de Man and Prof. Duysters.  

This literature gap is surprising, as it is clear that a different network strategy can have 

substantial influence on the structure and eventual partner selection.  

From the orientation phase as well as the analysis, we have found that there is indeed a need for 

a more holistic tool. This is why the tool design will focus on the three steps network strategy, 

network structure and partner selection. 

5.3.2.1 Focus on the steps: network strategy, network structure and partner selection. 

When we combine the literature study, contextual framework and add the results of the analysis, 

a more holistic approach combining several steps is shown to be a viable route. We restricted the 

eventual focus to three: network strategy, network structure and partner selection for both 

academic and contextual reasons.  

Firstly, if we look at the network process, we can recognize four different steps and/or groups of 

steps. First we see the business strategy step in which the company decides if it wants to realize its 

business strategies through the use of alliance networks or through other means. After this, the 

second group focuses upon the actual strategy, structure and selection of partners for the alliance 

 
Figure 21 - The network process (de Man 2004). 
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network. After this we see a group of implementation and management of the network. In the last 

step, change of the network is anticipated upon.  

Given the context of the case presented by CNGnet, we know that there are a number of 

limitations. Firstly, there are no networks of alliances to implement, manage or prepare for change, 

making it unnecessary to encompass the last three steps. Secondly, in the CNGnet business plan the 

business strategy was already determined and a choice was made for the use of alliance networks.  

The focus of the tool is therefore on the three steps of network strategy, network structure and 

partner selection and can be used from the moment that the decision has been taken to use an 

alliance network as the business strategy. 

 

 
Figure 22 – The Structured Network Process Tool – Focus 

 

5.3.3 Three Moments of Usage 

In the orientation interviews we determined two problematic moments in which a tool with a 

more analytical approach was needed and a forced reflection was required. The first moment was 

when managers thought of a new business case that could be developed. They had the tendency to 

jump straight to the selection of partners, instead of thinking through a network strategy and 

structure first. The second moment was when by chance employees spoke with a potential partner. 

Here they had the tendency to take a decision to collaborate too quickly, after which in some cases 

there was no way back. 

A third moment of use that we add in addition is based on our literature findings. Existing 

networks will undergo change for various reasons. Change may have implications on the business 

and network strategy, which should lead to a re-evaluation of the network partners. Therefore, it is 

explicitly mentioned as part of the tool design. A graphical representation of the three moments of 

use is given in Figure 23.  

 

 

 
Figure 23 - The Structured Network Process Tool – Three moments of usage 
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5.3.4 Product vs. Project 

 

As we have discussed before, Ballast Nedam is engaged mostly into the development of projects 

rather than products. CNGnet is different, and sells a product: natural gas. One of the main 

differences between projects and products are their duration. A project has a start and a finish, 

whereas a product has a product life cycle. CNGnet will therefore have to maintain a long-term focus 

while engaged in the formation of a new alliance network.  

As we have discussed earlier in paragraph 2.3.6.4, the interdependence process between 

commitment and satisfaction supports a long-term life of an alliance (Cheng, Li et al. 2004). Several 

solutions were proposed to stimulate commitment, encourage satisfaction while maintaining 

flexibility. Giving clarity on the duration of the existence of the alliance network, or having different 

levels of engagement are however less feasible for a product than for a project based alliance (de 

Man 2004). 

Therefore, it is suggested that sub steps should be added to the tool that emphasize the 

relational aspect amongst the future partners. Such sub-steps can have a clear purpose to create a 

common vision, motive or aim for the alliance, and/or pick partners based upon criteria that can 

benefit the relation such as cultural and organizational compatibility. In addition, emphasis should be 

put the presence of network and alliance capability as has been suggested in paragraph 2.4.1.  

5.3.5  Internal Fit, Strategic Fit, and Dynamic Fit. 

  

In literature we also find suggestions for creating several fits amongst the different steps. Three 

main ‘fits’ have to be achieved for the network and building blocks to fit with the network needs. 

First of all, there has to be a strategic fit matching the network type with the strategy, structure, and 

partners. Secondly there should be an internal fit. Every building step and sub steps has different 

possibilities of settings, and it is important that these internal settings do not conflict but fit with one 

another, thus creating an internal fit.  

 

 
Figure 24 - The Structured Network Process Tool – Three Fits 

 

Lastly there has to be a dynamic fit. Different networks can see different rates of change, both in 

the outside world and within the network itself. It is thus important that the network is organized in 

such a way that it can cope with the dynamics of its environment.  
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After every main step, the three fits should therefore be checked to create an iterative process 

that results in a robust fit and understanding. 

5.3.6 In and Outputs 

In and outputs of the three main steps and sub steps should be named explicitly. This can be 

used as verification, checking that nothing has been overlooked, and as a way to ensure a 

consistency of codification of alliance management terminology.  

In this way, the users will get acquainted more easily with the structure, in and outputs and the 

labels and terms used.  

 

5.3.7 Additional Constraints and Assumptions 

A number of additional constraints and assumptions are determined. In order to use the tool it is 

assumed that: 

 

- … the decision to opt for an alliance network has been taken in the business strategy. 

- … the business case is well-known. 

- … the eventual choice of the alliance contract (contractual or equity) is out of scope. The tool 

focuses on the structured network process after it has been determined to follow this route. 

- … the tool is explicitly used and filled-out to one’s best effort. 
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5.4 Tool design 

 

In this paragraph, the actual tool will be composed. As has been mentioned before, we strive to 

design a holistic tool that focuses on three main steps and their respective sub steps of the network 

process. We keep in mind the requirements from the user centered design, and those that determine 

the focus, the three moments of use, the three fits, all in and outputs and the additional constraints 

and assumptions. From the context we know that it involves that we deal with a product rather than 

a project, placing extra emphasis on the relational long-term component of the partner selection.  

To come to a well structured design, for every step and sub step a number of questions had to be 

answered. First, we defined the step or sub step, and what literature it was based upon and if there 

were any alterations made to the things found in literature. Secondly, we questioned how it was 

linked to the rest and what it contributed to the bigger picture. Thirdly, we questioned what outputs 

it generated and if these were needed for any additional steps or sub steps afterwards. Lastly, any 

additional comments or alternations were made part of the explanation.  

The eventual tool, without the theory, can be found in chapter 8 

 

5.4.1 The Tool - Step 1: The Network Strategy 

The Network Strategy is the first step of three steps that together comprise the ‘Structured 

Network Process’. The tool starts after it has been decided in the business strategy that a business 

proposition is best proceeded through the use and creation of an alliance network. 

In this first step of the structured network process, the network strategy is determined. For this, 

several academic and professional literature sources and tools are combined. The network strategy 

consists of a total of four consecutive sub-steps.  

First, the motives or aims of the network are evaluated. After this, a strategy at network level is 

decided upon, based upon the aims and the characteristics of the anticipated network. Third, we 

look at the value add of the network. In this sub-step we try to find out if value can be created for 

our customers and potential partners and if they acknowledge that as well. Lastly, we determine the 

strategy at company level on what role/position the organization should take. Three roles/positions 

are distinguished and analyzed for their benefits and drawbacks.  

5.4.1.1 Step 1a) – Drivers / Motives – SWOT analysis 

In this first sub-step we want to determine what the main drivers / motives are behind the 

network of alliances. Getting insight into these is of importance for both the organization itself as 

well as the network partner. The motives represent the value of the network to ones organization 

and that of the partners, thus representing the reasons for the alliance to last over time. Should 

these reasons diminish overtime; the network will most likely fall apart.  

To determine the drivers of a network, the use of the SWOT analysis is suggested. The analysis is 

done three times; one time for the organization itself and two times for the partners; distinguishing 

between the drivers we do want to see present and those we do not want to see present (Porter 

Lynch 2001; Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). 

The SWOT analysis is in fact a quadrant in which both proactive and reactive motives are focused 

internally or externally. Research shows that it is essential that, when creating networks, one should 

have enough proactive motives resulting from strengths and opportunity. A network with solely 

reactive motives can show fundamental weaknesses which can result in the end of the network. 

Research also shows that one should both maximize the number of motives and the strength of them 

and that learning should be made an explicit goal of the alliance. Though a network may have many 

motivators, one should however focus on a few at a time to avoid unnecessary costs due to a lack of 

focus (Duysters 2001). 
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In the tool one can find a filled out SWOT quadrant with several main motives that can be used 

for reflection upon one’s own. A maximum for five main motives is asked to be filled out for the own 

organization, the motives we want to see from our potential network partners and lastly the motives 

that we do not want to see amongst our potential network partners (Duysters 2001; Porter Lynch 

2001; Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). 

 

5.4.1.2 Step 1b) - Network Type / Strategy 

 

After the main motives have been identified, in the second sub-step the network strategy is 

determined. The network strategy has implications on the network structure as well as the partner 

selection. The strategy on a network level addresses what type of network would be the best in order 

to achieve the aims and motives determined earlier. After considering the definition, key 

characteristics, and examples, five major network types can be chosen from.  

Networks can be formed around i.e. projects, products and services. Given the context, we focus 

on long-term networks for products and services rather than projects.  

As different products and services find themselves at different stages of the product life-cycle 

curve, we also address the correlation between their place on the curve and the network type that is 

most commonly used. Earlier we illustrated this in Figure 7 (Levitt and Herbane 1981; Doz and Hamel 

1998; de Man 2004). At the end of the sub-step we reflect on whether both outputs align after which 

we come to a conclusion on what is the best network strategy to pursue. 

5.4.1.3 Step 1c) – Value-add 

 

After determining the network strategy, we reflect upon what the value-add of the network is for 

the customers as well as the potential network partners. As we mentioned earlier, it is best to have 

proactive motives for the formation of alliance networks. Research shows that it is far better to focus 

on the value add one provides to the customers than it is to focus on trying to counter strategies of 

competitors or competing alliance networks (Porter Lynch 2001). 

Determining the value-add of the network to both the customers and the network partners is the 

basis for the mission statement of the network. A short check-list is used to determine the value-add 

of the network (Porter Lynch 2001). 

5.4.1.4 Step 1d) – Network Strategy at Company Level 

After the motives, value-add and the network strategy have been determined, the network 

strategy at company level determines which position to take in the network. This sub-step combines 

several literature frameworks to come to a preferred position in the network, which is based upon a 

sound judgment of the desirability and long term sustainability of this position for the organization. 

We distinguish three main positions or roles in a network: the network orchestrator, bridging 

partner and group member. All roles come with benefits and drawbacks as has been described by de 

Man (2004). After the preferred role has been determined, the user is asked to clarify how the 

organization will deal with the drawbacks of that position. In additional, literature has been 

combined for the evaluation of the required skills needed to create a competitive advantage from 

the different positions (Williamson 1975; Fruin and Nishiguchi 1993; McEvily and Zaheer 1999; Hacki 

and Lighton 2001; Brown, Durchslag et al. 2002). 

Lastly, the network strategy at company level reflects upon how to achieve a centre position in 

the alliance network. Literature suggests that the most successful businesses that engage in 

networks and alliances, are those that position themselves at a position in the network from where 

they can leverage intangible capital – such as knowledge - without owning many expensive assets 

(Ernst and Halevy 2000). 
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5.4.2 The tool – Step 2: The Network Structure 

 

The Network Structure is the second step of three that together comprise the ‘Structured 

Network Process’. After the network strategy has been determined, this second step focuses on the 

network structure. The network structure does not have any sub-steps.  

There are five main building blocks recognized (Gomes-Casseres 1996; Bamford and Ernst 2002; 

de Man 2004). For building the appropriate structure one should look at the tie strength – how 

strong is the connection between the network partners, the network size – how many partners are 

present in the network, the membership mix – do the partners have similar, dissimilar or a mix of 

capabilities, collective governance – what mechanisms are put in place for the network to be 

governed, and if clustering – do all partners partner with one-another within the same network.  

Some parts of the literature and tables have been altered to improve the usability of the tool. 

Where-as literature gives examples of governance structures for different network types, the tool 

developed rather focuses on the two variables: imposed vs. self-coordinated governance and implicit 

vs. explicit governance. Appendix III, Figure 33 shows the results for these two variables in the form 

of a quadrant with examples of coordination mechanisms in the network. 

The structure that follows from the five building blocks is indicative, with subjective variables. 

However, they can still give a good indication on the direction of the structure which then becomes 

more exact during the partner selection step. In the tool, the outcomes are reflected by comparing 

them briefly with an indicative table of results for the different network types as can be found in 

literature (de Man 2004). 

5.4.2.1 Legal Reflection 

After the five building blocks have been determined, we reflect upon whether the envisioned 

structure is actually possible under anti-trust laws. Especially in the context of the construction 

industry it is of great importance that the network structure does not even hint at the possibility of 

cartels being formed.  
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5.4.3 The Tool - Step 3: Partner Selection 

 

Partner Selection is the third step of three that together comprise the ‘Structured Network 

Process’. After the network strategy and structure have been determined, this third step focuses on 

the partner selection process.  

Two main sub-paragraphs can be determined. The first looks briefly at the influence of the 

network type on the duration of the selection process and addresses who should be involved in the 

selection process. The second paragraph elaborates on the five steps to narrow down a long-list of 

potential partners to the preferred partner list through partner profiling as well as a compatibility 

test.  

The preferred partner list can be analyzed further for risks vs. revenues or can serve as a list to 

start negotiating with potential partners. Although these processes could be seen as part of the 

partner selection process; they are based upon very specific additional research and findings. This is 

why they are not part of the scope of the tool as presented in this master’s thesis.  

5.4.3.1 Partner Selection: The Process 

Before we commence on the systematic creation of the preferred partner list, a short focus 

should be put on the process as well as the duration of the process. From literature we know that 

different network types potentially have different processes as well as duration of the partner 

selection process (de Man 2004). Table 25 shows a short overview of the differences on who should 

be involved in the process of creating the long-lists of potential partners as well as narrowing this 

down to the preferred partner list. Also, the expected duration of the process is presented. The more 

integrated the organizations will be, the longer it will most likely take.  

  
Table 25 – Partner selection process and duration (de Man 2004). 

Network Type Process Process Duration 

Quasi-integration Led by top management of the 

companies involved 

Long process when far reaching 

integration is required 

 

Vertical Supply Network Orchestrator plays 

important role in the selection 

phase 

Differs per type of supplier 

Upgrading procedures 

 

Solution Often determined by clients - 

R&D Led by R&D staff - 

Standardization  - Brief process in most cases 

 

5.4.3.2 Partner Selection: Creating a Preferred Partner List 

The partner selection process’ main deliverable 

is a preferred partner list. At the top of the list one 

will find the first choice for the alliance network. In 

five sub-steps, the list will be constructed. The five 

steps are based upon literature (Porter Lynch 2001; 

Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002; de Man 2004) 

(…). The scope is limited to the creation of a 

preferred partner list, after which the actual talks to 

potential partners start. The talks are considered 

out of scope. The process is illustrated in Figure 25 - 

Creating the Preferred Partner List. In the next five 

sub-paragraphs we will explain every sub-step.  

  
  

Figure 25 - Creating the Preferred Partner List 
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5.4.3.2.1  The Long List 

The first step is to create a long

and one should refrain from judgment

partners for example can be one’s own partners, 

organizations (Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002)

both in the primary as well as supporting processes

5.4.3.2.2  Partner Profile(s) 

After we have created the long list, next we draw up partner profile

for all desired characteristics. We base the profile upon the earlier identified network motives, type, 

one’s own position and role as well as the structure

different checklists to keep in mind

technology and infrastructure capabilities 

Others focus more on the primary and supporting processes such as production, R&D, financ

marketing and distribution (Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002)

should be considered as criteria (de Man 2004)

In the ‘structured network process

instead. It is a well-known model, summarizes all the different checklist

and makes them insightful through visualization

Instead of a company value chain, 

After identifying what areas of this value chain are covered by 

different partner profiles should cover the other areas.

part of the network/firm infrastructure as it supports the total value chain just as management and 

finance does. A short overview of the value

found in Appendix III.  

 

 
Figure 26 – The Network Value Chain (Porter 19

 

5.4.3.2.3 The Short list 

After the partner profiles have been 

the partner profiles. Organizations that add little value to 

omitted 

The first step is to create a long-list of potential partners. It is key to make the list very elaborate, 

one should refrain from judgment about the partners during the process of drafting it.  

be one’s own partners, the partners of partners, and best of class 

(Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). Potential partners can be found at many levels 

as well as supporting processes.  

fter we have created the long list, next we draw up partner profiles which analysis the partner 

We base the profile upon the earlier identified network motives, type, 

osition and role as well as the structure (Porter Lynch 2001). Various others suggest 

different checklists to keep in mind; such as strategy/vision, core competences (including market, 

logy and infrastructure capabilities (Gallon, Stillman et al. 1995) and the company culture. 

Others focus more on the primary and supporting processes such as production, R&D, financ

(Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). Also, alliance & network capabilities 

(de Man 2004). 

process’ we propose to use the Value Chain model by Porter 

known model, summarizes all the different checklists proposed by other author

through visualization. 

Instead of a company value chain, Figure 29 now represents the value chain of the total network. 

of this value chain are covered by one’s own core-competen

different partner profiles should cover the other areas. In the new value chain, alliance capability is 

part of the network/firm infrastructure as it supports the total value chain just as management and 

A short overview of the value chain model of Porter with the additions to it 

(Porter 1998) 

After the partner profiles have been made, we create a shortlist by comparing the long list with 

the partner profiles. Organizations that add little value to the network value proposition

It is key to make the list very elaborate, 

ss of drafting it.  Potential 

and best of class 

Potential partners can be found at many levels 

which analysis the partner 

We base the profile upon the earlier identified network motives, type, 

Various others suggest 

strategy/vision, core competences (including market, 

and the company culture. 

Others focus more on the primary and supporting processes such as production, R&D, financing, 

alliance & network capabilities 

propose to use the Value Chain model by Porter (1998) 

s proposed by other authors, 

now represents the value chain of the total network. 

competences, the 

In the new value chain, alliance capability is 

part of the network/firm infrastructure as it supports the total value chain just as management and 

additions to it can be 

 

made, we create a shortlist by comparing the long list with 

the network value proposition should be 
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While doing this, we should keep in mind that we need one or several partners, and not 

necessarily have to search for one golden partner. For this is might be wise to describe several 

subgroups of potential partners on the shortlist. The subgroups can be based upon the mix of 

competences the partner brings to the table. Also one partner might be replaceable by several 

smaller network partners.  

5.4.3.2.4 Compatibility Test & Emphasis 

The initial shortlist has been determined based upon ‘hard’ criteria that focused on the 

capabilities needed to complete the value chain and thus the proposition of the network. 

For successful alliance networks, there should be additional compatibility between the potential 

partner and the network, including many soft-factors. 

Different authors agree that the strategy and strategic 

intent, culture and operational aspects of the 

organization and the network should be compatible 

(Douma, Bilderbeek et al. 2000; Porter Lynch 2001; 

Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). More recent 

research shows that alliance/network experience, 

capability and reputation should be added to the 

compatibility test too (Draulans, de Man et al. 2003; 

Heimeriks and Duysters 2007). 

Figure 27 shows an overview of the five main 

compatibility checklists created for the tool. The 

strategic and operational/organizational compatibility 

checklists are based upon the work of Douma et al. 

(2000) extended with that of Porter Lynch (2001). The 

cultural compatibility combines the work of Hofstede 

(2001) - Power distance, Individualism, Masculinity, 

Uncertainty avoidance, Long-term vs. Short term – and 

two additional variables; trust and commitment 

(Parkhe 1998; Cheng, Li et al. 2004; Shek-Pui Wong and Cheung 2004).  

Two additional checklists were added, of which the first covers network and alliance capability, 

the alliance learning process as well as the presence of the alliance function in the form of an alliance 

department or responsible person such as a specialist, manager or promoter (Draulans, de Man et al. 

2003; Heimeriks and Duysters 2007; Kale and Singh 2007). The second list covers alliance experience 

(Kale and Singh 2007), as well as network reputation, two variables which research shows are 

important in the conservative construction industry (Gulati 1995; Gulati 1999; Barlow 2000). 

In addition, emphasis is put on different aspects of the compatibility and criteria, depending on 

the network type (de Man 2004). Scores should be given to the different parts of the checklists 

ranging from low, middle to high compatibility (Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002). The checklists, 

scores and emphasis based on the network type, provide us with the final judgment upon a potential 

alliance partner for its compatibility in the given context.  

 

Table 26 – Additional emphasis on 

criteria per network type (de Man 2004)  

Network Type Selection Criteria 

Quasi-integration Market power 

Direct competitor 

Strategic, organizational, 

cultural fit 

Network fit 

Opportunities for full and 

seamless integration 

Vertical Supply Price/performance ratio 

Operational fit 

Opportunities for 

improvement 

Solution Complementary offering and 

competencies 

Strategic, organizational, 

cultural, network fit 

R&D Innovative technology, R&D 

capacity 

Standardization  Market power 

In open networks: no specific 

criteria 

Agreement on direction of 
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Figure 27 - Compatibility Test: Encompassing Strategic, Cultural, Organizational, Network Capability, Experience and 

Reputation compatibility. 

 

5.4.3.2.5 Preferred Partner List 

When the short-list is ordered according to the compatibility test as well as the selection criteria, 

we can create a preferred partner list. In case of a network with several partners, a number of 

scenarios with small groups of partners can be considered. Perhaps a specific partner does not 

feature as the number one at the top of the preferred partner list, but combined with others can still 

form a feasible alternative.  

Additional thought can be put into the position or role that a preferred partner can play in the 

network (orchestrator, bridging partner or group member) as well as reflection upon how important 

the partner will be to the success of the network.  

The preferred partner list can be analyzed further for risks vs. revenues or can serve as a list to 

start negotiating with potential partners. Both processes are based upon very specific additional 

research and findings and are not part of the scope of the tool as presented in this master thesis.  
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5.5 Testing the tool  

 

During the testing step, the tool was put to the test for the first time in the given context. The 

aim is to create feedback on the use of the tool and the insights it provides. In this way, a double 

learning loop is created so that possible adjustments in the future can make the adoption of the tool 

more effective.  

In three ways data was collected. First an actual test was held at CNGnet. The theory and tool 

had been emailed in advance and after a short explanation of the tool and the case to be analyzed: 

the integration of biogas into the refueling network of CNGnet. The assumption was made that an 

alliance was the way the business proposition would be setup.   

During the sessions, the researcher was a guiding observant, giving answers to possible questions 

on the tool as well as hinting on ideas that might be missed. Although, the scope of the tool was 

explained thoroughly before hand, the discussions were not immediately restricted and the results 

thereof considered to be findings too. 

After the actual test, a questionnaire was sent out to all that participated. The questionnaire 

reviewed the content of the tool step by step, and sought for findings to answer the research 

question of this thesis.  

In addition a short review session was performed to review the practical boundaries set by the 

User Centered Design Process.  

 

5.5.1 Testing the tool: Observations 

During the test of the tool, observations were written down and were digested from the 

Dictaphone. A number of key findings could be seen during the use of the tool.  

Firstly, although the discussion was guided and a restriction was put on time, the time limit was 

exceeded so far that the next day another session of two hours was held to end the test. 

(…) 

Also, questions that seemed to me to be straight forward, such as the preferred network position 

(Step 1c) spurred major discussions as well. Many scenarios were thought through and benefits and 

drawbacks were weighted. It was apparent that there might be multiple roles one can play, or that 

the tool could perhaps provide the option for a shifting role/position over time.  

The fit checklists at the end of every step also served their purpose, ensuring constant review. It 

became evident that when a step, for example network strategy, was not determined fully, it became 

increasingly hard to continue with the next steps in the tool. The constant reflection of internal, 

strategic and dynamic fit served as a painful reminder of that.  

(…) 

In the third step, partner selection, the use of the Porter Value Chain model instead of a checklist 

proved very insightful. There was an instant confirmation of the model and how it could be put to 

use. First, a discussion arose about all the competences that were necessarily. There was also instant 

acknowledgement that the focus should be on both the primary processes and the secondary 

processes. Secondly, it added additional insight about which part of the value chain the network 

actually should cover and if there needed to be an alliance network on the procurement side as well 

as on the supply to the market side. Numerous ideas and scenarios were proposed and the role of 

CNGnet was discussed. Thirdly, the question on redundancy spurred a discussion on what possible 

network strategies could limit the risk and secure supply, such as dedicated supply or increasing 

competition. 

Lastly, the compatibility test was very well received. After explanation, there was consensus that 

in the past the wrong partners had been selected and the tool could have served a good purpose to 

prevent this. It also spurred a discussion of possible further research into the actual culture of BNC 

and CNGnet in the light of alliances in order for this tool to be used to its full potential. 
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In the end, two sessions were held that both were more than 2 hours long. At the end of both 

sessions there was still a vivid discussion going, on many of the scenarios and strategies put forward. 

Unfortunately, we ran out of time to continue them. 

5.5.2 Testing the Tool: Feedback Questionnaire 

At the end, additional questions were asked about the usage of the tool via a questionnaire. The 

questionnaire was sent via the internet. Attached to the email was again the tool and the 

interviewees were asked to have the tool open while answering the questions. Results can be found 

in the undisclosed part of the Appendix V.  In the following sub-paragraphs we will highlight the most 

interesting findings. 

5.5.2.1 Evaluating the ‘Structured Network Process’ bit by bit 

Question 1: Did the following aspects of the ‘Structured Network Process’ help develop a clear 

thought on the Network / Alliance Business Proposition? Did they evoke new or clearer thoughts? 

 

The answers are analyzed through two ways: Firstly, the actual average value (1 – 5) and 

secondly, the standard deviation. The latter gives an indication how unanimous the answers were. 

We can see that there are only a few items that score lower than a ‘4/5’. These are the legal 

reflection, long list and shortlist.  On top of that they have a high standard deviation, so the 

interviewees had very different opinions as to whether these steps helped develop a clear thought 

on the proposition. In a way, this is not very surprising, as no new thoughts are introduced and they 

are rather passive steps. 

The top scores (5/5) were given to both the SWOT analysis of Motives, with its focus on 

establishing proactive motives for the network, and the Partner Profile, where the Porter Value Chain 

model was introduced to be used for the complete Network. Already during the test, these steps led 

to the most time consuming and intense discussions. New thoughts were provoked and whole new 

ideas for one or multiple alliances in different parts of the value chain were articulated.  

An interesting finding is the high standard deviation on the ‘Network Position for the Company’. 

During the testing, the network position/role could not be decided upon. It was felt that there are 

more roles that one can play, or that there can be a transition in which one starts out as an 

orchestrator moving towards a group member. It was hard to ‘fit’ oneself to a role. Research could 

perhaps provide additional roles or more insight into capabilities needed to perform such a role, 

already being put forward by me in the literature study. 

To my personal surprise, the compatibility test did not score as high as expected. Although the 

relational aspect was well understood and supported by the interviewees, the score was rather low. 

This seems to contradict itself. Reasons may come from the fact that this was only briefly reviewed 

during the test, as that the second session ran out of time. Other reasons are that most thought was 

put into the strategy and the creation of the complete value chain. The case study might have not 

come down to the level of actual partner selection just yet, so the importance was not felt as much.  
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Table 27 - Summary of response Question 1 

 Average Standard 

Deviation 

Network Strategy   

SWOT Analysis of Motives 5.00 0 

Choosing Network Strategy Type 4.00 1 

Choosing Network Position for Company 4.00 1.73 

The Value add for Customers and Partners 4.67 0.58 

   

Network Structure   

Building Blocks: Tie strength, Size, Mix, 

Governance, Clustering 

4.00 0 

Legal Reflection 3.33 1.15 

   

Partner Selection   

Who should be involved in the selection process? 4.33 1.15 

How long should the process be? 4.00 1 

Long list 3.33 1.15 

Partner Profile / Porter value chain 5.00 0 

Shortlist 3.33 1.15 

Compatibility Check 4.00 1 

Preferred Partner List 4.00 0 

   

5.5.2.2 Increase Success Rate  

There are two ways to increase the success rate of alliance networks: First, to make sure that 

every alliance is optimally developed and managed. Second, by not proceeding with alliance network 

propositions that can be considered ‘dead’ from the start. 

In order to avoid the latter from happening, the tool was designed to reflect upon the network / 

alliance business opportunity when it came from either the own organization, from a possible 

alliance partner and finally when change happened within the network. For all three situations the 

interviewees all gave the tool the maximum score (5/5).  

A second (open) question was asked if the ‘Structured Network Process’ stops one from 

proceeding into high risk alliances. Here the answers were more diverse with yes, might and no, all 

present. However, the actual ‘why’ part was answered very similar as it provided “better thoughts 

about those risks and as such better ways to deal with them”. Also, it was mentioned that “alliances 

with a high risk of failure are often clear from the start. It is about alliances where success or 

failure is a little more ambiguous where the SNP is helpful.” 

 

5.5.2.3 The Alliance Learning Process 

In this question we reviewed the alliance learning process. The tool was designed to increase the 

Articulation (Making Alliance Knowledge Explicit) as well as Codification (Making sure the definitions 

are the same). Also it is the first step towards the sharing and internalization of knowledge on 

alliance management.  

The Articulation (5/5) and Sharing (4.33) of knowledge on alliance management scored high. 

Where-as the codification and internalization both scored somewhat lower. During the sessions, the 

codification in terms of use of the right definition proved hard to establish. There are numerous 

terms that try to explain the same thing, but are by definition different. The result seems to hint on 

the fact that perhaps codification is not that important in entrepreneurial environments, or that 

more awareness has to be created. It might be of use to jointly introduce alliance terminology 

together with the legal department so that cause and consequences can immediately be seen (see 

Table 28).  
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Table 28 - Summary of response Question 7 

 Average Standard 

Deviation 

Question 7: Do you feel that the tool contributed 

to the following aspects of the  alliance learning 

process: 

  

(Explicit) Articulation of Knowledge 5.00 0 

Consequent Codification of Knowledge 3.67 1.53 

Sharing of Knowledge 4.33 0.58 

Internalization of Knowledge 3.67 0.58 

 

5.5.2.4 The contribution to alliance success of the ‘Structured Network Process’ 

 

The three factors that together form ‘success’ in the research question were also reviewed in the 

questionnaire in order to answer: "What is the contribution to alliance success of the 'Structured 

Network Process' for the development of CNGnet?" 

One of the design criteria of the tool was the distinction between project and product. As 

CNGnet was the first company to sell an actual product, the focus had moved from a short term 

project basis to a long-term open-ended focus: therefore the focus on the relationship with partners 

increased for the eventual success of the alliance (see Table 29).  

The results showed that the tool had performed well in this respect, as the interviewees gave the 

maximum score (5/5) unanimously when asked if the tool would contribute to the success of the 

relationship with partners. Goals also performed very well (4.67/5), and so did financial success (4/5). 

 The open-ended questions give additional feedback and insight. The relational component was 

seen as “probably the most important outcome from this tool”. “Working together is not as easy as 

it seems” and “better chosen partners will lead to goal congruency and organizational fit which will 

directly benefit the relation.” 

As for the goal achievement of the network, results were also promising, as it forced the users to 

“sit down and think better about the about the goals you want to achieve” and forces you to “to 

focus on the [red: goals of the] alliance and not only the business case itself”  

The financial success was seen by all interviewees as an indirect result of the other two. 

“Choosing the right partners will lead to a better competitive position which in turn will lead to 

financial gain.” 

 

 
Table 29 - Summary of response Question 4 

 Average Standard 

Deviation 

Question 4: Do you think/feel that the tool will 

contribute to the success of: 

  

Financial Success (of the Network) 4.00 0 

The relationship with Partners 5.00 0 

Network Goal Achievement 4.67 0.58 

5.5.2.5 Additional Comments 

The additional comments that were given provided additional insight. First, it was noted that it 

was seen as complicated, but positive. “It surprised me that it addressed so many bottlenecks I face 

in the daily alliance business.” Getting partners and ourselves to use the tool “will need a lot of 

training. As such you should allocate sufficient time for that, prior to the actual tool box itself.” Also it 

was mentioned that it could be helpful that “some questions in the tool could do with a more 

elaborate explanation.” 
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5.5.3 Testing the tool: Review of practical boundaries  

The practical boundaries that were set earlier as part of the User Centre Design process, were 

also reviewed.  

 

Time: Short, 2 – 4 hours. 

 

The tool can only be filled out in less than four hours if the business case is well-known, and 

alliances networks have been explicitly chosen as the route forward. The preparation process in 

order to be able to fill out the tool is rather a number of days than a number of hours.  

 

Layout: Appealing, paper version possible 

 

A paper version was made of the tool and this became chapter eight of this report. The response 

on the layout was positive. The transformation of checklists into figures (such as the Porter Value 

Chain) was well received.  

 

Language: Simple wording, No academic Jargon, Main definitions defined, Examples given with each 

step. 

 

Wording and Jargon remain a problem. This stood out from the questionnaire as well as the short 

additional review session. No examples are given currently in the tool, in order to keep it compact, 

this however should be done.  

 

Input/Output: Clear insight on inputs and outputs of the tool.  

 

Several review checklists are added at the end of every step. In and outputs were well 

understood according to the feedback given. 

 

Adoption: Potently to be integrated with SharePoint and/or Business Plan wizard.   

 

Integration into SharePoint is possible. The tool should be translated to Dutch rather than English 

so it can be part of the Business Plan Wizard. Also its size should be brought down in order to fit the 

wizard. 
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5.6 Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, we designed, built and tested the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool. By 

incorporating results from earlier chapters, we strived to create a tool with a high focus and impact. 

A User Centered Design Approach was chosen for the development so that the adoption of the tool 

within the current business environment would be more likely to happen. After this, the seven steps 

of the network process were narrowed down to just three, to provide additional focus. In the fourth 

paragraph, the actual design was determined. The three main steps and sub steps were shown and 

the theory was elaborated upon. This led to the eventual design of the tool that can be found in 

chapter 8. 

In the fifth paragraph the tool was tested in an effort to create additional insight and test what 

the contribution to alliance success of the structured network process for the development of 

CNGnet. From observations, interviews and a questionnaire we came to the following conclusions: 

From the results we can conclude that the parts of the tool that create insight through 

visualization of the case were seen as the best aspects that helped develop a clear thought on the 

Network / Alliance Business Proposition and/or evoke new or clearer thoughts. The top scores (5/5) 

were given to both the SWOT analysis of Motives, with its focus on establishing proactive motives for 

the network, and the Partner Profile, where the Porter Value Chain model was introduced to be used 

for the complete Network.  

The tool’s ability to force the users to reflect in the three situations it was designed for also 

scored the maximum score of (5/5). However, when asked if it would actually stop one from 

proceeding into high risk alliances, the answers were more diverse. “Alliances with a high risk of 

failure are often clear from the start. It is about alliances where success or failure is a little more 

ambiguous where the SNP is helpful”. The tool contributed to success as it provided “better thoughts 

about those risks and as such better ways to deal with them”. 

In addition, the tool was designed to start an alliance learning process by increasing explicit 

articulation as well as codification, and to be the first step towards the sharing and internalization of 

knowledge on alliance management.  

The articulation (5/5) and sharing (4.33) of knowledge on alliance management due to the use of 

the tool scored high, where-as the codification and internalization both scored less good (3.67/5). An 

indication for this could be found in additional comments. Terminology was considered to be tricky 

and additional examples with the tool were asked for. Getting partners and ourselves to use the tool 

would “need a lot of training. As such you should allocate sufficient time for that, prior to the actual 

tool box itself.”  

Finally, the three factors that together form ‘success’ in the research question were also 

reviewed in the questionnaire in order to answer: "What is the contribution to alliance success of 

the 'Structured Network Process' for the development of CNGnet?" 

The results show that the tool had performed well in this respect, as the interviewees gave an 

average of (4.55/5) as the final aggregate score. The maximum score (5/5) unanimously was given 

when asked if the tool would contribute to the success of the relationship with partners. Goals also 

performed very well (4.67/5), and so did financial success (4/5). From open-ended questions we 

learned we can conclude that relational component was seen as “probably the most important 

outcome from this tool”. “Working together is not as easy as it seems” and “better chosen partners 

will lead to goal congruency and organizational fit which will directly benefit the relation.” 

The next chapter of this thesis will be the discussion. Findings from this and previous chapters 

are discussed and contradictions will be highlighted. Also suggestions are given for additional 

research into the tool design. 
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“The aim of (…) discussion  should not be victory, but progress.”  

- Joseph Joubert 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Discussion 
 

In this chapter the results of the thesis are discussed. The topics were selected at different levels 

of detail throughout the thesis to have a broad discussion on various aspects. A total of five topics 

are discussed, based upon primarily findings that highlight possible contradictions or areas that are 

overlooked by current literature.  

The first question we try to answer is what to expect of companies such as CNGnet in terms of 

alliance experience and capability. CNGnet is a start-up and can we expect them to be alliance 

capable already? We find that the position they are in, is actually a favorable one. 

A second discussion topic is that of the SWOT of motives. Findings from the test show that the 

different quadrants of the SWOT analysis might actually link up with different growth strategies. As a 

result we argue that the SWOT of motives should be part of the ‘business strategy’ step rather than 

the ‘network strategy’ one. 

The third topic focuses on the search for a preferred partner. We flip the argument around by 

proposing that one can only be seen as alliance capable from the outside by others, in case we apply 

the same partner selection criteria and compatibility tests to ourselves.  

The fourth discussion topic elaborates upon the proposed network value chain. We argue that 

the visualization of the network value chain benefits the insight into the alliance network value 

proposition. Furthermore we argue that within an alliance network value chain, the supporting 

processes are more important than in a ‘normal’ value chain.  

The last discussion point addresses alliance capability adoption strategies. We elaborate upon 

the proposed combination of different strategies as has been done in chapter three, and show the 

proposed combination of three strategies is better than either three alone. In addition we propose 

an elaboration on the strategy that could make it even more effective. 

All discussions that call for additional research feature briefly again in the theoretical implications 

of chapter seven. 
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6.1 Alliance In-Capability?  

At the start of the orientation and analysis, BNC and CNGnet seemed to have overlooked 

alliances management as a core competence completely. This view however changed over time. The 

several unsuccessful attempts of setting up alliances had let to reflection within the company. 

Gaining knowledge on collaboration with partners became a new focus point. As a result, 

consultancies were asked to help and academic research was started.  

In retrospect, we can even argue that the position of CNGnet is actually a very positive one. From 

the analysis of interviews we now know that CNGnet went through a gradual learning process in 

which step by step knowledge was gained on how the market (existent or not) operated, who are the 

players and who are not. This knowledge can be of great value in the current partner selection 

process.  

(…) 

The several failures changed the attitude and strategy towards partnering. CGNnet realized that 

when involved in talks with potential partners, it is essential to do this from a position of strength 

rather than weakness or out of necessity. Having a well run robust organization means fewer risks for 

investors, so a lower share of stocks have to be given to them for the same investment.  

 

This brings us to the questions; when is a company alliance ready and should start-ups get 

involved in alliances? The case of CNGnet seems to suggest that an organization cannot be part of an 

alliance until the point where it has become a viable partner which has gained a solid foothold and 

reputation in the market, and has become network and alliance capable. 

In literature, first of all a distinction is made based upon whether an organization is ‘alliance 

ready’ or not. Appendix I, Table 40 gives an indication of the attributes an organization should have 

to be considered alliance ready.  Two in particular are worth mentioning, core business focussed vs. 

core competencies focussed and product orientated vs. functionally orientated, as they seem to align 

with the findings from the CNGnet case.  

A start-up focuses mainly on its core business, only to find out later what their respective core 

competencies are in comparison with their peers. Also, at the start one focuses on the product rather 

than all the functional expertise that can be applied elsewhere.  

An additional reflection of the literature – by analyzing the questionnaires and indexes for 

company names - used for this thesis shows that research focuses on mainly big, multinational 

companies and their respective alliances. Also they were asked to describe all their alliances over a 

period of three years (Doz and Hamel 1998; Kale, Dyer et al. 2002; de Man 2004; Heimeriks and 

Duysters 2007; Kale and Singh 2007; Duysters, de Man et al. 2009). It becomes therefore 

questionable if the literature at hand and the findings also apply to small start-ups such as CNGnet 

and Ballast Nedam Concessions at all. 

It is actually really surprising that such a strong focus on collaboration already is achieved and 

has been mentioned explicitly as part of the business strategy of CNGnet. In fact, several alliance 

capability mechanisms were already incorporated, not as such, but still.  

Future scholars can look more specifically into how alliances and alliance capability determine 

start-up success. Also, a distinction could be made between alliance capability mechanisms that are 

more or less effective for start-ups. Alliances may be a less obvious yet still feasible route for a start-

up and therefore can create a strong competitive advantage. Results of research that can link the use 

of alliances to start-up success would encourage immediate investments into alliance capability for 

start-ups from day one.  
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6.2 SWOT analysis of motives 

(…) 

In literature it has been highlighted that an alliance should mainly have pro-active motives for it 

to be successful. It is however not explained what to do when mainly reactive motives are found. 

During the test session it stood out that whenever there were an abundance of internal reactive 

motives, all of a sudden acquisitions and long term supplier agreements were proposed as an 

alternative to alliance networks. Whenever there were an abundance of external reactive motives, 

lobby groups were proposed as an alternative to alliance networks. 

This result suggests that the SWOT of motives can actually in part determine the business 

strategy - upon which collaboration form to use - to establish the desired outcome. Furthermore, this 

can also indicate that the business strategy step cannot be left out of the ‘structured network 

process’ tool. The findings line up with what we see in literature. Some books mainly focus on the 

advantages of alliances (Gomes-Casseres 1996; Doz and Hamel 1998) where others clearly show the 

trade-offs of the choice (Hagedoorn 1993; Porter Lynch 2001; Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002; de 

Man 2004).  

Additional research can look at the correlation between proactive and reactive motives as a 

variable that determines the choice between the different growth strategies: autonomous growth, 

acquisition, and alliances. Results from such research might find a correlation between motives, 

structure, and success. In addition it might find the SWOT of motives is better suited to be part of a 

business strategy step rather than the network strategy step of the current tool. 

 

6.3 Are we the preferred partner? 

The development of the tool has brought something else to our attention. When one’s company 

starts to mention its motives to start an alliance network, it becomes evident that there are stronger 

motives for one self than for others to join in the alliance network. Needless to say, this probably is 

why the first thought of an alliance network came to the mind at this company and not another. 

However, a difference in motives can make it hard to convince others to join the alliance network. 

A second aspect the tool shows is that the same questions apply to one self as they do to the 

potential partners. For example, for one to be able to match the company culture with that someone 

else, first you need to know what your own culture is. 

Therefore, it can be useful to create a business proposition that reasons from an alliance network 

perspective, rather than that it takes one’s own company as the starting point. The question that 

could be asked is: “If we were to design an alliance network around the following business 

proposition, would we actually choose ourselves to be the preferred partner?”  

We can argue that when a company can answer that question with ‘yes, most certainly’, the 

organization has become ‘alliance ready’. The market then will recognize that one has the capability 

to offer both part of the primary processes as well as have the necessary supporting processes – 

including alliance capability - one needs to have in order to act effectively and professionally within 

any given network of alliances. 

When we reflect upon the literature used for this thesis, this reverse logic seems not to have 

been applied yet. The term preferred partner is however used in the business environment in which 

companies can take part in an alliance/partner program of one of the bigger market players. 

Standards are set that the ones opting in have to comply with. In this light, it might be beneficial for 

an ISO like standard on alliance capability to exist, so that partner selection becomes faster. 
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6.4 The Network Value Chain 

During the testing of the tool, one of the key findings was that the graphic representation of the 

value chain of Porter has a very positive impact on the insight into the case at hand. It spurred a 

discussion on what encompassed the value proposition and what not, as well as if one or several 

alliance networks were needed.  Also, it gave immediate clarity on the fact that the supporting 

capabilities – such as network/alliance capability - had to be present up to a certain level amongst all 

alliance network partners for the network value chain to have a competitive advantage. 

The value chain of Porter is used on many occasions in the field of supply chain management 

(Christopher 1998; Dekker 2003). Here it focuses on the integration of the primary processes, in an 

effort to smooth out inefficiencies between them. The value chain of Porter has also been modified 

to address other fields e.g. the Knowledge Value Chain (Lee and J. 2000; Holsapple and Singh 2001). 

To our knowledge no Network Value Chain has been proposed. As alliance capability mechanisms 

are one of the key determinants of success of the network, so called ‘supporting processes’ such as 

alliance capability mechanisms are, compared with primary processes, of greater importance within 

a network than traditional value chains.  

This finding links up with that of being ‘alliance ready’. As we have seen in Appendix I, Table 40, 

one should have a functional orientation focused on core competencies. The Network Value Chain 

might trigger exactly those questions that push an organization towards being ‘alliance ready’.  

The question remains if a company which is not alliance ready – thus still core business oriented, 

and product focused - would be triggered more by the graphical representation of all the primary 

and supporting processes than with current literature. Considering the literature, both the checklists 

given in the literature used for this thesis (Porter Lynch 2001; Duysters, van den Oord et al. 2002) do 

provoke thoughts, but do not mention that a completely filled out network value chain should be 

sought for.  

Secondly, in literature the supporting variable network capacity is also used in the fit-analysis. 

This can be misinterpreted by some, giving the impression that a company can bring network 

capability to the table as a primary capability. Though spill-over of this knowledge is highly desirable, 

only when a distinction is made that it is a supporting capability that all network partners should 

have, will the fit analysis be addressed in the proper way. 

For this reason, the value chain has been changed into the network value chain within this 

report.  Future research could look at the importance of the different parts of the network value 

chain, for it to illustrate instantly the different weight that should be given to the primary and 

supporting processes to create a competitive advantage with the alliance network.  

6.5 Alliance Capability Adoption Strategy  

In the research proposal and analysis, a way to determine which alliance capability mechanism 

should be developed in the given context was presented. From the case we learned that four alliance 

capability mechanisms at CNGnet were developed based upon reasons that did not involve an 

explicit strategy to increase alliance experience, capability or have an explicit alliance learning 

process embedded in the organization. Therefore a strategy was developed in this thesis based upon 

literature to answer the question which mechanisms should be developed first. 

Benchmarking one’s alliance capability is one way to determine what the next capability 

mechanism is to be adopted. De Man (2004) created a list with the percentages of the different 

mechanisms adopted by the companies researched. In Appendix II, Table 44, recent data for the 

adoption of alliance capability mechanisms by companies in the European Union was added. 

(Duysters, de Man et al. 2009) 
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When we place back the percentages for every mechanism, averages for the different categories 

can be calculated. The results can be found in Table 30.  
 

Table 30 – Categorizing alliance capability mechanisms, according to 2009 data, specific for EU countries for the 

variables the alliance learning process, added % of usage. (de Man 2004; Kale and Singh 2007; Duysters, de Man et al. 

2009) 

% Articulation % Codification % Sharing % Internalization % Other 

92 Individual Alliance 

Evaluation 

83 Partner Program 96 Joint business planning 79 Intranet 74 Alliance 

specialist 

78 Alliance Metrics 71 Best Practices 85 Joint Evaluations  46 External alliance 

training 

88 Alliance 

manager 

59 Alliance Database 67 Standard Partner 

Selection 

76 Incentives for alliance 

managers 

55 Internal alliance 

training 

63 Alliance 

department 

    56 Cross Alliance 

Evaluations 

  61 VP of 

alliances 

    46 Incentives for business 

managers 

    

76  73  72  60  72  

 

It is interesting to find that all categories except internalization show more or less the same 

adoption percentage. This suggests that companies adopt the different alliance capability 

mechanisms in a fairly balanced way.  

 
Table 31 - Levels of alliance management, EU figures added (Draulans, De Man et al. 1999) 

 Basic Advanced Institutionalized 

Level: Level 1: Ad Hoc Level 2: Skills Level 3: Institutionalized 

Number of alliances Small Reasonable Large 

 

Importance Operational High for certain units or divisions Strategic for the entire company 

Geographical reach Regional/national  

 

Starting with internationalization International 

 

Management tools 

(cumulative examples per 

level) 

 

-Legal knowledge 

-Checklists for partner selection & 

monitoring (78%) 

-Evaluation of individual Alliances 

(92%) 

 

AVG 85% 

-Best practices (71%) 

-Alliance specialist (74%) 

-Cultural training  

 

 

 

AVG 73% 

- Partner program (83%) 

-Alliance department (63%) 

-Alliance knowledge dispersed via 

training (55%-46%) 

-Alliance database (59%) 

 

AVG 63% 

 

When we allocate the percentages on the levels of alliance management, more interesting 

findings appear. The average per category is decreasing from basic to advanced and from advanced 

to institutionalized. This is in line with literature, in which we find that the alliance capability 

mechanisms shown in Table 31 are adopted cumulative. 

Therefore, we can argue that the alliance capability mechanism adoption averages (see Appendix 

II, Table 44) support the strategy that is suggested in this thesis. Moreover, we can argue that in 

comparison with benchmarking the strategy proposed in this thesis is actually better. 

Combining the alliance learning process with the alliance management levels makes us keep an 

eye on the various aspects that are important for knowledge management (articulation, codification, 

sharing and internalization) while at the same time forcing us to focus on the basics first; thus 

building this knowledge in a pragmatic cumulative manner.  

The question remains why complex alliance capability mechanisms - such as a partner program 

(83%) - are so widely adopted. Could this mean they adopt these mechanisms based upon a whole 

different strategy? Do they just overlook the simple ones? Or perhaps do not have a strategy at all? Is 

it based upon common sense? Marketing appeal? Or do they take into account the costs of every 

mechanism?  

Additional research that combines the alliance management levels (Draulans, De Man et al. 

1999), alliance learning process (Kale and Singh 2007), individual mechanism performance (Draulans, 

de Man et al. 2003), and also the additional costs of the mechanism implemented could prove very 
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insightful. This way academia could help companies choose which pragmatic steps to take towards 

alliance capability building. 

The strategy developed in this thesis could therefore be seen as a small start towards strategies 

that take into account more variables. We can argue that the combination of the different literature 

findings and the proposed strategy is definitely more sophisticated as either three alone, and the 

results indicate potential benefits of such a combined approach.   
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“Jumping to conclusions is not half as good an exercise as digging for facts”  

- Unknown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 Conclusions 
 

This master thesis research project has provided an answer to the question what the 

contribution to alliance success of the ‘structured network process’ for the development of CNGnet 

is. To do so, an explorative research study into the structured network process and its contribution to 

alliance success for the development of CNGnet and the future integration of Biogas was performed. 

From this thesis we can conclude that it is essential for the success of CNGnet to collaborate with 

various partners in order to combine all the competences needed to successfully expand its refueling 

network, and ensure that the total business case ‘driving on natural gas’ is successful and to achieve 

a transition to the zero-carbon Biogas in its refueling network. We can conclude that CNGnet is well 

aware of this, and is currently involved in a number of collaborations with internal and external 

partners. To increase the success and reduce the risk, additional collaboration efforts are sought for.  

Up until now, finding partners and managing an alliance network was done very implicitly, with 

some of the partners eventually turning out to be the wrong ones. In past two years, CNGnet has 

gained considerable amounts of alliance experience from both successful and failed attempts to form 

alliance networks.  

In line with current research on alliances, this report focuses therefore on developing alliance 

capability - all the mechanisms and routines that are purposefully designed to accumulate, store, 

integrate, and diffuse relevant organizational knowledge about alliance management – which is 

essential alliance success. In order words, knowledge is made explicit. 

Literature, contextual information of the industry and the specific case of CNGnet were combined to 

come to a strategy upon which alliance capability mechanism to develop. The alliance capability 

mechanisms ‘Structured Network Process’ was proposed in chapter. This mechanism extends the 

current standard partner selection by adding the creation of a network strategy and network 

structure in front. 

In chapter four, we went through a step-by-step analysis to get insight into what the contribution 

to alliance success of the ‘Structured Network Process’ is for the development of CNGnet and the 

integration of Biogas could be. We can conclude from the analysis that the mechanism suggested fits 

the needs of the given context, and will indeed contribute to the success of the development of 

CNGnet as it increases alliance experience and extends the alliance capability with an additional 
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mechanism; both of which have a positive effect on the performance of alliances. Secondly, the tool 

will initiate an explicit alliance learning process – something currently not present - that incorporates 

articulation and codification of alliance management know-how that can lead to greater overall 

alliance success rates.  

 

To enhance the contribution to alliance success of the eventual tool design further, we reflected 

the contextual information, analysis and literature once more. An additional four main conclusions 

were drawn that served as the main design variables for the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool:  

1. Incorporate multiple steps: The analysis showed that the steps network strategy and 

network structure of the network process (de Man 2004) were only performed implicitly and 

no gain of better practice could be seen over the past year. Incorporating multiple steps of 

the network process into the tool therefore forced all ideas and partners with ideas to be 

properly assessed. Therefore it can enhance alliance success, as non-feasible projects do not 

start – as they do not manage to get past the network strategy step - and feasible ones are 

better prepared.  

2. Establish ‘Fits’: Three main ‘fits’ have to be achieved to come to robust outputs, that can 

enhance alliance success: An internal fit amongst all the sub steps, a strategic fit between the 

strategy, the structure, and partners selection, and lastly a dynamic fit that anticipates the 

change dynamics of the environment surrounding the alliance network.  

3. Forced Reflection: Based upon the analysis, we concluded that a forced reflection was 

necessary in case of new business opportunity, or right after meeting a potential partners 

(both by appointment or by chance). In addition there should be a forced reflection in case of 

changes in the existing alliance network. The forced reflection can enhance alliance success, 

as it makes sure that before approaching potential partners, first the business case is well 

understood, a network strategy and structure is thought through and only afterwards a 

preferred partner list is created.  

4. Long-term focus: Because CNGnet sells a product, natural gas, we concluded to maintain a 

long-term focus while engaged in the formation of a new alliance network. Additional 

emphasis was put on the relational component in the partner selection process of alliance 

networks, which can directly enhance alliance success. 

 

In chapter 5, we designed, built and tested the ‘Structured Network Process’ tool incorporating 

the four main design variables above. The test results were in accordance with the expectations. The 

test showed that forced reflection was established and ‘fits’ were sought for. From the questionnaire 

feedback we furthermore can conclude that the multiple step approach created clearer thoughts on 

the business case. Lastly, the long-term focus and emphasis on the relational component was 

concluded to be the most important contribution according to the test users. 

We can conclude that this research shows that a more holistic approach to the partner selection 

process, in which reflection upon strategy and structure is mandatory, can be beneficial for alliance 

success. In doing so we not only contributed to a broader analytical approach to partner selection as 

was requested by CNGnet, but at the same time we also extend current research by creating a tool 

which tries to create fit amongst different steps of the network process.  

 

 

 

In the next paragraph we will address a total of eight theoretical implications found throughout 

this thesis that can lead to additional research. Many additional theoretical implications can be found 

as part of the tool in chapter five; however they are of such detail that they do not fit in this section 

of the thesis.  

In the second paragraph the managerial implications are found. They are categorized in three 

main findings, which each hold several recommendations. In the last paragraph the research 

limitation are discussed.  
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7.1 Theoretical Implications 

 

There a several academic implications of this research. They come from different sources; first of 

all from insights created in the literature framework, second from the analysis, third from the tool 

design and last from the discussion. In addition feedback was given during presentation sessions 

about the thesis that could be used for further research as well. 

 

7.1.1 ‘Structured Network Process’ - which steps to incorporate? 

In this research report we extended the ‘standard partner selection’ tool to become a ‘structured 

network process’. In additional we have seen that is very likely that the different steps should be 

incorporated and need to be fitted internally, strategically and dynamically with the environment.  

In the discussion we found that the focus of three steps in this report should perhaps be 

extended to more steps. Further research can provide more insight into the importance of 

incorporating the multiple steps and the creation of fit amongst them. Additional research could 

search for the relative weight of the steps and sub steps of the network process, to answer the 

question of which steps to incorporate in the ‘structured network process’.  

 

7.1.2 Multi-facet strategy on Alliance Capability Development Process 

In this thesis, different literature sources were combined to determine which alliance capability 

mechanism should be developed for the given context. In the discussion (paragraph 6.5) we saw that 

recent figures (Duysters, de Man et al. 2009) on the adoption of alliance capability mechanisms in the 

European Union support the strategy on the alliance capability development process proposed in this 

thesis.  

Additional research that combines the alliance management levels (Draulans, De Man et al. 

1999), alliance learning process (Kale and Singh 2007), individual mechanism performance (Draulans, 

de Man et al. 2003), and also the costs of the development of the mechanisms can prove to be very 

insightful. In this way academia can help companies choose which pragmatic steps to take in an 

alliance capability development process. 

 

7.1.3 Measurement scale  

To determine what mechanism ought to be designed, a new qualitative measurement scale was 

designed. The measurement scale has shown which aspects of the network process are already done 

implicitly – highlighting the presence of alliance experience – or performed explicitly – highlighting 

the presence of alliance capability, and if a difference can be found over time moving gradually 

towards more explicit articulation, codification, sharing, and internalization of alliance management 

know-how – highlighting the presence of an alliance learning process.  

In literature we can find that alliance experience is not as strongly correlated with alliance 

performance as alliance capability is. This means that a scale of ‘explicit, implicit or not at all’, is 

actually not a linear one. Further research could investigate once more if the scale proposed is of use 

to current theories. Secondly, research can find ways to convert this scale into a linear scale to make 

data collection and the calculation on the impact of alliance performance more accurate for the 

given context. Also this might provide a way to develop better benchmarking tools. 
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7.1.4 Network Value Chain 

During the discussion, we already pointed out that to our knowledge no Network Value Chain has 

been proposed in literature yet (see paragraph 6.4). However, the visualization of the alliance 

network value chain proved instantly to create insight amongst its users. We highlighted that there 

might be a shift from the importance of the primary processes to the supporting processes to create 

a competitive advantage with the network value chain. This shift might be correlated with a shift 

from short-term to long-term projects and products.  

Future research could look at the importance of the different parts of the network value chain 

and illustrate the different weight that should be given to the primary and supporting processes. 

Also, further research could explore whether there is a correlation between a shift towards long-

term project and an emphasis on the supporting processes. 

 

7.1.5 SWOT of Motives and correlation with growth strategy 

 

Earlier we discussed an interesting finding from the tool test. It seemed that the different 

quadrants of the SWOT analysis of motives linked up with different growth strategies (see paragraph 

0). If this is the case, evidence is found that the business strategy step ought to be included in the 

‘structured network process’ as it is the step in which the collaboration strategy is determined.  

Additional research can look at the correlation between proactive and reactive motives as a 

variable that determines the choice between the different growth strategies: autonomous growth, 

acquisition, and alliances. Results from such research might find a correlation between motives, 

structure and company success.  

7.1.6 Alliances and Start-ups 

 

One of the main discussions held in this thesis is what to expect to find as alliance experience and 

alliance capability present in the start-up company such as CNGnet (see paragraph 6.1).  A large 

literature body makes use of data sets in which companies are asked to describe all alliances of the 

past three years.  It is therefore questionable if any start-ups are actually part of the data-sets and 

thus if the results of the research can be used for the given context. 

Future scholars can look more specific into how alliances and alliance capability determine start-

up success. Also, a distinction could be made between alliance capability mechanisms that are more 

effective for start-ups. In addition, research could try to find evidence on how important alliances are 

to the total success of start-ups. Results of such research highlight the importance of immediate 

investment in alliance capability from the very first day. 

 

7.1.7 From rigorous to relevant: the power of visualization 

 

From the results we can conclude that the parts of the tool that create insight through 

visualization (e.g. network value chain Figure 26 , SWOT of motives Table 46) of the case were seen 

as the best aspects that helped develop a clear thought on the network / alliance business 

proposition and/or evoke new or clearer thoughts. In this thesis addition table were created to show 

the different alliance forms and all researched variables, the alliance learning process, and many 

more. In the presentations and test sessions held, the most vivid discussions arose when the theory 

was visualized or condensed into tables (e.g. Table 38) and graphs (e.g. Figure 7). 

Additional research could focus on creating a strategy on alliance capability development that is 

pragmatic and sound, but also implementable by someone with only basic knowledge of alliance 

management. Additional research could also be devoted to combining different studies and 

aggregating results into a more approachable format. This can be achieved by visualizing results, or 
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searching for metaphors or acronyms as has been done in other research areas (e.g. the waterfall 

model, swot, six sigma). 

 

7.1.8 Legal Concerns 

Literature on the network structure step highlights that not all structures are allowed due to anti-

trust law. Alliance networks that reduce competition in the market to the point where one could 

speak of unfair competition are unlawful. The ‘Bouwfraude’ and the aftermath have made that 

partnering, or working together in alliances are words being avoided carefully by the construction 

industry.  

In a number of the presentations sessions held at Ballast Nedam Concessions, the above 

described situation was raised by a number of employees as a limitation to the research. As a result it 

was hard to bring the five building blocks of the network structure down to concrete examples, as it 

was met with skeptic. To counter this problem in the thesis, a legal reflection was added to the tool 

under the network structure step. 

With such legal concerns of the network structure, it is surprising to find little research that is 

done in this realm. Further research could focus on how alliances could be used in a way that does 

not conflict with anti-trust law. In addition, it can be beneficial to have more concrete network 

structure examples specifically analyzed for their restrictions with the law.  

 

7.2 Managerial Implications 

 

There are several managerial implications of this research both for CNGnet and Ballast Nedam 

Concessions as a whole.  

 

7.2.1 Building Alliance Capability 

 

As has been mentioned before, the structured network process is only one of many alliance 

capability mechanisms and routines that can increase alliance performance and the success rate.  A 

number of recommendations are found throughout the thesis about building alliance capability. 

 

• For project and product developers such as CNGnet involved in many alliances and networks 

of strategic importance, an alliance core competence should be established. This makes the 

company not only perform superiorly in alliances, it also make one’s company potentially the 

partner of choice for other businesses searching alliance partners in the future. 

• Create an alliance entity, in the form of an office, team, or one or several specialists that can 

help with partner selection processes, maintain progress, setup benchmarks, manage 

knowledge and create additional (explicit) alliance experience and alliance capability. 

• Start an explicit alliance learning process. Invest first in alliance capability mechanisms that 

articulate and codify information on alliance management, after which this should be shared 

an internalized within the company (see paragraph 2.4.3 and paragraph 6.5).  

• Create a strategy for the given context on the adoption of alliance capability mechanisms 

based upon the presence of alliance experience, alliance capability and an alliance learning 

process (see paragraph 3.1.4 and paragraph 6.5). 

• Combine strategies proposed in combination with a cost-benefit analysis. This research is the 

first to propose a strategy that takes several variables into account to come to a choice of 

development of alliance capability. Elaborate on this strategy and weight the benefits against 

the costs (see paragraph 6.5).  
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• Training in alliance management is especially important to companies with little alliance 

experience. The introduction of all new alliance capability mechanism should be 

accompanied with training, to ensure they are used consistently and their benefits are well 

understood. 

• Having alliance capability as a core competence will make one’s company not only perform 

superior in alliances, it also makes one’s company potentially the partner of choice for others 

in the future (see paragraph 2.4.2).  

• In line with this, one should communicate the creation of strategic alliances to the market as 

well as alliance capability to potential partners. Potential partners that take alliances as 

serious as one self will most likely have alliance experience and alliance capability as one of 

their partner selection criteria too (see paragraph 2.2.3). 

• Become ‘alliance ready’; described by the following attributes: creative, innovative, focused 

on core competence (vs. core business), functionally orientated (vs. product orientated), 

focused on nonlinear goals, a vision beyond customers, and a focus on fast learning (see 

Table 40). 

 

7.2.2 Structured Network Process 

There are a number of managerial implications that find their origin within the tool itself. These 

are as follows: 

• Make reflection compulsory. Make sure to reflect on the business strategy, network strategy 

and network structure, before judging whether a potential partner would be an actual 

preferred partner. Refrain from sense-making (see paragraph 5.3.3). 

• Keep a focus on the fits. Make sure that strategy, structure and selection keep a strong 

internal, strategic and dynamic fit. Seek for ways to incorporate more steps and search for 

additional fit (see paragraph 5.3.5). 

• Write it down. Both the outcomes of the tool as well as different scenarios that could be 

found should be written down. Only then one can have a real discussion on the trade-offs of 

various scenarios. It also enables discussions in the future to be held using explicit knowledge 

rather than having to reason back (see chapter 8 for the tool). 

• Visualize the value chains of alliance networks and distinguish between primary and 

supporting capabilities. All alliance network partners will need a basic level of alliance 

experience and capability. Supporting processes are different than primary processes in the 

value chain. Keep this in mind when one does the compatibility test (see paragraph 

5.4.3.2.2). 

• Take the structured network process as the start for the development of an alliance 

evaluation tool. The more the same variables are used, the more consistent the information 

will be coded. This strengthens the alliance learning process (see paragraph 2.3.6.2).  

• The longer the project will be, the more important the relational component should be (see 

paragraph 2.3.6.4 and paragraph 0). 

• Work closely with the legal department to determine which structures are allowed under 

anti-trust laws (see paragraph 5.4.2.1).  

• Extend this research with an additional tool design to come to the right business strategy. 

The tool should give insight in the benefits and drawbacks for the choice between the 

different growth strategies: autonomous growth, acquisition, and alliances (see paragraph 

5.4.2.1). 
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7.2.3 Alliance Networks do not fit all situations 

 

As we have seen in paragraph 2.2.3, alliances are not to be used in all situations. This is why the 

main tradeoffs found through-out the thesis as well as the tool are repeated once more. 

 

• Alliances and networks will call for a substantial amount of time investment, training, 

documenting and/or even expensive specialists. Resources may be shifted away from 

internal affairs to managing and constantly monitoring relations within the network (see 

paragraph 2.2.3).  

• Knowledge transfers within ones firm is more effective than within an alliance (see 

paragraph 2.2.3). 

• Keep it simple. For publicly traded companies, announcements of alliances are not always 

well received by the market. Contractual alliances showed in 68% of the announcements a 

positive response from the market, whereas for joint ventures this was only 50%. Keep this in 

mind as an indicator from the market for oneself. Also keep this if one is being advised by 

consultancies. Try to keep it simple for oneself and the market (see paragraph 2.2.3). 

• The SWOT of motives showed us that it is preferred to have pro-active motives, rather than 

re-active. We even highlighted in this thesis that reactive motives might be linked to other 

growth strategies such as acquisition, long-term suppliers, and lobby groups (see paragraph 

0).  

 

 

7.3 Limitation  

 

This master thesis research project has provided an answer to the question what the 

contribution to alliance success of the ‘structured network process’ for the development of CNGnet 

is. To do so, an explorative research study into the structured network process and its contribution to 

alliance success for the development of CNGnet and the future integration of Biogas was performed. 

There are however several limitations to this study. The limitations have different origins; they stem 

from choices in body of literature, context, the scope chosen, the limitation of the case itself and the 

research methods.  

The first limitation comes from the scope of the study. In this thesis we focus on only one 

sustainable energy technology case, the integration of biogas in the CNGnet refuelling network. As 

has been mentioned before, few case studies and dedicated research in this field can be found as 

part of current literature. Therefore, it remains hard to see if the results from this particular case can 

be applied to other sustainable energy technology products or projects. More research needs to be 

done to single out a number of variables that are particular to such products and projects so that 

eventually better management can lead to cost reduction and more adoption of sustainable energy 

technologies.  

 The second limitation is the fact that only one alliance capability has been investigated. 

Although it has been backed with a literature framework, it might not be the most effective of all 

mechanisms that could be potentially implemented. Little research is done on the cost effectiveness 

of the implementation of different alliance capability mechanisms. Further research into the costs 

associated with alliance networks, the costs of failure and the costs of the development of alliance 

capability can help create more effective mechanisms.  

A third limitation comes from the fact that only a small group of experts could participate. 

Although a great number of interviews was conducted and other research methods were used, 

chances are that a small group of experts can have an influence on the validity and reliability of the 

research. Having said that, experts of other related or non-related parts of the organization could 

have actually added bias to the findings. CNGnet is not a project, but sells a product, which makes 
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the case very unique for the construction industry. Future research should search for additional 

technical experts on natural gas and biogas, or experts on networks and alliances for specific 

products.  

A fourth limitation of the research is that it is exploratory. The main objective of exploratory 

research is the discovery of ideas and insights. More research will be required into an alliance 

capability mechanisms encompassing more than one step of the network process. Further 

descriptive research is needed to verify the indicative and tentative findings from this master thesis 

in order to come to more conclusive findings. 

A last limitation is that an actual change plan or implementation process was not part of this 

research since the time constraint of the master’s thesis project does not allow this. Additional 

findings on the adoption and use of the tool in one or several collaborative efforts would shed 

additional light upon advantages and drawbacks of the tool, and therefore make it possible to 

answer the research question even more precise.  
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8 The Tool 

8.1 Step 1 - Network strategy 

8.1.1 Step 1a) Motives analysis - SWOT 

To determine the drivers of a network, the use a SWOT analysis is suggested. We do the SWOT 

analysis three times; for our own organization, the partners (what do we want to see as their 

motivation), and lastly, again the partners this time what we do NOT want to see.  

 Proactive  

Internal 

Strengths 

Customer Service 

Innovativeness 

Technological Competences 

Opportunities 

Bringing technology to the market 

Globalization 

Market pull, consumer desires 

 
External 

Weaknesses 

Lack of capacity 

Lack of financial means  

Lack of quality 

Threats 

Regulations 

Decreasing market share 

Decreasing turn-over 

 

 Reactive  

 

Motives within own organization: 

# S/W/O/T  Motivation 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

 

Preferred Motives amongst Network Partners: 

# S/W/O/T  Motivation 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

 

 Non Preferred Motives amongst Network Partners 

# S/W/O/T  Motivation 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   
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8.1.1.1 Final Check 

Research shows that alliances with proactive motivations (strengths and opportunity) are more 

likely to be successful. It is thus important for oneself and the network partners to have mainly pro-

active motivations in the top 5.  

 

8.1.2 Step 1b) Choice of a Network Strategy 

 

In this step we choice the over-arching network strategy based upon the definition, 

characteristics and examples.  

 
Table 32 - Network Types and their Key Characteristics 

Network Type Definition Key Characteristics Examples 

Quasi-

integration 

Horizontal networks set up for defensive reasons 

like increasing market power, saving costs, 

industry rationalization 

Horizontal; integration of 

limited number of activities, 

long lasting 

Star Alliance, Covisint, Transora, 

FloraHolland, Rabobank 

Supply    

Vertical Networks between suppliers and producers in 

consecutive phases in the value chain aimed at 

improving supply chain effectiveness. Often 

resulting from a focus on core competences and 

outsourcing 

Vertical specialization; 

medium to long term 

relationships; coordination 

of logistic and product 

specifications 

Supplier Networks: Toyota, Bosch  

Channel Networks: Supermarkets, SAP 

consultancies, .NET certified suppliers 

Solution Networks between produces or complementary 

goods and services aiming to serve a complete 

customer-specific problem 

Horizontal or diagonal; 

latent relationships; active 

by client 

 

Technology    

R&D – Portfolio 

/ R&D - 

Cooperation 

Networks between companies which aim to 

share risks, costs and/or competences 

surrounding the development of new 

technologies 

Pre-competitive; project-

like; limited time period 

Portfolio (Shell Renewables)  

Research Co (DPI) 

Standardization  Networks between companies aiming to set the 

dominant technology or process in a certain 

area.  

Market oriented; large 

companies involved; limited 

integration; co-opetition.  

Symbian, Linux, MediaWiki 

 

Choice of Network Type  

# Type Reason 

1   

 

2   
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Figure 28 – Aggregate figure of different Network and Alliance forms along a products lifecycle (Levitt and Herbane 

1981; Gomes-Casseres 1996; Doz and Hamel 1998; de Man 2004) 

 

 

Choice of Phase of Product Life Cycle  

 Type Reason 

1   

 

2   

 

 

Do the Network Type and the Product Life Cycle Stage Align? 
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8.1.3 Step 1c) – Network Strategy at Company Level - Role & Positioning 

 

Table 33 - Network Positions; modified by writer (de Man 2004) 

 
What is the preferred Network Position/Role ? 

 

 

 

 

 

How will one deal with the disadvantages of that Network Position/Role? 

 

 

 

 

 

Are the Required Skills to create competitive advantage present within the organization? 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Group Member Bridge Orchestrator 

Definition Equal partner in a network, having 

relationships with all other partners in the 

network 

Company that positions itself 

between two unconnected 

partners/networks 

Core partner in a network 

Advantage Referral of clients, partners 

Timely access to information and 

knowledge 

Easy to set up new alliances within the 

network 

Efficient management; shared norms ease 

cooperation 

Reliability; no opportunism 

Specialization  

Access to variety of information 

and knowledge 

Divide and rule 

Flexibility (low level of 

integration) 

Hedge risks 

Fewer alliances to manage 

 

Attraction: best partners 

approach the central player 

Best access to information 

Ability to withhold cooperation 

and thus inhibit new 

competitors from blossoming 

 

Disadvantage Many partners 

Bureaucracy, rigidity, dependency 

Myopia: what happens outside the 

network 

Entry of new partners difficult 

Disclosure of sensitive information 

Vulnerable to competence destroying 

innovation or replacement 

Low trust and commitment; no 

exchange of key information 

High partner turnover 

Chance of being left on their 

own 

Seen as the one responsible 

Large share of the management 

burden 

Required Skills to 

create competitive 

advantage from 

position. 

Effective strive for tight integration, in 

order to develop specialist skills and 

specialist competences to benefit from 

economies of scale (Williamson 1975) 

Effective knowledge 

management (systems) to deal 

with various sources of 

information 

Effective information flow 

management within alliance  

McEvily and Zaheer 1999; de 

Man 2004) 

 

Identification activities in which 

to become pre-eminent players  

(Hacki and Lighton 2001) 

Information management 

across organisations (Fruin and 

Nishiguchi 1993) 

Community building (Brown, 

Durchslag et al. 2002)  
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The most successful business that engage in networks and alliances, are those that position 

themselves at the centre of a network in which they can leverage intangible capital – such as 

knowledge - without owning many expensive assets.(Ernst and Halevy 2000) 

 

Describe how the position chosen will help achieve this? What proactive steps can be taken? 

 

 

 

 

 

8.1.4 Step 1d) – Value Add of Network 

 

Customers - How does the network make the costumer more: Successful, profitable, 

competitive, efficient, effective, productive, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

Customers - Is this also confirmed by the customers themselves? Market? 

 

 

 

 

 

Network Partners - How does the network make the partner more: Successful, profitable, 

competitive, efficient, effective, productive, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

Network Partners - Is this also confirmed by the potential network partners?  
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8.1.5 Step 1 – Reflection 

Reflect a final time upon the following once more 

 

Internal Fit 

� Is there a fit between motivation, network type, and value add?  

Strategic Fit 

� -  

Dynamic Fit 

� Does Step 1 take into account the dynamics of the environment?  

� Does network to stay robust when confronted with change because of dynamics in the 

environment?  

8.1.6 Step 1 - Output 

Take the following outputs with you to step 2 and 3. 

Step 1 – Network Strategy Step 2 – Network Structure Step 3 – Partner Selection 

� Main Network Motivators 

� Network Type 

� Network Role/Position 

� Creation of Value Add 

 

�  �  
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8.2 Step 2 – Network Structure; Five Building Blocks 

 

In case you could describe an ideal network structure build up, what would that look like? 

 
Table 34– Building Blocks Explained  

Network Type Tie Strength Size Mix Governance Clustering 

Information The choice 

between strong 

and weak ties 

depends upon the 

turbulence of the 

industry, the 

required 

knowledge 

transfer and to 

which extent 

access has to be 

possible to the 

different partners 

The Network Size 

deals with the 

optimum number 

of network 

partners.  

The Network 

Membership Mix 

highlights the 

different types of 

partners and the 

differences or 

similarities in 

capabilities. 

Collective governance 

refers to the coordination 

of the network and which 

planning, control and 

decision-making 

processes are put in 

place. 

Clustering refers to 

whether the 

company’s partners 

are also in 

partnerships with 

one another. Such 

multi-lateral 

alliances are called 

clusters. 

Options / 

Examples 

Weak, Medium, 

Strong 

Small, Medium, 

Big 

Similar, Mix, 

Dissimilar 

Implicit vs. Explicit 

Imposed vs. Self-

coordinating 

(See Appendix III for 

possibilities) 

Yes, Some, No 

      

Choice(s) 

 

 

 

     

Reasons      

 

Reflect upon Choice and Reasons by comparing to Table 35 

 
Table 35 - General indicative overview of structure of different network types, adjusted by author (de Man 2004) 

Network Type Tie Strength Size Mix Governance(See Appendix III 

for possibilities) 

Clustering 

Quasi-integration Strong Small Similar Explicit & Imposed: Contract, 

Central committees, equity 

holdings 

Yes 

Vertical Supply  Strong Medium Mix of similar and 

dissimilar 

Explicit & Imposed: Distributed 

hierarchy, lead partner 

Medium 

Solution Medium  Small Dissimilar Explicit & Mostly Self-

coordinating:  

Distributed hierarchy, 

Consensus, alliance teams 

Yes 

Standardization  Mostly low Mostly Big Depends, often similar 

partners 

Explicit & Self-coordinating: 

Democracy working groups 

Yes 

R&D - Portfolio Low Big Dissimilar Mix: 

Contracts, Trust, Reputation, 

Professional standards 

No 

R&D - Consortia Medium Medium Similar Mix:  

Distrusted hierarchy, 

trust/reputation, professional 

standards 

Yes 
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Legal Concern – Does the chosen structure is legally possible under antitrust law? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.2.1 Step 2 – Reflection 

Reflect a final time upon the following once more 

 

Internal Fit 

� Is there a fit between the different building blocks?  

� Is there a fit between the chosen position and required skills? 

� Is there a fit between the position and the structure? 

Strategic Fit 

� Is there a good strategic fit between the Step 1 – Network Strategy and Step 2 – Network 

Structure? 

Dynamic Fit 

� Does Step 2 take into account the dynamics of the environment?  

� Do Step 1 and Step 2 combined take into account the dynamics of the environment?  

� Does network to stay robust when confronted with change because of dynamics in the 

environment?  

 

In case of contradiction, try to iteratively find a good alignment. This might mean one has to go 

back to Step 1 in which for example the second choice network type could be analysed instead. 

8.2.2 Step 2 - Output 

Take the following outputs with you to step 3. 

Step 1 – Network Strategy Step 2 – Network Structure Step 3 – Partner Selection 

� Main Network Motivators 

� Network Type 

� Network Role/Position 

� Creation of Value Add 

 

� Network Building Blocks 

� Legal constraints 

 

�  
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8.3 Step 3 - The Process of Partner Selection 

 

8.3.1 Step 3a – The Process 

 
Table 36 – Partner selection criteria and process (de Man 2004) 

Network Type Process Process Duration 

Quasi-integration Led by top management of the 

companies involved 

Long process when far reaching 

integration is required 

 

Vertical Supply Network Orchestrator plays 

important role in the selection 

phase 

Differs per type of supplier 

Upgrading procedures 

 

Solution Often determined by clients - 

R&D Led by R&D staff - 

Standardization  - Brief process in most cases 

 

People – Who are important for the network and alliance partner selection process? Who should 

lead the selection process? Should it be outsourced to consultancies? 

 

 

 

 

 

Process Duration – What is the minimum and maximum time the process can take? 

 

 

 

 

 

8.3.2 Step 3b) – Stepwise Partner Selection 

 

The actual partner selection process will start now. In five steps we will arrive at a Preferred 

Partner List.  Main steps are determined to come to an eventual list of potential partners with which 

talks should be commenced. 

 

8.3.2.1  The Long List 

 

Long-list – Draft a long list of possible network partners that can add value to the network  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



110 

8.3.2.2  Partner Profile(s) 

 

After we have created the long list, partner profiles have t

describes the ideal partner based upon 

/ strategy, the desired position in the network 

We do this by reviewing the complete value

network as a complete value chain and try to identify 

own core-competences and which should be covered by one

Keep in mind the structure design and design flaws. 

can be beneficial to have redundant

there are several supporting capabilities all partners should have.

primary and supporting processes please check 

 

 
Figure 29 – The Network Value Chain (The Value Chain

 

The Network Value Chain – Which of the primary and support processes have to be added to 

own core competences in order to make 

network partners can we identify? What specific partner profiles can we determine?

 

 

 

 

 

Redundancy – Which areas of the primary process should be made redundant?

the supporting processes?  

 

 

 

 

 

After we have created the long list, partner profiles have to be created. A partner profile 

describes the ideal partner based upon main motivation and goals of the network, the network type 

/ strategy, the desired position in the network and the value add of the network.   

We do this by reviewing the complete value chain as put forward by Porter. Here 

value chain and try to identify what areas of this value chain are covered by 

and which should be covered by one’s of one or several network partners. 

the structure design and design flaws. Also, for several parts of the value

redundant partners as we discovered earlier at the Network Structure

capabilities all partners should have. For more information on the 

primary and supporting processes please check Appendix III. 

(The Value Chain (Porter 1998) adjusted by author)  

Which of the primary and support processes have to be added to 

in order to make the network into a complete value chain? What groups of 

What specific partner profiles can we determine?  

Which areas of the primary process should be made redundant? Which areas of 

o be created. A partner profile 

rk, the network type 

Here we see the 

s of this value chain are covered by 

several network partners.  

everal parts of the value-chain it 

as we discovered earlier at the Network Structure. Also, 

For more information on the 

 

Which of the primary and support processes have to be added to our 

into a complete value chain? What groups of 

Which areas of 
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Supporting processes: Alliance Capability, Network Capability – How much Network / Alliance 

Management and Capability should a potential Network Partner have?  

 

 

 

 

 

8.3.3 Creating a Short list 

 

Compare the long list of partners with the partner profiles and determine which potential 

partners for the network are.  

Keep in mind that you need one or several partners. For this is might be wise to describe several 

subgroups of potential partners on the shortlist. The subgroups can be based upon the mix of 

competences the partner brings to the table. Also one partner might be replaceable by several 

smaller network partners. Keep in mind different scenarios. 

 

 
Figure 30 - Creating the Shortlist 

 

8.3.4 Compatibility Test 

 

Upon till now the shortlist has been determined based upon ‘hard’ criteria that focused on the 

capabilities needed to complete the value chain and thus the proposition of the network. 

For successful alliance networks, there should be additional compatibility between the potential 

partner and the network. These include many soft-factors. As has been described earlier, the 

compatibility test includes five main groups of checklists combining different academic findings. 

For every potential partner it is wise to check it’s compatibility for the following factors. 

Depending on the network type, difference in emphasis has to be kept in mind.  
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Figure 31 - Compatibility Test: Encompassing Strategic, Cultural, Organizational, Network Capability, Experience and 

Reputation compatibility. 

 

8.3.5 Emphasis  

 

For different network types, there can be differences in the emphasis put upon the different 

criteria put forward. The following table gives an indicative overview of the differences in emphasis. 

 
Table 37 – Partner selection criteria and process (de Man 2004) 

Network Type Selection Criteria 

Quasi-integration Market power 

Direct competitor 

Strategic, organizational, 

cultural fit 

Network fit 

Opportunities for full and 

seamless integration 

Vertical Supply Price/performance ratio 

Operational fit 

Opportunities for improvement 

Solution Complementary offering and 

competencies 

Strategic, organizational, 

cultural, network fit 

R&D Innovative technology, R&D 

capacity 

Standardization  Market power 

In open networks: no specific 

criteria 

Agreement on direction of 

technological development 
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Emphasis: After reviewing Table 37, what are in your view for this network the selection criteria 

that should have the emphasis?   

 

 

 

 

 

8.3.6 Preferred Partner List 

 

By comparing the short-list with the compatibility test combined with the emphasis to the 

selection criteria based upon the network type, we can create a preferred partner list. In case of a 

network with several partners, a number scenario’s with small groups of partners can be thought of 

as well. The process is illustrated in Figure 32. 

 

 
Figure 32 - Creating the Preferred Partner List 

 

 

Network Role/Position: What is the network role or position that every partner could take? Is 

the orchestrator role present in the network?  
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8.3.7 Step 3 – Reflection 

Reflect a final time upon the following once more 

Internal Fit 

� Does the short-list follow as a logical result from the long list analysed for the partner profiles? 

� Does the preferred partner list follow as a logical result from the short list analysed for the 

partner profiles?  

� Who should act as the orchestrator or lead the network? Are we ourselves the best choice? 

Strategic Fit 

� Is there a good strategic fit between the Step 1 – Network Strategy and Step 2 – Network 

Structure and the eventual Partner Selection? 

� Do the long list, partner profile, shortlist and eventual negotiation list follow as a logical result 

from the earlier two steps? 

Dynamic Fit 

� Does Step 3 take into account the dynamics of the environment?  

� Do Step 1,2, and 3 combined take into account the dynamics of the environment?  

� Does the network to stay robust when confronted with change because of dynamics in the 

environment?  

 

In case of contradiction, try to iteratively find a good alignment. This might mean one has to go 

back to Step 1 and/or Step 2 in which for example the second choice network type could be 

analysed instead. 

8.3.8 Step 2 - Output 

Take the following outputs with you to step 3. 

Step 1 – Network Strategy Step 2 – Network Structure Step 3 – Partner Selection 

� Main Network Motivators 

� Network Type 

� Network Role/Position 

� Creation of Value Add 

 

� Network Building Blocks 

� Legal constraints 

 

� Long-list 

� Partner Profile(s) 

� Short-list 

� Compatibility test 

� Emphasis 

� Preferred Partner List 
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Appendices 

Appendix I – Tables and Figures  

 
Table 38 – Compilation of various decision variables for alliance networks 

Non-Alliance / Alliance
8
  Non-Alliance Alliance Alliance Alliance Non-Alliance Non-Alliance 

Contractual / Equity
9
   Contractual Contractual Equity Equity n/a n/a 

Contractual Cooperation / Equity 

cooperation / Integration
10

 

Contractual 

cooperation 

Contractual 

cooperation 

Equity 

Cooperation 

Equity 

Cooperation 
Integration Integration 

Different Forms/Names 
11

 

Long-term Supply 

Contract 

Joint 

Development, 

production, 

marketing 

Joint undertaking 

/ joint venture 

Acquisitive joint 

venture 

Majority interest merger 

Know-how 

agreement 

Working pool Mutual Interest 

(cross-share-

holding) 

One-sided 

minority interest 

One-sided 

minority interest 

with controlling 

agreement 

acquisition 

Licensing 

agreement 

Consortium     

Flexibility / Linkage intensity – stability 
12

  << flexibility                                                                                            linkage intensity – stability >> 

Decentralized / Centralized - Hoffmann 

et al. (2001) 
<< Decentralized                                                                                                         Centralized >> 

Organizational interdependence of 

cooperative agreements
13

  
Small/ Medium Medium/ Large Large Medium n/a n/a 

Cost  Economizing
14

 +++ - -  - n/a n/a 

Mixed Strategy
15

 + + - + n/a n/a 

Long-Term Positioning - +++ ++++ +++ n/a n/a 

Success rate
16

 n/a +/-50% +/-40% +/-40% n/a +/-30% 

Setup Costs
17

  low high medium   

  

                                                             
8 De Man (2006) - Lecture Slides and presentation 
9 De Man (2006) – Lecture Slides and presentation 
10 Hoffmann et al. (2001) - Figure 5  
11 Hoffmann et al. (2001) – Figure 5  
12 Hoffmann et al. (2001) – Figure 5  
13 Duysters et al. (2000) – Table 1 – The different cooperative forms could not be allocated to the standard set by Hoffmann et al (2001). Majority Acquisitions 

and Mergers & acquisitions are nonexistent in table 1 and left out. ‘Customer-supplier relations’ and ‘One directional technology flow’ have been combined. 

‘Technology exchange’ shows such specific findings that it has been left out of the analysis.  Table 1 is a continuous scale. This is why the aggregate shows 

combinations as Small/Medium 
14 Duysters et al. (2000) – Table 2 – The different cooperative forms could not be allocated to the standard set by Hoffmann et al (2001). Majority Acquisitions 

and Mergers & acquisitions are nonexistent in table 2 and left out. ‘Customer-supplier relations’ and ‘One directional technology flow’ have been combined. 

‘Technology exchange’ shows such specific findings that it has been left out of the analysis.     
15 Duysters et al. (2000b) – Table 2 
16 Based on conclusions De Man et al. (2004) – Success rate is measured in terms of that cooperation or merger leads to innovation. Based on estimates 

aggregated from the article.  
17

 Based on conclusions Duysters et al. (2000b) 
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Table 39 – ‘Conventional’ versus ‘Recent’ Thinking on Alliances (Doz and Hamel 1998) 

Conventional Wisdom  A New Perspective 

Will the alliance create value? And for Whom? 

Cost-benefits analysis 

Value-creation priority 

Simple complementation 

Initial structure 

 

Complex strategic assessment 

Value-capture emphasis 

Complex co-specialization 

Evolving process 

Will value creation stand the test of time? 

Managing a set of objectives 

Implementing a single bargain 

Making a commitment 

Achieving longevity 

Tracking moving targets 

Striking multiple bargains 

Creating and maintaining options 

Contributing to competitiveness 

Will the partners reconcile conflicting priorities and concerns? 

Collaboration 

Interdependence 

Trust 

Collaboration and competition 

Risk of unbalanced dependence 

Enlightened mutual interest 

How will each partner firm manage its growing web of alliances? 

Marriage 

Single relationship  

Real politic, diplomacy 

Alliance networks 

 

Table 40 - Qualities of firms that Are and Are Not alliances-ready (Doz and Hamel 1998) 

Unprepared Prepared 

Protective 

Imitative 

Focused on core business 

Product orientated 

Focused on linear goals 

Customer-led 

Focused on maximizing hit rate 

Define failure as money lost 

Creative 

Innovative 

Focused on core competencies 

Functionally orientated 

Focused on nonlinear goals 

Beyond customers 

Faster learning 

Define failure as money forgone
i
 

 
Table 41 - Rules of EU on Exhaust 

  Diesel    Petrol    

  CO HC NOx PM CO HC NOx PM 

Euro 1 Jul 1992 2.72 (3.16) - 0.97 (1.13) 0.14 (0.18) 2.72 (3.16) - -  

Euro 2 Jan 1996 1.0 - 0.7 0.08 2.2 - -  

Euro 3 Jan 2000 0.64 - 0.56 0.05 2.3 0.2 0.15  

Euro 4 Jan 2005 0.5 - 0.3 0.025 1.0 0.1 0.08  

Euro 5 Sept 2009 0.5 - 0.23 0.005 1.0 0.1 0.06 0.005 (DI) 

Euro 6 Sept 2014 0.5 - 0.17 0.005 1.0 0.1 0.06 0.005 (DI) 

 

 

Table 42 - Indicative List of some possible Design flaws (de Man 2004) 

Network Type Selection Criteria 

Quasi-integration Too many partners 

Slow-down in decision-making 

Partners not sufficiently powerful  

Network overly dependent on one partner  

Vertical Supply The purchasing trap: too much reliance on weak 

ties 

Reliance on exclusive ties 

Solution Not all required partners present in the network 

Too diverse membership mix 

R&D Overextension of the network; too much internal 

competition 

Reliance on similar partners (dynamic 

environments) 

Standardization  Too small network size 

Absence of collective governance talk  
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Table 43 - Limits to networks and possible solutions (de Man 2004) 

Disadvantage Solution 

Interdependence Flexible Contracts 

Unclear Strategic Position Find partner with similarly strong brands, images, market positions, 

reputation 

Limit collaboration to non-core activities 

Corporate governance  

Increased complexity Heavy investment in management 

Create competitors Knowledge management 

Conditional commitment Clear agreements on each partners’ s contribution beforehand 

Building up personal relations/relational contracts 

Repeated collaboration with the same partner 

Agree on a time horizon for the cooperation 

Agree on a flexible timeframes for individual projects 

Allow for several speeds in the network 

Allow for strong and weak ties to coexist 

Limits on choice of partner Compartmentalization  

Trust building  / inspection problems Reputation check 

Lock-in Avoid dedicated investments 

Flexible contracts 

Limits to planned implementation Apply techniques for implementation.  

Slow decision-making Clear decision-making procedures 

Centralizing decision-making 

Democratic decision making  

Knowledge spill over and managerial tacit knowledge See Implementation techniques 

Changing power balance  Understand and apply network tactics 

Unethical behaviour Reputation effect 

Negative effect on social ties/commitment to company Build up corporate glue 

In regional networks culture, ethnicity, religion and family ties are 

he binding factors 

Slower restructuring Information and knowledge transfer may relieve some barriers to 

change or increase the speed of change 

Agree on change management procedures at the outset 

In- and outflow of partners Set up a program of cultural management to reconcile cultures.  

 

  



118 

 

 

Appendix II – Alliance Capability Mechanisms 

USA 
Table 44 – Alliance Capability Mechanisms (de Man 2004) – Added figures of adoption 2009 (Duysters, de Man et al. 

2009) and adoption at CNGnet. 
%  

EU 

% 

USA 

mechanism Description Adopted (No, Implicit, Explicit) 

96 85 Joint business planning Alliance business plan is developed jointly with partners Explicit, on concession contracts 

92 82 Individual Alliance Evaluation Alliances are evaluated separately No 

88 78 Alliance manager Person responsible for managing one or more alliances 

on a daily basis 

No 

85 74 Joint Evaluations Alliances are evaluated together with the alliance partner Implicit, frequent partner evaluation, 

focused on goals and finance, less on 

relationship. 

83 64 Partner Program* A structured process for dealing with different types of 

partners 

No 

79 67 Intranet* Alliance knowledge is made available via the Intranet to 

all in the company 

Explicit, mostly factual legal paperwork 

78 68 Alliance metrics Performance indicators for alliances are set No 

76 54 Incentives for alliance managers Rewards and bonuses for alliance managers are tied to 

alliance success 

No 

74 55 Alliance specialist* Experienced alliance expert who supports alliance 

managers or acts as the person to whom alliance related 

questions are directed 

No 

71 71 Best practices* Companies develop their own method of managing 

alliances based on their experience 

Yes, mostly legal documents 

67 62 Standard partner selection* A structured approach for selection of new alliance 

partners 

No 

63 62 Alliance department* Department charged with managing alliances which cross 

several divisions and with building alliance capability in 

the company 

No 

61 42 VP of alliances* Alliance representative on a board level No 

59 48 Alliance database* An overview of all alliances is electronically stored No 

56 49 Cross Alliance Evaluations* Individual alliances evaluations are compared to draw 

lessons across alliances 

No 

55 53 Internal alliance training* Training provided by the company to alliance and 

business managers about the company's approach 

towards alliances 

No 

46 46 External alliance training Alliance and business managers attend alliance training 

provided by third parties 

No 

46 43 Incentives for business 

managers 

Rewards and bonuses for business managers are tied to 

alliance success 

No 

27 39 Gatekeeper Person charged with preventing knowledge spilling over 

to partners 

No 

 

Note: “The Third State of Alliance Management Study 2009” (Duysters, de Man et al. 2009) has additional new alliance 

capability mechanisms, not included in this table. They consist of additional tools (alliance handbook, alliance management 

is part of management development program, partner portal), processes (approval processes in place), and external parties 

(consultants, financial experts, legal experts and mediators for conflict resolution).  

 

Table 45 – Adopted Alliance Capability Mechanisms at CNGnet  

Mechanism Description Adopted (No, Implicit, Explicit) 

Joint business planning Alliance business plan is developed jointly with 

partners 

Explicit, on concession contracts 

Joint Evaluations Alliances are evaluated together with the alliance 

partner 

Implicit, frequent partner evaluation, focused on goals 

and finance, less on relationship. 

Intranet* Alliance knowledge is made available via the 

Intranet to all in the company 

Explicit, mostly factual legal paperwork 

Best practices* Companies develop their own method of managing 

alliances based on their experience 

Yes, mostly legal 

Tool 
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Appendix III – Additional theory for the tool design 

SWOT Analysis of motives 

 

Table 46 - SWOT of Motives for Alliance Networks 

 Proactive  

Internal 

Strengths 

Customer Service 

Innovativeness 

Technological Competences 

Opportunities 

Bringing technology to the market 

Globalization 

Market pull, consumer desires 

 
External 

Weaknesses 

Lack of capacity 

Lack of financial means  

Lack of quality 

Threats 

Regulations 

Decreasing market share 

Decreasing turn-over 

 

 Reactive  

 

 

 

The SWOT analysis is a strategic planning method that evaluates the Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats involved in a project, product or business as a whole.  The SWOT analysis 

distinguishes between internal and external factors that are favourable or unfavourable to achieve 

the business objective(s).  

First, an end-result is defined after which the different quadrants are filled out. Strengths are 

attributes of a person, company or network which are helpful to achieving the objective. Weaknesses 

are the attributes that are harmful to achieving the objectives. Opportunities are the external 

conditions that help achieve the goal, and threats are the external conditions that could damage the 

objective.  
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Network Structure; Collective Governance 

Collective governance refers to the coordination of the network and which planning, control, and 

decision-making processes are put in place. It is seen as the most complex building block of the 

network structure (de Man 2004). Figure 33 shows a variety of governance mechanisms organized in 

four quadrants. A difference is made between Imposed vs. Self-coordinated mechanisms as well as 

Implicit and Explicit. Explicit in this means, that the mechanisms are ‘formalized’. Creating a 

governance system will rely on a mix of different coordinating mechanisms. In networks we are more 

likely to see that self-coordinating systems, combined with implicit regulations. Networks that look 

more like companies or act like one (such as a JV) have more explicit and imposed governance 

structures. (Grandori and Soda 1995; Miles and Snow 1995; Grandori 1997; Jones, Hesterly et al. 

1997; Strikwerda and Rijders 2002; de Man 2004) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 33 - Examples of coordination mechanisms in networks (de Man 2004) 

 



 

The Network Value Chain 

 

As one can see, the network value chain encompasses the whole organisation and looks at how 

primary and support activities can work together effectively and efficiently to help gain the 

organisation a superior competitive advantage. In this version, the support activities have been 

extended with those designed to support alliance networks. 

 

Primary activities 

The goal of these activities is to create value that exceeds the cost of providing the product or 

service, thus generating a profit margin. They are: 

Marketing and Sales, Services & Support

 

Support Activities 

The support activities assist the primary activities in helping the organization achieve its 

competitive advantage. They are: procurement, t

management and firm infrastructure

 

Network Support Activities  

These network support activities assist the primary network activities in helping the organization 

achieve its competitive advantage, such as: network capability, netwo

finance/accounting. 

 

Sustainable Alliance Networks

value chain encompasses the whole organisation and looks at how 

t activities can work together effectively and efficiently to help gain the 

organisation a superior competitive advantage. In this version, the support activities have been 

extended with those designed to support alliance networks.  

goal of these activities is to create value that exceeds the cost of providing the product or 

service, thus generating a profit margin. They are: Inbound logistics, Operations, Outbound logistics

Services & Support. 

The support activities assist the primary activities in helping the organization achieve its 

They are: procurement, technology development, human resource 

irm infrastructure.  

support activities assist the primary network activities in helping the organization 

achieve its competitive advantage, such as: network capability, network IT systems and joint 
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Five Cultural Dimensions of Hofstede 

Hostede (2001) describes in his work five main cultural dimensions to describe and compare 

different cultures in different countries. In this thesis they are used to describe differences between 

alliance partners.  

Power Distance Index (PDI) is the extent to which the less powerful members of for example 

organizations accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. It is defined bottom-up, 

suggesting that the organization’s level of inequality is endorsed as much by its followers as leaders. 

Individualism (IDV) vs. Collectivism is the degree to which individuals are integrated into groups. 

In an individual organization, everyone is expected to look after him/herself. In collectivist 

organizations people are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups. ‘Protection’ is exchanged for 

unquestionable loyalty.  

Masculinity (MAS) vs. Femininity refers to the roles between genders. Masculine is seen as the 

assertive pole, and feminine the modest and caring one. In organizations that are masculine, all 

members will be more assertive, but the difference between the genders will be bigger. In feminine 

organizations the roles are more the same. 

Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) has to do with the organizations tolerance to uncertainty and 

ambiguity. The variable is closely linked to the search for the ultimate truth.  Uncertainty avoiding 

cultures try to minimize the possibility of uncertain situations by creating strict laws and rules, safety 

and security measures and on the philosophical level by a belief in absolute Truth. Uncertainty 

accepting cultures are more tolerant of opinions different from what they are used to; they try to 

have as few rules as possible, and on the philosophical level they are relativist and allow many 

‘truths’ to live along side one another.  

Long-Term Orientation (LTO) vs. Short Term Orientation. The values in this cultural dimension 

are based upon the teachings of Confucius. The values associated with long term orientation are 

both thrift and perseverance, whereas the values associated with short term orientation are respect 

for tradition, fulfilling social obligations, and to protect one's 'face'. 
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Appendix IV – News Articles 

Ballast Nedam Concessies investeert in aardgas tankstations 

 

(…) 

 

'Biogasproductie noodzakelijk voor energie-norm' 

20 mrt 2008 13:50 

 

Biogasinstallaties zijn noodzakelijk om aan de doelstellingen voor groene energie te voldoen. 

Dat zegt voorzitter Aike Maarsingh van de Biogas Branche Organisastie (BBO). "De doelstellingen 

voor duurzame energie zijn met de andere vormen van duurzame energie in Nederland niet snel 

genoeg te realiseren", aldus Maarsingh op een bijeenkomst in Moerdijk.  

BBO is blij met de motie van Bas van der Vlies (SGP) waardoor de Tweede Kamer heeft besloten 

om de basisprijs van biogas te verhogen tot 15 cent per kWh. "Met deze basisprijs hebben vergisters 

meer ruimte om te produceren. De boeren krijgen hiermee weer een kans." 

Maarsingh ziet het belang van vergisters vooral in het brengen van een meerwaarde aan mest, 

bijproducten en restproducten die met name uit de landbouw voortkomen. "Er wordt veel discussie 

gevoerd over food, feed of fuel. De discussie over food of natuur wordt echter niet gevoerd en dat is 

raar. De productie van gewassen voor energieteelt wordt door de markt gestuurd. Er is niemand die 

ons kan verbieden dat het overschot aan agrarische producten een meerwaarde krijgen door in de 

vergister te worden gestopt. Stel dat er teveel suikerbieten zijn, dan kunnen deze bieten beter vergist 

worden dan verwerkt worden tot suiker die vervolgens niet verhandeld mag worden. Het is goed dat 

landbouwminister Verburg gaat kijken naar de mogelijkheden hiervan." 

De brancheorganisatie voor biogas zou ter ondersteuning van de biogassector in Nederland graag 

zien dat er zekerheid komt voor de afzet van elektriciteit op het energienet. Daarnaast pleit de 

organisatie voor ruimte om de afvalstromen van de agrarische sector te kunnen benutten in de 

vergisters.  
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Gasunie klaar voor lancering groen-gascertificaten 

Woensdag 17 juni `09  

 

Producenten van groen gas kunnen vanaf 2 juli het gas dat zij in het net injecteren laten 

certificeren en deze certificaten vervolgens verkopen. Dat zegt Geert Joosten van Gasunie, dat 

verantwoordelijk is voor het op de markt brengen van de certificaten. Het certificeringssysteem 

heeft als doel om de zichtbaarheid en verhandelbaarheid van groen gas te vergroten. 

 

De certificaten voor groen gas werken volgens hetzelfde principe als die van groene stroom. Op 

die certificaten wordt onder meer vastgelegd wat de hoeveelheid groen gas is die is geïnjecteerd en 

waar het gas vandaan komt. De certificaten worden per MWh groen gas afgegeven. Er ligt inmiddels 

ook al een prijsindicatie: 16 eurocent per MWh en 2 cent per transactie.  

Het hele project is volgens planning verlopen, zo laat projectleider Geert Joosten weten aan 

Energeia. "De voorbereidingen zijn nagenoeg afgerond. De ICT is klaar, de BV waaronder het 

handelsplatform van Gasunie valt is inmiddels opgericht, alleen aan wet- en regelgeving moet hier en 

daar nog worden aangepast. Zo streven wij ernaar dat wij slechts als enige partij de certificaten op de 

markt mogen brengen. Als ook andere partijen certificaten mogen aanbieden ontstaat namelijk het 

gevaar voor dubbeltelling. Producenten zouden kunnen proberen dezelfde hoeveelheid 

geproduceerd groen gas twee keer te laten certificeren."  

Dat vereist volgens Joosten echter een aanpassing in de Gaswet. "Er zou een ministeriële regeling 

moeten komen waarin staat vastgelegd dat alleen Gasunie bevoegd is om certificaten uit te geven, 

net zoals Tennet volgens de Elektriciteitswet de enige partij is die groene-stroomcertificaten mag 

uitgeven. We zijn daarover nog in onderhandeling met het ministerie van Economische Zaken. Het 

wel of niet verkrijgen van exclusiviteit heeft overigens geen invloed op het op de markt brengen van 

de certificaten op 2 juli: die komen er gewoon."  

Daarmee wordt volgens Joosten tegemoetgekomen aan een grote marktbehoefte. "Vooral vanuit 

de handel is er veel vraag naar de groen-gascertificaten. Maar ook onze zoektocht naar producenten 

heeft al een aantal concrete contacten opgeleverd."  

 

Bron: Energeia - 16 juni 2009 
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Appendix V – Interview Findings 

Indicative First Round Interview Findings 

 

Table 47 - Indicative Results - First Round Interview  

(…) 

 
Table 48 - Interview Results Round Two  

(…) 

Structured Network Process – Feedback from tool test questionnaire 

(…) 

Appendix VI – List of interviews & questions 

The list limits itself to the interviews conducted as part of the analysis, tool design and test. 

Beforehand, several orientation interviews were held which led to the research proposal. Also, a 

number of interviews were conducted before picking CNGnet as the case study for the research.  

(…) 
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