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The Dutch coastline is longer than 400 kilometres, and today about a third of the country 

lies below average sea level (van Koningsveld, 2008). Hence, water security and management 

have always been crucial for the Netherlands, making the Dutch people a world leader in water 

technology and infrastructure (Krever & Black, 2021). Without its innovation and investments in 

water security infrastructure, such as a network of dykes, profound parts of the country would be 

flooded, as figure 11 illustrates. The vulnerability of the Netherlands to flooding has become 

strongly apparent in the impactful floods of 1916, which triggered a project to close the Zuiderzee 

lagoon: The enclosure dam of the Ijsselmeer, formally known as the Afsluitdijk (van Koningsveld, 

2008). The first plans for the dam with the main purpose of improving food supply by enclosing 

more land were already made in 1891. However, it took an immense flood disaster and a growing 

need for farmland during the first World War to convince the Dutch government to start 

constructing the Afsluitdijk. Initial project goals have therefore concentrated on protecting 

hinterlands against floods, enclosing new land from the sea, creating a freshwater reservoir, and 

creating a road connection between the provinces of Friesland and North Holland (Vogt, 2019). 

The Afsluitdijk is a complex system constantly exposed to a changing physical and 

practical environment. For example, in 2006 assessment of the dyke showed that the Afsluitdijk 

would not be able to hold future flood risks due to the accelerating sea-level rise through climate 

change which led to the new planned constructions of building the dyke even higher. It is crucial 

for a project like the Afsluitdijk to anticipate change and be adaptive, meaning that it needs to be 

flexible in redefining current and future objectives that might differ from the original ones. To add 

another layer of complexity to this changing environment, the Afsluitdijk has evolved from 

something that was first and foremost a water barrier to a multistakeholder system that looks 

beyond the topics of sole water security or food supply but envisions the dam as an innovative 

project to make the Afsluitdijk and its surroundings future proof. This vision is supposed to be 

 
1 Figure 1 can be found in Appendix A. 
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realised through the implementation of the programme “de Nieuwe Afsluitdijk” (DNA) by the 

regional governments, which showcases the Afsluitdijk as a “breeding ground for Dutch 

craftsmanship” (De Nieuwe afsluitdijk, 2018) in the field of energy transition, water and nature 

management (De Nieuwe afsluitdijk, 2018).  

Widening the scope of the initial project in such a way comes along with new targets 

naturally evolving along the way, targets that are not only set by the programme but also by other 

key parties involved, such as Rijkswaterstaat (RWS) or other projects attached to the Afsluitdijk. 

Governing such a large, multistakeholder megaproject in terms of the integration of targets, 

communication, and cooperation between the different parties involved can be challenging, 

especially in a constantly exposed project to changing environments. Our research will focus on 

how such a task can be mastered by learning from the Afsluitdijk. Ultimately, we aim to answer 

how the governance of megaprojects with an interdisciplinary focus such as the Afsluitdijk takes 

shape in terms of cooperation, communication, target integration and the incorporation of diverse 

interests among the multiple stakeholders involved to re-examine the impact of megaproject 

governance on project performance. 

Theoretical framework 

Governance 

In this section, we will define key terms, concepts, theories, and frameworks connected to 

the governance of a multistakeholder interdisciplinary project like the Afsluitdijk. While the topic 

of governance has become more prominent over time in the project management literature (Clegg 

et al., 2002; Atkinson et al., 2006), projects have also become more and more complex, making 

it difficult at times to distinguish whether a certain undertaking can be considered a project, a 

programme, or a portfolio. Furthermore, so-called megaprojects have been rising since the 

Second World War (Sanderson, 2012).  
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Thus, to study the complex Governance of multistakeholder settings in projects and 

initiatives around the Afsluitdijk, an important first step is to look at existing definitions in the realm 

of projects and programmes. For clarification, the table below shows common definitions of four 

terms. 

Terms such as “governance” or “project governance” can have multiple meanings or 

definitions as well, depending on specific research purposes (Yongkui, et al., 2019). The Oxford 

dictionary defines governance as “the activity of governing a country or controlling a company or 

an organisation” (Oxford Learner’s dictionary, n.d.). However, as the key aim of this report is to 

investigate governance in multistakeholder environments, we adopt a common definition by The 

Commission on Global Governance which defines governance as “the sum of the many ways 

individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their common affairs. [Governance] is a 

continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and 

cooperative action may be taken” (Burger, & Mayer, 2003, p. 50).  

Governance and management might differ depending on whether one is dealing with a 

project, megaproject, programme, or portfolio. Moreover, there is often confusion between the 

two terms. While “governance” is more associated with leadership, defining visions, setting goals, 

strategies and agendas, “management” is typically more concerned with the day-to-day duties of 
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carrying out those strategies and supporting the governance process (Tihanyi, Graffin, & George, 

2014).  

Megaprojects and megaproject governance  

Projects have become the preferred way of working in many private, public and not-for-

profit organisations where they present primary work mechanisms (Maylor, et al., 2006; 

Pellegrinelli, 2011). Project governance refers to the “framework, functions, and processes that 

guide project management activities [...] to create a unique product [...] and meet organisational 

strategic and operational goals” (Project Management Institute, 2016, p. 81). Project 

management, in turn, is part of how a project is governed and traditionally contains the life cycle 

of a project which consists of stages ranging from initiation, planning, and execution to monitoring 

and closure (Maylor et al., 2006). 

Nevertheless, not only have projects become a preferred way of working, specific types 

of projects, megaprojects, are on the rise (Flyberg, 2017). How megaprojects are defined and 

governed, as well as the associated risks, is of particular interest to our study. Apart from the 

definition of megaprojects in the table shown earlier, those large-scale projects often share 

features like having a substantial piece of physical infrastructure, the client often being the 

government or a public sector organisation, and a life span of decades (Sanderson, 2012; van 

Marrewijk et al., 2008; Flyberg et al., 2003). Megaprojects have become the preferred delivery 

model in fields like infrastructure, water, energy, and more. Examples of megaprojects are high-

speed railways, airports, wind farms, or dams (Flyberg, 2017). Usually, megaprojects are shaped 

by higher complexity, risk and uncertainty, requiring a specific governance structure (Miller, & 

Hobbs, 2005). First, the decision making, planning, and managing processes are typically 

multistakeholder processes, involving public and private stakeholders with often conflicting 

interests. Second, megaprojects risk falling for a “uniqueness bias” where managers and planners 

see their projects as exceptional, which impedes the learning from other projects (Van Marrewijk, 
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2008; Flyberg, 2007). Finally, there is frequently a high risk of unplanned events happening that 

would often lead to cost overruns, delays, and benefit shortfalls. Over 90% of megaprojects run 

these risks (Yongkui, et al., 2019). The governance of megaprojects, therefore, requires careful 

planning of supply chain management, financing structures, target management, as well as 

conflict resolution and decision-making mechanisms to foster successful project implementation 

that is in the best interest of all stakeholders involved (Yongkui, et al., 2019)2. Additionally, 

megaprojects require flexibility and good communication, as, throughout the project, stakeholders 

might leave or join, which means that the project's structures and organisation are exposed to 

constant changes (Sanderson, 2012). 

Programmes and programme governance 

Besides megaprojects, programmes have also been on the rise over the last decades. 

Programmes have emerged as a way to fill the perceived need to coordinate, deploy resources 

effectively, and balance diverse interests and objectives to “develop new capabilities and 

infrastructure incrementally towards the achievement of strategic goals and aspirations'' 

(Pellegrinelli, 2011, p. 233). This need originates from the extensive focus on (mega-)projects. 

Programmes can be a good addition to megaproject governance because they can serve as 

mechanisms for coordination and direction of several related projects by facilitating “managerial 

sensemaking and control in complex organisations where projects are the principal units of work” 

(Maylor et al., 2006, p. 671). Moreover, Programmes can help cope with the risk and uncertainty 

often associated with megaprojects. Because programmes are seen as a way to respond to 

changing environments, coping with ambiguity and risks by allowing for adaptability, flexibility, 

complexity and expandability (Pellegrinelli, 2011). Moreover, it has been argued that managing 

megaprojects are very similar to managing programmes (Pellegrinelli, 2011). 

 
2 Yongkui, et al. (2019) have also identified a set of fifteen core factors that influence 
megaproject governance. Their conceptual model can be found in Appendix A under Table 1. 
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Therefore, we assume that programme governance compliments megaproject 

governance because it specifically addresses scenarios that involve a lot of risk, uncertainty and 

exposure to change, which is common for megaprojects. Pellegrinelli (2011) also notes that 

projects and programmes should always be regarded as complementary to each other and not 

seen as substitutes, a notion that we are taking seriously in developing our model. Finally, 

portfolios are already recognised as a good way of combining projects and programmes within 

complex organisational structures and big complex endeavours3. 

Stakeholder management and stakeholder theory  

Megaprojects and programmes are usually governed and shaped by multiple 

stakeholders. In our investigation, we are particularly interested in the communication and 

interaction between stakeholders, as these factors are considered highly important for a project’s 

success (Yongkui et al., 2019; Flyberg, 2011). According to the Oxford Dictionary of Business 

and Management definition, a stakeholder can be anyone interested in an organisation, such as 

employees, suppliers, customers, clients, and shareholders (Law, 2016). For our study, we will, 

however, only look at stakeholders as the key parties involved in the governance process of the 

Afsluitdijk, as well as their (possible) partners and other organisations that can influence the 

planning, implementation and visioning of the project. 

Stakeholder management can be defined by assessing who is a stakeholder and their 

attributes and ability to influence the organisation (Savage et al., 1991). Companies are said to 

engage in two complementary types of stakeholder management: those that focus on their 

organisation's well-being (organisation-focused stakeholder management) and those that focus 

on an issue that affects their relationships with other societal groups and organisations (issue-

focused stakeholder management). It has been established that issue-focused stakeholder 

 
3 A conceptual overview of portfolio governance organisation can be found in the Appendix A, 
model 1. 
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management dominates multistakeholder networks because it allows firms to collaborate with 

stakeholders to handle complex problems and difficulties (Roloff, 2007). 

Stakeholder management is closely related to stakeholder theory, a business strategy 

that considers the interests of all stakeholders in a company, as opposed to the belief that a 

company is only accountable to its owners (Benn, Dunphy, & Martin, 2009). As a result, it takes 

a broad rather than a restricted view of corporate responsibility. The restricted version of 

stakeholder theory is based on agency theory and individualism, whereas the broad version is 

based on stewardship theory and communal duties (Benn, Dunphy, & Martin, 2009). Stakeholder 

theory specifies five components of inter-organisational relationships, or in this case, relationships 

within megaprojects or programmes. The first one concerns the relational valence, which 

suggests the negative or positive influence between the stakeholders and an organisation. 

Secondly, the history of contact between organisations and specific stakeholders might allow for 

forming interaction structures and rituals. Thirdly, an organisation’s assessment of stakeholder 

group’s legitimacy, which talks about the reputation, expertise or recognizability of the 

stakeholders, is relevant to the organisation’s core work. Fourth, the power of the stakeholders, 

namely the ability of a stakeholder to affect the organisation's success or failure, is important. 

Finally, there is the urgency of a stakeholder’s interest in the organisation, which suggests how 

important it is for stakeholders' interests or influence to be time-sensitive or crucial to the 

organisation (Diers-Lawson, 2019). 

We argue that stakeholder theory applies within the framework of a project governed by 

different stakeholders, such as the Afsluitdijk. The only difference is that instead of looking at the 

(power) relations between a core organisation and its stakeholders, one needs to look at the 

(power) dynamics between different stakeholders to assess structures and hierarchies within the 

multistakeholder setting. In the context of the Afsluitdijk project, we are specifically interested in 

the interests and objectives of stakeholders in order to understand how the governance of such 

interdisciplinary multistakeholder projects gets accomplished.  
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Stakeholder communication and managing diverse interests  

Complex and demanding multidisciplinary projects (or programmes) require strong 

communication to reach the desired contribution for successful execution. Ignoring a stakeholder 

is a primary cause of project failure (Carnall, 2007). Furthermore, clear and structured 

communication helps maintain trust and document project culture changes (Van Marrewijk, 2007). 

In this paper, we define communication not only as the necessary patterns of exchanging 

information and knowledge but also as the exchange of views, opinions and ideas between 

stakeholders in a project or programme; to create a basic mutual understanding, encourage goal 

alignment, and enhance comprehension of various standpoints (Diers-Lawson, 2019). 

A project progresses through various distinct stages over time, thus creating an evolving 

dynamic for the management of the project stakeholders, who subsequently ought to adjust their 

communication practices for each distinct phase of the project and to prevent the development of 

a dysfunctional communication culture (Aaltonen, 2010; Bate, 1994). Only if these conditions are 

met productive, beneficial cooperation can emerge, in which stakeholders work, act and operate 

together to reach the needed targets of the project. The willingness to cooperate depends on 

various variables such as the interactions, competence, intention, and association between the 

project and its stakeholders (Roloff, 2008).  

How exactly governing or managing the diverse interests, objectives and targets of 

different stakeholders in a multistakeholder project works, has not been addressed in literature 

so far, which is a gap that we aim to fill with our research. We argue that to successfully integrate 

targets of diverse stakeholders into the philosophy of a project, the philosophy or long-term goals 

should first be defined, which can be achieved by active communication of the stakeholders with 

each other. Then, through continuous communication and cooperation between the different 

parties involved in a project, interests and targets can more easily be identified, communicated, 

and integrated.     

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0263786316300850#bb0035
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The model 

Drawing on these existing theories, we have created a model that displays how 

multistakeholder collaborative megaprojects could be governed in terms of communication, 

cooperation among stakeholders, and integration of targets in an interdisciplinary and 

continuously changing environment in general. Building on the model of the life cycle of a project, 

we added a layer that describes the life cycle of a multistakeholder megaproject. Additionally, we 

incorporated stakeholder theory and stakeholder management in terms of the processes between 

different model stages. Simultaneously, following the programme or portfolio governance 

characteristics, the model should consider governance in high risk and uncertain environments. 

There, complex governance and organisational structures are needed that exceed the boundaries 

of a single project or programme but move towards a stakeholder-focused approach that values 

good stakeholder communication, decision making, and target management.  

Generally, the model is supposed to depict multistakeholder collaborative governance in 

megaprojects with programme-like characteristics. As figure 1 shows, the model consists of five 

different components. The model's first stage, indicated by the number in the right upper corner, 

represents the set-up stage in a megaproject before the actual launch. There, the interest group 

of different stakeholders forms, which together brainstorm about and decide on a common vision 

of the project and divide tasks and areas of responsibility among the different stakeholders. In 

stage two, which takes place after the megaproject has been launched, the different stakeholders 

work on their respective targets and projects. Because different stakeholders are working on 

different parts of the megaproject or working on separate additional projects that add value to the 

overall megaproject agenda, our model has some characteristics of programme management. 

Regarding this, connected to stage two, the modified project life cycle zooms in on how 

such smaller projects within the overarching megaproject take shape. Mainly they follow the 

traditional project life cycle. However, there is the exception of those projects not having an end-
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stage to the projects. Because as Maylor et al. (2006) put forward, constantly changing 

environments require projects to be flexible, expandable and adaptable in their visions and targets 

in communication with other stakeholders. This could be done by extending the timescale of the 

project life cycle model so that it continues beyond the closing/handover stage. Therefore, we 

exchanged the common fifth step of the project life cycle, project closure, with the closure of 

project set-up. Therefore, stage three also displays this continuous development due to 

megaprojects' required expandability and flexibility. The continuous development of the 

megaproject can always lead to emerging new projects that follow the modified project life cycle 

and add their value to the megaproject. Overall, our model has a cyclic nature through focussing 

on the continuous development and improvement of megaprojects. Therefore, we see 

megaproject governance as an ongoing process. Lastly, the variable of stakeholders has been 

added to the model as they serve as the decision making, controlling, (project) initiating and, 

above all, as the main governing body. 

We took the Afsluitdijk as a case study to explore whether such an ideal process described 

in our model can inform real-life scenarios. We hypothesise that the Afsluitdijk is a good 

foundational example of complex megaproject management in the context of changing 

environments and stakeholder collaboration. We believe that the Afsluitdijk, including the projects 

that revolve around it, represents a complex system that fits within the definition of a megaproject 

while showing characteristics of a programme or even portfolio, with the diverse projects operating 

in a very independent fashion. In the discussion section of this report, we will elaborate more on 

why we think the Afsluitdijk fits certain definitions and characteristics of megaprojects, 

programmes, or portfolios.  
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Research question 

With our research project, we want to unravel the complexity of such a governance 

undertaking and investigate how contemporary theories/models on (mega-)project and 

programme governance and stakeholder management play out in the real world, taking the 

Afsluitdijk as a case study. This translates into the following research question: How does the 

governance of megaprojects with an interdisciplinary focus such as the Afsluitdijk take 

shape in terms of cooperation, communication, target integration and the incorporation of 

diverse interests among the multiple stakeholders involved? Consequently, we are 

concerned with how current megaproject governance models and theories play out in real-life, 

and whether the Afsluitdijk might lead us to new findings and ideas that add to the existing 

literature on the impact of megaproject governance on project performance.   

     Methods 

Participants 

Having identified our supervisor from the DNA programme, Tjalling Dijkstra, as a 

gatekeeper, we contacted eleven potential participants for our research, out of which ten agreed 

to participate. Contact was established together with our gatekeeper. The participants were all 

representatives of key stakeholder groups that are or have been involved with the Afsluitdijk 

megaproject. These parties included, for example, our host organisation, DNA, people working 

on projects within DNA, Rijkswaterstaat, as well as provinces and municipalities (the province of 

Friesland and the municipality of South-West Friesland). All participants were 40 years or older, 

and apart from one participant, all were male. Most of the participants have had managerial roles 

around the Afsluitdijk, most of them with university backgrounds, and one of the participants is 

still working in academia. 



 

15 

Procedure 

For our analysis, we will focus on a directed literature review, database research, and in-

depth interviews. Firstly, we did a thorough literature review using smartcat and google scholar to 

look for pre-existing theories and concepts on the topics of project and programme governance 

and management, megaproject governance, governance theories, stakeholder management and 

governance, and stakeholder theory and communication between stakeholders. Informed by 

these existing theories, we have created a model that incorporates the successful governance of 

a multistakeholder megaproject, as elaborated in the previous section. As a next step, we 

conducted a database research and in-depth interviews to answer our research question and 

explore how well the Afsluitdijk programme fits the established model. For the database research, 

we looked into the archives of the Afsluitdijk website. We drew from reports, interviews and other 

material that was considered to be of help for answering our research question. During the 

interviews, interview partners referred to the information contained in certain foundational 

documents of the project and the DNA programme, which we incorporated into our results and 

analysis. 

The main focus of the research, however, lies in the in-depth interviews. The 45-60 

minutes long in-depth interviews were designed to be semi-structured so that certain questions 

were posed to all participants and to ensure the comparability of results. We also ensured that 

our interviews were directed at our research question while still leaving room for further input and 

elaboration from the interviewees’ sides. Before the interviews, we sent out a formal invitation 

accompanied by the interview guide, information on the interview, and a consent form to every 

participant. Furthermore, we allowed every participant to conduct the interview in Dutch. Since 

two of the researchers in our team are Dutch native speakers, and the third researcher has a 

working understanding of Dutch, we could provide this opportunity, and nine out of ten interviews 

were held in Dutch. This was done to ensure that no important information or details got lost in 
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translation and that the interviewees felt comfortable and could describe everything in their own 

words without having to translate professional jargon. All of the interviews, once finalised, were 

then first transcribed, and later coded and analysed with our research question in mind. 

Materials  

Since our study was qualitative, not many additional materials were needed. In the desk 

research phase, we used online accessible resources and the archives and documents from and 

about the (Nieuwe) Afsluitdijk. When doing interviews, we used recording devices, possibly in the 

form of an integrated recording app on our cell phones and laptops, to document the interviews. 

For transcribing interviews, transcribing platforms that are accessible online were of good usage. 

Under Appendix B, an outline of the interview guide in Dutch can be found. 

Research design (ethical considerations) 

Throughout our research, we were mindful to remain professional, respectful, and ethical 

since we were conducting research across various organisations, companies and stakeholders 

of the Afsluitdijk. Before every interview, we shared the interview guide, information sheet, and a 

consent form to adhere to the ethical standards of all parties involved. All data gathered and used 

from the interviews are kept confidential and anonymous. After the research is finalised, all 

recordings shall be deleted, and additionally, we will share our findings with the interviewees for 

review. The disclosed information will be treated objectively and will be carefully sorted. To 

prevent bias, we must be wary that we are all from a similar background. Therefore, our way of 

posing questions, including our language and interpretation of the interviews, could be skewed. 

We strive to provide research that is just and mutually beneficial. Lastly, to guarantee the 

anonymity of the participants, we avoid referencing them or their organisation in connection with 

specific things they said and the viewpoints they hold throughout the report. Findings will be put 

in general language, and quotes will not be referenced to a specific person. 
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Results  

Governance structure 

The Afsluitdijk is a massive, multifaceted megaproject with grand budgets that needs 

strong collaboration, clear communication and, above all, good governance. Whilst conducting 

the interviews, we found an overall consensus about the Governance of the Afsluitdijk being 

perceived as a very layered and rather complex undertaking, partly due to many different 

stakeholder interests, two of which are of particular interest to this research. Combined with 

previously conducted research, we identified two key stakeholders, namely: “Rijkswaterstaat'' 

(RWS) and “De Nieuwe Afsluitdijk” (DNA). RWS is, simply put, the directorate-general for public 

works and water management and can be regarded as the executive force of the Ministry of 

Infrastructure and Waterstaat (I&W), which is concerned with the safety, accessibility and 

habitability of the Netherlands. RWS is responsible for implementing the policies and projects of 

the ministry, such as renovating and maintaining the dyke. The counterpart of RWS in this large-

scale operation is DNA. DNA is a programme administered by a collaborative effort of the province 

of Friesland, the province of Noord-Holland, the municipality of South-West Friesland, and the 

municipality of Hollandse Kroon. DNA's mission is to establish a sustainable future for following 

generations, as well as new possibilities and career prospects for the region. The predominant 

focus of the programme is to recruit and coordinate a variety of projects and initiatives that add 

value to the dyke in targeted areas such as sustainable energy, supporting the ecology and 

boosting the regional economy4. 

From our research, we concluded that how the renewal and improvement of the Afsluitdijk 

are labelled as ambiguous and how it is referred to (e.g., as a programme, megaproject, or 

system) framed different perceptions of the governance structure. Some see the Afsluitdijk as a 

 
4 An organisational chart that depicts the governance of the Afsluitdijk can be found under Appendix A, 
model 2. 
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system in which separate projects and initiatives are interconnected yet autonomous. In contrast, 

others valued the renovation of the Afsluitdijk as a collaboration of two separate programmes. 

One programme, run by RWS, mainly deals with infrastructure and safety, and a second 

programme, led by DNA, that makes efforts to extend the function and purpose of the Afsluitdijk 

beyond protection. Additionally, we found that the intricate dynamics and distinct roles of the 

stakeholders result in a tense and close collaboration that sometimes makes it difficult to 

understand who is in charge, emphasising that there is not one central governing body. In 

essence, all stakeholders are equally important. However, the Afsluitdijk is managed by I&W; 

therefore, RWS has a significant power position over all other stakeholders, making them 

dependent on RWS for scheduling, funding, and approval of projects. 

"Rijkswaterstaat, being a part of the state, is highly determinative in everything that is 

done, what can be done and what is allowed to be done”. Although this is seen as a limitation by 

some, others consider it necessary to have a set division in the hierarchy to maintain a clear goal 

and stay on track, given mutual respect. 

Another vital difference between RWS and other stakeholders such as DNA is that RWS 

has concrete set guidelines and access to larger funds that they can allocate. In contrast, DNA 

has been mentioned as an “additional programme” with many ambitions that are flexible and 

adaptive to support novel ideas. However, since it is not a formal organisation, they neither have 

any legal decision power (DNA rather coordinates) nor much budget. To get funding for the 

projects, stakeholders with diverse interests must unite to establish communal interfaces and 

raise enough money, as objectives are often intertwined or overlap. It became apparent that most 

stakeholders need to make significant nuances to realise targets outside of the initial scope of the 

Afsluitdijk, which can cause conflict and confusion because of the many cultural differences 

(procedures, visions, methods). 

Drawing on the responses gathered, we noticed some critics of the current governance 

structure of the Afsluitdijk. Although the interplay between stakeholders is seemingly doing 
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considerably well for a project of this magnitude, improvements can be made. Concerns were 

raised about the complexity of and (physical) distance of the government to the dyke. A gap 

between their knowledge and real-time events causes miscommunication and -coordination. 

Moreover, we found that because there is no overarching organisation or one executive board, 

there emerged a lack of maintenance once a project is done. This was said to occur because no 

one feels directly responsible or has any interest, budget or time to look beyond their original 

tasks. Lastly, it has been argued among some interviewees that it would be best to change 

management after some time to get fresh ideas and overcome old disputes. Yet this would also 

mean losing valuable experience and connections. 

Interaction between stakeholders (collaboration, synergy, communication)  

As previously said, the Afsluitdijk is a vast complex megaproject with several stakeholders 

who must interact, collaborate, and communicate. During the interviews, we discovered an 

overwhelming consensus that the relationship between the many stakeholders of the Afsluitdijk 

was regarded as a synergistic collaboration; most of the respondents believed that the Afsluitdijk 

project could not be administered independently. In other words, while the stakeholders have 

various aims for the Afsluitdijk, they all strive for the same mindset regarding the Afsluitdijk. 

According to the interviews, the stakeholders wish to contribute to a beneficial outcome for the 

Afsluitdijk by meeting the various targets and placing the Afsluitdijk on the map. 

The different stakeholders pointed out in the interviews that “by working together but all 

within their own responsibilities,” the Afsluitdijk project succeeded in maximising the possibilities 

for reaching their targets on the Afsluitdijk. However, as seen by the interviews, this creates a 

working atmosphere in which the various stakeholders only operate within their constraints, which 

ultimately inhibits the project's efficacy. Working just within their bounds, for example, might result 

in the obligations of the many stakeholders on the Afsluitdijk not always being obvious. As seen 

by the interviews, it is difficult to determine who is responsible for certain dyke concepts, such as 
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Afsluitdijk maintenance. Furthermore, interviewers stated that working alone in their duties makes 

it difficult to incorporate new ideas into the existing contract since there is no shared desire to 

work on it. This is all connected to what has already been said, namely that stakeholders have 

their priorities and only work within their own constraints. 

Overall, communication among the many stakeholders is regarded well. The many 

stakeholders' interests are being taken seriously, and there is sufficient support inside the project. 

The respondents stated that a stakeholder gathering is held every 3-4 months. For example, if 

there is a conflict of interests, they will arrange a 'participation table' with the various stakeholders 

to settle the dispute. Furthermore, the interviewees agreed that external or public communication 

could be seen as good. "The Afsluitdijk project has a single front office, address, newsletter, and 

website". They did this to communicate under a single brand name, the Afsluitdijk, to seem like a 

unified communal enterprise rather than multiple stakeholders working together on different 

initiatives. However, it must be stated that the mutual communication between stakeholders 

differs significantly since the stakeholders differ greatly. Therefore it is simply more vital for certain 

stakeholders to meet more frequently than others. For example, it has been said in the interviews 

that communication on a local level is considerably more intensive simply because they have a 

closer relationship. Several interviewees also note that communication is typically limited to when 

it is essential or when your organisation is involved in the situation; as a result, you may not hear 

everything going on. 

Stakeholders also point out cultural differences between the organisations, making 

communication and collaboration difficult. These cultural variations can also lead to conflicting 

objectives, stakeholder disputes, and the advocacy of specific views. As a result, some 

respondents noted that communication among stakeholders could sometimes be complex and 

frustrating. As a result, numerous respondents suggested that good communication would involve 

thinking as an entire team that collaborates to get the greatest results. In other words, it is critical 

to raise awareness of the shared duties and foster mutual trust. 
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Managing and integrating diverse interests and targets 

The Afsluitdijk is home to several stakeholders, each with its own interests and goals. 

However, we identified a broad agreement over the Afsluitdijk project's fundamental goal. RWS's 

primary goal for the Afsluitdijk project is to maintain water safety. This comprises dyke and sluice 

strengthening, as well as water drainage. Another key goal is to make the Afsluitdijk sustainable. 

With the support of new inventions and ideas, the objective is to make the Afsluitdijk the model of 

hydraulic engineering in the twenty-first century. This goal is based on a bearing principle, an I&W 

water regulation specifies what standards the Afsluitdijk must follow. The value behind it is making 

the Netherlands the safest delta to live in while makinging it more attractive. 

Aside from the primary aims on which many stakeholders agree, there are variances in 

targets among stakeholders. While RWS has strict targets, which are determined by legislation, 

the region and DNA also have ambitions and ideas to better the Afsluitdijk and the regional 

situation. For example, DNA allows for adding a number of new projects to the Afsluitdijk to 

enhance the region. These initiatives are organised around three major pillars. These are the 

economy (constructing new bridges and sluices), ecological (constructing a fish migration river), 

and energy (incorporating blue energy initiatives). 

Different stakeholders have similar mindsets but different interests and goals, which can 

lead to competing objectives. However, as seen by the interviews, the stakeholders cherish 

collaboration. This implies that stakeholders seek suitable ideas between opposing aims and 

attempt to support each other by identifying interfaces, but this is a complex task. “The Afsluitdijk 

is so complicated, but you come across so many people and so many interests and so much 

hassle, so it is quite a task”. Several respondents stated that to establish good collaboration, 

stakeholders must see beyond their own sector, making it more simple to identify interfaces. 

Additionally, some interviews proposed that at weekly meetings, they should discuss what is vital 

for the various interests/objectives/targets and discuss this with the other stakeholders. However, 
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many interviewees also mentioned that they were unsure if this would be efficient or if it would 

take too much time. 

Future of the Afsluitdijk 

The Afsluitdijk, in our interviews, was generally described as an icon of dutch water 

management and aspiration for other water infrastructures. A beautiful, historic and unique 

collaborative project which offers plentiful opportunities to go beyond the mere function as a dyke. 

“The Afsluitdijk should be more than just only an infrastructure”. Yet, at the same time, we found 

that different stakeholder representatives agreed that in today's world, the dyke would not have 

been built in the same fashion and would not be a good example for other megaprojects due to 

its complexity. “It has given a lot to the Netherlands (in terms of safety), but we also lost a lot (in 

terms of ecology)”. One stakeholder representative also admitted that when planning the future 

and renewal of the Afsluitdijk, a helicopter perspective had been missing that looked at other 

projects and initiatives with similar scale to learn from their approaches to governance, 

management, and innovation. 

When asked about the future of the dyke, we recognised a similar overall vision. Although 

there are still many things that can be done or expanded upon, the projects are seen to be ending. 

The “Afsluitdijk has a function, for the future it has to meet these demands, the Afsluitdijk has 

several projects to be realised. When they are done the project is finished”. It is seen to be 

important to have an end goal to stay focused on other targets. Besides, the future is regarded 

as unpredictable, and it would be dangerous to “rule beyond the grave”. The project is a snapshot 

of contemporary ideas and plans, but the renovation is a timely process that must be adaptive 

and pursue novel possibilities. 

Moreover, we noticed that there are ambitious projects that go beyond the scope of those 

already being realised and involve different targets (especially concerning tourism and expanding 

the ecology) but not a lot of them are being generalised so that others could incorporate those 
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targets as well. Targets are adjusted as the external environment of the Afsluitdijk changes due 

to, for example, innovations and rising sea levels. However, many interviewees stated that there 

is a shortage of anticipation for change, resulting in regrettably missed opportunities/unused 

potential due to a lack of funding or knowledge.  

Discussion 

Afsluitdijk fits definition of megaprojects 

Our theoretical model on megaproject governance assumed that the Afsluitdijk fits the 

definition of a megaproject as well as showing characteristics of programmes/portfolios and 

multistakeholder governance. After conducting our research, we concluded that this assumption 

holds. The Afsluitdijk fits the general definition of a megaproject because, firstly, it is a large-scale 

project with the complex venture of building a huge dyke, and it took many years to develop it, 

with the first plans of the Afsluitdijk dating back to 1891 (Vogt, 2019). Secondly, the Afsluitdijk 

involves multiple public and private stakeholders and is transformational as it needs to respond 

to a constantly changing external environment, which is sea-level rise due to climate change. 

Finally, the first estimations for five years of building time (2018-2023) for the renewal of the dyke 

counted for costs of around 850 million euros only for the strengthening of the dyke itself, not 

counting the additional projects evolving on and around the dyke, by DNA and private partners 

(de Afsluitdijk, 2018). Considering the costs of the initial building of the dam that started in 1932, 

the Afsluitdijk, the dyke itself, and the additional projects surrounding it, the criterion of 

megaprojects typically costing $1 billion or more has been met as well. 

Risk associated with megaproject governance  

The Afsluitdijk also shows several characteristics of phenomena, risks, and difficulties 

often associated with megaproject governance. Firstly, some of the stakeholder representatives 
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might have shown tendencies of what Flyberg (2017) referred to as uniqueness bias, as several 

interviewees described the Afsluitdijk as a unique project and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 

However, it also has to be noted that with the Netherlands being the world’s leading country in 

water technology and infrastructure, the Afsluitdijk represents a quite unique and outstanding 

project in this area. Another feature of megaproject governance that we identified in the interviews 

was the tendency for cost overruns and delays in the project. Not only has the initial time of the 

end of the construction been moved to 2025, but the initially estimated costs have also changed 

to more than twice the amount. It could be argued that with this money, the government could 

have followed the original plans of: “dijk en meer - eindrapportage verkenning toekomst 

afsluitdijk” (Lammers, 2009) and even have more initiatives and projects instead. Additionally, 

there have not only been delays in the main initiative of building the dyke higher, but these delays 

ultimately affect other projects and initiatives connected to it, such as renovating the sluices or 

building the fish migration river project. This is because many of the different projects around the 

Afsluitdijk, apart from the main construction, are interconnected. 

Programme governance as a good addition to megaprojects 

While megaprojects are associated with high risks and very complex governance, 

programmes and portfolios are often regarded to ease the governance of complex projects by 

coping with ambiguity and risk by allowing for adaptability, flexibility, uncertainty and expandability 

(Pellegrinelli, 2011). Overall, we see the Afsluitdijk as a megaproject with characteristics of 

programmes and portfolios through the collaboration of RWS and DNA, with DNA contributing a 

lot to integrating other targets and initiatives to the main undertaking go beyond safety. We 

perceive that this way of organising governance of such a huge project is a good step towards 

dealing with the high uncertainty, risk and the tendency for cost overruns and delays. Because it 

fosters a decision-making process and target management, where responsibilities are divided 
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clearly among two main stakeholders, which fosters effective communication, especially to the 

outside.   

Stakeholder communication and integration of targets 

Stakeholder communication and collaboration naturally play a significant role in a project’s 

success. In the relevant literature, project and multistakeholder governance are often attributed 

to one dominant steering group or supervisory body that oversees governance. However, such a 

set-up has not been found at the Afsluitdijk to the same extent. This might be due to how 

responsibilities, focuses and tasks are divided among the two key stakeholders, with a clear 

division between the key focus of RWS on water safety and maintenance and, thinking beyond 

this, mainly along the lines of energy, ecology and economy, the focus of DNA. However, our 

research showed that a clear division of responsibilities and targets might not be enough for the 

smooth sailing of a project and, more specifically, not enough for reaching the full potential of a 

project. Certain factors stand in the way of this, such as hierarchical barriers between the different 

stakeholder groups, monetary issues, and a hierarchy of targets. With safety and maintenance of 

the dyke being the top priorities, any other targets apart from that ultimately are subordinate. 

Government funding goes into RWS’s goal of building the dyke higher, while DNA is on its own 

to find funding for the projects it supports. 

On the one hand, having this hierarchy of targets and power division might be a good 

strategic move to ensure that the target given priority gets realised without major delays. On the 

other hand, these divisions might also lead to delays in the projects that serve other targets and 

leave potential unexplored because there is only a limited number of different projects that can 

be funded. Initially, important targets must be dropped due to insufficient funding. Therefore, we 

conclude that prioritising targets for efficiency comes at the cost of thinking out of the box and 

incorporating diverse interests and targets. Still, we tend to believe that with having a body like 
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DNA the Afsluitdijk as a megaproject already follows a more interdisciplinary, sustainable, and 

broad approach than many other projects of the same scale. 

 
Final evaluation of the model 

Both megaproject and programme governance literature suggest that the traditional 

project lifecycle with a specific end-stage should no longer be considered a contemporary 

approach. Because external environments are loaded with uncertainties, and changes require 

projects and programmes to be flexible, expandible and to look beyond their usual scope 

(Pellegrinelli, 2011). In the interviews, stakeholders involved in and around the megaproject 

mostly shared the viewpoint that with the finishing of building the dyke higher, around 2025, their 

jobs and hence the megaproject and all projects surrounding it would come to an end. This was 

against our initial expectations; in this case, our case study does not align with the model we 

created based on theoretical concepts. However, we would argue that this “job done attitude” 

inhibits the flexibility, usage of opportunities, and expandability of the project. 

We believe that an anticipatory approach compared to an adjusting approach would 

benefit the success of megaprojects overall, especially in environments exposed to constant 

change and climate change. In the case of the Afsluitdijk, for example, climate change and sea-

level rise will always be impacting the construction and its environment. Dynamic anticipation is 

needed to adapt to the future instead of adjusting to changes when needs become pressing. 

Moreover, we believe that after the closure of the latest constructions at the dyke, there is still 

potential for initiatives and projects to be added to improve the dyke and the region, especially 

regarding making it sustainable. 

Generally, we think the Afsluitdijk fits the model we created in many ways. However, we 

would argue that, as proposed in our model, megaprojects and programmes in changing 

environments should not follow closure-maintenance governance but instead a closure-

maintenance-visioning/expanding governance procedure that allows for the integration of diverse 
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targets and visions of different stakeholders over a long period to guarantee for the sustainability 

and positive impact of the project. To achieve this, we would suggest a governance approach that 

provides a transition from management and transactional leadership (associated with 

maintenance and interference by exception (Aalateeg, 2017) to transformational leadership, 

associated, among other things, with visioning (Aalateeg, 2017). However, it is questionable if 

such leadership can even exist in a multistakeholder collaboration without a central steering group 

coordinating everything. It might be an option to have two to three transformational leaders 

dispersed among key stakeholders, but whether this would prove effective should be investigated 

in future research. 

 
Limitations 

While our research method was effective, it is important to keep in mind that there are 

limitations to our method that have the potential to have influenced our results. Firstly, as already 

stated before and also by the different stakeholder representatives, the Afsluitdijk is a very 

complex and big system, and it takes long to understand the complete working mechanisms. With 

our research, we contributed well to bringing some clarity and reflection to the Governance of the 

Afsluitdijk. However, with the limited time we had to work on this research project, we are sure 

that there are still many aspects of the megaproject's functioning that have not yet been analysed 

enough. Next, having decided to interview representatives of key stakeholders within the 

Afsluitdijk collaboration system, we accepted that a certain bias came with the personal 

perspectives and agendas that the interviewees had regarding the Afsluitdijk. Therefore, this 

research could not guarantee complete objectivity. However, as researchers, we did our best to 

stay neutral, even though we were working for DNA, to uphold objectivity and neutrality as best 

as possible. Finally, we opted to conduct the interviews in Dutch because every stakeholder we 

questioned spoke Dutch, and we discovered that a majority of the respondents preferred to be 
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able to speak Dutch. However, the language of our research paper is English, which might have 

resulted in a loss of nuance in some cases. 

Conclusion 

This research has focussed on answering the question of how the governance of 

megaprojects takes shape in terms of cooperation, communication, target integration and the 

incorporation of diverse interests plays out in multistakeholder environments, using the Afsluitdijk 

in the Netherlands as a case study. Doing a thorough literature review, we identified key 

definitions and theories that we found crucial for our study. Overall, megaproject and programme 

governance, as well as stakeholder theory, have served as a foundation for developing our model 

on multistakeholder collaborative governance in mega projects with programme-like 

characteristics. By doing in-depth interviews with ten different stakeholder representatives of 

parties involved in the Afsluitdijk megaproject, we aimed to investigate how well the model we 

created based on theory fits a practical, real-life scenario. 

           According to data-based and interview-based research, the Afsluitdijk matches the 

description of a megaproject while exhibiting features of a programme or portfolio and 

multistakeholder governance. Furthermore, our results have shown that, in general, the model we 

developed based on theory matches with the Afsluitdijk. Those attributes concerning 

megaprojects, programmes, stakeholders and their governance, collaboration and 

communication have mostly been met at the Afsluitdijk, apart from a few exceptions. A key 

exception we identified, for example, is that the open-ended, expandible and flexible nature of 

megaprojects that we suggested in our model has not been met in the Afsluitdijk. Apart from this, 

we found that the Afsluitdijk exhibits certain features of phenomena, risks, and difficulties 

commonly associated with megaproject governance. For example, there is a potential risk of 

uniqueness bias and a vulnerability to cost overruns and delays. 
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Furthermore, the results have demonstrated that stakeholder communication and 

collaboration play a crucial part in the success of a project. However, it has also been indicated 

that a clear division of responsibilities and targets may not be enough for a using project's 

maximum potential. Certain elements, such as hierarchical barriers between stakeholder groups 

and targets and monetary concerns, stand in the way of this, which is why we suggested that 

prioritising targets for efficiency comes at the expense of thinking outside the box and embracing 

varied interests and targets. 

We argued that megaprojects and programs in changing environments should follow a 

governance approach that does not move towards fixed and final closure of the project but looks 

at maintenance and visioning about/expanding the project in the future. In doing that, 

megaprojects allow for the integration of diverse targets and visions of different stakeholders over 

a long time period to ensure the project's sustainability, positive impact and usage of its full 

potential. Moreover, we argue that having a governing body like the DNA as a programme that 

adds value apart from the main focus/targets of the project (safety and maintenance) and thinks 

outside the box is highly important for making a project future-proof, adapting to external changes, 

and being flexible. Finally, we suggest that future research should compare the effectiveness of 

programmes as a supplement to megaproject governance, as well as successful target integration 

and multistakeholder governance, to megaprojects with a central governing body. Determining 

the most dominant variables that lead to megaprojects’ delays and cost overruns would also be 

worth exploring to increase the efficiency and performance of megaprojects.   
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      Appendix 

Appendix A - Figures, Tables and Models 

Figure 1 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Area flooded if there were no dykes (van der Ven, 1993) 

Table 1 

 

(Yongkui, et al.,2019) 
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Model 1 

            
Example of Portfolio Governance Organization Model (Joubert, 2021). 
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Model 2 - Organisational chart 
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Appendix B - Interview guide (Dutch) 

Definition of key terms after introduction of research team: For the purpose of our 

research, we want to define certain key terms so that we are on the same page for the course of 

this interview. When we speak of the Afsluitdijk or the Afsluitdijk programme we mean all the 

organisations, parties, interest holders and projects involved within the framework of the whole 

Afsluitdijk programme. So, we do not only mean the dijk itself or the DNA as a programme but 

rather we speak of it in terms of the network of stakeholders involved. When speaking about 

stakeholders, we mainly mean the key parties involved in the programme. Lastly, when we speak 

of governance, we refer to how the whole afsluitdijk programme is organised, how are 

stakeholders working together to make the whole system running. How it is controlled and 

operated. Later, when we speak of targets, goals and visions, we, on the one hand, mean 

concrete plans or short-term goals (goals with a specific end date), but also the motivation and 

guiding principles, the bigger visions behind it. 

Introduction/Opening questions 

1. Kunt u ons een kleine introductie geven over uzelf?  
a. Wat is uw positie en voor wie werkt u/wie is u opdrachtgever?  
b. Wat zijn uw dagelijkse werkzaamheden en kern verantwoordelijkheden? 

 
2. Kunt u ons een korte introductie geven over uw organisatie/compagnie/project waarvoor 

u werkt?  

Key questions 

3. Waar moet u aan denken als we het over het Afsluitdijk programma hebben?  
 

4. Wat zou u zeggen is de filosofie van het hele afsluitdijk programma?  (vanuit u persoonlijke 
perspectief en vanuit het perspectief van u organisatie?) 
 

5. Hoe zou u het bestuur van het Afsluitdijk programma beschrijven?  
 

6. Wie beschouwd u als de meest belangrijke stakeholder binnen het Afsluitdijk programma? 
a. Hoe zijn de verantwoordelijkheden verdeeld? Welke stakeholder is 

verantwoordelijk voor wat?  
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7. Welke rol denkt u dat uw organisatie/compagnie/project heeft binnen het hele Afsluitdijk 
programma?  

 
8. Wie zijn u belangrijkste medewerkers/collaborateur?  

 
9. Wat zijn de belangrijkste (eind)doelen van uw organisatie in relatie met het Afsluitdijk 

programma?  
 

10. Wat zijn de motivaties/interesses/objectieven achter deze doelen? In andere woorden, 
wat zijn u dragende principes, u belangrijkste focuspunten en visies?  

 
11. Waarom en hoe zet u deze doelen/interesses/objectieven binnen uw eigen organisatie? 

(waarom heeft uw organisatie gekozen voor deze specifieke doelen en niet voor andere?) 
 

12. Worden deze doelen toegepast in het hele afsluitdijk programma? Zoja, hoe wordt dit 
gedaan?  
 

13. Waren er doelstellingen die u aanvankelijk had, maar die u op een bepaald moment hebt 
laten vallen en waarom hebt u daartoe besloten? 
 

14. Communiceert u (uw organisatie) deze doelen, motivaties en interesses naar andere 
stakeholders die betrokken zijn in het afsluitdijk programma en zoja hoe doet u dit?  

a. Hoe ervaart u deze communicatie met andere stakeholders?  
b. Hoe reageren andere stakeholders op uw interesses, doelen en motivaties?  
c. Heeft u ook kennis over de doelen van de andere stakeholders en komen deze 

overeen met die van u (uw organisatie)?  
 

15. How do you deal with conflicting targets? 
 

16. How often do you generally communicate with other stakeholders. How often do you 
communicate about targets? 

 
17. Wat is volgens u succesvol in termen van: 

a. communicatie tussen stakeholders 
b. De integratie van doelstellingen en belangen tussen stakeholders 

 
18. Wat zijn volgens u de sterke punten van de wijze waarop het Afsluitdijk-programma wordt 

beheerd?  
 

19. Wat zijn volgens u de zwakke punten in de wijze waarop het Afsluitdijk-programma wordt 
beheerd? 

a. Wat zijn mogelijke manieren om die zwakke punten te verhelpen? 
b. Vindt u dat dit een collectieve uitdaging is of een verantwoordelijkheid voor één 

partij/bedrijf/organisatie?  
 

20. Hoe tevreden bent u in het algemeen over de samenwerking en communicatie van de 
belanghebbenden binnen het programma? 

a. Wat zijn eventuele verbeter punten? 
 

21. Wanneer een van uw projecten is opgezet, wat gebeurt er daarna? (wanneer de 
plannings-, initiatie- en uitvoeringsperiode voorbij is) 
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22. Hoe gaat uw organisatie om met continue veranderende landschap? 

  
23. In welk gebied ziet u potentie voor de afsluitdijk en wat wilt u op de lange termijn bereiken? 

(visie van uw organisatie en persoonlijke visie) 
 

24. Kan het bestuur van de Afsluitdijk worden gezien als een voorbeeld voor andere projecten 
en/of programma's met vergelijkbare doelstellingen en structuren? 
 

25. Waar ziet u het programma van de gehele Afsluitdijk op de lange termijn naar toe gaan? 

Closing questions 

26. Is er nog iets dat u zou willen toevoegen of delen? 
 

27. Heeft u nog vragen voor ons? 
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