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Abstract: The implementation process of construction projects is an iterative process of continuous
modification and improvement among participant organizations. Traditional workflow analysis
methods for a single organization are not suitable for the analysis of such implementation
processes. Therefore, an interorganizational workflow analysis method based on organizational
roles and associated with their collaborative relationships is required. In this study, a role-based
interorganizational workflow model for participant organizations is developed, in which it is assumed
that interoperability has a loosely coupled form for temporary multi-organizations. The Fuzzy
Analytic Hierarchy Process (FAHP) is applied to determine the parameters of the correlation
between interorganizational workflows, which includes downstream sensitivity and the probability
of change. Furthermore, according to workflow interactions between organizations, an analysis
model of interorganizational workflow is developed by using the Design Iteration Model for
reference to analyze the time performance of participant organizations. Additionally, two forms of
interorganizational workflow are compared and analyzed. Some suggestions are put forward to
improve interorganizational workflow management and reduce the total time taken to complete the
workflow processing of each organization (T) and the total time spent on the interorganizational
workflow process (effort, E). This research may help strengthen interorganizational workflow
management and enrich the workflow modeling theory.

Keywords: construction project; temporary multi-organizations; interorganizational workflow;
loosely coupled

1. Introduction

Construction projects are carried out by temporary teams of heterogeneous organizations called
temporary multi-organizations (TMOs) [1–4]. During construction projects, many participants from
different organizations should cooperate temporarily [5]. For example, such projects involve many
participating organizations, such as the owner, designer, constructor, supplier, general contractor,
subcontractor, operator, and more. Organizational complexity in projects is the degree of operational
interdependency and interaction between the project organizational elements [6,7]. Reciprocal
dependencies represent the highest level of complexity and dominate the construction process [8].
The works of different participant organizations in a construction project are constrained and
conditioned by each other. With mutual restriction and the interaction between many factors,
complex workflow relationships are formed among organizations.

Implementation processes for construction projects, such as the planning and design phase,
do not follow a simple linear progression between organizations, but rather undergo an iterative
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process of continuous modification and improvement among TMOs. Repeated iteration is an
important feature of TMO integration. For example, the detailed design process for prefabricated
buildings involves iterations of successive revision, similar to agile development [9]. Planning and
design often fail, and repeated multi-organizational design is a way to find effective and satisfactory
solutions. The integration process of TMOs also involves repeated interorganizational redesign.
When interorganizational conflict has not been eliminated, conflict resolution should be carried
out. TMO integration is no longer a simple and repetitive process of design modification but is a
process of redesign. A complex feedback loop is formed among the workflow subsystems of TMOs.
Dependence, coupling, and interactive workflows among organizations would lead to a large number
of interorganizational reworkings and work iterations.

Workflow systems have significant temporal aspects. Activity sequencing, deadlines, routing
conditions, and complex scheduling constraints all involve the element of time [10]. There are
many constraints among participant organizations and overlap and conflict in the interorganizational
workflow are very frequent. Due to the interorganizational interactive workflow and loosely coupled
interdependence among TMOs, the workflow processing time of each organization is difficult to
analyze. For each participant organization of a TMO, it is important to study how to effectively analyze
performance information, such as the time or workload of the interorganizational workflow.

Interorganizational workflows can be analyzed from three perspectives: activity-based,
information processing-based, and role-based. In role-based interorganizational workflows,
interorganizational relations are regarded as organic social systems, which are composed of relationships
among member organizations. “Role” is an abstraction of a project participant with a set of skills,
and reflects the responsibilities of individual organizations. However, the implementation process of
an interorganizational workflow reflects interdependence and execution ordering between activities.
It essentially reflects interdependence between the organization of activities. The source of this
dependence is that one-member organization controls the results of the activities of another member
organization or exchange resources [11].

Current research on interorganizational workflows is mainly conducted in computer-based fields
such as e-commerce. Such research is mainly technical, task-oriented micro-analysis [12–15]. Research
on interorganizational workflows has the following deficiencies [16].

(1) Most workflow models focus on the process perspective and neglect the organizational
perspective [17,18].

(2) Workflow analysis is aimed at the verification of reliability and validity [19–21], while research
on quantitative performance analysis is less likely to be aimed at such a verification [22,23].

(3) Such research ignores collaborative relationships between participants.
(4) The factors of reworking and iteration caused by reciprocal workflow or interdependence and

coupling among organizations are not involved in such research.

Research on the scheduling for construction projects and new product development (NPD) usually
focus on a single organization and a multidisciplinary environment, while the background of TMO
ecology is ignored [24,25]. Traditional workflow analysis methods, which are suitable for single
organizations, are difficult to adapt to TMO ecology. Such adaptation requires an interorganizational
workflow analysis method, which is based on organizational roles and associated with the collaborative
relationships between organizations.

This paper studies the interorganizational workflow of TMOs from the perspective of
organizational roles and their interaction. The research aims include the following:

(1) the development of an analysis model of role-based interorganizational workflow,
(2) the calculation of time or workload performance indicators via modeling considering

interorganizational reworking and iteration phenomena,
(3) the analysis and contrast of interorganizational workflows with different forms of interoperability,

so as to determine an appropriate form of interoperability for interorganizational workflows,
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(4) and the discussion of measures to improve interorganizational workflow management.

This study conducts a modeling-based analysis of interorganizational workflows of TMOs in
construction projects from a role-based perspective and calculates performance indicators such as time
or workload by modeling. Interorganizational workflows in a loosely coupled form are compared with
interorganizational workflows in a case transfer form. Moreover, some suggestions are put forward to
improve interorganizational workflow management.

2. Modeling of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflows for Construction Projects

Temporary multi-organizations of construction projects operate in a dynamic, distributed
environment. Workflows of all participating organizations are integrated into multi-organizational
workflows in the project ecosystem by a cooperative mechanism. Each participant organization
interoperates in the interorganizational workflow using a Building Information Modeling (BIM)
collaborative work platform (an interorganizational information system) to integrate TMOs. Taking
a prefabricated building project as an example, project planning and design needs to consider
prefabrication, transportation, assembly, and other requirements as a whole, and also needs to
consider all kinds of pre-embedded and reserved designs for prefabricated components so as to
eliminate problems that occur in the manufacturing and installation process in advance. Therefore,
it is necessary for all participant organizations to cooperate closely with each other. Multiple
participant organizations coordinate with the interorganizational workflow based on the Building
Information Modeling collaborative work platform. Through multi-organizational cooperation and
interorganizational workflow interoperation, component problems can be modified iteratively before
manufacture or installation using a BIM integrated model so as to achieve efficient coordination
among component design, factory manufacturing, and site installation. Additionally, negotiation and
coordination with cooperative work can reduce the time and effort involved in communication among
participating organizations.

2.1. Loosely Coupled Interoperability

In a construction project ecosystem, multi-organizational collaboration adopts a point-to-point
collaborative structure of a loosely coupled workflow based on the parallel and interactive operation
of workflow for each organization. The overall tasks of the construction project are executed
concurrently by multiple participating organizations. Due to the various workflow dependencies
among organizations, each organization often does not understand the impact of its own decisions
on other organizations. Additionally, each organization needs feedback from other organizations to
adjust its own decisions so that the construction design can continue to progress toward success.

Five forms of interoperability between workflows are summarized, which include capacity
sharing, chained execution, subcontracting, case transfer, and loosely coupled interoperability [26,27].
The forms of interoperability of interorganizational workflows of TMOs among construction projects
are different than the forms of interoperability of interorganizational workflows in computer-based
fields. In order to investigate the phenomena of an interorganizational rework and iteration caused
by interdependence and coupling among organizations, this paper mainly focuses on two forms of
interoperability, which include case transfer and loosely coupled interoperability.

Of these five forms, loosely coupled interoperability is the most complicated, has the strongest
dynamic, and is the most appropriate for process implementation in interorganizational situations [16].
In loosely coupled interoperability, the interorganizational workflow can be decomposed into several
parts that can be operated concurrently by different organizations. Each part is relatively independent
and is managed by one organization. At the same time, as a part of project ecosystem workflows,
each part collaborates with other parts to achieve some common goals of the project. The concurrency
and dynamics of interorganizational workflows of TMOs in construction projects make workflow
management more complex when compared with the workflow of a single organization.
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BIM collaborative work platforms, such as the “BIM Collaborative Platform of Project Management”
developed by Glodon Company, Ltd., China, can achieve the integration and cooperation of
participating organizations including the owner, designer, fabricator, and erector [5]. Based on
a BIM collaborative work platform, the interoperability of the interorganizational workflow of TMOs of
a construction project should be loosely coupled, and each organization works in parallel. As shown in
the flow chart of a loosely coupled interorganizational workflow of TMOs within a construction project
(Figure 1), there is no sequential connection of several internal processes of participant organizations,
but rather a loosely coupled interaction of multiple roles (organizations).
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2.2. Model of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow

The execution of an interorganizational workflow is divided into two parts: intra-execution,
i.e., execution within the same organization, and inter-execution, i.e., interaction between
organizations [28]. Similarly, the interorganizational workflow of TMOs in construction projects
can be divided into two parts: the intraorganizational workflow and the interorganizational
workflow. Both the intraorganizational and interorganizational workflows include pooled, sequential,
reciprocal-compatible, and reciprocal-contentious workflows [29]. The modeling of intraorganizational
workflows is relatively complete. However, more work remains to be done on the modeling of
interorganizational workflows, and this will be the main direction of future research in this field.
The modeling of interorganizational workflows emphasizes workflow links among organizations and
the coordination of their interactions [16].

In this paper, interorganizational workflow is analyzed at the organizational level, taking the
participating organization as the role. Given the enormous number of tasks performed by each
organization and the workflow iteration among organizations, it is difficult to implement modeling
and analysis for specific tasks and it is not easy or convenient to understand the level of participating
organizations. Therefore, in the present study, an interorganizational workflow is analyzed by merging
modeling from the role-based perspective of participating organizations.

The interorganizational workflow analysis, which is conducted in this paper, does not
include intraorganizational workflows, which are independent of other organizations, such as
pooled interorganizational workflows. Additionally, this analysis only considers workflows
that are related among organizations, such as sequential interorganizational workflows,
reciprocal-compatible interorganizational workflows, and reciprocal-contentious interorganizational
workflows. Intraorganizational workflows that are independent of other organizations can be
analyzed and calculated separately, since there is no association or iteration with workflows of other
organizations. Intraorganizational workflows were not involved in the analysis and calculations
performed in this paper.
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In Reference [30], the concept of workflow merging was described and a systematic method
was proposed to merge multiple simple workflows into a single complex workflow. In the present
study, the part of the intraorganizational workflow for each organization, which is associated with
other organizations, is considered to be a “work set” of the interorganizational workflow. Taking
interorganizational workflow processing in the detailed design stage of a prefabricated building
project as an example, participating organizations include the designer’s prefabricated building design
team (Organization 1), the fabricator’s component design team (Organization 2), the transportation
enterprise’s transport planning team (Organization 3), and the construction contractor’s construction
planning team (Organization 4) (see Figure 2). In the analysis of the role-based interorganizational
workflow, the “work set” of each organization that is associated with other organizations is regarded
as a “task,” and the relationships between the interorganizational workflows of different organizations
simplify into the relationships between organizations. This simplification is expressed by C j−i,
i.e., there is a relationship between the workflows of Organization j and that of Organization i.
The interorganizational workflow process is equivalent to parallel iteration among different “tasks,”
i.e., parallel iteration of “work sets” among organizations. The design results are optimized by
repeated iterations.
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Figure 2. Role-based interorganizational workflow model.

3. Research Methodology

In this study, a loosely coupled interorganizational workflow iteration model was developed,
which referred to the Design Iteration Model (an engineering design model). This was achieved
by taking organization as a role and aiming at interorganizational rework and iteration phenomena
caused by interactive workflows together with interdependence and coupling relationships among
participating organizations. The analysis was based on each participating organization.

The Design Iteration Model was developed using the Design Structure Matrix (DSM) [31].
This model assumes that all coupled tasks are executed simultaneously in parallel and that the iteration
workload is constant. Iteration-driven tasks in the design process are identified by establishing a Work
Transfer Matrix (WTM) model. The Design Iteration Model was used for reference in the analysis of a
role-based interorganizational workflow of a construction project.

3.1. Correlation Parameters for Interorganizational Workflow

3.1.1. Correlation Parameters

Taking the detailed design phase of a prefabricated building project as an example, the correlation
between the interorganizational workflows of TMOs can be expressed by a Binary Design Structure
Matrix (BDSM), as shown in Figure 3. A BDSM qualitatively reflects the existence of correlation between
interorganizational workflows. However, it does not reveal differences in workflow correlation or the
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strength of workflow correlation. In order to reveal the possibility and impact of correlations between
interorganizational workflows, correlation can be described by a numerical Design Structure Matrix
(NDSM). In this paper, the downstream sensitivity (si j) and probability of change (ci j) are used to
quantitatively express correlations between interorganizational workflows. The correlation C j−i is
illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Correlation of interorganizational workflow.

(1) Downstream sensitivity

Downstream sensitivity (si j) refers to the degree of sensitivity (dependence) of the workflow of
Organization i (downstream) to the processing workflow of Organization j (upstream). High sensitivity
indicates that the processing workflow of Organization i is highly dependent on the workflow
processing of Organization j, and that adjustment to the workflow of Organization j, therefore, leads to
a high degree of adjustment to the workflow of Organization i. The opposite is true for low sensitivity.

(2) Probability of Change

The probability of change (ci j) refers to the change in the range of the iterative workflow processing
of Organization i (downstream) that is caused by a change in the range of the iterative workflow
processing of Organization j (upstream). High changeability means that a change in the iterative
workflow processing of Organization j would lead to a large range of iterative workflow processing for
Organization i. The opposite is true for low changeability.

The correlation for the interorganizational workflow is comprehensively reflected by the two
aspects of downstream sensitivity and probability of change. On this basis, these two aspects
are transformed into a single comprehensive indicator, ri j, to represent the correlation for the
interorganizational workflow processing. In this paper, the product of downstream sensitivity and
probability of change is used to represent ri j. For an n-dimensional NDSM, R, we have the following.

R = ri j =

{
si j·ci j, (i , j)
0, (i = j)

(1)

3.1.2. Determination of The Correlation of Interorganizational Workflows

It is difficult to determine the two parameters si j and ci j. To achieve this task, the Fuzzy Analytic
Hierarchy Process (FAHP) is used in this paper. The BDSM for the interorganizational workflow



Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 3667 7 of 18

correlation shown in Figure 3 is transformed into a numerical Design Structure Matrix (NDSM),
as follows.

Step 1: A pairwise comparative Fuzzy Consistent Matrix of downstream sensitivity is constructed
for the baseline workflow processing of the organization. The baseline workflow is the part of the
intraorganizational workflow of each organization, which is associated with other organizations.

In this method, every element in the rows of the BDSM except the diagonal elements is used as a
baseline workflow, and the other non-zero elements of the rows are pairwise compared to determine
the importance of the elements to the baseline workflow. In Figure 5a, Xr denotes the baseline element
of the rth row (∀r = 1, 2,· · · ,n). {Xi · · ·Xj} are the non-zero elements of the rth row (∀i, j = 1, 2, · · · ,n)
and xij is Xi compared with Xj considering the importance of Xr, where xji = l− xij. The principal
eigenvectors of each Fuzzy Consistent Matrix, i.e., the n-dimensional weight vectors, are calculated.
Then, the NDSM of the downstream sensitivity is constructed.
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Step 2: The pairwise comparative Fuzzy Consistent Matrix of the probability of change is
constructed for the baseline workflow processing of the organization. This method is similar to that
in Step 1, except that column comparisons are performed instead of row comparisons, as shown in
Figure 5b. Lastly, the NDSM of the probability of change is constructed.

Step 3: The final NDSM matrix, R, for the interorganizational workflow correlation is obtained by
multiplying the elements corresponding to the NDSM of downstream sensitivity and the NDSM of the
probability of change.

3.2. Analysis of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow

3.2.1. Assumptions

In loosely coupled interoperability, it is assumed that the role-based interorganizational workflow
of the construction project conforms to the following characteristics.

(1) The intraorganizational workflows (the parts of workflows that are associated with other
organizations) of participant organizations are processed iteratively in parallel.

(2) The correlation parameters of interorganizational workflows (matrix R) do not vary with time.
(3) The reprocessed workflow for each organization is a function of the workflow processing in the

previous iteration stage.

In this study, the Design Iteration Model [31] was used as a reference for the analysis of the
role-based interorganizational workflow of the construction project. In this model, the Work Transfer
Matrix (WTM) is an extension to the DSM that contains additional numerical information. The WTM
contains two separate sets of matrix data: an off-diagonal matrix of “Strength of Dependence Measures”
whose elements indicate the amount of rework done during the iteration process and a diagonal matrix
of “Task Times” that contains the time taken for each task.

In the analysis of role-based interorganizational workflows, the matrix R, which represents the
correlations of interorganizational workflows, is similar to the off-diagonal matrix, which represents the
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“Strength of Dependence Measures” in the WTM. The time matrix, W, (a diagonal matrix) denotes the
time required for the intraorganizational workflow of each organization, i.e., the time that is normally
required for each organization to complete its intraorganizational workflow under the condition of
complete information. The time matrix is similar to the diagonal matrix of “Task Times” in the WTM.

3.2.2. Workflow Performance Indicators

In the iteration process for role-based interorganizational workflows, each iteration is characterized
by a workflow vector ut. This vector indicates how much of the intraorganizational workflow for each
organization is processed in the rth iteration. The initial workflow vector u0 is a vector of ls, which
indicates that the intraorganizational workflows of all organizations need to be processed during the
first iteration. During each iteration, the workflow of each organization is created for the next iteration,
according to the linear rule.

In each iteration, the workflow reprocessing workload of each organization is determined using
matrix R, as follows.

ut+1 = R·ut. (2)

The workflow vector ut is expressed as:

ut = Rt
·u0. (3)

The total amount of workflow processed during the iteration process is U, i.e., the sum of all the
workflow vectors.

U =
∞∑

t=0

ut (4)

For matrix R, there are linearly independent vectors.

R = S·Λ·S−1 (5)

where Λ is a diagonal matrix whose elements are eigenvalues of matrix R, and it is called an
eigenstructure matrix. S is a matrix composed of eigenvectors corresponding to eigenvalues of matrix
R, and is called an eigenvector matrix.

Rt = S·Λt
·S−1 (6)

The total workflow vector U can, therefore, be expressed by the equation below.

U = S
(∑M

t=0
Λt

)
S−1u0 (7)

If the magnitude of the maximum eigenvalue is less than one, then the interorganizational
workflow process will converge (i.e., as M increases to infinity, the total workflow vector U remains
bounded). An eigenvalue greater than one corresponds to a design process in which, if an organization
performs one unit of workflow processing during an iteration stage, it will create more than one unit of
workflow processing for that organization at a future stage. Such a system is unstable, and the vector
U will not converge. Instead, it will grow without bounds as M increases. If we take the limit as M
approaches infinity, we can use the formula below.

lim
M→∞

M∑
t=0

Λt = (I −Λ)−1 (8)

where I is a unit matrix, U could be written as the equation below.

U = S(I −Λ)−1S−1u0 (9)
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The total workflow vector U is multiplied by the time matrix W in order to obtain the total amount
of time spent on the workflow of each organization, where W is a diagonal matrix. The vector A
represents the amount of time spent on the workflow of each organization during the iteration process.

A = WU = W
∞∑

t=0

ut. (10)

The vector A can also be written as the equation below.

A = W
∞∑

t=0

Rt
·u0. (11)

or if the maximum eigenvalue of A is less than 1, Equation (11) can be simplified to the formula below.

A = W(I −R)−1u0. (12)

The total time taken to complete the workflow processing of each organization (T) is the sum of
the time taken for each iteration stage. The time spent on each iteration stage is the longest time taken
for workflow processing of any organization in that stage.

T =
∞∑

t=0

max
i

[Wut]
(i) (13)

where [∗](i) is the ith element of the vector.
Effort (E) is considered to be the total time spent on the interorganizational workflow process. It is

the sum of all the time spent on the workflow processing of the individual organizations.

E =
n∑

i=1

w ∞∑
t=0

Rtu0

(i) = n∑
i=1

A(i) (14)

The variables T and E are important quantities for managing role-based interorganizational
workflow processes. In the design phase of a prefabricated building project, time is an important
determining factor of the design process, while effort is an indicator of the design cost.

4. Analysis Example: A Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow for a Construction Project

Taking the detailed design stage of a prefabricated building project as an example, this paper
regards the intraorganizational workflow for each organization as a “task.” Using the Design Iteration
Model as a reference, the role-based interorganizational workflow of a construction project was
analyzed using loosely coupled interoperability.

4.1. Determination of Correlation Matrix and Time Matrix

4.1.1. Determination of the Correlation Matrix R

Fuzzy Analytic Hierarchy Process (FAHP) was applied to obtain the numerical Design Structure
Matrices (NDSMs) of downstream sensitivity and the probability of change from the BDSM shown in
Figure 3. The resulting NDSMs are shown in Figure 6a,b. The product of the elements of the downstream
sensitivity and probability of change in NDSMs represents the correlation of the interorganizational
workflow. Additionally, the matrix R was obtained, as shown in Figure 7.
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4.1.2. Determination of the Time Matrix

The time matrix, W, represents the time required for each organization to complete their part of
the intraorganizational workflow under the condition of complete information. The diagonal elements
of the time matrix are the times that are normally required for each organization to complete workflow
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processing. As can be seen from the diagonal elements of the following time matrix W, the component
design team of Organization 2 takes two units of time (i.e., weeks) to complete its workflow.

W =


3

2
0.5

1.5

 (15)

4.2. Calculation of Workflow Performance Indicators

For the example of a prefabricated building project, the role-based interorganizational workflow
is analyzed, according to matrix R in Figure 7.

R =


0 0.133 0 0

0.4536 0 0.167 0.2136
0 0.2331 0 0.06

0.06 0.3731 0 0

 (16)

The matrix R is decomposed. The eigenvalue (Λ) and eigenvector (S) matrices are shown below.

Λ =


0.4379

−0.0152 + 0.0147i
−0.0152 − 0.0147i

−0.4075

 (17)

S =


0.1994 −0.1643 − 0.1111i −0.1643 + 0.1111i 0.2276
0.6566 0.0311 − 0.0055i 0.0311 + 0.0055i −0.6973
0.4299 0.8853 + 0.0000i 0.8853 − 0.0000i 0.3098
0.5867 −0.3452 + 0.2384i −0.3452 − 0.2384i 0.6049

 (18)

Since the maximum eigenvalue (max(
∣∣∣ai j

∣∣∣)) < 1, the iteration of the role-based interorganizational
workflow is convergent.

4.2.1. Calculation of the Total Time Spent on the Interorganizational Workflow Process (E)

The total amount of time spent on the interorganizational workflow for each organization is
shown below.

A = W(I −R)−1u0

=


3

2
0.5

1.5




1.0762 0.1631 0.0272 0.0365
0.5727 1.2262 0.2048 0.2742
0.1502 0.3139 1.0524 0.1302
0.2782 0.4673 0.0780 1.1045




1
1
1
1


= (3.9090, 4.5558, 0.8234, 2.8920)T

(19)

The effort is the total amount of time spent on the interorganizational workflow process.

E =
∑n

i=1
A(i)= 3.9090 + 4.5558 + 0.8234 + 2.8920 = 12.1802 (20)

From the above results, it can be seen that:

(1) The effort for the workflow processing workload (4.5558) and that for the workflow vector
(2.2779) of Organization 2 (component design team) are the largest, mainly due to the fact
that the workflow of this organization is closely correlated with those of other organizations,
which requires repeated workflow iteration with other organizations;
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(2) The effort for the workflow vector of Organization 4 (construction planning team) is the second
largest (1.9280). The workflow of Organization 4 is moderately correlated with the workflows of
other organizations.

4.2.2. Calculation of the Total Time Taken to Complete the Workflow Processing of Each
Organization (T)

In the iterative processing of role-based interorganizational workflows, the time taken for each
organization to process the initial workflow is shown below.

wu0 =


3

2
0.5

1.5




1
1
1
1

 =


3∗
2

0.5
1.5

 (21)

In the first iteration, the workflow processing time of each organization is shown below.

wu1 = (0.3990, 1.6684∗, 0.1466, 0.6496)T (22)

Similarly, the workflow processing time of each organization in the rth iteration can be calculated as:

wu3 = (0.0805, 0.3106∗, 0.0332, 0.1229)T (23)

wu8 = (0.0022, 0.0032∗, 0.0007, 0.0032)T (24)

wu11 = (0.0002, 0.0005∗, 0.0000, 0.0002)T (25)

wu13 = (0.0000, 0.0000∗, 0.0000, 0.0000)T. (26)

T =
∑
∞

k=0 max
i

[Wuk]
(i) = 3 + 1.6684 + 0.4788 + 0.3106 + 0.0893 + 0.0579

+0.0167 + 0.0109 + 0.0032 + 0.0021 + 0.0006 + 0.0005 + 0.0002 + 0.0000 = 5.6392.
(27)

5. Comparison with Interorganizational Workflow under Case Transfer Interoperability

5.1. Assumptions

In loosely coupled interoperability, the analysis of role-based interorganizational workflow
assumes that the “work set” of each organization is iterated in parallel among organizations. Similarly,
case transfer interoperability can also be used in role-based interorganizational workflows. In case
of transfer interoperability, the interorganizational workflow for TMOs of a construction project
is a series of connected workflows of the participant organization. We assume that this form of
interorganizational workflow is equal to the sequential iteration of workflows among participant
organizations, i.e., the sequential iteration of the “work set” of each organization.

The Sequential Iteration Model in engineering design assumes that all coupled tasks are executed
sequentially and that the time taken for tasks and the redo probability of tasks are constant. Then, the
Markov chain method is used to analyze and model the process of tasks iteration, and the execution
time of tasks in a serial mode is calculated [32]. The Sequential Iteration Model can be used as a
reference for interorganizational workflow in the case of transfer interoperability. That is, the “work
set” of each organization (the part of the intraorganizational workflow which is associated with other
organizations) can be used for modeling and analysis, instead of the “task.”

5.2. Calculation of Workflow Performance Indicators in Case Transfer Interoperability

Taking the above prefabricated building project as an example, the case transfer interorganizational
workflow was analyzed based on the Sequential Iteration Model. First, the matrix R for the
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interorganizational workflow correlation shown in Figure 7 and the time matrix were merged into a
DSM matrix, M, which is a Sequential Iteration Design Structure Matrix.

M =


3 0.133 0 0

0.4536 2 0.167 0.2136
0 0.2331 0.5 0.06

0.06 0.3731 0 1.5

 (28)

Taking the ordering, “Organization 1, Organization 2, Organization 3, Organization 4”, of workflow
sequential iteration as an example, the Markov chain for processing role-based interorganizational
workflows can be divided into the following four stages.

(1) Stage 1: intraorganizational workflow processing for Organization 1,
(2) Stage 2: transferring to the workflow processing of Organization 2 and performing iterative

processing between Organization 2 and Organization 1,
(3) Stage 3: transferring to the workflow processing of Organization 3 and performing iterative

processing between Organization 3 and Organization 1, and Organization 2,
(4) Stage 4: transferring to the workflow processing of Organization 4 and performing iterative

processing between Organization 4 and Organization 1, and Organization 2, and Organization 3.

In the case of transfer interoperability, due to the sequential processing mode among organizations,
only one participant organization separately processes the project workflow at any given time.
Therefore, the total time taken to complete the workflow processing of each organization in the case of
transfer interoperability (T∗) is the same as the total time spent on the interorganizational workflow
process in the case of transfer interoperability (E∗).

T∗ = E∗ = T1 + T2 + T3 + T4 = 3 + 2.5529 + 0.9665 + 2.3798 = 8.8992 (29)

In the Markov chain of the interorganizational workflow processing, there are 4 × 3 × 2 × 1 = 24
kinds of ordering due to the different iteration sequencing of workflows among organizations. Among
the 24 kinds of ordering, there are two kinds of ordering for which T∗ and E∗ are the lowest—namely,
the ordering “Organization 1, Organization 3, Organization 2, Organization 4” and “Organization 3,
Organization 1, Organization 2, Organization 4.”

T∗min = E∗min = 8.6727. (30)

The values of T∗ and E∗ are the largest for the ordering “Organization 4, Organization 2,
Organization 3, and Organization 1.”

T∗max = E∗max = 10.1591. (31)

Therefore, for the role-based interorganizational workflow, it is suggested to adopt the ordering
“Organization 1, Organization 3, Organization 2, Organization 4” or “Organization 3, Organization 1,
Organization 2, Organization 4” in case of transfer interoperability.

5.3. Contrastive Analysis

The value of T in loosely coupled interoperability is lower than T∗min in the case of transfer
interoperability. The ratio of T/T∗min (in %) is:

T/T∗min × 100% = 5.6392/8.6727 × 100% = 65.02%. (32)
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While E in loosely coupled interoperability is larger than E∗min in the case of transfer interoperability.
The ratio of E/ E∗min (in %) is shown below.

E/E∗min × 100% = 12.1802/8.6727 × 100% = 140.44%. (33)

Thus, loosely coupled interoperability significantly reduces the value of T and increases the value
of E. Additionally, role-based interorganizational workflows for both case transfer and loosely coupled
interoperability were analyzed and compared. The results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Contrastive analysis of role-based interorganizational workflows for two forms of
interoperability: case transfer and loosely coupled.

Interorganizational Workflow Case Transfer Loosely Coupled

Requirements for interorganizational
information system Low requirements High requirements

Iteration method Sequential iteration of
inter-organization

Parallel iteration of
inter-organization

Number of iterations More Less

Iteration range

From small range iteration among
part organizations to whole range

iteration among temporary
multi-organizations (TMOs)

Whole range iteration
among TMOs

Total time taken to complete the workflow
processing of each organization (T) Long Short

Total time spent on the
inter-organizational workflow process (E) Small Big

6. Discussion

The analysis of role-based interorganizational workflows only considers the part of an
intraorganizational workflow that is associated with other organizations. For TMOs of construction
projects, this part of the workflow of each organization is regarded as a “task.” Interorganizational
workflows are treated with parallel iteration among different “tasks,” i.e., the parallel iteration of “work
sets” of each organization among TMOs. Combined with workflow interaction among organizations,
a simplified and easy-to-understand model for the analysis of interorganizational workflows based on
participant organization was developed using the Design Iteration Model as a reference. After several
iterations, the performance indicators T and E for interorganizational workflows were obtained.
This model can reflect the iteration of work processes among different organizations due to the
workflow interaction between organizations.

6.1. Suggestions

Based on the results of this study, the following suggestions are made.

(1) A perfect BIM collaborative work platform (an interorganizational information system) should be
established to achieve the integration of TMOs. Participant organizations should more effectively
and frequently exchange information. A good interorganizational information exchange scheme
would detect all kinds of work conflicts in a timely manner, and would, thus, reduce the iteration
frequency and degree of the interorganizational workflow.

(2) A coordinator for interorganizational workflow management is proposed. Interorganizational
interfaces management should be improved. Additionally, various barriers to cooperation
between organizations should be reduced. The proper specification of interorganizational
interfaces reduces the need for interactions between organizations.
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(3) The values of T and E for interorganizational workflows for TMOs would be reduced by reducing
the proportion of relevant interorganizational workflows and increasing the proportion of
workflows that are independent of other organizations. For example, basic principles, rules,
and concepts of relevant interorganizational work should be clarified before implementing
interorganizational cooperation so as to facilitate the implementation of each organization’s
work. Furthermore, standardized design and modular design should be adapted in prefabricated
building projects in order to reduce the correlation between interorganizational workflows.

(4) Participant organizations should cooperate with each other so that upstream organizations in
the workflow can consider related problems of downstream organizations as soon as possible
and, thus, give timely feedback. This would reduce the probability of change in downstream
organizations caused by workflow processing in upstream organizations. Moreover, due to the
delivery of timely feedback, the downstream sensitivity of the downstream organization to the
workflow processing of the upstream organization would be reduced.

6.2. Research Significance and Implications

With the rapid development of the Internet and e-commerce, virtual enterprise and
outsourcing have become popular ways for modern enterprises to cope with economic globalization.
Interorganizational workflow technologies are widely used by business enterprises for process
re-engineering, process management, and process automation. At present, most research on
interorganizational workflow focuses on workflow modeling, i.e., transforming business processes into
executable computer languages. The aim of such research is to improve the Workflow Management
System (WfMS), and research findings are seldom directly used to analyze and guide the practice of
interorganizational process management.

In this study, interorganizational workflows were analyzed and compared from an organizational
perspective in order to investigate interorganizational rework and iteration phenomena. The study
mainly relates to participant organizations of TMOs in a construction project. However, the analysis
methods and findings can be extended to other fields and other types of interorganizational collaborative
workflow, e.g., in manufacturing, e-commerce, and e-government fields. Moreover, they are not only
applicable to TMOs in construction projects, but also to participants of New Product Development
(NPD), supply chain management, virtual enterprises, and more. The analysis methods and findings
used in this study can also be used to analyze and guide the practice of interorganizational collaborative
workflows and improve the performance of interorganizational process management. These analysis
methods and findings can help to:

(1) Determine the appropriate interoperability form and implementation mode of participant-based
interorganizational workflows by optimization and comparison.

(2) Analyze and calculate the time spent and workload for each participant in an interorganizational
workflow process.

(3) Define measures and methods for improving interorganizational workflow management.

Additionally, the analysis methods and findings of this study can also help to develop a
participant-oriented WfMS. This could be used to: develop tools for calculating the time spent
and workload of participants in interorganizational workflows, develop a system with an optimization
function for the implementation mode of interorganizational workflows, and produce a workflow
implementation platform and management system for participants in an optimized implementation
mode. The development of a participant-oriented WfMS is one of our research interests.

6.3. Future Research and Practice

Besides research studies related to WfMS whose aim is to process automation, future areas of
study could also include related operations and practices of participant-based interorganizational
workflows, with the aim of process re-engineering and process management.
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In future research and practice, we plan to study the following:

(1) A new mode that combines case transfer interoperability and loosely coupled interoperability,
i.e., a mixed model of sequential and parallel iterations for interorganizational workflows with
optimized ordering of workflow processing among organizations,

(2) How to achieve centralized interorganizational workflows in capacity-sharing interoperability.
Related research studies involve process design, implementation plans, support environments
for interorganizational workflows, etc.,

(3) Other related research, such as that related to overcoming barriers for interorganizational
workflow, interaction mechanisms of interorganizational information flow, and the analysis of
mechanisms of interorganizational co-evolution.

7. Conclusions

Construction projects are carried out by TMOs. With a mutual restriction and the interaction
of many factors, complex workflow relationships are formed among TMOs. The implementation
processes of construction projects are iterative processes involving continuous modification and
improvement among participating organizations. Traditional workflow analysis methods for a single
organization are not suitable for the study of the implementation processes of construction projects.
Rather, this requires an interorganizational workflow analysis method, which is based on organizational
roles, and is associated with the collaborative relationships between organizations. Current research
on interorganizational workflows fails to take an organizational perspective, and ignores collaborative
relationships between participants, such as rework and iteration performed by reciprocal workflows or
interdependence and coupling among organizations.

The modeling of interorganizational workflows emphasizes links between the workflows of
different organizations and the coordination of the interactions between organizations. In the present
study, interorganizational workflows are analyzed based on an organization level, by taking participant
organization as the role. In a loosely coupled form, the analysis of role-based interorganizational
workflows assumes that the “work set” of each organization is iterated in parallel among organizations.
The Design Iteration Model was used as a reference for the analysis. The performance indicators
T and E were obtained for the interorganizational workflows. Furthermore, interorganizational
workflows of the case transfer form are assumed to perform sequential iteration of workflows among
participant organizations.

The contributions of this paper are as follows.

(1) From an organizational perspective, a role-based interorganizational workflow analysis model is
proposed with the purpose of investigating interorganizational rework and iteration phenomena
for TMOs in a construction project. Additionally, performance indicators of the interorganizational
workflow are obtained from the modeling.

(2) Based on a contrastive analysis of role-based interorganizational workflows in two forms of
interoperability, loosely coupled interoperability was found to significantly reduce the value
of T of the interorganizational workflow, but increase its value of E, compared with case
transfer interoperability.

(3) Some suggestions are put forward to improve interorganizational workflow management and
reduce the values of T and E of inter-organizational workflows for TMOs in construction projects.

The findings of this paper are as follows.

(1) Due to interorganizational rework and iteration phenomena, the workflow processing time and
workload of participant organizations will increase. The extent of the increase is determined by
the correlation between the workflows of different organizations.
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(2) The more organizations that participate in an interactive workflow, the more complex repetition
and iteration of work processes there are and the higher the corresponding time (or workload)
indicator of the interorganizational workflow.

(3) The total time and workload of the interorganizational workflow can be reduced by reducing the
correlation parameters of the workflow, such as downstream sensitivity (si j) and the probability of
change (ci j), or by reducing the proportion of relevant interorganizational workflow (collaborative
workflow).

(4) The total time of the interorganizational workflow in loosely coupled form is less than that in the
case of transfer form. However, the total workload of the workflow in loosely coupled form is
more than that in the case transfer form.

This research is significant for enhancing the function of interorganizational workflow management,
enriching workflow modeling theory, and promoting interorganizational workflow management.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, methodology, and writing—original draft preparation: J.J. Validation
and writing—review and editing: Y.Z. Supervision, J.C. Project administration and funding acquisition: R.Z.

Funding: The National Key R&D Program of China, grant 2016YFC0702107, supported this research.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Lizarralde, G.; Blois, M.D.; Davidson, C. Relations intra- and inter-organizations for the study of the
temporary multi-organization in construction projects. Int. J. Proj. Organ. Manag. 2011, 3, 57–77.

2. Blois, M.D.; Lizarralde, G.; Coninck, P.D. Iterative Project Processes within Temporary Multi-Organizations
in Construction: The Self-, Eco-, Re-Organizing Projects. Proj. Manag. J. 2016, 47, 27–44. [CrossRef]

3. Thomé AM, T.; Scavarda, L.F.; Scavarda, A. Similarities and contrasts of complexity, uncertainty, risks,
and resilience in supply chains and temporary multi-organization projects. Int. J. Proj. Manag. 2016, 34,
1328–1346. [CrossRef]

4. Haniff, A.P.; Ogunlana, S.O. Towards a theory of temporary multi-organizations: Implications for project
success. In Proceedings of the Engineering Project Organizations Conference, Edinburgh, UK, 24–26 June
2015; pp. 1–17.

5. Enshassi, M.S.; Walbridge, S.; West, J.S.; Haas, C.T. Integrated Risk Management Framework for
Tolerance-Based Mitigation Strategy Decision Support in Modular Construction Projects. J. Manag. Eng.
2019, 35, 05019004. [CrossRef]

6. Bubshait, K.A.; Selen, W.J. Project Characteristics that Influence the Implementation of Project Management
Techniques: A Survey. Proj. Manag. J. 1992, 23, 43–47.

7. Morris, P.W.G. A Study of Selected Building Projects in the Context of Theories of Organization. Ph.D. Thesis,
UMIST University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology, Manchester, UK, 1972.

8. Walker, A. Project Management in Construction. 6th ed., Wiley-Blackwell: Oxford, UK, 2015.
9. Ding, Y. Considerations on Development of Prefabricated Construction. J. Inf. Technol. Civ. Eng. Archit. 2014,

6, 103–105. (In Chinese)
10. Zedan, H.; Al-Sultan, S. The Specification and Design of Secure Context-Aware Workflows. Expert Syst. Appl.

2017, 86, 367–384. [CrossRef]
11. Boynton, A.C. Achieving Dynamic Stability through Information Technology. Calif. Manag. Rev. 1993, 35,

58–77. [CrossRef]
12. Guédria, W. A conceptual framework for enterprise interoperability. Int. J. E-Bus. Res. 2014, 10, 54–64.

[CrossRef]
13. Dorloff, F.D.; Kajan, E. Balancing of Heterogeneity and Interoperability in E-Business Networks: The Role of

Standards and Protocols. Int. J. E-Bus. Res. 2012, 8, 15–33. [CrossRef]
14. Afflerbach, P.; Kastner, G.; Krause, F.; Röglinger, M. The Business Value of Process Flexibility. Bus. Inf. Syst.

Eng. 2014, 6, 203–214. [CrossRef]
15. Boukhedouma, S.; Alimazighi, Z.; Oussalah, M. Adaptation and Evolution Frameworks for Service Based

interorganizational Workflows. Int. J. E-Bus. Res. 2017, 13, 28–57. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pmj.21560
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2015.10.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)ME.1943-5479.0000698
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2017.05.078
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/41166722
http://dx.doi.org/10.4018/ijebr.2014070104
http://dx.doi.org/10.4018/jebr.2012100102
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12599-014-0333-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.4018/IJEBR.2017040103


Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 3667 18 of 18

16. Liu, H.; Wang, K.; Yang, Z. Modeling and Analysis for Cross-Organizational Workflow: An Overview. Chin. J.
Manag. 2010, 7, 468–474. (In Chinese)

17. Tan, W.; Li, L.; Sun, Y. Performance Prediction and Analysis of Quality of Services for Cross-organizational
Workflows. In Proceedings of the IEEE International Conference on E-business Engineering, Guangzhou,
China, 5–7 November 2014; Volume 1, pp. 145–150.

18. Eriksson, K.; Wikström, K.; Hellström, M.; Levitt, R.E. Projects in the Business Ecosystem: The Case of Short
Sea Shipping and Logistics. Proj. Manag. J. 2019, 50, 195–209. [CrossRef]

19. Oliveira, K.S.D.; Oliveira, V.F.D.; Julia, S. Using Linear Logic to Verify Requirement Scenarios in SOA Models
based on Interorganizational WorkFlow Nets Relaxed Sound. In Proceedings of the International Conference
on Enterprise Information Systems, Porto, Portugal, 26–29 April 2017; pp. 254–262.

20. De Oliveira, K.S.; Julia, S.; de Oliveira, V.F. Requirement Verification in SOA Models Based on
Interorganizational WorkFlow Nets and Linear Logic. In Information Technology—New Generations. Advances
in Intelligent Systems and Computing; Latifi, S., Ed.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2018; p. 558.

21. Hu, Q.C.; Xing, C.X.; Yang, J.J.; Yan, Q.; Li, Y.M. Dynamic business process modeling and verification for
interorganizational collaboration. J. Southeast Univ. 2007, 23, 455–460.

22. Deng, S.G.; Wu, Z.H.; Yu, Z. Time model for service-based cross-enterprise workflow. J. Zhejiang Univ. 2004,
38, 1122–1126. (In Chinese)

23. Zeng, Q.T.; Lu, F.M.; Liu, C.; Meng, D.C. Modeling and Analysis for Cross-Organizational Emergency
Response Systems Using Petri Nets. Chin. J. Comput. 2014, 36, 2290–2302. (In Chinese) [CrossRef]

24. Wang, Y.; Cheng, F. Resource management and simulation for building product design based on fuzzy time
workflow net. Tumu Gongcheng Xuebao/China Civ. Eng. J. 2009, 42, 189–196. (In Chinese)

25. Wang, Y.W.; Cheng, F.F. Simulation and optimization of resource management for building product design
process. J. Harbin Inst. Technol. 2009, 41, 122–126. (In Chinese)

26. Van der Aalst, W. Loosely coupled interorganizational workflows: Modeling and analyzing workflows
crossing organizational boundaries. Inf. Manag. 2000, 37, 67–75. [CrossRef]

27. Van Der Aalst, W.M. Process-oriented architectures for electronic commerce and interorganizational workflow.
Inf. Syst. 1999, 24, 639–671. [CrossRef]

28. Lin, D.; Sheng, H.; Ishida, T. Interorganizational Workflow Execution Based on Process Agents and ECA
Rules. IEICE Trans. Inf. Syst. 2007, 90, 1335–1342. [CrossRef]

29. Eriksson, K.; Wikstrom, K.; Hellstrom, M.; Levitt, R. Governance of Business Ecosystem Projects.
In Proceedings of the EPOC-MW Conference, Engineering Project Organization Society, Fallen Leaf Lake,
CA, USA, 5–8 June 2017.

30. Sun, S.; Kumar, A.; Yen, J. Merging workflows: A new perspective on connecting business processes.
Decis. Support Syst. 2007, 42, 844–858. [CrossRef]

31. Smith, R.P.; Eppinger, S.D. Identifying Controlling Features of Engineering Design Iteration. Manag. Sci.
1997, 43, 276–293. [CrossRef]

32. Smith, R.P.; Eppinger, S.D. A predictive model of sequential iteration in engineering design. Manag. Sci.
1997, 43, 1104–1120. [CrossRef]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/8756972818820191
http://dx.doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1016.2013.02290
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0378-7206(99)00038-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0306-4379(00)00003-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/ietisy/e90-d.9.1335
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.dss.2005.07.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.43.3.276
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.43.8.1104
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Modeling of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflows for Construction Projects 
	Loosely Coupled Interoperability 
	Model of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow 

	Research Methodology 
	Correlation Parameters for Interorganizational Workflow 
	Correlation Parameters 
	Determination of The Correlation of Interorganizational Workflows 

	Analysis of Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow 
	Assumptions 
	Workflow Performance Indicators 


	Analysis Example: A Role-Based Interorganizational Workflow for a Construction Project 
	Determination of Correlation Matrix and Time Matrix 
	Determination of the Correlation Matrix R 
	Determination of the Time Matrix 

	Calculation of Workflow Performance Indicators 
	Calculation of the Total Time Spent on the Interorganizational Workflow Process (E) 
	Calculation of the Total Time Taken to Complete the Workflow Processing of Each Organization (T) 


	Comparison with Interorganizational Workflow under Case Transfer Interoperability 
	Assumptions 
	Calculation of Workflow Performance Indicators in Case Transfer Interoperability 
	Contrastive Analysis 

	Discussion 
	Suggestions 
	Research Significance and Implications 
	Future Research and Practice 

	Conclusions 
	References

