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AbstrACt. This paper deepens the understanding of Corporate Real Estate (CRE) alignment through 
a meta-study of twenty existing alignment models. A qualitative hermeneutic method interpreted the 
models and their articles. This holistic analysis found alignment to be more complex and pluralistic 
than the individual models assumed. Four dimensions operating simultaneously were evident – a 
multi-valent relationship, multiple alignment forms, multiple cognitive objects to align and alignment 
in multiple directions. Alignment theorisation had positive and negative aspects. Positive is that good 
science was evident and had improved over time. Negative is that model theorisation had occurred 
mostly in isolation and was constrained by simplifications required to make modelling tractable. The 
research makes a meta-theoretical contribution through a more complete theorisation of CRE align-
ment as a phenomenon. This addresses a disordered sense to prior theory thereby representing a major 
conceptual improvement. A new alignment model is not proposed; rather through developed under-
standing a basis is provided to examine alignment in both theorisation and practice.
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1. introduCtion

A long-standing issue for corporate real estate man-
agement (CREM) is the relationship between cor-
porate real estate (CRE) and organisational strate-
gies to deliver organisational value. Over CREM’s 
development numerous authors have addressed 
this and the following indicates that development. 
Veale (1989) is an early example and Nourse and 
Roulac (1993) is an important one shortly after-
wards. A decade later Osgood Jr (2004) mapped it 
and another decade on Beckers et al. (2015) exam-
ined it in higher education CRE. Also, CRE execu-
tives are increasingly involved with aligning CRE 
and business strategies as a key part of their work 
(Osgood Jr 2009). However, examining the litera-
ture shows two things. First, surveys persistently 
show that large percentages of practitioners can 
say whether their CRE is aligned or not, for ex-
ample, Bon and Luck (1998, 1999) and McDonagh 
and Nichols (2009). Second, the CRE literature ad-

vances multiple possible explanations and models 
for this alignment. Even cursory inspection of the 
models shows considerable variety in what they 
include and what they say should be aligned. This 
indicates a somewhat disordered CRE alignment 
theory. It may also be that practitioners operate 
anywhere between blissful ignorance and highly 
competent practice that is at present poorly or im-
perfectly theorised.

The multiple approaches make it more likely 
that existing theory is imperfect and disordered 
meaning that a thorough, critical examination 
of CRE alignment theory is warranted – for its 
contribution to CRE alignment theory and as a 
platform for understanding alignment practice. 
Therefore, this paper examines the alignment 
models to better understand what they say about 
CRE alignment as a phenomenon and its theorisa-
tion. Thorough examination of the CRE alignment 
theory and models is rare. Indeed, a substantial 
critique of the CRE alignment models is that each 
is usually presented in isolation with little if any 
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reference to previous modelling efforts. Four known 
examples of thorough alignment examination are 
de Jonge et al. (2009, 2008), Appel-Meulenbroek 
et al. (2010), Heywood (2011) and Arkesteijn et al. 
(2015). The first examined six models to overview 
and compare their components, the second exam-
ined eight models to adopt one to study Dutch aged 
care CRE. The third identified components evident 
in ten alignment models and the approaches, ori-
gins and alignment form within twenty two CRE 
alignment-related articles. The fourth classified 
fourteen models to study if they were able to de-
termine if an alignment state is reached. This pa-
per develops and supersedes part of the work of 
Heywood (2011) and de Jonge et al. (2009, 2008) 
and addresses two key questions:

 – How can we now understand the nature of 
CRE alignment as a phenomenon?

 – How is CRE alignment theorised?
Future papers are planned to develop Heywood’s 

(2011) and de Jonge et al. (2009, 2008) analysis, in-
cluding a paper on the models’ components.

2. methods

This paper uses a meta-study of the CRE align-
ment literature to not just ‘review’ the literature 
to establish an empirical study’s theoretical basis 
but uses the literature itself as data for analysis.

A qualitative, hermeneutic method was adopted 
as most appropriate for this task where interpre-
tation and understanding (verstehen) of a ‘text’ is 
central (Patton 1990; Bleicher 1980). Potentially 
subjective interpretation is made objective by us-
ing methodological meta-theoretical rules provided 
by Bleicher (1980: 33–34) of which key rules are:

 – Having an inherent interest in understand-
ing where an intellectual interest in under-
standing for its own value drives the engage-
ment. understanding is the interpretation’s 
highest motivator;

 – Recognising that interpretation of ‘meaning-
full’ objects (Bleicher 1980) such as texts, im-
ages, and social practices requires understand-
ing the creation context in order to understand 
its meaning and the creators’ intentions. Pre-
understanding is necessary, meaning that 
creators and interpreters must belong to a 
common intellectual community – a ‘universe 
of discourse’. Here, the authors as experienced 
CRE academics are in such a community; and

 – The whole object being interpreted informs 
the parts which in turn informs the whole 
(the ‘hermeneutic circle’) (after Bleicher 1980 
and Patton 1990).

Several interpretive approaches exist includ-
ing Traditional and Hermeneutic ones (Mugerau-
rer 1995). Traditional interpretation is based on 
Platonic and Aristotelian understandings of, in 
the first case, ideal forms represented in human 
endeavours and in the second, based on things 
made by human agency. This means that inter-
pretation examines a human-created thing ‘in light 
of its origins or creation, its forms, materials, and 
context, and its ethical and intellectual impulse 
back to social, natural and perhaps sacred reality’ 
(Mugeraurer 1995: xxi). Hermeneutic interpreta-
tion (to distinguish it from the method outlined 
above) aims to ‘clarify how understanding takes 
place’ (Mugeraurer 1995: xxvi). As such it may not 
produce new work or theory. Rather it focuses on 
things closest to us that may be taken for granted 
and which have had their meanings obscured by 
time, historical shifts or forgetfulness. Tracing 
these things back to their origins aims to reveal 
obscured meanings, to see them differently from 
before and in doing so to enrich our experiences 
and actions (after Mugeraurer 1995: 118–119).

This paper and the larger research project from 
which it is drawn used both approaches. Tradi-
tional interpretation endeavours to uncover the 
reality evident in multiple attempts to model CRE 
alignment. Hermeneutic interpretation is used 
to reveal the meaning of things close to the CRE 
field – alignment models and theory – and help 
the field to see them differently, obscured as they 
are in familiarity and the multiple attempts to 
theorise alignment. Also, this interpretation shows 
how understanding of alignment has been created 
through its theorisation.

Specific methods in this study

To identify objects for analysis one author’s End-
note database containing approximately 1800 ref-
erences compiled since 1998 was searched using 
one or more of the following terms – CRE strat-
egy, alignment, and business or corporate strategy. 
These were thought to represent the phenomenon 
under investigation. Since the original search ad-
ditional alignment articles have been published. 
These were added to the database and the inter-
pretation. This produced thirty nine articles1 with 
associated ‘meaning-full’ objects. First inspection 

1 Please note that ‘articles’ is used throughout this pa-
per to denote book chapters, reports, conference papers 
and journal papers. It was decided not to use ‘texts’ for 
these things because interpretive methods can denote 
anything subject to interpretation as a ‘text’ – movies, 
buildings, social practices as well as documents.
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showed that not all objects were comparable or, 
indeed, models aligning CRE and organisational 
strategy. To produce comparable objects the mean-
ing-full object (with one exception) was taken to be 
a diagrammatic, real estate-based model and an 
associated textual material in an ‘article’. On that 
basis the following were excluded:

 – Models for aligning CREM where internal 
CREM function action improves CREM per-
formance;

 – Facilities management (FM) service-focussed 
models. FM branded models were included 
but only where they included significant real 
estate elements; and

 – Articles on single CRE or CREM factors to 
align like location or workplace.

The exception was Levy and Hook Jr (1987a, 
1987b). This was included despite the absence of 
a model because it is one of the earliest theori-
sations of the relationship between CRE and or-
ganisational strategies making it useful in plotting 
alignment thinking’s trajectory. Of the remaining 
objects some were clearly called alignment models 
(an explicit alignment model). Some models could 
have been used for alignment through reference 
to alignment synonyms. Some would be useful in 
alignment without explicitly mentioning align-
ment but were captured through the search terms. 
The last two are non-explicit alignment models. 
Some models were in several articles by the same 
author(s) and were, consequently, treated as one. 
Another author presented two models sufficiently 
different to be considered separately.

Multiple passes through the articles were re-
quired to fully elicit their meaning. In the first 
pass memos that included the models’ diagrams 
were made précising the articles (Miles, Huber-
man 1994). These memos were augmented in fur-
ther iterations with thematic, textual and graphi-
cal analysis as a form of content analysis (Miles, 
Huberman 1994; Carney 1972). Thematic analysis 
was used to reveal origins, scientific bases and 
forms of alignment. Textual analysis was used to 
support and document the interpretation gener-
ally. graphical analysis of the diagrams was also 
used to identify structures within the models.

These analyses were tabulated (Miles, Huber-
man 1994) to check and refine the interpretation. 
These tabulations are the basis of the paper’s tables.

The deep hermeneutic analysis resulted in two 
bases of meaning emerging being:

1. The nature of the phenomenon in the models – 
how it is defined, its theoretical bases and how 
it exists in the models (Tables 1 to 5); and

2. The models’ theorisation by way of origins 
and scientific basis (Table 6).

As a whole, they represent the understanding 
(verstehen) now available as to what is meant by 
alignment in the models and how alignment is 
theorised.

3. understAnding the nAture of 
Cre Alignment

Because this paper aims to develop understanding 
through analysing the alignment models we do not 
propose to offer ‘our’ alignment definition at this 
juncture. Rather, the meaning-full objects are al-
lowed to ‘speak’ for themselves through analysis 
(Table 1).

Very few articles (2 of 20) specifically define 
alignment. Then and Tan (2013) assemble several 
quotes from Kaplan and Norton (2006) to infer a 
definition because Kaplan and Norton do not actu-
ally provide one. Englert (2001) provides an impor-
tant definition highlighting the vertical alignment 
between organisational and CRE strategies, and 
horizontal alignment across the business units. 
Another two rely on Dewulf 's et al. (2000) CREM 
definition that includes alignment in CREM’s rai-
son d’etre.

One reason for no definition can be attributed 
to the article not being branded as ‘alignment’. In 
the absence of definitions three things happen:

1. Reliance on dictionary definitions about 
bringing things into agreement, or there be-
ing harmony or consistency for things that 
might otherwise differ (after Shorter Oxford 
Dictionary); or

2. Reliance is placed on general understand-
ing of what is meant in the field. As will be 
shown, multifarious meanings are possible 
(Table 1); or

3. Other terms which constitute ‘alignment syn-
onyms’ are used to denote the relationship 
between CRE and organisational strategies 
(Table 1).

Interpretive examination of the words for the 
relationship reveals, based on their semantic qual-
ities, a hierarchy of meaning. This interpretation 
relied on one author’s previous experience with se-
mantic analysis (Heywood 2007), a long-standing 
interest in word etymologies (origins and mean-
ings) and, where these were inconclusive, reference 
to the Shorter Oxford Dictionary. This revealed a 
multi-valent relationship (that is, multi-valued or 
strength) with a hierarchy of significance within 
the relationship (Table 1).
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Plotting the analysis this way shows a seman-
tic progression from lesser to stronger and more 
valuable connection levels within the synonyms’ 
multiple value senses. At the lower end there is 
‘just’ having a relationship and two derivation-re-
lated links where corporate strategy ‘informs’ CRE 
strategy allowing the latter to be ‘derived’ from the 
former. At the upper end there is a utility rela-
tionship where the CRE strategy is ‘useful’ to, and 
even better, actually ‘strengthens’ corporate strat-
egy. Between are words to do with the relation-
ship’s closeness, that is, the two are ‘consistent’, 
‘integrated’, and have ‘moved’ closer together. To 
ascertain the degree of proximity ‘assessment’ is 
required. Outcomes of that assessment are likely 
to lead to conclusions about the utility of CRE 
strategy.

There is a sense in some articles and models 
that just ‘deriving’ CRE strategy from business 
strategy is enough. While this needs to be done, 
this does not fully capture Weatherhead’s (1997) 
inference of a strengthening quality through 
corporate strategy that includes (corporate) real 
estate. This two-way relationship is important 
in achieving strategic CREM and is of a higher 
order than just deriving CRE strategy. When 
verbalising CRE strategy it would be better to 
use higher level words. It was evident that pat-
terns of word usage did not vary much over time 
though recent years has seen ‘value-added’ quite 
widely used.

It is also possible to develop understanding of 
the nature of CRE alignment by examining the 

authors’ theory in locating their model (Table 2). 
Various underlying theorisations were identified:

 – Strategic management with two additional 
sub-types:
 • Strategic alignment theory; and
 • Organisational performance assessment;

 – Political science – institutional theory;
 – Real estate management with several sub-
types:
 • Specific CREM;
 • Facilities Management; and
 • Workplace management – productivity and 
design.

This analysis showed, as expected, CRE align-
ment to largely be at the nexus of real estate and 
strategic management theories. Where underlying 
theories are not noted, these articles tend to be 
early ones created by practitioners as advice, or 
as practical techniques. Most authors refer to or 
rely on both fields in locating their models (even if 
not citing specific authorities). Where specific texts 
are cited, Porter’s competitiveness and Hamel and 
Prahalad’s (1994) core competencies work often 
represented strategic management theory, though 
Mintzberg et al. (1998) also featured. Kaplan and 
Norton’s (2006) strategic alignment theory was 
also prevalent, as might be expected. For real 
estate management theory, Nourse and Roulac 
(1993), and to a lesser extent O’Mara (1999) are 
the most relied-on texts. Dutch articles also usu-
ally reference de Jonge (1996) as their real estate 
management basis. The political science theorisa-
tion was unusual but the authors argue for this 

Table 1. ‘Alignment’ words and their relationships’ semantic quality

Words Relationship’s semantic quality and valency Articles
Linked A relationship exists between the two concepts A, B, D, E, L, M, P
Informed An awareness-based relationship D
Follow, Derived A derivation-based relationship A, B, M, T
Coherent, Align, Moving (together), Synchro-
nised

A consistency-based relationship A, F, H, I, K, O, P, Q, R, 
S, T

Incorporate, Integrated An integration-based relationship C, F, g, I, S, T
Align, Moving (together), Synchronised A movement-based relationship I, K, O, P, R, S, Q, T
Correctly applied, Value-maximising, Match/
Mismatch, Appropriate, Conflict absence

An assessment-based relationship E, H, J, O, P, Q, T

Effective, Optimal (CRE solutions, contribu-
tion, balance), Value-adding

A usefulness-based relationship A, D, H, J, L, O, P, Q, S

Support, Value-maximising, Value-creating, 
Value-adding, Reinforce, Plays a role, Enable

A strengthening-based relationship E, H, I, J, K, l, M, N, O, 
P, Q, S

Legend: A – Levy and Hook Jr (1987a, 1987b); B – Nourse and Roulac (1993); C – Weatherhead (1997, Ch. 4); D – White 
(1998); E – O’Mara (1999); F – Englert (2001); g – Roulac (2001); H – Edwards and Ellison (2003); I – Osgood Jr (2004, 
2009); J – Then (2005); K – Wills (2005); l – lindholm et al. (2006), lindholm and levainen (2006), gibler and lindholm 
(2012); M – Scheffer et al. (2006); N – Singer et al. (2007); O – de Vries et al. (2008); P – de Jonge et al. (2008, 2009), den 
Heijer (2011), Van der Zwart et al. (2009); Q – Appel-Meulenbroek et al. (2010); R – Haynes (2008, 2012); S – Haynes and 
Nunnington (2010); T – Then and Tan (2013), Then et al. (2014).
NB. Words appear on more than one occasion because they have multiple semantic qualities.
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Table 2. Alignment models’ theoretical bases

underlying theories

Strategic management Political science Real estate management

Levy and Hook Jr 
(1987a, 1987b)

Business strategic planning.

Nourse and Roulac 
(1993)

Strategic management, for instance, 
Porter (1980, 1985), Mintzberg 
(1990), Tregoe and Zimmerman 
(1980).

Weatherhead  
(1997, Ch. 4)

Strategic management (Porter 1980, 
1985; Hamel, Prahalad 1994).

White (1998) Not given.
O’Mara (1999) Strategic management – (Porter 

1980, 1985).
CREM (various**).

Englert (2001) (Porter 1985; Henderson, 
Venkataraman 1991, 1993).

Roulac (2001) Strategic management theory 
(Porter 1985).

CREM strategy, primarily 
Nourse and Roulac (1993)

Edwards and Ellison 
(2003)

Political science and espe-
cially an institutionalist 
perspective based on Os-
trom (1976), Kiser and Os-
trom (1982), Ostrom (1986), 
Oakerson (1982, 1984).

Osgood Jr (2004, 
2009)

Strategic management theory – 
(Porter 1980, 1985).

Then (2005) Various FM and CREM.
Wills (2005) CREM
lindholm et al. 
(2006), lindholm 
and levainen 
(2006), gibler and 
lindholm (2012)

Strategic management and business 
performance – alignment theory 
(Kaplan, Norton 2006).

CREM (de Jonge 1996).

Scheffer et al. (2006) CREM theory – (Nourse, 
Roulac 1993; de Jonge 
1996).

Singer et al. (2007) (Porter 1980, 1985, 
Porter 1996; O’Mara 1999; 
Nourse, Roulac 1993).

de Vries et al. (2008) Management theory – alignment theo-
ry (Kaplan, Norton 1996, 2001).

RE management (various).

de Jonge et al. (2008, 
2009), den Heijer 
(2011), Van der Zwart 
et al. (2009)

Strategic management (Mintzberg 
et al. 1998; Idenburg 1993 and various 
others)

RE management (various, 
for example O’Mara 1999; 
Nourse, Roulac 1993; Os-
good Jr 2004).

Appel-Meulenbroek 
et al. (2010)

Strategic management theory 
(Mintzberg et al. 1998/2007; Tregoe, 
Zimmerman 1980; Kaplan, Norton 
2000; Porter 1996; Swayne et al. 
2006).

CREM theory, principally 
Nourse and Roulac (1993).

Haynes (2008, 2012) Strategic management theory 
(Porter 1980).

Workplace productivity 
and design (various), FM.

Haynes and Nun-
nington (2010)

Strategic management theory 
(various). Alignment (Kaplan, 
Norton 2006).

CREM theory (various). 
Workplace productivity and 
design (various).

Then and Tan (2013), 
Then et al. (2014)

Alignment theory – Kaplan and 
Norton (2006)
Strategic management.
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because they want their student readers to engage 
with an institutional explanation of real estate.

Some articles limit their underlying theorisa-
tion to real estate and facilities management. Do-
ing this risks ‘real estate myopia’ where real es-
tate (operational) concerns of, for example, tenure 
forms and transactions, property value, real estate 
costs, and workplace design dominate thinking 
rather than the strategic impact of the real estate 
and its management. For CREM to be a full busi-
ness management discipline rather than a real es-
tate one (a subtle but important distinction) then 
CRE alignment needs to be in the strategic man-
agement area, where many models locate it.

4. understAnding forms of 
Alignment

When trying to understand alignment’s existence 
within the models it was evident that different 
things are meant. The next three sections exam-
ine this. First, is understanding alignment’s forms 
or modes of existence in the models. Conceptually, 
the business alignment literature identifies three 
alignment forms – two noun forms (a state of be-
ing, and a strategy or plan) and a verb (a set of 
actions that make up a process) (Kaplan, Norton 
2006; Labovitz, Rosansky 1997). These provided an 
initial thematic framework with which to analyse 
the articles. Additionally, interpretation needs to 
be open to the presence of alternative or additional 
themes, which resulted in one emergent one. The 
four forms were:

 – A defined ‘strategy’ or ‘plan’ for alignment 
which can be inferred as existing as a docu-
ment making it some type of artefact;

 – A ‘process’ which is defined as a set of actions 
or the management tasks to achieve greater 
alignment;

 – A ‘state’ which is the degree of alignment, 
now or in the future. It refers to how ‘much’ 
alignment is achieved; and

 – ‘Behaviour’ which is having a strategic 
mind-set as an emergent form suggested by 
O’Mara (1999) and was informed by Joroff 's 
et al. (1993) ‘Business strategist’ inferring 
the importance of strategic-oriented behav-
iour. While a mind-set is a cognitive state, 
having it constitutes behaviour, that could 
prove instrumental in achieving strategic 
outcomes when faced with a flood of opera-
tional and tactical pressures.

The analysis then progressed to understanding 
how the authors conceptualised alignment’s form 

of existence in the ‘articles’ (Table 3). Most models 
included multiple forms with each form present to 
different degrees as follows:

1. The principal concept in the article’s model 
and text ‘’. This allows for other forms to 
be included to lesser degrees;

2. Included in the article (‘’), typically as one 
of several forms present in comparable de-
grees; and

3. Implied from the model or, more usually, 
the accompanying text (‘’). This usually re-
quired an interpretive act based on knowing 
the pre-existing alignment forms, or the in-
terpretation-developed emerging forms, like 
‘behaviour’.

The earliest form and present over time is an 
aligned plan (artefact) (7 of 20 models – 35%). This 
is consistent with strategic planning – having a 
plan for alignment or showing how alignment is 
achieved as a useful basis for strategic planning2. 
The strongest presence is alignment as a process 
in 18 models (90%); in 11 articles (55%) this is the 
principal concept. The state form of alignment was 
also clearly evident – 16 models (80%) – though 
interpretation was usually required to reveal it. 
given that applying a process produces change in 
alignment states it is logical that these two forms 
were frequently found together.

Please note that alignment plans may include 
processes to follow and statements about current 
and future alignment states. However, it is im-
portant to distinguish artefact forms from others 
because it is possible that these other forms may 
be undocumented residing only in CREM’s mind. 
A process may only be evident in hindsight and 
especially so without coherent theory to guide the 
process. A state may only be evident from exam-
ining the portfolio, its strategies, and the current 
and future demands on the portfolio. It is thought, 
from the evidence available, that these mental 
forms are what CREM executives rely on in sur-
veys of alignment.

Haynes’ (2012, 2008) model could not be placed 
in any of these forms. Instead it appeared to con-
sist of several things to be attended to in align-
ment, or places where alignment effects could be 
found.

2 Different interpretations exist for what ‘strategic plan-
ning’ and ‘strategic management’ mean. While often 
taken to be the same thing, business tends to use the 
former and the academy the latter. Sometimes strate-
gic planning means only strategy formation, not the 
implementation and evaluation included in strategic 
management definitions (David 2013).
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The models combining multiple alignment forms 
suggest two distinctly different CRE alignment 
types. First is a ‘process-based’ type where a model 
provides a series of steps a plan for greater align-
ment and/or a state of greater alignment for indi-
vidual CRE objects or the portfolio as a whole. A 
process is useful and constitutes an explanation of 
what is otherwise hidden behind the professional ex-
pertise that is prevalent in current CREM practice. 
The second type is ‘behaviour-based’ with six models 
including this type. Here, having a strategic mind-
set at every opportunity is important for assessing 
strategic potential – positive and negative – of the 
tactical and operational actions. Behaviour is, in all 
six models, combined with process and could also 
produce more aligned states. This type offers a more 
fluid alignment approach contrasting with what 
could be more mechanistic processes and plans.

5. understAnding the Cognitive 
objeCts being Aligned

In understanding CRE alignment it is important 
to know what is being aligned because part of CRE 
alignment theory’s evident disorder is attributable 
to the various cognitive objects3 that the articles say 

3 This paper uses ‘cognitive objects’ as the concepts that 
are the focus of knowledge production efforts. ‘Objects’ 
recognises that these have a formal existence, albeit 
one that is a product of, or contained within, mental 
(cognitive) efforts (Whitley 2000).

should be aligned. The analysis showed six distinct 
cognitive objects – three business-related ones and 
three real estate-related ones (Table 4). Because var-
ious words were used, this analysis is thematically 
based. This resulted in related terms and concepts 
like, for instance, Business drivers (Nourse, Roulac 
1993) being thematically linked to Business strat-
egy. Similarly, the CRE cognitive object is linked to 
physical artefacts or operating decisions that result 
in such artefacts. It was evident that a hierarchy of 
cognitive objects existed – sequentially in that some 
objects are aligned first, then others. Similarly, some 
objects, like Business needs, are more reactive focus-
sing on current demand whereas Business strategy 
alignment attends to future changes in CRE’s or-
ganisational demand. This thinking underpins Ta-
ble 4’s ordering. One thing not found was the differ-
entiation between ‘espoused CRE strategy’ and ‘CRE 
strategy in-use’ observed by Beckers et al. (2015). 
Theirs is an interesting finding suggesting different 
approaches to strategizing as identified by Mintz-
berg et al. (1998) and Idenburg (1993).
Table 4. Business and CRE-related cognitive objects in 
the alignment models

Business-related objects CRE-related objects
Business strategies and their 
contexts

CRE strategies

Business performance CRE (as real estate 
portfolio or objects)

Business needs CREM (as the CRE 
organisation)

Table 3. Forms of alignment in the CRE alignment models
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legend: Form of alignment.
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While all the cognitive objects appear relevant 
to CRE alignment they are different and need to 
be more clearly recognised as such. This distinc-
tion was not always evident in this analysis which 
places strategy (business and CRE) as pre-eminent 
concepts, as informed by strategic management 
theory. In business, this pre-eminence is based 
on strategy responding to internal and external 
contexts, drivers and resources, producing perfor-
mance and also creating the ‘needs’. In CRE, the 
strategy produces the CRE objects and the CREM 
practices. This suggests that CRE and business 
strategies are the primary alignment objects with 
the others being secondary and consequential 
alignment. Nevertheless, all cognitive objects need 
alignment, suggesting that alignment’s proper con-
ceptualisation requires all cognitive objects be in-
cluded.

It was also evident that, based on the six cogni-
tive objects, nine permutations were possible with 
different authors using one or more permutations 
of the entities to be aligned. This permutation 
could exist at a primary level, as in, these are the 
objects to align first and at a secondary level in 
that there were other objects from elsewhere in 
the hierarchy to align also. Some models presented 
several objects of comparable alignment impor-
tance. These findings suggest that more work is 
required to show the relationship between the ob-
jects in alignment processes. There is insufficient 
space to attend to that here and the authors are 
preparing a paper that does this in detail.

Finally, in attending to cognitive objects, the 
disparateness in the terms, while well intentioned 
in trying to find ‘the’ variable(s) to align, also pro-
vides evidence of the discipline’s language impreci-
sion. This suggests that CREM could benefit from 
further investigation of its semantics and cognitive 
objects to bring greater precision in defining its 
phenomena.

6. understAnding the 
direCtionAlity

Englert’s (2001) alignment definition, notes its 
multi-directionality – vertically between corporate 
and CRE strategies and horizontally across the 
business units and the Corporate Infrastructure 
Resources (CIR) (Materna, Parker 1998) concept 
he uses. This is also called a multi-stakeholder ap-
proach (de Jonge et al. 2009). This multi-direction-
ality contrasts with the often-made assumption of 
CRE strategy just following corporate strategy. We 
do not disavow the importance of this. What this 

interpretation allows, in a comprehensive account 
of alignment, is for other alignment directions. 
Five nested directions are identifiable:

 – Internal:
 • Vertical:

 - Top-down; and
 - Bottom-up;

 • Horizontal;
 - Across the business units; and
 - Across the CIR (Materna, Parker 1998); 
and

 – External.
Table 5 shows the directions and the degree to 

which they are evident in the models.
Very many models (17 of 20–85%) contained 

top-down vertical alignment corresponding to con-
ventional wisdom that CRE strategy is linked to 
corporate strategy, being derived from and consist-
ent with it. Bottom-up vertical alignment was less 
evident (6 of 20 – 30%) and when evident it was 
more in terms of supporting the business strate-
gy. This is positive in its correspondence with the 
top of the semantic hierarchy but does not match 
Weatherhead’s (1997) argument for bottom-up 
alignment where corporate strategy incorporates 
CRE; not driven by CRE, but developed cognisant 
of CRE’s opportunities and constraints.

Horizontal alignment was relatively rare, either 
within the CIR concept (3 of 20) or across the busi-
ness units. Note, it is assumed here that the busi-
ness units undergo their own vertical alignment 
with corporate strategy, as per Kaplan and Norton 
(2006). Horizontal alignment coordinates different 
business units’ strategic CRE needs where, for in-
stance, one unit’s declining requirement may meet 
another’s increase thereby avoiding two separate 
real estate market transactions. This direction’s 
scarcity was surprising given the CIR concept’s 
availability since the late 1990s.

Internal alignment was by-and-large the mod-
elling’s focus and explicitly considers current and 
future demands for CRE from the current and 
future portfolios. Depending on the result of in-
ternal alignment, external supply alignment may 
be required which can be achieved with existing 
real estate products (maybe with modification) or 
with completely new products. Depending on avail-
ability further iterations may be required as is the 
nature of the alignment process (Englert 2001; de 
Jonge et al. 2009).

External alignment refers to the external real 
estate market’s satisfaction, or not, of the CRE re-
quirements by way of availability, quality, quanti-
ty, cost, location, and technology (Osgood Jr 2004). 
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Again, it seems obvious but is not often included 
(5 out of 20 (25%) models). Various explanations 
exist for why alignment directions are not consid-
ered. These include: the dominance of top-down-
ness, for horizontal alignment it could be because 
this has become accepted practice and therefore 
drops from explicit consideration; similarly for in-
ternal alignment. Perhaps external alignment is 
overlooked because this constitutes a given real 
estate expertise – market knowledge. If so, then 
this demonstrates this analysis’ value in bringing 
these back into focus.

7. understAnding the theorizing of 
Cre Alignment

Interpreting the CRE alignment models also al-
lows understanding of how they were theorised. 
This is important because it points towards the 
nature and quality of the theory created. The as-
pects identified in analysis include:

 – The underlying theories that defined the 
phenomenon (Table 2);

 – Theory’s origins, that is who is doing the the-
orising and how the theory is created;

 – Theory’s scientific basis; and
 – How the theory is disseminated. This has 
implications for theory’s potential take-up in 
practice.

Table 6 contains the results of that analysis.
This analysis showed 10 of the models (50%) 

having practitioner creators and 14 (70%) having 
researcher creators with a four models (20%) hav-
ing both. The publication dates show practitioners 
more evident earlier, before being largely replaced 
by researchers. This transition is expected as a 
professional discipline emerges and consolidates 
as a field of practice with related theorisation and 
contrasts with 1990s’ observations of the profes-
sional CRE literature overtaking the academic lit-
erature at that time (Jud 1996; Manning, Roulac 
1999).

Table 5. Alignment directions
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Top-down                     17
Bottom-up – Cor-
porate strategy in-
formed by CRE

             6

Horizontal
Together with other 
infrastructure sup-
port functions

        3

Across the business 
units for coherent 
portfolio approach

     3

External           5

legend:  Primary alignment;  Secondary alignment;  Implied alignment.
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Related to this is the models’ scientific basis 
pertaining to their emergence into the body of 
knowledge and which represents their theory-mak-
ing type. Three ways of emergence were identified:

1. From an empirical study;
2. As a result of reflective practice; and
3. As normative statements.
These are not unrelated, for instance, an em-

pirical study may document existing norms, or 
empirical studies and reflections on practice could 
result in statements of norms. Scientific ‘knowl-
edge-making’ often presumes that empirical stud-
ies are more valid knowledge creation forms. This 
analysis shows that just less than two-thirds (12 

models – 60%) have an empirical basis. Reflec-
tive practice is also evident at similar levels (12 
models). Reflective practice is a good thing con-
tributing to learning practitioners, and adaptive 
practice (after Schön 1983). However, normative 
statements are the most common scientific basis 
(14 of 20 models – 70%). Their large presence with 
the inference that ‘You should do alignment like 
this’ contributes to understanding that the mod-
els’ directive quality is intended to improve align-
ment practice. Whether and how this might be the 
case is challenged by the authors’ survey during a 
CoreNet global EMEA Summit session with about 
40 professionals and a response of 60% indicating 

Table 6. Identifying the origins and scientific bases of CRE alignment models
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Reflective prac-
tice
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Text book y y y 3 15
Conference paper y y y 3 15

legend: * While recorded as practitioners in the author details the reported project was conducted as an academic project. 
# Being validated at the time of writing.
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low practitioner awareness of the models suggest-
ing that the models are probably not impacting on 
practice, at least not knowingly.

Validating models empirically occurred in just 
over half the models (11 of 20 models – 55%). Of 
those not validated (9–45%) practitioner models 
are most prevalent (5 of 9) though it might be ex-
pected that they might not apply the same rigour 
that researchers should. This analysis shows sev-
eral researchers presenting non-validated models, 
though in some instances, like Haynes (2012), the 
article represents work-in-progress. Nourse and 
Roulac’s (1993) later validation in Appel-Meulen-
broek et al. (2010) is a rare instance of models’ 
testing outside the originating author’s work. More 
usually the author(s) test their own model, when 
this it is tested. This shows a reasonable scientific 
quality in the model-creating and that, in general, 
is improving with more of the recent models vali-
dated than the older ones. Also, half the models 
appear in academic journals having been subject 
to peer review making them more scientifically 
robust and as a result the theorisation would be 
deeper.

One observation that must be made about the 
models’ theorising is that in very many instances 
the evidence shows that later models’ articles do 
not refer to the earlier modelling literature, though 
there are some exceptions. Possible explanations 
for this are that:

 – The author(s) think that their contribution 
is a genuine improvement on previous efforts 
(which is commendable);

 – The author(s) ignore previous efforts in or-
der to avoid comparing their own model with 
what has been done previously; or

 – They theorise in ignorance.
The truth or not of these could not be definitive-

ly interpreted due to that lack of attention to pre-
vious alignment models. This makes it difficult to 
ascertain, for a single model, whether it is an im-
provement or not. Each model then becomes ‘just’ 
another one in isolation. The absence of reviews 
also supports observations about avoidance of com-
parison or ignorance. Whatever the explanation, it 
may not augur well for the field’s quality of science 
where previous work is so clearly overlooked. This 
can lead to continual reinvention – which might 
account for the many models. It is not the only 
reason, as discussed below, but nevertheless shows 
why a holistic study of past efforts is necessary.

Few models (4 of 20–20%) were in the profes-
sional literature – two were professional associa-
tion reports and two were in books, or book chap-

ters. O’Mara could have been included here given 
its non-academic publisher but its origins in her 
doctoral work allow classification as researcher-
based. Similarly, Then and Tan, while written 
with professional readers in mind originated in 
their research work. Six models are in researcher-
oriented books or book chapters. Of these, three 
are clearly text books. Ten models are found in 
academic journal articles.

Examining models’ dissemination means (lit-
erature type) reveals intentions for the models. 
It is obvious that the professional literature’s 
models were intended to aid alignment practice. 
Presumably, their publication place would make 
them more accessible to practitioners, and there-
fore useful. The researcher-originated models were 
also apparently intended to be useful to practice 
given the normative statements’ presence. The 
researcher models’ usefulness could be directly 
by practitioners or less directly by being used in 
education. However, it is probable that researcher 
publications are less accessible to practitioners. 
They may also be considered too theoretical and 
less relevant to practice. use in education may 
incur a lag between exposure and opportunities 
to apply the models in practice. With low senior 
practitioner awareness of the models, and there-
fore low utility value placed on them it is possible 
that those educated in the models may rarely have 
an opportunity to apply their learning.

8. disCussion

This interpretive analysis set out to do two things.
 – Develop an understanding of the nature of 
CRE alignment as a phenomenon.

 – Develop understanding of how CRE align-
ment is theorised.

understanding the phenomenon’s nature was 
developed by examining multiple models of, es-
sentially, the same phenomenon using the fact 
that any model imperfectly represents reality and 
that examining multiple representations should 
enable an enlarged and more complete under-
standing of the phenomenon to be developed. A 
meta-study like this can then create order in the 
theory currently disordered because of the multi-
ple representations. It may not necessarily create 
new theory, just more refined theory. This makes 
this a meta-theoretical paper rather than the in-
strumental theory ones most evident to date. Also, 
examining the language and associated conceptual 
bases is, perhaps, a first step towards finding a 
common language for studies into CRE alignment.
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This study shows CRE alignment to be plural-
istic and complex, being several things simultane-
ously. It is not possible to show CRE alignment as 
a singular, definitive ‘thing’ making it difficult to 
compose a concise, pithy definition. Invariably do-
ing so would omit something of the now clearer un-
derstanding. Nevertheless, that complexity can be 
distilled to four distinct things, making alignment:

 – A multi-valent relationship between CRE 
and the business with many words used to 
capture different values. A value hierarchy 
was evident suggesting that higher value 
words are more important in theorising and 
describing alignment. However, alignment is 
not one of these things, it is many or all of 
them;

 – Consists of multiple forms of two distinct 
types – process-based and behaviour-based. 
Either mode of existence is about changing 
alignment states for the better;

 – Occurs between multiple cognitive-objects, 
with three evident on the business and CRE 
sides. Strategy level objects (corporate and 
CRE) were pre-eminent primary alignment 
objects with other objects all needing align-
ment but consequential to the two strategies’ 
alignment;

 – Multi-directional, that is, iteratively verti-
cally between the organisational and func-
tional levels, horizontally across the busi-
ness units and the corporate infrastructure 
functions, and between demand and supply. 
This supply may be available from the exist-
ing portfolio or sourced externally from the 
real estate market.

Though complex this provides a more coherent 
theoretical basis to dimensionalising the alignment 
phenomenon. This product of Traditional interpre-
tation points towards a platonic reality derived in 
an Aristotelian understanding of things – models – 
made by humans – CRE academics and practition-
ers. This dimensionalised phenomenon also allows 
conclusions that a good alignment model should 
conceptualise its phenomenon by:

 – using words of higher semantic value for de-
scribing the relationship;

 – Being a process (most usually) but also find-
ing behaviour in strategic mind-sets –both 
producing more aligned states sometimes 
reported in a plan;

 – Aligning strategies (corporate and CRE) with 
other aligned cognitive objects consequential 
to these; and

 – Including all directions.

These dimensions are not used to analyse the 
models because the paper’s objective is develop-
ing understanding of the phenomenon. The con-
clusions about what makes for good alignment in 
a model could also be used to examine practice’s 
confidence in their alignment. Such analyses are 
future research.

This analysis also provides insights into how 
CRE alignment is theorised both from Traditional 
and Hermeneutic interpretation. First, the theo-
risation’s variety is a consequence of scientific 
knowledge production methods where more-or-less 
tightly constrained objects are required to make 
the task tractable. It is inevitable in such reduc-
tionism that complexity is stripped away meaning 
that with a complex object as the focus, as here, 
different representations can result.

Second, the field’s natural knowledge produc-
tion allows variability, not finding this especially 
problematic. CREM as a management sub-field, is, 
as Whitley (2000) classifies it, a ‘fragmented ad-
hocracy’ where there is little coordination between 
research sites and researchers, or control in knowl-
edge production processes (Whitley 2000, particu-
larly Table 5). Consequently, researchers develop 
personal, idiosyncratic lines of research that make 
‘broad diffuse contributions to broad intellectual 
goals’ (Whitley 2000). As a result, they are not nec-
essarily dependent on others for strategic direction 
or research task procedures, nor are they necessar-
ily contributing to others’ work. Under these cir-
cumstances variability is normal. The argument 
that CREM research is a fragmented adhocracy, 
in CRE alignment, is problematic. The crucial evi-
dence is the previous alignment models’ treatment. 
By-and-large most new models overlook them, 
though they are findable. This seems inadequate.

Third, relates to the usefulness-driven nature 
of CRE alignment in the models’ scientific basis, as 
evidenced in many normative statements. Whitley 
(2000) citing Stokes (1997) suggests two contrast-
ing research goals – an ‘application and use’ goal, 
and a ‘gaining fundamental understanding’ goal. 
CRE alignment models fall into the former which 
has two sub-categories. The models are, by-and-
large, part of the first sub-category ‘instrumen-
tal’ research focused on designing ‘machines’, or 
techniques for specific use. Edison’s work is an 
example. The models rarely fall into the second 
‘explanatory instrumental’ research that studies 
underlying explanations and harnesses them into 
applications. Pasteur’s work illustrated here.

Fourth, the models’ evident variety may not 
be as problematic as intimated above. The vari-
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ability may be beneficial allowing different models 
to be applied to particular situations, though this 
creates new questions about which one to choose 
when. However, if models are designed as general 
explanations of the phenomenon they ‘should’, as a 
result, describe every situation, at least generally, 
rather than applying specifically.

There is, partially explainable by needing to 
control the variables in individual models, a lack 
of reference to the suite of cognitive objects that 
could and should be aligned. That many models 
are validated and published in peer-reviewed out-
lets makes for good science, notwithstanding the 
concerns expressed about the relationship with 
existing literature modelling CRE alignment. Evi-
dence exists that some models are used in empiri-
cal studies of alignment, for example den Heijer 
(2011) and Appel-Meulenbroek et al. (2010). This is 
good despite the lack of evidence about the models’ 
application directly into practice.

9. ConClusion

This research interpretively interrogated twenty 
CRE alignment models to understand CRE align-
ment and its theorisation. From an apparently dis-
ordered theory this analysis shows alignment to be 
complex and pluralistic with four dimensions, plus 
sub-dimensions, existing simultaneously. Though 
complex this represents a significant conceptual 
improvement in the field. From this understand-
ing it was also possible to point towards how good 
alignment models should treat the four dimen-
sions.

The phenomenon’s inherent complexity poses 
theorisation challenges, as seen in the multiplic-
ity of models, contributing to the previous sense 
of disorder. Positive and negative aspects to pre-
vious alignment theorisation were also evident. 
Positively, robust science through peer-review 
had increased over time. Negatively, model theo-
risation occurred too much in isolation and was 
constrained by simplifications required to make 
modelling tractable.

Though the paper sought a comprehensive un-
derstanding of alignment as a phenomenon it is 
also evident that more is possible in understand-
ing the models theoretically and what makes good 
alignment models. One research opportunity is to 
understand the components that make up a com-
plete process to achieve alignment states. A sec-
ond is to understand the models’ inherent types 
of strategising. A third, given that practitioners 
recognise alignment when they see it and that the 

models are not knowingly deployed, is the basis 
on which alignment is occurring as praxis rather 
than theorisations of what ‘should’ occur. These 
gaps offer opportunities for future CRE alignment 
research extending the foundation established in 
this paper.
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