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Purpose: In this conceptual paper, the argument is put forward that due to the complexity 
that characterises most project environments, it is now time to examine alternative notions of 
project outcomes.

Design/Methodology/Approach: The study is conceptual in nature and draws upon literature 
on complexity theory, expectations theories and stakeholder theory. 

Findings: The paper finds that there is a need to articulate a different assessment of project 
outcomes than has been traditionally undertaken. Such assessments may emphasise the 
perceptions of project clients formed through their experience of projects throughout the 
project lifecycle. 

Implications: This paper raises questions on whether the outcomes of projects are best 
‘measured’ or ‘assessed’.

Introduction
Increasingly, it appears that scholars are acknowledging the ever-growing complexity of the 
business environment (Javidan et al. 2010; Selmier & Oh 2011; Teagarden 2012). Thus organisations 
that seek to deal with the complexity challenges of the current business environment are appearing 
to emphasise the utilisation of ‘project management’ as a means of ensuring an element of control 
over an increasingly fluid business environment (Lenfle & Loch 2010). However, an ideology of 
control not only suggests the notion of a very static and rigid application of project management 
concepts, or what Eisenhardt (1985:135), refers to as ‘task programmability’; the philosophy is 
also associated with other characteristics that may constrain the successful delivery of business 
requirements. One such example is the inference of a relationship between the outcome of a project 
and management decisions. This paper argues that, without the incorporation of ‘complexity’, it 
remains debateable whether such an ‘effect and cause’ relationship can actually be established.

In response to these challenges, scholars with an interest in project management such as Singh 
and Singh (2002), Bardyn and Fitzgerald (2005), Thomas and Mengel (2008), Bosch-Rekveldt et al. 
(2011) and Giezen (2012), have begun to develop an interest in the theories of complexity. Giezen 
(2012), for example, highlights the need for project managers to drive through ‘simplicity’ as a 
means of improving negative project outcomes which are a result of complexity in projects. 

Objectives
The objectives of paper are therefore twofold. First, the paper seeks to examine the notion of 
‘project outcomes’ from the perspective of complexity theory. To facilitate this exploration, 
literature from expectations theory is examined. To achieve this objective, it becomes necessary 
to explore the notion of project ‘outcomes’ and to what extent it is influenced by perceptions. 
Based on this exploration, the authors take a view from earlier studies (see Bharadwaj et al. 2009), 
that while project ‘measurement’ may essentially imply allocations of time, cost and quality 
dimensions to the outcome of projects, project ‘assessment’ will involve the formation of either 
explicit or implicit mental attitudes (Cheesman & Merikle 1986; Schacter 1990) of the project 
outcome (Anand et al. 2010). As both ‘measurement’ and ‘assessment’ may have two different 
placements within the control philosophy (‘measurement’ is more rigidly defined from a time, 
cost and quality perspective, whilst ‘assessment’ may be more based on perceptions’), it becomes 
necessary to articulate either measures or assessments of project outcomes that are embedded in 
the client’s experience. 

The current project environment
Articulating projects
To undertake this study, it is first necessary to ensure that a clear understanding is acquired 
of what distinguishes major projects from other routine activities. The authors argue that four 
parameters distinguish major projects from routine activities. 
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The first differential component of projects is that they are 
often conceptualised years or – in the case of public sector 
projects – decades before project implementation commences 
(see Maguire 2007). The implication is that, in some cases, it 
is quite difficult to accurately measure the return on project 
investment because of the intangible benefits that can result 
from the project. The second major differential between 
projects and routine activities is that it appears that for 
projects, in a number of cases, no concerted effort is made 
to align technical functionalities with business value during 
the requirements definition stage (Melville et al. 2004). The 
third project differential is a growing acceptance that the 
true ‘output’ of projects is never really known until after the 
project has been completed or commissioned. For the fourth 
project differential, various scholars such as Cooke-Davies 
and Arzymanow (2003) point out that there is a lingering 
question of whether possible weaknesses in assessment 
criteria may have contributed to the perception that a high 
number of projects do not deliver desirable outcomes. 
Historically, the assessment and measurement of whether a 
project was a success or not were not based on easily defined 
attributes, (Icmeli-Tukel & Rom 1997). Instead, they were 
based on tightly established criteria that relate to three major 
assessment parameters; time, cost, and quality – the so-called 
iron triangle. These parameters, which emerged from studies 
conducted by Rubin and Seeling (1967), have over the last 
few years continued to attract criticism not only on whether 
they represent realistic reflections of project reality but also 
on their static nature (Blackstone et al. 2009; Lenfle & Loch 
2010). Later studies have also suggested limitations with 
their utilisation on the basis that they are in fact non-linear 
concepts that not only vary across and within project stages 
(Pinto & Prescott 1988), but which also require the utilisation 
of different project management tools and techniques to 
measure them (Patanakul et al. 2010). Thus, concerns over the 
applicability of the time, cost and quality parameters have 
generated suggestions that what is needed are dynamic and 
flexible project assessment criteria (Dvir et al. 2003; Thomas 
& Fernández 2008). 

Complexity
The notion of ‘complexity’ emerged in the 1990s in response 
to scholarly interest in understanding how organisations may 
best respond to increasing fluidity in the business environment 
(Morel & Ramanujam 1999; Manson 2001; Reitsma 2003). 
Further evidence of growing interest in complexity in 
management was the publishing of a special issue in 1999 
by Organization Science, the flagship journal of the Institute 
of Operations Research and the Management Sciences on 
the application of complexity theory to organisations (see 
Anderson et al. 1999). Within project management, advocates 
of the notion of complexity such as Pich et al. (2002) and Cicmil 
et al. (2009) suggest that complexity represents an avenue 
along which to simplify and facilitate how interdependencies, 
size, discontinuities, ambiguities and uncertainties associated 
with modern projects are understood. The application of 
complexity theory to project management therefore offers 
an opportunity for scholarship to re-examine how project 

outcomes are perceived, particularly when balancing project 
performance (business and commercial benefits) and project 
progress (time, cost and quality).

An aspect of complexity which is of interest in this study is 
deterministic complexity (Spruiell 1993), the roots of which 
lie within chaos theory. Chaos theory is fundamentally 
based on cases in behavioural studies where the emergent 
behaviour does not follow an expected linear path (Lorenz 
1993). Described from a qualitative perspective, chaos is 
presented as subjective and of an individual nature (McBride 
2005). Although not necessarily indicating the non-existence 
of some form of order, chaos suggest that periods of relative 
calm may be suddenly disrupted by unexpected and random 
behaviour change (Johnson & Burton 1994). Applied to project 
management, chaos serves as a means of acknowledging 
how quantitative parameters may not necessarily be able to 
comprehensively ‘model’ the multi-dimensional nature of 
the project environment. Chaos also provides a theoretical 
platform that enables a full appreciation that of the reality 
that long-term and strategic plans do not necessarily lead to 
successful project deliveries (Singh & Singh 2002). In effect, 
according to Bardyn and Fitzgerald (2005), chaos theory 
goes further to highlight the fact that projects are not orderly 
and organised, and that they do not exist in predictable 
equilibria. Acknowledging the existence of such complexity 
in projects provides the platform for the earlier highlighted 
‘effect’ and ‘cause’ relationship between project outcomes 
and management decisions – in other words, the decision 
contagion – to be addressed. 

Project outcomes
Projects represent an intensely dynamic aspect of today’s 
global business environment (Lenfle & Loch 2010). As a 
result they represent a primary delivery mechanism for 
achieving business objectives. Evidence for this is provided 
in numerous works of scholarship; for example, Cheng et al. 
(2005) and Ruuska and Teigland (2009) have established a 
direct relationship between the effective utilisation of project 
management and successful strategy implementation in 
firms. 

The question of how project outcomes are best articulated 
is important because of the existence of clear conceptual 
boundaries between criteria utilised to measure projects, in 
other words, ‘success’ and ‘failure’ (Mahring & Keil 2008; 
Ika 2009). At the same time, some studies (Joshi et al. 2010) 
suggest that stakeholders do not apply similar assessments 
to project outcomes, with some assessing desired outcomes 
failure from a technical perspective, and others focusing 
on business outcomes. It becomes important therefore to 
establish clarity on project outcomes. However, such clarity 
is difficult to establish as outcomes are ambiguous constructs, 
dependent on individual judgement that generally seeks 
to balance needs against expectations. This makes any true 
articulation of project outcomes partially subjective to the 
individual perceptions held by different project stakeholders, 
who may hold different perceptions of project outcomes over 
the project lifecycle (Ojiako et al. 2012). 
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Worthy of note is that over three decades of academic research 
have provided substantive evidence that the outcomes of 
numerous projects have failed to meet the expectations of 
stakeholders, leading to the notion that a substantial number 
of projects are failures and are subsequently abandoned 
(Ojiako et al. 2012). Estimates vary, but within the information 
systems and information technology (IS/IT) world it is not 
uncommon for upwards of seventy per cent of projects to 
be categorised as failures (Chen et al. 2009). This therefore 
implies that, at a very basic level, project outcomes will be 
assessed from the ability (success) or inability (failure) of 
stakeholders to acquire expected benefits from specified 
project outputs. Both concepts are multi-dimensional in 
nature, however, inevitably being associated with varying 
connotations for different stakeholders. As Mahring and 
Keil (2008) and Bharadwaj et al. (2009) point out, because of 
differing consequences and drivers, ’success’ and ‘failure’ are 
not mirror images of each other.

Theoretical shift
Decision making and judgement
Over recent years, a substantial amount of research has 
been undertaken by scholars such as Schwarz (2000) and 
Blanchette and Richards (2010), who have sought to address 
the question of perceptions and their impact on decision 
making and judgement. An understanding of the factors 
that influence the perceptions of stakeholders and project 
clients is particularly important for project management, 
noting that perceptions influence decision making and thus 
investment strategies. There are two main reasons for this. 
In the first place, due to the growing complexity of projects, 
it is fair to suggest that employing project measure criteria 
rooted firmly in time, cost and quality measures may be 
too static to effectively assess the outcomes of projects. 
Secondly, studies (for example Ojiako et al. 2012), do point 
out that subjective parameters such as social cognition and 
culture do impact upon perception differences of project 
outcomes held by individual project managers. Similar to 
the interest in judgement and decision making that exists 
within general management, literature shows that within 
project management there is a developing body of work 
by scholars such as Clarke (2010) that is now focused on 
examining the interface between behavioural science and 
decision making. It is within this area of research that the 
notion of perceptions, or in other words, mental ‘nodes’ 
arises. Perceptions are seen by Freeman (2003) in this case 
as avenues for individuals to enunciate specific experiences. 
Perceptions are either explicit, or ‘conscious’ (Marcel 1983), or 
implicit and therefore ‘subconscious’ experiences (Schacter 
1990). Both forms of perceptions have the ability to stimulate 
action (Reber et al. 1998) and generate expressions based on 
the individual’s understanding of the environment. Studies 
focused on cognitive simplifications (Onken et al. 1985) have 
also shown that, while experiencing either conscious or 
unconscious perceptions, individuals are only able to make 
decisions by reducing complex information to simplified 
mental models. The implication for decision and judgement 

within project management is that project stakeholders are 
only able to make decisions based on limited evaluation of 
the parameters that impact on the project outcome. 

Drawing on ‘client’ experience
For over four decades, the relationship between suppliers and 
clients has been articulated from two dominant perspectives. 
One relates to client satisfaction as a key critical success factor 
(Dvir et al. 2003; Lim & Mohamed 1999), while the other focuses 
on the supplier-client relationship, following earlier work of 
Kotler (1972). Thus, for a long period of time, the outcome 
of projects was dominated by the supplier’s perception 
of what the client either wanted or needed. Overall, as a 
repositioning of Kotler’s initial work began to occur under 
the notion of ‘relationship marketing’ (see Booms & Bitner 
1982; Boxer & Wensley 1986; Judd 1987; Groonroos 1997), it 
became clear that a rethink of the supplier-client relationship 
was needed. Within project management, the impact has 
been felt, for example, in contracting, where projects now 
emphasise ‘best value bid’ price as against ‘lowest bid’ 
price (Abdelrahman et al. 2008; Oyegoke et al. 2009). This 
change followed substantial evidence that the ‘lowest price’ 
procurement philosophy had consistently failed to deliver 
construction projects of quality to clients (Conti et al. 2012). 
In effect, such a transformation within project management 
may also imply a change of emphasis from a product-led to 
a service-led discipline (Wikstrom et al. 2009), with service-
led outputs being heavily oriented toward the development 
and maintenance of relationships between suppliers and 
clients (now rephrased as ‘customers’). To facilitate this 
shift, researchers such as Ansart and Duymedjian (2006) and 
Smyth and Edkins (2007) have sought to provide value to the 
client through the concept of the client experience. 

The idea of customer (client) experiences emerged from 
Harvard (LaSalle & Britton 2003; Meyer & Schwager 2007; 
Parcell 2007) and MIT Sloan studies (Berry et al. 2002; Morgan 
& Rao 2003) within relationship marketing and the wider 
marketing management discipline. As a process (Meyer & 
Schwager 2007), client experience has to be lived. It involves 
an understanding by suppliers (contractors) that emotions 
will have a major impact on how customers (clients) perceive 
their interaction with suppliers (Butler 1980) and vice-versa 
(Johnston 1999). Ultimately it may be argued that, from a 
project perspective, these experiences will be translated into 
a client’s view of whether or not a project has been successful.

Client experiences do have various attributes. These 
include their extremely personal and subjective nature (de 
Kervenoael et al. 2007; Gentile et al. 2007). They are also 
memorable (Gilmore & Pine 2002), and consistent enough 
(Johnston 1999) to ensure that they can be delivered as part 
of easily recognisable project activities (e.g. daily project 
communications). Spohrer and Maglio (2007) describe a client 
experience as an ‘intangible experience performed for a client 
who is also acting in the role of the co-producer that transforms 
a state of the client’. From their definition, they highlight 
that client experiences do possess one critical characteristic: 
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that the client must be involved in its determination and 
production of value. Such customer involvement is necessary 
in order to ensure that the customers’ criteria for success (and 
failure) of projects, which may sometimes not be explicitly 
stated, are fully captured by the supplier (Prasad et al. 2012). 
The inability of suppliers to capture such criteria will likely 
impede their ability to ensure that the benefits of service are 
fully attained (Spohrer & Maglio 2007). 

Involving clients in the articulation of their 
experiences
Client involvement in project management is a well-
researched area (Alvesson et al. 2009; Chen 2011). There are 
a number of reasons why this is important. In the first place, 
client involvement enables clients to accept an experience 
picture which has been jointly produced with the supplier 
(contractor). Secondly, it also ensures that not only are clients 
more likely to accept changes that might occur in expected 
service levels, but also that there is synergy between what 
experience the supplier (contractor) intends to deliver and 
the experience the client needs. Finally, although there is 
disagreement on its viability (Reinartz & Kumar 2002 2003), 
involving clients in the articulation of a value-adding client 
experience has the potential to improve not only client 
retention, but facilitate the potential of clients actually 
becoming advocates for the supplier. In industries such as 
house building with its potential for poor client orientation 
(Barlow & Ozaki 2003; Ozaki 2003), such strategies could 
become the difference between a house building company 
that survives the current difficulties in the housing market 
and one that does not.

Synthesising the client experience
Development of a perspective of client experiences involved 
synthesising various concepts which are supported by 
existing literature, the idea being that the development of 
this understanding of client experiences will enable the 
achievement of two objectives identified in Smyth and 
Edkins’ (2007) work. One is how an understanding of the 
wider relationship management area can enable value to 
be added to project deliveries, and the second is how this 
study could contribute to the broadening of management 
intervention in project management markets. The second 
point is particularly important, as earlier studies, for example 
by Tseng et al. (1999), Winter (2000), Payne and Frow (2005) 
and Weinberg et al. (2007), have examined various aspects 
of customer (client) experience service. However, as none of 
these studies has focused on client experience within a project 
environment, the requirement for an understanding of CE 
perceptions within a project environment is long overdue.

In order to develop an understanding of the concept of 
client experience within a project management context, two 
concepts were synthesised into a single understanding of the 
client experience. The two concepts are: 

•	 First fundamentals of relationship marketing.
•	 Psychological theories on client perception lifecycles.

First fundamentals of relationship marketing
Traditionally, relationship marketing concepts were based 
on the idea that a ‘once in a lifetime contact’ and interaction 
with a client was all that was possible. In such a scenario, 
suppliers (contractors) engaged with clients without the need 
to consider the possibility of repeat business. In reality, these 
concepts, which have roots in marketing ideas first discussed 
by Philip Kotler (1972), have been rejected by modern 
marketing thinking. For one, these ideas failed to recognise 
that the entire factor of client experience and satisfaction is 
an ongoing process rather than a singular experience. From 
a project perspective, challenges do exist. For one, there 
appears to be a suggestion that, in reality, deterioration in 
client satisfaction can sometimes progressively occur over 
the course of a project’s lifecycle, culminating at the project 
completion and commissioning stage (Kadefors 2004). If 
not managed properly, this experience can affect the entire 
relationship between the client and the contractor, because 
as the argument goes, ‘the last kiss always lingers in one’s 
memory longer than the first one’. As such, the experience 
gained at project completion has a major impact on the client-
contractor relationship. Suppliers need to pay particular 
attention to the client relationship because an undesirable 
experience is unlikely to lead to repeat business. The impact 
could be damaging, particularly when it is noted that it is 
more resource-intensive to attract new clients than to retain 
existing ones. 

Psychological theories on client perception 
lifecycles
The idea of a client lifecycle is firmly based on organisational 
lifecycle theories (Dinlersoz & MacDonald 2009; Kaldasch 
2012) and its link to lifelong income streams (Chai et al. 2011). 
From a project management perspective, the client lifecycle 
theories suggest that clients will exhibit varying behaviours 
over different stages of the project lifecycle and that these 
variations in behaviour will be similar to the case where a 
customer’s tendency to purchase similar products at varying 
prices does exist (Blattberg & Deighton 1996). In this context, 
it is likely that clients will have different perceptions of the 
same experience, depending not only on the particular stage 
of the project but also on other factors such as the perceived 
importance of the project, business outlook, previous 
experience commissioning similar projects, risk tolerance 
and the state of the client-contractor relationship. 

Delivering client experiences
Supported by a dramatic growth in service-based revenues 
(Spohrer & Maglio 2007), the notion of ‘service’ dominates 
the current configuration of the global economy (Nissan 
et al. 2011). Although this is the case, there are three major 
hindrances to organisations being able to implement projects 
that are innovative in terms of service and client experience 
delivery. One relates to technology, which has reduced 
considerably the need for human interaction within the 
service environment. The second relates to the challenges 
associated with implementing innovative services due to 
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their knowledge-intensive nature. The third hindrance 
to organisations being able to innovate in terms of service 
and client experience delivery relates to the challenge of co-
ordinating the delivery of a systematic experience, due to 
the multi-dimensional characteristics of service. For project-
oriented organisations, the shift from product-led to service-
led systems will require a dramatic transformation of the 
industry and profession. 

One way organisations are seeking to enhance systematic 
service (Maglio & Spohrer 2008) and client experience 
innovation is through the recently emerging discipline of 
service science, management and engineering. With its roots 
in IBM’s Almaden Research Centre in San Jose, California, 
this discipline has a straightforward agenda. This is to bring 
together supporting theories from a wide range of fields 
in science, engineering and management (mainly supply 
chain management) in order to enhance service innovation. 
This is to be achieved by the use of managed approaches 
to manage data and facilitate the exchange of knowledge 
(Paton & McLaughlin 2008). Achieving this objective also 
requires a significant project management input, particularly 
as successful delivery of innovative services means that 
companies need to emphasise the excellence of their 
implementation and planning. Information from these data 
is expected to not only enhance the delivered experience, but 
also on occasions that this experience is not delivered, will 
seek to present a picture to explain why this is the case. 

One crucial element of this new discipline is the recognition 
that the integrated disciplines must successfully incorporate 
not only management, but also other disciplines and areas 
that may possess the capabilities that will become relevant 
to the service and client experience (Maglio & Spohrer 2008). 

Notably, a supplier’s (contractor’s) ability to fully anticipate 
their client’s outlook on experiences is likely to enhance the 
competitiveness of any project-oriented organisation. For 
one, it enables the supplier to obtain an understanding of 
the unspoken, personal and subjective prejudices that clients 
possess. Obtaining this knowledge is a key competitive 
weapon due to its ‘hidden’ nature. This attribute means 
that competitors are unlikely to be in possession of this 
knowledge. This seriously hinders their ability to imitate 
key supplier experience strategies that might attract or retain 
clients. The reality, however, is that the ability of project-
oriented organisations to exceed or at least deliver expected 
client experiences faces numerous challenges. One of these 
challenges relates to project management and organisational 
competencies (Sense 2007) and their impact on the ability 
of contractors to deliver and exceed client experience 
expectations. Service science represents an agenda for 
ensuring that these key competencies are harnessed in a way 
that supports the delivery of client experiences. 

Conclusions
In 2006, the ‘rethinking project management’ agenda was 
launched. Funded by the UK’s Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council (EPSRC), the initiative focused 

on developing a research agenda aimed at driving the 
discipline of project management beyond its existing 
conceptual foundations (Winter et al. 2006). The main 
ethos of the rethinking project management agenda was 
not simply to emphasise the much broader discipline of 
project management but, according to scholars such as Sauer 
and Reich (2009), to ensure that the project management 
profession focused on ensuring that project management 
practitioners developed appropriate personal qualities and 
mind-set that will facilitate such rethinking.

A key message which has emerged from the rethinking 
agenda is the need for project management to remain a 
relevant management tool within the business environment. 
To achieve this objective, scholars such as Cicmil et al. 
(2006) suggest the need for emphasis on practitioners’ lived 
experiences. In response to this call, this paper had two 
objectives: the first was to examine ‘project outcomes’ from 
a complexity perspective, while the second was to examine 
how the shift in emphasis from relational contracting to 
relationship management has impacted on the outcome of 
projects. Drawing upon extant literature, the study found 
in response to the first objective that, from a complexity 
perspective, project outcomes were best articulated from 
a perception perspective, and more specifically, such 
perceptions were those of the clients, which had been formed 
during the project lifecycle. In terms of the second objective, 
the study found that since client and supplier relationships 
were more likely to be forged over a period that extended 
across a number of projects, there was a need for suppliers 
to focus on client experiences, particularly at the project 
completion stage. Thus, from a managerial perspective, 
this conceptual study could serve as a sense-making tool to 
practitioners seeking to conceptualise the delivery of projects 
in complex business environments. 

As is generally expected, this conceptual study is not 
without limitations. In the first place, the study is largely 
discursive and reflective, seeking to establish a relationship 
between management concepts in a manner not previously 
undertaken. Such an approach – whilst novel – runs the risk 
of construct bias. This limitation hence provides the basis for 
future research which may for example seek to articulate the 
themes and concepts employed in the study empirically. An 
emergent model from the empirical study is likely to ensure 
the provision of a clearer set of relationships between the 
concepts employed in this study.
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