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Abstract 

The concepts of continuous improvement (CI) and learning are advocated in project 
management (PM) literature and standards, as suitable concepts to adopt when 
managing projects. CI can be described as philosophy in which all members of an 
organization work together to achieve sustained and incremental improvements. 
Learning can in turn be divided into the learning organization, focusing on 
characteristics that allow an organization to learn, and organizational learning, 
focusing on how learning is achieved in an organizational context. How big of a part 
projects play in organizations can differ, from scarce occurrence to being the 
dominant way of working. Organizations that solely carry out projects can be 
described as project-based organizations (PBOs). This study explores the concepts of 
CI and learning in the context of a project-based organization. The reason for doing 
this is that little information has been found on how CI and learning should be 
achieved and sustained in a PM context, although being described as important 
concepts in PM. 

A longitudinal exploratory case study was performed, at the Projects department at 
Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara AB, in order to understand how the concepts of CI and 
learning could be applied in a PBO. Several data collection methods have been 
applied in order to achieve triangulation. A qualitative approach was used in order to 
understand the specific characteristics associated with operating as a PBO, and thus 
affecting if and how CI and learning could be applied. The research process, which 
describes the case study in chronological order, and display findings as they emerged, 
is given a fair amount of room in the thesis, in order to allow the reader to both 
scrutinize the study, and reach conclusions of her own. 

The findings indicate that no aspects of operating as a PBO counteract the potential of 
achieving CI and learning, but that awareness has to be raised regarding the 
challenges that come with it. CI is described as attractive due to a low-cost approach, 
and low entry barriers. This description is however based on applying CI in repetitive 
task environments (e.g. manufacturing industry), not the non-repetitive task 
environment that characterizes operating as a PBO. If CI is to be achieved in a PBO it 
is likely that both the PBO and the concept of CI has to be adjusted to one another, to 
a much greater extent than is described in the CI literature. The current approaches to 
learning in PBOs seem to be based on a hard approach, trying to capture and 
disseminate learning throughout the organization. However, this study indicates that 
this way of working falls short, and suggests that a softer approach might be needed 
in order to achieve organizational learning in PBOs. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis presents the results of an exploratory case study primarily conducted at the 
projects department at Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara AB (LKAB) between 2013-2015. 
The focus of the exploration has been to understand how a project-based organization 
could work according to the concepts of continuous improvement (CI) and learning, 
since both are described as desirable in relation to project management (PM), but with 
limited accounts of how to achieve CI and learning in a PM context. The outline of 
the thesis is the following: first of all the starting-point of the exploration is presented, 
giving some background to the purpose of the study. Second, the theoretical 
framework is presented, which has been developed alongside the exploration in an 
iterative manner. Third, the background, case company description, and 
methodological approach are presented in the research design section, giving account 
for different tools and techniques applied throughout the study. The fourth section 
presents the research process. The purpose of this section is to display transparency, 
by providing an insight into the study to the reader. This section describes the study in 
a chronological order, with findings shaping the study presented and discussed 
throughout. Finally, the fifth section provides a critical discussion based on the 
findings from the exploration, trying to shed light on what it could mean to work 
according to CI and learning in a PBO context, together with further research. 

1.1 Starting-Point of the Exploration 
Improvement seems to be of interest in most contexts, not least for organizations and 
management research. This thesis is no exception, since the background and 
underlying purpose are shared interests between the researcher and the case 
organization in understanding how a project-based organization (PBO) can work in 
order to improve and become more efficient and effective. A common theme in PM 
research (Jacobsson & Söderlund, 2011), improvement, or change for the better, can 
of course be achieved through a plethora of ways and on different levels, as well as in 
different aspects and contexts. In this thesis, the context is that of project-based 
organizations. The chosen ways to achieve improvement in this context are primarily 
the concepts of continuous improvement (CI) and learning. How CI and learning 
relate to each other will be addressed and elaborated on in this thesis. The main 
research gap, that there is little literature to be found on how to apply CI in non-
repetitive task environments such as PBOs, was identified before identifying the case 
PBO. 

In the academic field of project management (PM), there has always been interest in 
the single project, a temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product, 
service, or result (PMI, 2008), and how to manage it. As projects have become an 
increasingly common way of working in organizations, some have become what are 
known as project-based organizations (PBOs). In recent years, interest has risen in 
studying these PBOs and the specific challenges they offer (Eriksson, 2013; Hobday, 
2000; Maylor et al., 2015; Pemsel & Müller, 2012). One example of this is the special 
issue of the International Journal of Project Management discussing project-based 
and temporary organizing (Söderlund et al., 2014). Theories of PM have been 
criticized for their dominant focus on singular projects (Engwall, 2003), but research 
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has been expanded to include the organizational challenges that are the result of 
organizing work in project-form (see e.g. Hobday, 2000; Jerbrant, 2013; Mutka & 
Aaltonen, 2013; Pemsel & Müller, 2012; Söderlund et al., 2014). 

So, what constitutes a PBO? A PBO is characterized by its organization of internal 
and external activities in projects, compared to other types of organizations which 
conduct projects as separate or parallel activities to their core competence (Hobday, 
2000). A PBO can be defined as an organization in which the majority of products or 
services are produced through projects for either internal or external customers, and 
can hence be a standalone organization or a subsidiary of a larger corporation (Pemsel 
& Müller, 2012; Turner & Keegan, 2000). This definition is comprehensive for the 
context of this thesis, and points out two important features of PBOs; that projects are 
the main way of doing business, with internal and/or external customers, and that the 
PBO can be an organization of its own (typically consulting business) or act as a 
subsidiary. The case PBO in this thesis acts as a subsidiary with a majority, if not all, 
customers being internal to the parent company. For a more comprehensive 
discussion of what constitutes a PBO, Sydow, Lindkvist and DeFillippi (2004) are 
recommended reading. 

In this thesis, a case study has been performed, with the PBO of Luossavaara-
Kiirunavaara AB (LKAB) as the case organization. PBOs, like any other 
organization, need to learn and adapt in order to succeed in today’s ever-changing 
business environment (Chadwick & Raver, 2015). In the quality policy of the PBOs 
parent company, it was stated that the entire organization should work according to 
the concept of continuous improvement (CI). This concept is well established within 
repetitive task contexts such as manufacturing and process industry, in which the 
parent company is active. However, little research has been done on the 
implementation of planned change (of which CI is one example) in a PM context 
(Lines et al., 2015), even though CI is encouraged in generally accepted PM standards 
such as the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) (Jung & Wang, 
2006). There is one example in Gieske and ten Broeke (2000), who conclude that 
achieving CI in a PM context seems difficult, but is not impossible. 

CI has its origins in the field of quality management and can be defined as a 
philosophy based on the notion that all members of the organization should contribute 
to improve performance by continuously implementing small changes in their work 
processes (Jørgensen et al., 2003). Similarly, Fryer et al. (2013) describe CI culture as 
one in which all members of the organization work together on an ongoing basis to 
improve processes and reduce errors in order to improve overall performance for the 
customer. CI has been described as having considerable attraction due to its low entry 
barriers and the potential to utilize the creativity of the members in an organization 
(Bessant et al., 1994). Other advantages of CI are, e.g., achieving flexibility, 
responsiveness, and the ability to adapt quickly to changes within its environment 
(Kaye & Anderson, 1999), as well as increased innovation capacity (Bessant & 
Caffyn, 1997) and creating competitive advantage (Savolainen, 1999; Sloan & Sloan, 
2011). Although attractive, achieving CI does not come without hardship and struggle 
(Anand et al., 2009; Bessant et al., 1994; Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Wu & Chen, 
2006). For example, obtaining company-wide CI implies managing change on several 
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organizational levels (simultaneously): those of management, the group, and the 
individual (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). 

Closely associated with CI is learning (Bessant et al., 2001; Carrillo et al., 2013; Fryer 
et al., 2013; Gieske & ten Broeke, 2000; Huang et al., 2011), and the learning 
organization is described as the desired state to strive for in CI (Wang & Ahmed, 
2003). Similarly, Flores et al. (2012) describe organizational learning as a key to an 
organization’s capability for continuous change and renewal. Learning is not to be 
equated with knowledge; since knowledge should be seen as the outcome, something 
that can be created, retained, and transferred, while learning refers to the process of 
acquiring knowledge (e.g. Argote et al., 2003; Cacciatori, 2008). Similar to CI, 
learning can take place on three different levels in an organization: individual, team, 
and organizational (Steiner, 1998). On an individual level, learning is generally 
considered as naturally occurring (Senge, 2006), while learning at the levels of team 
and organization seems harder to achieve (e.g. Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). Despite 
their apparent interest in learning, organizations apparently find it difficult to become 
learning organizations when working with projects (Scarbrough et al., 2004). A 
learning organization refers to an organization that actively changes its behavior as a 
result of learning, while organizational learning refers to the process of learning (Sun 
& Scott, 2003). Projects are seen as suitable venues to stimulate learning but it 
appears to be difficult to disseminate and share lessons with those outside the single 
project (i.e., the organization)(Scarbrough et al., 2004). Scarbrough et al. (2004) 
concluded from a case study that the greater the potential for learning in a project, the 
harder it will be to transfer the lessons learned to the organization. Learning is often 
described as a necessity for organizations in order to stay competitive in today’s 
business environment, due to its ever-changing nature (Chadwik & Raver, 2015). 

Wang and Ahmed (2003) describe CI as the foundation, or prerequisite, of becoming 
a learning organization and Bessant and Francis (1999) describe the learning 
organization as the highest level of CI. Both learning and CI can be found within PM, 
both in research and practice, especially related to PM maturity models (PM3s) (e.g. 
Besner & Hobbs, 2013; Pasian, 2014). CI has been known to be troublesome and hard 
to achieve in traditional repetitive task organizations (Bessant et al., 2001) such as 
manufacturing, as well as in non-repetitive task environments (Gieskes & ten Broeke, 
2000) such as PBOs. Learning has been an area of interest in project-related research 
during recent years (e.g. Carrillo et al., 2013; Dutton et al., 2014; Koskinen, 2012), 
often described as necessary and desirable, but also difficult to achieve (Bartsch et al., 
2013; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). 

Senge (2006) suggests that learning requires a holistic approach in order to coordinate 
all aspects needed to achieve learning in organizations, called systems thinking. This 
approach has been widely recognized and systems thinking are at present an 
important aspect of learning (Checkland, 2000). A similar progression has taken (and 
is taking) place within the research area of project management in which scholars 
have widened the thinking from projects and project management to understanding 
PM as a holistic discipline for achieving organizational efficiency, effectiveness, and 
innovation (Svejvig & Andersen, 2015). A holistic approach is also a fundamental 
component of CI (e.g. Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). Becoming a learning organization 
based on CI is advocated in many PM3’s and described as the highest level of project 
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management maturity (Demir & Kocabaş, 2010; Pretorius et al., 2012); however, 
most organizations do not reach beyond maturity level 2-3 (e.g. Cooke-Davies & 
Arzymanow, 2003; Ibbs & Kwak, 2000; Mullaly, 2014; Pennypacker & Grant, 2003). 
At level 3, an organization exhibits a defined and integrated PM process that is 
consistently applied in each project (Mullaly, 2006), indicating that focus is still 
directed at the single project, rather than a holistic view of the organization (as 
advocated in learning and CI). This suggests that there might be some aspect(s) of 
operating as a PBO that prevents or impedes working with CI and organizational 
learning, or adopting the holistic view they advocate. 

The problem of interest is that CI and learning are advocated as important in order to 
improve project operations within project management, which seems difficult to 
achieve, hence restraining an organization’s ability to progress. 

The purpose of this thesis is then to critically explore continuous improvement and 
learning in the context of a project-based organization, in order to understand how 
PBOs can improve. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This section outlines and introduces the theoretical framework on which this thesis 
rests. The project-based organization (PBO) is the center of attention, residing within 
the project management (PM) context. To this, the concepts of continuous 
improvement (CI) and learning are presented. Although separated in Figure 1, the 
dashed lines imply that the concepts represented by each circle overlap, with several 
common denominators. 

	  
Figure	  1:	  Theoretical	  topics	  

	  

2.1 Project Management 

A project can be defined as a temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique 
product, service, or result (PMI, 2008, p. 1), as in the Guide to the Project 
Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK), a book that has become a standard for 
project management (Shenhar & Dvir, 2007). This definition contains two key words 
that are central to identifying a project: temporary and unique. Temporary refers to 
the defined start and finish that characterizes projects and separates a project and 
project management from that of operations management, which is concerned with 
repetitive actions (Basu, 2012). Unique refer to the outcome of the project as stated in 
the definition above, not the project itself (sometimes a common misunderstanding of 
what unique refers to). Additionally, project management (PM) traditionally refers to 
the application of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to project activities to meet 
the project requirements (PMI, 2008, p. 6). The management of a project normally 
includes identifying requirements, addressing needs/concerns/expectations of 
stakeholders, and balancing competing project constraints such as scope, quality, 
budget, resources, and risk (PMI, 2008). The traditional components, or tasks, of 
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project management consist of initiating, planning, executing, monitoring and 
controlling, and closing a project (e.g. PMI, 2008). 

The three variables of time, cost, and scope constitute the iron-triangle of PM, and are 
usually emphasized in PM since project managers are appraised on their ability to 
deliver based on these short-term criteria (Jugdev & Müller, 2005) for performance 
measures (Shenhar & Dvir, 2007). Jugdev and Müller (2005) note that unsuccessful 
projects often emphasize time, cost, and scope, indicating a short-term focus, while 
successful projects instead emphasizes product success, a longer-term objective. 
Shenhar and Dvir (2007) address this issue and conclude that there is a need to focus 
on both the variables of the iron-triangle and product success. Exemplifying this, they 
discuss the Sidney Opera House, a project with an initial budget of 7 million 
Australian dollars and a schedule of five years. When the doors opened, 16 years had 
passed and the final cost was over 100 million dollars (Australian). Judging this 
project solely in time, cost, and scope would lead one to deem the outcome a PM 
failure, but if one adds the factor of product success over time, the popularity of the 
opera outweighs the costs. It is thus suggested that project success should be judged 
based on customer satisfaction primarily, and according to the iron-triangle second 
(Shenhar et al., 1997). 

There are two paradigms related to PM that describe how PM can be approached: the 
hard and soft paradigm. These paradigms can be viewed from the perspectives of both 
theory and practice (see e.g. Pollack, 2007). Traditional PM and its history can be 
linked to the hard paradigm with a focus on planning and structure with a 
positivist/realist approach (Söderlund, 2005; Pollack, 2007). As a response, the 
evolution of PM has lead to the growth of the soft paradigm, in which the focus is 
turned more towards problem structuring rather than solving, with an interpretivistic 
approach (Pollack, 2007). In research, the hard paradigm is associated with 
quantitative techniques and objectivity, while the soft paradigm emphasizes 
contextual relevance and applies exploratory and qualitative techniques (Pollack, 
2007). The dichotomy of hard and soft in PM research is to be seen as an analytical 
construction rather than an illustration of actual project work, since practitioners seem 
to adopt a more holistic approach (Karrbom Gustavsson & Hallin, 2014). 

2.1.1 Project-Based Organization 

The amount and frequency of projects in organizations can vary immensely: from the 
sporadic use of projects for activities separate from the core business, to fully 
incorporated projects as a way of working in the organization. The latter can be 
described as a project-based organization (PBO). When mentioning PBOs, it is often 
in reference to organizations in which the project is the primary unit for production 
organization, innovation, and competition (Hobday, 2000), which may also 
sometimes be called project-based firms (e.g. Cacciatori, 2008; Prencipe & Tell, 
2001) or enterprises (e.g. DeFillippi & Arthur, 1998). There is however, for this 
thesis, a relevant difference. Firms and enterprises often refer to entire companies 
while organizations can refer to other types of organizational constellations (e.g. 
Sydow et al., 2004). In this thesis, the definition presented by Pemsel and Müller 
(2012, p. 866) (builds on Turner and Keegan (2000)) is applied, in which a PBO is 
defined as: “[…] organisations in which the majority of products or services are 
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produced through projects for either internal or external customers. The PBO may 
hereby be a standalone organisation or a subsidiary of a larger corporation.” 

2.1.2 Project Management Maturity Models 

In order to be able to measure and assess how organizations (any, not just PBOs) 
manage projects, several Project Management Maturity Models (PM3s) have been 
developed during recent years (Jiang et al., 2004; Lianying et al., 2012). The concept 
“maturity model” has its origin in the field of quality management, focusing on 
process maturity (Albrecht & Spang, 2014; Demir & Kocabaş, 2010; Mullaly, 2014; 
Pasian, 2014) and has been adopted in the PM field due to successful applications in 
the software industry (Jiang et al., 2004; Lianying et al., 2012). PM3s commonly 
consist of five defined levels, where the first level is described as unawareness (Demir 
& Kocabaş, 2010), indicating that no established practices and processes can be 
identified. From unawareness, the steps include different degrees of process 
application (e.g. Mullaly, 2006) until level five (an “optimized” level). At the highest 
level (five), an organization is described as mature and focused on continuous 
learning and improvement (Demir & Kocabaş, 2010; Pretorius et al., 2012). Due to its 
origin in quality management, the most common focus of PM3s is whether different 
PM processes are defined, established, applied, controlled, and continuously 
improved (Bushuyev & Wagner, 2014). This course of action could be compared to 
the improvement cycle developed by Deming (1994), commonly found in quality 
management, consisting of the cyclical steps of Plan, Do, Check, and Act (Mullaly, 
2014). 

2.2 Continuous Improvement 

The evolution of continuous improvement (CI) has been accredited to Imai (1989) 
and the Japanese term Kaizen (Sanchez & Blanco, 2014), but examples of formal CI 
programs can be found at least from the mid 19th-century (Bessant et al., 1994) and is 
considered a philosophy (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) (not to be equated with 
methodologies of CI, discussed later in this section). CI can be defined as an 
organization-wide process of focused and sustained incremental innovation (Bessant 
et al., 1994, p. 18). Another, perhaps more general, definition is presented by Bhuiyan 
and Baghel (2005, p. 761), who define CI as: “[…] a culture of sustained 
improvement targeting the elimination of waste in all systems and processes of an 
organization.” This includes both incremental and radical change, stating that major 
improvements often take place over time as a result of numerous incremental 
improvements. The focus when working with CI is described as achieving 
improvement by using a number of tools and techniques dedicated to searching for 
sources of problems, waste, and variation, and finding ways to minimize them 
(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). If one were to describe what these definitions of CI 
amount to in practice, it would be when all members of the organization contribute to 
improving performance by continuously implementing small changes in their work 
processes (Jørgensen et al., 2003). CI has mainly been applied and explored in 
repetitive task environments such as manufacturing and production settings (see e.g. 
Bessant et al., 1994; Jørgensen et al, 2003; Meiling et al., 2012; Savolainen, 1999) 
and the attraction to applying CI is in its low entry barriers and its potential to utilize 
the creativity of all members in an organization (Bessant et al., 1994). 
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Since CI has mainly been applied and explored in repetitive task environments, it is 
those types of environments that have affected and shaped CI. To achieve CI, several 
methodologies commonly related to these repetitive task environments have been 
developed: for example, Lean manufacturing, Six Sigma, and Balanced scorecard 
(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). These are examples of structured ways of working with 
improvements, but by no means the only way of improving. Caffyn (1999) 
categorizes five (1-5) levels of working with CI. Level 1 is seen as a “Pre-CI” stage in 
which improvements are made naturally as issues occur, in an ad-hoc and short-term 
manner. Through levels 2-4, the improvement work moves from formal attempts to 
create and sustain CI, to making CI largely self-driven by individuals and groups. At 
level 5, an organization has developed “CI capability” which means that CI is the 
dominant way of life in the organization, on all levels and among all employees. In a 
similar manner, Bessant and Francis (1999) describe the evolution of CI performance 
and practice from level 0, where no CI activity takes place (random problem solving) 
to level 5, “the learning organization,” where learning is automatically captured and 
shared. This shows that CI is not an either/or phenomenon, but one that evolves and 
requires work in order to be achieved. 

In order to increase the potential of achieving CI, there are a number of key criteria 
(Kaye & Anderson, 1999) and behaviors (Caffyn, 1999) that have been identified. 
Ten criteria for CI identified by Kaye and Anderson (1999) are: 

1) Senior management commitment and involvement. 
2) Leadership and active commitment to CI demonstrated by all managers at all 

levels. 
3) Focusing on the needs of the customer. 
4) Integrating CI activities into the strategic goals across the whole organization, 

across boundaries, and at all levels. 
5) Establishing a culture of CI and encouraging high-involvement innovation. 
6) Focusing on people. 
7) Focusing on critical processes. 
8) Standardizing achievements in a documented quality management system. 
9) Establishing measurement and feedback systems. 
10) Learning from CI results, the automatic capturing and sharing from learning. 

The ten key behaviors identified by Caffyn (1999) are: 

1) Employees demonstrate awareness and understanding of the organization’s 
aims and objectives. 

2) Individuals and groups use the organization’s strategic goals and objectives to 
focus and prioritize their improvement activities. 

3) The enabling mechanisms (e.g. training, teamwork, methodologies) used to 
encourage CI are monitored and developed. 

4) On-going assessment ensures that the organisation’s structure, systems, and 
procedures, as well as the approach and mechanisms used to develop CI, 
consistently reinforce and support each other. 

5) Managers at all levels display active commitment to, and leadership of, CI. 
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6) Throughout the organization, people engage proactively in incremental 
improvement. 

7) There is effective work across internal and external boundaries at all levels. 
8) People learn from their own and others’ experiences, both positive and 

negative. 
9) The learning of individuals and groups is captured and deployed. 
10) People are guided by a shared set of cultural values underpinning CI as they 

go about their everyday work. 

Although different, there are several common attributes listed above. For one, both 
lists stress the importance of management commitment and involvement, pointing out 
that CI is not to be delegated, but has to be embodied. Responsibility is however not 
solely placed on managers, since the involvement and engagement of all individuals 
and groups are also emphasized. Both also emphasize the need to strive for CI on all 
levels and across boundaries throughout the whole organization, as well as integrating 
CI with the strategic goals. “All levels” refer to the organizational levels of individual, 
group, and management, which all have to be managed in order to obtain company-
wide CI (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). Furthermore, Kaye and Anderson (1999) 
emphasize focusing on people, processes, and customer needs. Caffyn (1999) in a 
similar way refers to customer focus, process improvement, total involvement, and CI, 
as critical elements central to all quality programs. Finally, the element of learning is 
emphasized, indicating that both individuals and the organization need to foster, 
capture, and disseminate learning, from both positive and negative experiences. Julian 
(2008) stresses the importance of learning and CI in a PM context in order to avoid 
repeating the same mistakes and “re-inventing the wheel” from one project to the 
next. 

In addition to describing what constitutes CI behavior, a number of barriers to 
implementation have been identified. Singh and Singh (2015) present a 35-point list 
of identified barriers to successfully achieving CI. Examples include: poor planning, 
lack of management commitment, short-term focus, insufficient customer focus, and 
incompatible organizational structure. They also point out that, although there are 
numerous examples of successful achievement of CI throughout history, several 
attempts fell apart within a few years (focusing on Europe and USA during 1980’s 
and 1990’s). A suggested approach for avoiding this sort of stagnation is the use of 
self-assessment (much like the PM3s). A reoccurring source of failure in CI initiatives 
is organizations trying to implement a ready-made package (Singh & Singh, 2015) 
instead of following the recommended approach of aligning and adapting the 
organization and CI to each other (Jurgburg et al., 2015; Savolainen, 1999; Singh & 
Singh, 2015). 

Motivation for striving to achieve CI is described as, in addition to the previously 
mentioned low entry barriers (Bessant et al., 1994), its being a dynamic capability that 
builds and maintains a competitive advantage (Anand et al., 2009; Bessant & Caffyn, 
1997; Bessant & Francis, 1999). Anand et al. (2009) argue that organizational 
learning (OL) is an appropriate theoretical lens to apply in order to better understand 
CI as a dynamic capability, by linking CI to single- and double-loop learning (Argyris 
& Schön, 1978, see Section 2.4). Anand et al., (2009) refer to OL as a principal 
source of dynamic capabilities, and that the common and important denominator 
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between OL and CI is the focus on processes, as well as the improvement of the 
organization through changes in and of processes (also referred to as single- and 
double-loop learning). 

2.3 Process 

Processes are central in CI as it is the processes of an organization that should be 
improved (e.g. Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Caffyn, 1999; Kaye & Anderson, 1999). 
The rise of the process-oriented approach can be seen as an answer to many of the 
perceived problems that functional and product-oriented structured organizations face 
(Garvin, 1998). Kiraka and Manning (2005) argue that a strength with adopting a 
process-based view as the holistic multidimensional view of organizations that it 
provides. A process describes how value is being created within organizations 
(Hellström & Eriksson, 2008) and can be defined on a general level as a collection of 
tasks and activities that together, and only together, transform inputs into outputs 
(Garvin, 1998). There are several process definitions, most of them quite similar 
(Palmberg, 2009). A process has to have (1) predictable and definable inputs, (2) a 
linear, logical sequence or flow, (3) a set of clearly definable tasks or activities, and 
(4) a predictable and desired outcome or result (Zairi, 1997). Palmberg (2009) 
recognizes six components that can be found in most definitions, namely: (1) input 
and output, (2) interrelated activities, (3) a horizontal and cross-functional view, (4) 
purpose or value for customer, (5) the use of resources, and (6) repeatability. 
Furthermore, there are different kind of processes based on the overall purpose 
(strategic management, operational delivery, supportive administrative) and level of 
hierarchy (process, sub-process, activity, task) (Palmberg, 2009). The most prominent 
difference between the functional organization and the process-based organization is 
that the first tend to work vertically (within function) while the latter work more 
horizontally (between functions) (e.g. Kohlbacher, 2010). 

In a PM context, it is common for project managers to rely on process models to plan 
and coordinate work (Browning, 2010). Browning (2010) further suggests that while 
business and manufacturing processes strive to do the same thing repeatedly, the 
project process seeks to do something new, once. This however only relates to the 
single project, and does not address the application of a process-based approach on a 
PBO level. 

2.4 Learning 

When discussing learning in relation to organizations, there are two approaches to 
take: organizational learning (OL) and learning organizations (LO). Yeo (2005) 
describe OL as the process of learning—the question of “how”—while the LO is the 
organization itself, in terms of the characteristics that allow the organization to 
learn—the question of “what.” There are several definitions of both LO and OL that 
have evolved over time (please see Sun and Scott (2003) for a more comprehensive 
account). However, for this thesis, the definitions provided by Yeo (2005) are used. 
Learning can also be viewed as an on-going process, not a static state, since “the more 
you learn, the more acutely aware you become of your ignorance” (Senge, 2006). 
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Learning can be studied on multiple levels in an organization: the individual, team, 
and organizational level (Scarbrough et al., 2004; Yeo, 2005). At the individual level, 
it could be argued that learning is naturally occurring (Senge, 2006), most of us have 
learnt how to walk, talk, and provide for ourselves. Senge (2006) argues that since 
individuals not only can learn, but also want to learn, so too can organizations (since 
they are composed of individuals). The challenge is to learn together toward a 
common goal. Senge (2006) further argues that it is team learning, i.e., the interaction 
between individuals based on dialogue, that is the fundamental learning unit in 
modern organizations. Learning can also take place in different ways, commonly 
called single- and double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Dodgson, 1993; 
Flores et al., 2012; Sun & Scott, 2003; Örtenblad, 2004), as well as triple-loop 
learning (Sun & Scott, 2003; Wang & Ahmed, 2003; Yeo, 2005). Sun and Scott 
(2003) describe single-loop learning as changes to the current norms and assumptions 
of the organization, while double-loop learning questions and changes these norms 
and assumptions. Örtenblad (2004) references Argyris and Schön (1978) when 
describing single-loop learning as continuously improving current ways of doing 
things, and double-loop learning as questioning this current course of action. Argyris 
and Schön (1978) also refer to deutero learning, which is the ability to become aware 
of how one learns in a single- or double-loop. Triple-loop learning in turn is described 
as the ability to constantly question existing products, processes, and systems by 
strategically asking where the organization should stand in the future marketplace 
(Wang & Ahmed, 2003). 

Senge (2006) presents five disciplines that have to be developed and managed 
simultaneously in order to become an LO. These are: personal mastery, mental 
models, building shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking. Personal mastery 
is the commitment to learning by the individual, while team learning focuses on 
dialogue, particularly on cultivating constructive dialogue since defensiveness can 
undermine learning. Mental models involve questioning assumptions and 
generalizations in order to avoid getting caught in one track, and allowing thinking to 
be influenced by others. The fourth discipline is building shared vision, which is the 
ability to rally all individuals to work in a common direction. Systems thinking is 
described as the discipline that is needed in order to integrate the first four and create 
a coherent body of theory and practice. Senge’s (2006) description of learning in 
organizations is that of a soft approach to knowledge, compared to a hard approach 
regarding knowledge as explicit and transmittable (Yeo, 2005). 

Flores et al. (2012) describe six subprocesses that collectively appear to capture the 
entire learning cycle, finding them to be information acquisition, distribution, 
interpretation, integration, organizational memory, and institutionalization. These 
subprocesses need not appear in sequence due to interrelationships and feedback 
loops among them, but the described order was found to be the generally occurring.  
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2.5 Efficiency and Effectiveness 

When discussing improvements, the words efficiency and effectiveness, in reference 
to the performance of something, are common. If one looks up the words in a 
dictionary, it is found that “efficient” is defined as able to work well and without 
wasting time and resources, and “effective” as producing the intended result (Oxford 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 2005). These words have been adopted when 
discussing performance, defined as doing things the right way (efficiency) and doing 
[the] right things (effectiveness) (Drucker, 1974). Application of efficiency and 
effectiveness can be found throughout PM literature (e.g. Fisher, 2011; Hyväri, 2006; 
Lampel, 2001; Parast, 2011) but the words are rarely defined and often applied in an 
unclear manner. In the field of quality management the words are commonly applied 
in relation to processes, where they are used to describe performance (e.g., DeToro & 
McCabe, 1997; Palmberg, 2009). Wong et al. (2009) stress the importance of 
measuring both efficiency and effectiveness when monitoring (construction) project 
performance, since failure to do so would hamper an organization’s ability to improve 
said performance. 

As indicated by both the dictionary definition and that of Drucker (1974), there is a 
difference in focus between efficiency and effectiveness. Efficiency is aimed at how 
something is carried out, while effectiveness is aimed at what is carried out. This 
implies that efficiency adopts an inward perspective while effectiveness adopts more 
of an outward perspective. Applied in a PM context, this means that PM efficiency is 
about carrying out a project without wasting time and resources (according to plan), 
and PM effectiveness is about achieving what was initially planned (outcome of the 
project). From a process perspective, the words are related to internal process rating 
(efficiency) and customer satisfaction rating (effectiveness) (DeToro & McCabe, 
1997), both supporting the inward/outward perspective, and adding one of the 
cornerstones of quality management: customer focus (Weckenmann et al., 2015). 

2.6 Relating Efficiency and Effectiveness to Learning 

In section 2.4, learning is discussed, in which single- and double-loop (as well as 
triple-loop) learning are mentioned. Continuing on the suggested inward/outward 
perspective of efficiency and effectiveness, these types of learning are related, linking 
learning and CI together (Table 1). 

Also, Anand et al., (2009) link CI to single- and double-loop learning, describing 
organizational learning as an appropriate lens to apply in order to better understand CI 
as a dynamic capability. Örtenblad (2004) describes single-loop learning as 
continuously improving current ways of doing things, and double-loop learning as 
questioning this current course of action. Interpreted, this means that single-loop 
learning is focused on how things are done, while double-loop focuses on what is 
done. This is much the same interpretation as can be made from Drucker’s (1974) 
definition of efficiency and effectiveness. What the literature on learning adds are 
triple-loop and deutero learning, which are about being aware of how an organization 
learns and questioning where the organization is heading (Section 2.4). If one 
acknowledges the similarities between efficiency/effectiveness and learning described 
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above, it is evident that learning goes at least one step further (triple/deutero) than 
“how” and “what,” adding the question of “why.” Also, if there were an equivalent of 
triple-loop and/or deutero learning, the short-/long-term perspective of efficiency and 
effectiveness would be more apparent. 

 
Table	  1:	  Theoretical	  summary,	  connecting	  efficiency/effectiveness	  with	  learning	  

 Learning 
(type of) 

Addresses Focus 

Efficiency Single-loop “How” Inward 

Effectiveness Double-loop “What” Outward 

(A) Triple-loop 
(Deutero) 

“Why” (B) 

As seen in Table 1, there are two boxes that are left blank, A and B. Table 1 is 
revisited in section 5, where suggestions of what A and B should contain is presented. 
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3. Research Design 

This section contains the research design for this thesis, discussing purpose, 
approach, and strategy, as well as a description of the case organization, data 
collection methods, and research quality. For a description of how this design has 
been applied, please read section 4, Research Process. 

3.1 Background 

Starting off, I would like to place this thesis in a broader context, in order to offer 
transparency to the reader. In 2011, a study was conducted focusing on learning and 
continuous improvement (CI) in different project-based organizations (PBOs). The 
study showed that continuous improvement work and a learning organization are 
important areas to achieving efficient and effective project operations, but that they 
are hard to achieve in practice. The results from the study will be published by the 
Project Management Journal in the article “A holistic view on learning in project-
based organizations” (Chronéer & Backlund, 2015). In order to pursue the findings, a 
research application was submitted to the Hjalmar Lundbohm Research Centre 
(HLRC). The application was accepted in 2012, resulting in a research project named 
“Continuous improvement for efficient and effective project operations,” of which 
this thesis is a part. The premise of the research project was that CI and learning 
should be studied within the context of the project department (by definition a PBO, 
see section 2.1.1) of LKAB. In 2013, I was recruited to the research group as a Ph.D. 
candidate, with financing from HLRC for the duration of the Ph.D. study. This 
compilation thesis is the result of the first two years of working as a Ph.D., studying 
the PBO at LKAB. 

3.2 Case Study Organization 

In order to offer a background to the case organization and the setting of which it is 
active, the following section starts off by describing the parent company, LKAB. 
LKAB is a high-tech international minerals group that produces processed iron ore 
products for steelmaking, as well as mineral products for other industrial sectors 
(About us, Overview, 2014), and located in the north of Sweden. The core business of 
LKAB can be divided into mining, refining, and logistics. This includes mining of 
iron ore both above and under ground, refining the ore into products, and transporting 
the products by railway to harbors (Narvik in Norway and Luleå in Sweden), from 
where the products are shipped off to customers. The LKAB group employs around 
4,100 individuals with the majority working in Kiruna (approx. 2,100) and 
Malmberget (approx. 1,250) (About us, Short Facts, 2014). The company has been in 
existence since 1890 (About us, The history, 2014) and continuously grown into the 
company it is at present. 

Today, LKAB has adopted projects as a suitable way of working in order to 
continuously develop the organization. It can be anything from maintenance to R&D 
to building process-plants to establishing new mines or mining-levels. Much of that 
work lies outside the core activities of the different divisions (mining, refining, 
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logistics) and thus has to be managed by others. In order to handle the amount of 
projects needed in order to secure both current and future production, a specific 
project department was established. This department today consists of approximately 
100 employees divided between 5 portfolios and 1 business development function. It 
is this project department that is the focus of this thesis, from here on referred to as 
the organization, and LKAB will be referred to as the company. 

Describing all aspects of how the organization works would be difficult, but at its 
most basic level, the company commissions projects from the organization. The 
organization is exposed to market competition, which means that other departments of 
the company are free (have the option to) to commission projects from other actors 
(e.g., consultants). Some projects are prioritized by company management as 
important to be managed in-house, and are thus directly handed over to the 
organization. Examples of such projects are those that are of significant strategic 
importance or are among the larger investments made by the company (which usually 
coincide). No projects are managed for external customers, which means that the 
organization only competes within the limits of the company for projects. The 
organization has formulated the goal of being the natural project partner within the 
company, and actively works to continuously develop their project management 
ability. 

 
Figure 2: (Case) Organization structure 

The management group of the organization consists of the VP of Projects (head of the 
organization) together with the managers of each portfolio. Within each portfolio, 
there are primarily three different positions, that of project manager, construction 
manager, and project coordinator. Some of the portfolios also have program 
managers, who have the operative responsibility for a specific section of the portfolio 
(e.g., mining projects), allowing portfolio managers to focus more on strategic issues. 
For a description of roles within the case organization, see Table 2, and Figure 2 
provides an illustration of the case PBO. 
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It is only the management of projects that the organization is working with, which 
means that all construction work, calculations and so on, are bought from 
subcontractors. At minimum, a typical project consists of personnel from the 
organization, clients from the company (sponsors), and representatives from at least 
one subcontractor. During the course of this study, the organization had an abundance 
of projects, which meant a high workload and a need to prioritize what projects to 
manage. This also led to a desire to do more with less, in order to be able to perform 
more projects within the same budget. 

 
Table 2: Roles in the case organization 

Roles in the project-based (case) organization 

VP of Projects Head of the department 

Portfolio manager Responsible for specific area and part of 
the management team. Strategic focus. 

Program manager A project manager responsible for one of 
the programs within a portfolio. 
Operative focus. 

Project manager Responsible for one (or more) project(s) 

Construction manager Responsible for one (or more) 
construction site(s) 

Project coordinator Administrative support for project 
managers 

The responsibility for managing projects is primarily placed on project managers, 
although both program and portfolio managers have their own project management 
responsibilities. The project coordinators have a supportive role in the organization, 
which includes anything from writing protocols and the administration of documents 
to handling administrative tasks in the different projects. Construction managers are 
responsible for overseeing construction work. The organization also employs 
consultants as project managers to some extent, in order to handle variation in 
“production.”  



	  

	  

	  
3.	  Research	  Design	  

	  
	   	  

18	  

3.3 Research Purpose 

Research can be conducted for three different purposes: exploratory, descriptive, or 
explanatory (Saunders et al., 2009). The three research purposes differ in what the 
researcher wishes to achieve. An exploratory study is useful when the researcher 
wishes to develop an understanding of a problem (Saunders et al., 2009). The focus is 
on exploring a topic of interest and is commonly used in order to generate ideas for 
further research. This is also a major critique of exploratory research, that it only 
generates groundwork for further studies (e.g. Stebbins, 2001). It can also be 
perceived as discursive, since the path is unclear and the researcher has to be open to 
change as a result of the findings (Saunders et al., 2009). This flexibility does not, 
however, mean that there is an absence of direction to the enquiry, but that the focus 
is initially broad and becomes progressively narrower as the research progresses 
(Saunders et al., 2009). 

Descriptive research on the other hand is used to describe or portray, for example, 
persons, events, or situations (Saunders et al., 2009). It could be described as a means 
to an end and has been critiqued for lacking contribution (e.g., “interesting… but so 
what?”) (Saunders et al., 2009). Descriptive research is often coupled with 
exploratory or explanatory research, and used as a precursor or extension of that 
research (Saunders et al., 2009). Finally, explanatory research aims to establish causal 
relationships between variables, in order to explain the relationship between those 
variables (Saunders et al., 2009). The purpose of this study is exploratory since little 
was known at the beginning about CI and learning in a PBO context, despite being 
advocated in wide spread PM standards, as well as in other PM contexts. Exploration 
would allow for further understanding both if and how the concepts could be applied, 
and if working as a PBO implies focusing on other aspects of the organization than in 
those contexts where CI and learning traditionally has been applied and studied. 

3.4 Research Approach 

When approaching research, there are different ways to go about it. Deduction and 
induction are two approaches that mirror each other, where deduction uses theory to 
test data and induction produces theory from data (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The 
deductive approach starts in theory where gaps are identified, followed by the 
formulation of hypotheses to be tested, resulting in a cause-effect relationship 
between variables (Saunders et al., 2009). With the emergence of social science, there 
was growing criticism of deduction since it did not take into account the way humans 
interpret their social world, thus resulting in the inductive approach (Saunders et al., 
2009). Induction allows theory to emerge from data, and is useful when limited 
theoretical knowledge exists concerning a particular phenomenon (Siggelkow, 2007). 
Worth noting is the risk of claiming that “little is known” could be a description of the 
author’s, rather than the field’s, state of knowledge (Siggelkow, 2007). With the 
exploratory purpose of understanding how CI and learning can be utilized in a PBO 
context in this study, an inductive approach was deemed suitable. Induction is 
regarded as suitable because, despite the comprehensive theory of both CI and 
learning, little has been found in regard to the context of interest, that of PBOs. 
Studying the concepts in a PBO context would potentially contribute to theory of both 
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CI and learning, as well as theory and practice in the PM field, where the use of the 
concepts is advocated. 

Another aspect of the research approach is that of a quantitative versus a qualitative 
approach. A quantitative approach classifies the world and asks quantitative questions 
about those classes, and is often related to numbers (Hartman, 2004). A qualitative 
approach on the other hand is characterized by striving to reach an understanding 
about the life-world of an individual or a group of individuals (Hartman, 2004). While 
a quantitative approach studies numerical relationships between quantifiable entities, 
a qualitative approach attempts to understand the life-world of people, how they view 
themselves, and their relation to their surroundings (Hartman, 2004). The purpose of 
this study is not to quantify, but to understanding and describe the usability of CI and 
learning in a PBO context. Furthermore, the opportunity to gain access to a PBO, as 
was the case in this study, coupled with an inductive approach makes a qualitative 
approach the most suitable in order to understand the usability of CI and learning in a 
PBO context. Since both CI and learning in many aspects focus on relationships, 
attitudes and personal interpretations, exemplified by management commitment, 
customer focus, and the involvement of everyone in the organization, a qualitative 
approach was favourable, as argued by Hartman (2004). 

3.5 Research Strategies 

The dominant strategy of this thesis is that of a longitudinal case study since the focus 
of the study is on contemporary events of which the researcher has little or no control 
over behavioral events (as argued by Yin, 2014). Taking advantage of the case study 
strategy is also suitable when a rich understanding of the context of the research is 
desirable to achieve (Saunders et al., 2009), which is also in line with the exploratory 
nature and inductive approach of this thesis. Limited knowledge in the research area 
is another argument for adopting a case study approach as the preferred strategy 
(Edmondson & McManus, 2007), as well as achieving an extensive and in-depth 
description of a phenomenon (Yin, 2014). A case study strategy was seen as fitting 
from the start, since the actuality of the problem was not clear. A Longitudinal case 
study would allow several perspectives of CI and learning in the PBO to be explored. 

Alternative strategies might include experiments, surveys, action research, 
ethnography, history, and archival research (Saunders et al., 2009; Yin, 2014). 
Strategies can be categorized based in the required needs of control over behavioral 
events, and whether they focus on contemporary events or not (Yin, 2014). All 
require no control over behavioral events except experiments, in which variables need 
to be isolated and controlled. Considering the focus on contemporary events, history 
and archival research are inappropriate. History is retrospective and hence focuses on 
the past, while archival research can be both retrospective and focused on 
contemporary events. Following this categorization by Yin (2014), surveys, archival 
analysis, and case studies are potential candidates for the strategy needed in this 
context, since there is no control over behavioral events and the focus is on 
contemporary events. What sets case studies apart from the other two as most suitable 
is that they answer questions of “what” and “how” (Yin, 2014) associated with the 
exploratory nature of understanding, as well as the fact that they are suitable for 
generating new ideas (Siggelkow, 2007). Case studies often rely on multiple sources 
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of data and triangulation is seen as important in order to validate findings (Yin, 2014), 
and they typically combine data collection methods (e.g., archives, interviews, 
observations, and questionnaires) (Eisenhardt, 1989). Furthermore, when selecting a 
case or cases, the researcher should refrain from selecting cases that are representative 
of some population, but rather should select cases based on theory with the purpose of 
revealing some phenomenon, replication of findings from other cases, contrary 
replication, elimination of alternative explanations, and elaboration of emergent 
theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

There is also the question of choosing a single-case or multiple-case study. A 
multiple-case study can provide a stronger base for theory building, while a single-
case approach allows for a rich description of the existence of a phenomenon 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Being offered the opportunity to study the case PBO 
during the entire Ph.D. studies was seen as a somewhat unique opportunity to 
consider both CI and learning in as many aspects of the organization as possible. At 
the starting point of the research project it was not known what aspects of the 
organization would be of interest. As all research have to consider the time available 
to conduct studies, the single case approach was seen as most suitable in order to 
capture as many aspects as possible, instead of pursuing multiple cases at the expense 
of content richness. Common critiques of using “only” a single-case study is that it is 
only useful for pilot studies and generating research proposals and cannot be useful 
for generalization (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Flyvbjerg (2006) however dismiss this argument 
by stating that formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scientific 
development, whereas “the force of example” is underestimated (single-case being the 
latter). 

3.6 Literature Review 

A literature review has been conducted as an on-going process, rather than a 
predefined time-limited activity. Literature reviews can fulfill several purposes but, at 
their core, they aid in acquiring an understanding of the research topic (Hart, 1998). 
Starting with an introduction to the project management field, the literature review 
has continually been added to, both because of the exploratory nature and because of 
the structure of the thesis (being a compilation thesis). This approach has resulted in 
literature coming from more than one research discipline, an outcome of literature 
reviews promoted by Hart (1998). 
Table	  3:	  Keywords	  

Keywords used. Applied in full or as variations using “*”. (Most common 
combinations was “Project Management” + “x”) 
 

Project management, Project, Project-based organization, Continuous improvement, 
Organizational improvement, Learning, Learning organization, Organizational 
learning, Process management, Efficiency, Effectiveness, Maturity model, Project 
management performance. 
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Keyword searches have been performed in academic journals such as Scopus, Web of 
Science, and Proquest, as well as complementary searches in the Google Scholar 
database. Applied keywords have for example been “project management,” 
“continuous improvement,” and “learning,” as well as combinations and synonyms. A 
complementary list of employed search terms can be found in Table 3. 

3.7 Data Collection Methods 

According to Yin (2014), case study evidence commonly comes from six different 
sources: documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant 
observation, and physical artifacts. In this study, interviews and direct observation 
have primarily been employed, complemented by studying documents from the case 
organization. Utilizing multiple sources of data strengthens conclusions in case 
studies since triangulation is achieved (Yin, 2014), sources applied in this study are 
listed in Table 4. Data can also be qualitative (e.g., words), quantitative (e.g., 
numbers), or both (Eisenhardt, 1989), depending on the purpose. In this thesis, it is 
primarily qualitative data that has been utilized, with quantitative evidence applied on 
a smaller scale. The primary approach for analyzing the data has been the iterative 
process of comparing findings to theory, similar to relying on theoretical propositions 
described by Yin (2014), in which theoretical propositions guide research design. 
Empirical findings are then compared to theory and conclusions are made. A 
compilation of sources used in this thesis can be found in Table 4. 

3.7.1 Observations 

Direct observations offer the researcher the opportunity to study actions and cover the 
case context in real time, even if it is time-consuming and difficult to cover all aspects 
of a case (Yin, 2014). In this case study, the strengths outweighed the weaknesses 
since the purpose was to explore how the case organization worked and if the 
concepts of CI and learning would be applicable in such a context. Solely relying on 
interviews would result in a one-sided description of how respondents work, since 
there is no way to corroborate their answers. Adopting direct observations allowed the 
researcher to both verify results from alternative data sources (e.g., interviews, 
documents) and discover aspects of the case that could not have been predicted. 
Observing the case organization over time allowed for continuous loops of discovery 
and verification, as well as discussions that contributed to developing the case. All 
observations were conducted with a main topic in mind, with topics shifting over time 
(e.g., improvement, PM3, components of CI). Notes were nevertheless taken of all 
aspects that were found interesting at the time. 

The focus of observation has differed during the course of this study. At the start, it 
was the management team and their meetings that were the focus of observation. This 
was done in order to build an initial understanding of the organization and how it was 
organized. Since the first meeting took place quite early on in the process, the 
researcher had limited prior knowledge of both the organization and the specific 
research topic (project management). This allowed for a more unbiased approach. 
Management group meetings were attended repeatedly from spring 2013 to autumn of 
2014. For further description of observations, see section 4, research process. 
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3.7.2 Interviews 

Interviews are seen as one of the most important sources of case study evidence since 
it most often is human affairs and actions that are of interest (Yin, 2014). They offer 
insight into the individuals of the case study in ways that are hard to achieve using 
other methods, potentially accessing both descriptions of operations and personal 
views. Yin (2014) describes the dual role interviewers typically need to play when 
conducting interviews for case study research. The first is to follow one’s own line of 
inquiry and the second is to ask the actual conversation questions in an unbiased 
manner. This is exemplified by the description of the researcher’s intention to address 
“why”-questions but needs to translate and formulate them as “how”-questions in 
order to avoid spawning defensive answers.  

All interview guides were developed with theory as a basis and then discussed, 
commented, and improved within the research group before any interviews were 
conducted. This approach allowed the questions and bullets to be scrutinized in order 
to serve the purpose of the study and deal with the topic of interest, as well as striving 
to prevent author bias in the questions. 

3.7.3 Questionnaire 

Questionnaires are not seen as particularly suitable for exploratory research (Saunders 
et al., 2009), but that objection refers to the use of questionnaires as the primary 
source of data collection. In this thesis, questionnaires were utilized in order to gather 
material for workshops, with the purpose of creating material as a basis for 
discussion. 
 
Table	  4:	  Data	  collection	  methods	  

Data collection method Variation(s) Purpose 

Direct observation(s) Project-, Program- / 
portfolio-, and 
organizational level 

Insights to how the 
organization works, in 
order to understand the 
suitability of CI and 
learning. 

Interview(s) Semi-structured face-
to-face, focus group 

Access respondents view 
of the matter discussed 

Questionnaire Statements graded on a 
Likert-scale 

Basic data for discussion 

Documents Strategic 
documentation, 
business plans 

Comparison to oral 
statements 
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3.8 Research Project Meetings 

A reoccurring event during the exploration of the PBO were the research project 
meetings, taking place 3-4 times a year. Attended by the research group from the 
university (one Ph.D. and two senior supervisors) and an advisory board from the case 
organization (the VP, the head of business development, and the head of the logistics 
department), the purpose of these meetings was to support and track the progress of 
the exploration. These meetings were the formal link between the university and the 
case organization and served an important role in gaining deep access to the latter. 
Having dedicated research project meetings between the two groups allowed for a 
shorter start-up phase since a basic understanding of the case organization’s structure 
and perceived problems could be established from the start. Another strength was that 
early heads-up about pending changes could be brought up and discussed before 
affecting the research project. This allowed for pre-emptive behavior where potential 
risks to the exploration due to the changes could be discussed and handled before 
their occurrence. These meetings also allowed for discussion of findings and ensured 
that the research project was aligned with the interests of the case organization. 
Mutual interests could be fostered and met in order to ensure that longitudinal access 
was granted to the organization. It was seen as important to keep a regular forum to 
discuss the progress in order to ensure the interest of the case organization to commit 
to the project over time, and to gain a perceived experience of value from their 
participation (i.e., not just to study the organization, but to reciprocate). 

The meetings were invaluable for the progress of the research project since they 
provided direct access to decision makers in the case organization, which allowed a 
more structured and planned approach to the exploration. Projects, individuals, and 
departments to study could be discussed in order to ensure mutual benefits and 
interests, as well as quick access to, and legitimacy among, organizational members. 
The role of the case organization advisory board was to discuss and gain access to the 
parts of the organization that would be of value, as well as to ensure that no parts 
were overlooked. Emphasis was placed on the advisory board not managing or trying 
to influence the project, but on assisting the researcher and providing in-depth 
knowledge of the organization not accessible to outsiders. There was always a risk of 
unwanted bias from the advisory board, since they also managed the organization. 
That was however discussed during project meetings, as well as in the research group 
to ensure that the management group did not impinge on the exploration. Had the 
focus been to identify weaknesses or problems in the case organization, the risk of 
bias from the advisory board would have been greater, since that would risk them 
trying to cover shortcomings, shortcuts, or other aspects that they could feel placed 
them in a bad light. Since the focus of the exploration was to understand how the case 
organization was working and comparing that to continuous improvement theory, no 
judgment was placed on how they managed the organization. 

In the final stages of the exploration, during autumn of 2014, a second type of 
meeting was initiated between the research group at the university and the 
management group at Projects at LKAB (the same constellation as the research 
project meetings). Initiated by the research group, the meetings were called dialogue 
meetings and the purpose was to discuss the findings of the study in a more long-term 
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perspective. The goal was to ensure that the interests of both parties were taken into 
consideration and to confirm that the findings also were of interest in practice. An 
additional outcome from the meetings was a discussion of the case organization in 
relation to the parent company. This discussion brought to light the complexities of 
customer and stakeholders related to short- vs. long-term focus (discussed in section 
5). One meeting was conducted before writing this thesis: however, because of a 
mutual appreciation of the form, future meetings have already been booked to ensure 
continuation. 

3.9 Research Limitations 

Since the case PBO is part of a larger organization, there were other departments and 
managers influencing its work, directly or indirectly. How this affected the PBO has 
not been studied in this context, although it was taken into consideration and 
discussed (not included). Nor have learning and CI in other parts of the corporation 
been studied, since the majority is process-based, not project-based. Furthermore, the 
PBO employs consultants on a regular basis to be able to manage a larger number of 
projects than what would be possible with the regular staff. This means that there are 
individuals working in, and learning from, projects that come and go in the 
organization. These consultants have been discussed, and sometimes studied, but not 
included, since there could be added (or other types of) complexity related to their not 
being full-time employees of the PBO. 

3.10 Research Quality 

When conducting case studies, there is a common critique that case studies contain a 
bias toward verification, understood as a tendency to confirm the researcher’s 
preconceived notions (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This is however not specific to case study 
research, but present in all research. In order to cope with this, an iterative process 
was applied, based on triangulation. Triangulation means relying on multiple and 
independent sources of data (Saunders et al., 2009; Yin, 2014) instead of a single one. 
This iterative process involved literature, the different data collection methods, and 
presentations and discussions with representatives from the case organization, in order 
to continuously question and challenge the findings. The exploratory nature of the 
study also allowed for a more open approach, since the interest of the researcher was 
more in understanding the context than in verifying any preconceived notions. As 
Flyvbjerg (2006) points out, the case study researcher is more likely to discard or 
challenge preconceived notions than to confirm them. This behavior is related to the 
learning process and achievement of new insight present in case study research. 

The (lack of) potential to generalize from case study research, especially in a single-
case design, is another major criticism of case study research (Flyvbjerg, 2006), one 
often brought up by researchers advocating a natural science ideal in social science. 
Also, generalization does not always have to be the goal. Flyvbjerg (2006) addresses 
this by stating that formal generalization is overrated as a source of scientific 
development, whereas “the force of example” is underrated (referring to falsification 
and the case of the black swan by Karl Popper (1959)).  
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By portraying events as accurate as possible and being open with choices and 
decisions the researcher allows the reader to scrutinize the work and be the judge of 
quality. This has been done to the best of the researcher’s abilities. 
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4. Research Process 

In this section the research process is presented. While the research design section 
outline the overall approach of the thesis, this section complements by discussing the 
different phases of the exploratory study. Each phase is divided into Starting point, 
Method, and Outcome, giving a more detailed description of the choices made 
throughout the study. There are two main phases; the first focusing on project 
management maturity models, and the concepts of efficiency/effectiveness and their 
use, and the second focusing on continuous improvement in project-based 
organizations. Figure 3 illustrates the research process, emphasizing the phases and 
their focus. The dashed lines in phase 1 illustrate the parallel tracks of project 
management maturity models (PM3) and efficiency and effectiveness (E&E), while in 
phase 2 it indicates the different contexts (management, org., industry). 

	  
Figure	  3:	  Research	  Process	  

4.1 Phase 1: Project Management Maturity Models and 
Efficiency/Effectiveness in Project-Based Organizations 

Based on the background of this study (Section 3.1), the initial focus of interest was 
directed towards how project-based organizations (PBOs) evaluated their project 
management (PM) capabilities, and if they applied PM maturity models (PM3s). Also 
of interest was how PBOs evaluated their performance, more specifically considering 
efficiency and effectiveness, since the purpose of implementing a PM3 was often 
described as achieving increased efficiency and effectiveness. However, limited 
information of what defined an efficient and effective PBO had been found. 

Starting point, phase 1:1 

The PM-literature discusses that an emphasis on time, cost, and to some extent scope, 
is the predominant way of measuring and controlling projects (Section 2.1). This was 
confirmed early in the case organization, with several respondents mentioning, 
primarily, cost and time as the most important aspects of managing projects. The 
management team of the case organization also expressed a wish to increase the 
efficiency of the PBO, which is to be seen as the underlying reason for their interest in 
performance. In relation to this, a discussion of performance and efficiency took place 
in the research group, based on previous theoretical knowledge from the field of 
quality management (QM). In QM and CI efficiency and effectiveness is commonly 
used to describe the outcome of things, but how common efficiency/effectiveness 
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were in PM was not known. In the literature review, it was found that the concepts of 
efficiency and effectiveness were not elaborated on to any larger extent in the field of 
PM, although commonly applied, as well as sometimes being used interchangeably 
(see section 2.5). This lead to a focus on understanding how the case organization 
related to the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness, if they use them and if they 
made a distinction between them. This could reflect their focus in their operations. 

Parallel to the exploration of the performance measures a discussion concerning the 
evaluation of project management capability took place. At the start of the study, the 
case organization had decided to work with a project management maturity model 
(PM3) in order to evaluate their PM capability. In the literature review it was found 
that PM3s are promoted, but several variations were found. Research related to the 
use of PM3s indicated a rather low level of maturity in general in organizations, 
suggesting that organizations applying PM3s do not achieve CI and learning. Since 
the case organization had just initiated the first round of measuring PM maturity, it 
offered an unique opportunity to follow and study their process of; planning, 
executing, and following up the result, as well as how they decided to act on the 
outcome. 

Method, phase 1:1 

In order to explore the above-described areas of interest, it was decided that as a 
starting-point, an inquiry among Swedish PBOs in the construction and engineering 
industry would be conducted, using telephone interviews. The purpose was to 
understand if and how PM3s were employed within the approached organizations, as 
well as how they discussed efficiency and effectiveness within their organizations. 
Six organizations were selected and approached with the question to participate in a 
30-minute interview via telephone, all accepted. A semi-structured interview guide 
(Appendix I) was constructed to ensure that the desired questions were addressed, still 
allowing the interviewers to pursue relevant questions that could emerge during the 
interviews. In order to facilitate a fluent discussion, a choice was made to have at least 
two interviewers conduct each interview (made possible by utilizing a speaker-
phone). The interviewers divided the responsibilities of conducting the interview and 
taking notes prior each interview, in order to establish clear roles and avoid 
interrupting each other. This allowed the interviewer taking notes to follow up each 
question if a sufficient response had not been achieved, at the same time as the 
interviewer leading the dialogue could focus on pursuing new questions. All 
respondents were positive to the approach and the interviews went smoothly. The 
respondents also found the topics interesting and the majority of the interviews could 
have been extended beyond the set time frame. An active decision had however been 
made to limit the interviews to the agreed thirty minutes and instead allow for follow-
up questions at a later time. Motivating this action was a desire to be time efficient 
and keep the discussion close to the subjects of PM3s and efficiency and 
effectiveness. All interviews were conducted during the spring of 2013. 

The respondents were selected based on their respective position in their 
organizations. All respondents held positions as a manager responsible for the project 
department and/or development of the PBO. These roles were targeted as they assured 
that the respondents had influence over and/or responsibility for the development and 
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performance of their respective PBO. Project mangers were also discussed as 
potential respondents. However, based on the depiction of projects managers as 
highly task oriented they were deemed as less suitable, as the risk would be that they 
would discuss efficiency and effectiveness only based on their respective projects, as 
well as the fact that they would likely to only have come in contact with PM3s as 
participants, not as the implementers. Further, the interviews were conducted in 
Swedish since that was the native language of both the interviewers and the 
respondents, and thus the natural choice. The researchers did in retrospect discuss the 
option of conducting the interviews in English since it would allow for a distinct 
separation between efficiency and effectiveness, a separation that is not made in 
Swedish (more on that in the following section). The choice was made however to use 
Swedish, since it would allow for a more open discussion in which the respondents 
could convey what they associated with the concepts of efficiency/effectiveness, 
without being guided by the English separation. As a result, the interviewers had to be 
more responsive to what the respondents were focusing on since the answers would 
have to be analysed afterwards in order to identify if the respondents discussed 
efficiency or effectiveness. When analysing efficiency/effectiveness, a theoretical 
separation (see section 2.5) was applied, identifying and categorizing the answers as 
concerning efficiency or effectiveness. For the PM3 part, an analytical focus was 
directed towards evaluating each interview according to the PM3 theory. 

Outcome, phase 1:1 

Most respondents were familiar with the PM3s but far from all had work with one. No 
one of the respondents that expressed having applied a PM3 had done it more that one 
time, indicating that PM3s were applied only to assess the current state of the 
operations. The reasons given were that the execution was dependent on the 
initiators/advocators since they were not part of regular praxis, or that the outcome 
only confirmed what they already knew. Several respondents claimed to be positive to 
the possibility to evaluate PM capability, but it was not prioritized. Indications were 
given that after completion of the first round of measuring the result was presented, 
but no further actions were taken; everyone returned to their respective established 
work routines. This indicated that the models were not applied as designed 
(continuous), but instead as the likes of a thermometer. The outcome of applying a 
PM3 as described (only once) is a snapshot of the current state of the business, 
without any actions taken in order to improve the organization (based on the outcome 
of the PM3). It was indicated by one of the respondents that what was needed in order 
to continue with the PM measurements was an instigator leading the work. That sort 
of action contradicts that of CI literature, promoting the involvement of everyone in 
the organization in order to succeed. 

The discussion of efficiency and effectiveness was characterized by one special 
feature; the fact that the Swedish word for efficiency and effectiveness is one and the 
same (Swe: effektivitet). This means that efficiency and effectiveness could be 
discussed without separation, allowing the respondents to focus on what they 
associated with the concept. The outcome of those discussions was a clear and 
predominant focus on the association between efficiency/effectiveness and cost and 
time. When the respondents were asked what they associated with 
efficiency/effectiveness in their respective PBO context, it was that of performance, in 
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the form of cost and time (several equalized time with cost). These discussions were 
in line with that of the PM literature, indicating the predominant focus on cost and 
time (see section 2.1). The results showed that all the interviewed PBOs primarily 
focused on short-term variables related to individual projects, and how to (firstly) 
meet budget goals and (secondly) improve the ability to meet the same. One 
conclusion drawn was that when discussing efficiency/effectiveness in the targeted 
PBOs, the predominant focus was on efficiency. When asked how project evaluation 
was handled, several respondents mentioned using the project plan and the budget as 
the only way. Only if a project had considerable overruns of cost or/and time would 
they sit down and review the causes. This type of analysis, in literature sometimes 
referred to as “project post-mortems,” was not described as common and the purpose 
of conducting reviews was to avoid making the same mistake twice. This conduct 
shows some degree of organizational learning and learning behavior in the 
organizations, but only to a low degree. No indication of other types of learning 
activities on team and organizational level could be found. 

Starting point, phase 1:2 

The outcome of the telephone interviews spawned an interest to go further into one 
PBO and study how they applied a PM3 and discussed efficiency/effectiveness. This 
was enabled through the established relationship with the case organization, in which 
they at that time had started to apply a PM3, with the help of a consulting firm. At the 
time of the interviews, a first round of questions, the basis for the PM3, had been 
distributed and answered. This meant that more or less all individuals in the 
organization were familiar with the PM3 initiative, making them eligible as potential 
respondents. 

Method, phase 1:2 

Since the plan was to conduct semi-structured interviews (ranging from 30-60 
minutes), a choice was made to limit the number of respondents. This decision was 
made, in agreement with the PBO management, to focus on one of the portfolios in 
the PBO, and to cover all types of positions (portfolio manager, program manager, 
senior PM, junior PM, project coordinator). In addition, representatives of the 
department for organizational development were interviewed in order to get an insight 
into the purpose and plan to implement the PM3. Nine respondents were selected and 
interviewed face-to-face, with recordings and notes as the chosen method of 
documentation. The data was analysed in the same way as in phase 1:1, using the 
theoretical framework. All interviews were conducted during the spring of 2013. 

Outcome, phase 1:2 

Discussions within the research group, spawned from the interviews, dealt with the 
strong short-term focus that seemed to characterize working in a PBO. When working 
with projects, it is natural to focus on the task(s) at hand, even though there were 
indications from several respondents that they wished they had more time to focus on 
more long-term effects of each project. These long-term effects of projects for the 
customer was also discussed by PBO managers, who described a wish, or future need, 
to be able to focus more on incorporating long-term effects of project deliverables in 
project planning. These findings show that there was a desire to shift focus from 
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primarily that of efficiency, to also include effectiveness. Effectiveness being the 
incorporation of long-term effects for the parent company (the customer) in this case 
instead of just providing what is ordered. This desire to be able to incorporate the 
strategies and goals of the parent company to a larger extent in each project was 
uttered more than once in different contexts throughout the exploration, primarily by 
managers. 

Another aspect of the same subject (long-term focus) was the parallels that could be 
drawn to one of the central characteristics of CI, namely that of a customer focus, 
which also several respondents touched upon. It was clear that discussion of 
customers and customer satisfaction was on the agenda in the case organization. On 
the management levels, it was brought up that they needed to a larger extent (or 
desired to) bring long-term performance of project deliverables (e.g. new machines or 
increased capacity) in to the project-planning phase. This current situation only 
demanded that they delivered what was ordered. Their ambition was to be able to 
make room in the planning phase to explore alternative solutions, which in the long 
run could outperform the commissioned solutions. The respondents mentioned that 
tight budgets and time constraints were standing in the way of realising those 
thoughts. When discussing learning, it was indicated that that the individual project 
manager learned naturally, and that it was not uncommon that they could go to a 
colleague in a room next door with questions, thus sharing lessons learned in an non-
formalized way. Several respondents mentioned this and indicated that the same 
behavior rarely occurred between colleagues located in different cities, buildings, or 
even at different floors in the same building. This applied both to different portfolios 
and to employees of the same portfolio but on separate locations. 

Key points from phase 1 

• A strong focus on project delivery emphasizes an efficiency focus in the 
studied PBOs. This was also demonstrated in the case PBO. In the case PBO 
they however expressed a desire to include more long-term aspects in their 
operations, for example measures of long-term effect of the projects. 

• Evaluation of a project was conducted based on cost and time (also scope, but 
it was only mentioned as second to cost and time). 

• Formalized learning and learning on team and organizational level was 
described as suffering. In addition, informal learning was mentioned to occur 
between individuals in limited contexts. 

• An articulated customer focus was indicated. 
• No one of the studied PBOs used PM3s for long-term improvement work. 

Instead they used PM3s for sporadic evaluations of the current state of 
operations (often to compare to others). 
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4.1.1 Conclusions, phase 1 

The strong focus on the individual projects seems to shape the PBOs’ PM work. 
Delivering projects is a first priority, all other priorities come in second place, and 
since projects overlap for project managers, what comes second seems to be crossed 
out. Several respondents raised the issue of more room for increased long-term focus 
in the planning phase of projects, in order to pursue or investigate alternative 
solutions. Allowing more focus on alternative solutions or to consider the project in a 
larger context (company instead of just the specific customer) could be compared to 
taking a more holistic approach, which is advocated in both CI and learning. A 
conclusion to draw is that there is some sort of discrepancy between how the PBOs 
work, and the emphases on a holistic approach, which CI and learning promote (and 
project managers seem to request). This identified behavior is further reinforced by 
the focus on time and cost when evaluating projects, a question also raised by 
respondents. In relation to discussing evaluation of projects, several respondents 
brought up the need for more long-term variables, or indicators, in order not only to 
evaluate the outcome of the project, but also the long-term effect for the customer. 

Regarding learning, several respondents mentioned the formalized bullet points in 
project reports and meeting agendas as a way of capturing learning, especially in the 
case PBO. These bullet points were however often set aside due to time constraints, 
and tended to only include success stories. When lessons learned had been 
documented, the respondents mentioned that it was uncommon that one would search 
for these documents and access the information. What they did in the start of a new 
project was searching for previous comparable projects in order to understand what 
had previously been achieved, in order to get a head start in planning. One respondent 
from the management team also mentioned that it was common practise to visit the 
site of a previous project, if possible, in order not just to read but also to experience 
what had previously been achieved. It also included talking to the users/customer in 
order to ask what could be improved in the projects, thus gaining access to the 
experience of those using the output of the previous projects. This indicates a learning 
behavior related to specific projects but not to organizational learning. It is the 
individual project manager that learns for the purpose of a specific project, without 
feeding the lessons back into the PBO. When asked about the culture of the case PBO, 
it was described as friendly and helpful, but that communication, asking for help, and 
so on rarely reached beyond those in the closes proximity (e.g. the room next door). 
Different focus in the portfolios and not much in common was given as one reason, 
geographical dispersion another. Several respondents saw it as a problem and 
expressed a desire to overcome this distance between different parts of the PBO. 
However, they did not know how this would be achieved. Working across both 
internal and external boundaries is promoted in CI, indicating that CI might be 
desirable in the PBO. 
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4.2 Phase 2: Continuous Improvement in Project-Based Organizations 

The findings from the first phase indicated that CI and learning could be achievable in 
a PBO context, but concerns regarding the match between the CI philosophy and the 
conditions of which the PBO operated were raised. Problematic issues were for 
example the strong task focus associated with working as a project manager, 
standardization and documentation, and achieving a holistic view among employees 
regarding the organizations’ aims and objectives. Findings in favour of CI were the 
indication of a strong customer focus and the ambition to learn and improve. 
Considering these issues it was found to be of interest to further explore how suitable 
CI could be in a PBO context. 

Starting point, phase 2:1 

When an insight into the case organization started to evolve it became clearer that CI 
was something that had been on the agenda, at least on the PBO management level, 
but it was not clearly defined in the PBO context. LKAB has a quality policy that 
clearly states that CI is a central part of how the corporation should be working 
(Quality policy, 2015). This was however not explicitly identifiable in the PBO. 
Instead of trying to trace the corporate initiative regarding CI in the daily routines of 
the case organization it was decided to focus on their current way of working and try 
to identify barriers and enablers for CI, offered by operating as a PBO. It was not 
indicated that the PBO had received any instructions of how to work with CI from the 
parent company, nor had anyone participated in CI training. An overall interpretation 
of this was that it was up to the PBO itself to work with CI, thus allowing the PBO to 
be studied as a separate entity, focusing on the suitability of CI. 

Method, phase 2:1 

In order to explore the suitability of CI in the PBOs, a literature review of CI was 
conducted, focusing on identifying the characteristics of CI. Using known databases 
(Section 3.6) and appropriate key words (Table 3: key words), a body of articles was 
gathered. The purpose was to explore definitions and to identify central components 
constituting CI. Initially six fundamental components of CI were identified (see 
Appendix II) based on Kaye and Anderson (1999). Since little information was found 
on the spread of CI in a PM or PBO context (one example was Gieske and ten 
Broeke, 2000) it was of interest to discuss the components of CI with those working 
in a PBO. Management commitment and support was one of the components 
identified and according to the literature there would be no CI without this 
component. This was the reason to initially focus on the management team of the case 
PBO. Once again interviews were chosen as the preferred method of data collection, 
since it would allow for more thorough discussions concerning the respondents’ 
standpoint of the different components of CI. In addition, documents describing 
strategic plans were collected, from both the PBO and the portfolio levels. As a 
framework for analysis, the components of CI (Appendix II) were used, and then the 
theoretical description and the respondents’ answers were compared. In addition, 
when the respondents presented examples, they were compared to what the 
respondent(s) had said, in order to identify differences between what they said and 
what they did. 
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Worth noting is that at the time of planning the interviews, the case PBO had just 
finished a re-organization with the intention of bringing organizational members 
situated at the same geographical location closer together. Another reason given (by 
the VP of Projects) for the re-organization was it being a response to the outcome of 
the PM3 questionnaire that was distributed to client representatives, indicating that 
there was a demand for higher presence from the PBO at certain locations. The main 
change to the organization was to gather staff based on geographical location rather 
than customer function (e.g. mining, processing), moving from nine to seven 
portfolios. This meant that the management team in the case PBO was decreased from 
nine to seven members as well. Six out of seven respondents were available for the 
interviewers. All interviews were conducted face to face at the offices of each 
respondent, lasting for approximately 1 hour each. A semi-structured interview guide 
(Appendix III) was used in combination with the illustration of CI (Appendix II) to 
support the discussion. All interviews were recorded in combination with taking field 
notes. After each interview, a document consisting of a short summary and reflections 
was created. Two of the interviews were transcribed in full, while four were 
summarized, due to time constraints. The seventh (not participating due to leave of 
absence at the specific time) member happened to be the only newly appointed 
member of the group. An e-mail correspondence with the respondent addressed this 
fact, and a decision was made to leave that interview out rather than to wait and 
conduct it later. Due to the fact that this respondent was the most recently appointed 
member of the management team, with less than three months participation, the 
exclusion from the data set was considered manageable. 

Outcome, phase 2:1 

All respondents expressed a positive attitude towards the CI components. Learning 
was mentioned as something necessary but hard to achieve, as the primary focus was 
to carry out projects, leaving little or no time for learning activities. It was mentioned 
that in the final project report template, a section for “lessons learned” was included. 
In this section, both positive and negative events throughout the project were 
supposed to be described, together with information about what had happened and 
how it was handled. Several respondents mentioned that although the idea was good, 
the execution varied immensely. Many times the “lessons learned” section of the 
report was not filled in at all. Instead, that included was much dependent on the 
individual writing the report, and when included, it tended to only include “success 
stories.” In addition, some respondents mentioned that the “lessons learned” section 
of the report was rarely read ones it was documented and archived (after project 
completion). One respondent however mentioned that it was common to go through 
previous project reports when starting a new one, in order to know what had been 
done before. The same respondent also mentioned that it was customary to visit and 
study the site of previous projects, similar to the new one (when possible). This was 
done in order to discuss results with the workers on the site and see what had 
previously been achieved, accessing experience from previous work. This behavior 
indicates some degree of formal organizational learning attempts, with a focus on 
capturing and disseminating learning. This behavior was however described as limited 
to only take place within the individual programs (not between programs or 
portfolios). 
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Related to learning, it was found that informal organizational learning activities were 
taking place. It was described as common practice that colleagues contacted each 
other for help, but it was limited to those located in the nearest vicinity, for example 
the room next door or in the same corridor. None of the respondents could say that 
this behavior, seeking help or discussing problems between project managers, 
occurred between programs, let alone between portfolios. One of the respondents 
even described the organization as quite separated, with “walls” between groups. It 
was not described as the result of competition or conscious separation, but originating 
in the strong task focus associated with working as a project manager. Several 
managers stated that they wanted to change this, but did not know how. One action 
taken was the reorganization (described in Method, phase 2:1) initiated partly as an 
outcome of the PM maturity assessment, in which stakeholders (client 
representatives) indicated a desire for increased presence from the PBO at certain 
locations. The reorganization brought different programs in the same geographical 
location closer together. No significant changes to learning were achieved, although 
the change was described as positive in several other aspects. While discussing CI and 
learning, it was indicated that learning was a recognized concept, but not given the 
highest of priorities. It was described as desirable to achieve, but no prioritized 
actions were taken in order to achieve organizational learning. 

One exception from the rather low interaction between different groups in the PBO 
was a forum for those responsible for quality, environment, and working 
environment. This was described as a forum for employees, only visited by managers 
upon request (from employees), in which they could discuss different issues raised 
and share experience. It was mentioned that similar forums had been tested based on 
other topics, but that they did not gain momentum due to lack of consistency. Why 
one forum succeeded when others failed was not known, but it was indicated that it 
could have something to do with the clear and specific topic of the forum (quality, 
environment, work environment), creating a common denominator that transcended 
organizational barriers.  

Regarding CI, all respondents described standardized ways of conducting projects, 
with processes supporting PM. One respondent mentioned that they had started to 
discuss moving further from governing work through rules and standards, towards 
values instead; working on strengthening the culture creating a common way of 
working based on values. This could be seen as being in line with CI as a philosophy 
that has to permeate the entire organization. One initiative affecting the culture had 
been initiated by the senior management of LKAB and concerned the entire company. 
That initiative was to implement three watchwords that the entire company should 
work according to. The three words were commitment, new/innovating thinking, and 
responsibility. One example of the use of the watchwords in the case PBO was their 
use as evaluators at the end of each management team meeting, in which the 
managers evaluated their collective effort according to the words; have we been 
committed, did we strive for new and innovative thinking, and did we take 
responsibility? 

Several respondents discussed all components of CI as both desirable and important, 
and the overall outcome was that no component of CI was seen as problematic or 
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unsuitable in a PBO context. However no formal initiative to achieve CI was 
indicated, even thought CI was clearly stated in the company quality policy. Thoughts 
arisen and discussed during this part was how the strong emphasis on processes in CI 
was applicable in a PBO context. All described processes focused on the PM process, 
but it was not clear how these processes related to the different portfolios of the PBO. 
Since CI has a long tradition in the car manufacturing industry, a comparison was 
discussed. When producing cars it is easy to illustrate the main process from input 
(material, e.g. steel, and manpower) to output (a car) and relate each employee’s 
contribution to that process, as well as to break it down into sub-processes. The 
described processes in the PBO only focused on how work were conducted (PM), 
thus focusing on the single project. These processes then cater to the individual and 
specific customer, rather than a collective customer. Several respondents mentioned 
that they saw a need to include the company (LKAB) and its strategy more in each 
project, instead of only focusing on the primary customer (specific part/division of the 
company). A described vision was that both project managers and customer/project 
sponsors in each project always discussed how their specific project contributed the 
company’s strategic goals. 

Starting point, phase 2:2 

As a second step of exploring the applicability of CI in a PBO context, it was decided 
to move focus from the management level to that of the organization (program- and 
project managers). This decision was made since only managers were included in 
phase 2:1, and CI promotes the involvement of the entire organization. When the 
managers discussed the organization, it was in several cases included how their 
employees worked, thus it was decided that the next step in the exploration of CI in a 
PBO context would be to observe how the PBO operated. It was not considered 
sufficient to only rely on data from management in order to understand how the entire 
PBO worked and what aspects influenced and affected them. 

Method, phase 2:2 

Instead of interviews as a way of collecting data, the choice here was made to use 
direct observations for this second step. This opened up for the possibility to 
experience and understand the work being conduced first-hand. In order to take up as 
little as possible of the PBO members’ time the decision was made to conduct 
observations during formal meetings. This allowed a comprehensive observation 
without the need to continuously interrupt with questions in order to understand what 
was happening. Since the case PBO consisted of around 100 members divided 
between seven portfolios it was not possible to cover the entire organization. As a 
result, one portfolio was selected. Since the logistics portfolio already had been 
involved in the case study, it was once again selected, because the start-up time would 
be low due to previously established relationships with the participants. This decision 
was made in agreement with the advisory board from the case PBO (see section 3.8). 
The type of meetings studied could be categorized into two main groups; (1) project 
meetings, in which a project manager, customer and/or subcontractor were present, 
and (2) internal PBO meetings, attended by PBO members only (sometimes hired 
consultants also attended). This was considered to encompass as much as possible of 
the portfolios responsibilities and undertakings. 
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All meetings, when required, started with a short presentation of the researcher, the 
research project, and the purpose with the observations, to allow participants to 
address certain concerns and restrictions they might have. At no point was concerns 
raised about the presence of an observer. Concern and discussion about the presence 
of an observer affecting the dialogue of meetings was also raised before initiating the 
observations. Influencing the situation is always a concern when conducting direct 
observations but can be managed if the researcher is perceptive of the situation. At no 
point was the dialogue perceived as inhibited by the presence of an observer, nor did 
any of the participants object. As some of the meetings included travel time to and 
from locations together with the project managers, there was room for informal 
reflection and discussion related to the meetings, allowing the observer to gain further 
insight into the process as well as asking complementary questions to further 
strengthen the understanding. Observations were made with the components of CI in 
mind (Appendix II), studying if work was conducted in line with, or contradiction of, 
the components. 

Outcome, phase 2:2 

Early in the observations, it was clear that the strong task focus of project managers 
clearly shaped the project meetings. The majority of discussions revolved around 
problem solving and more or less acute matters that needed to be addressed. Progress 
reports and deviations from the plan were in focus, as well as communication between 
subcontractor(s) and customer. In one case the subcontractor was inexperienced in 
working with LKAB, which meant that the project manager had to change behavior 
from the normal way of following up on progress, to work more hands-on and be 
more involved. The project manager described it as micro managing, since the 
subcontractor did not know the routines and ways of working. In that situation the 
project manager would assume the role as customer representative. In another 
example the project manager instead would assume the role as executor, when 
discussing a project with the customer. This illustrated the different roles and change 
of focus that a project manager needs to handle on a daily basis. 

Viewing the example of the micro managing, it also became apparent that 
efficiency/effectiveness is not always in the hands of the case PBO. In the described 
situation the aspects of cost and time was much affected by the subcontractor, rather 
than in the control of the project manager. Without discussing what actually occurred, 
it was evident that in similar situations the project manager could be working both 
efficient and effective and it would not affect the efficiency/effectiveness of the 
project, since it was in the hands of the subcontractor. Another outcome from 
observing the project meetings was that due to the nature of the meetings (task focus, 
tight time frames) it would most likely not be possible to add activities aimed to 
capture learning, without creating discontent among the participants. These types of 
meetings were not considered to be suitable contexts to work with in order to increase 
organizational learning, although they were perceived as good contexts for individual 
and project (team) learning. A question raised for further research was how learning 
could be brought back into the PBO. 
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Project meetings was however not the only type of meetings observed. As a way for 
the managers to be updated with both the portfolio and its programs, they employed 
internal meetings. At the portfolio level, this occurred once a month, while on a 
program level, they started each week with Monday morning meetings. At these 
meetings, all members of the program participated, provided that they did not have 
conflicting project meetings. At these meetings, the attending members took turn 
describing what had been performed the previous week and what was to be achieved 
the current week. This allowed everyone to be informed of what was going on in the 
program. At one time the program manager explained the thoughts behind these 
meetings. One reason given was that since they continually employed one or a few 
consultants as part of the program, the weekly meetings served the purpose of 
supporting the consultants with different issues. One such example occurred during 
one of the observed meetings. A consultant needed guidance of how to receive money 
for a minor added work in a project. This was raised at the meeting allowing the 
members to explain how the consultant should proceed. This could be seen as one 
example of a learning activity. 

With a more informal nature of the meetings, there was more room to address 
questions other than those directly related to current projects. This allowed 
participants to discuss different solutions and to collectively learn. Learning itself was 
not an explicit goal of these meetings, but based on the observations the meetings 
were perceived as good contexts for at least (informal) team learning. No formal notes 
were taken at these meetings however so it would not be possible for those missing a 
meeting to read up on what had been addressed in order to spread lessons learned 
beyond the context of the meeting. The apparent difference in nature and focus of the 
internal (within PBO) and external (with participants from outside the PBO) meetings 
was one of the major conclusions from the observations. The external meetings were 
characterized by a strong focus on the task at hand (project), while the internal 
meetings had a wider perspective including questions regarding all projects, the 
program, portfolio, as well as the PBO and the company, both in short- and long-term 
perspectives. Regarding the components of CI there was a strong customer focus, 
little evidence of a strategic focus, and some evidence of learning on more than the 
individual level. 

Looking at both phase 2:1 and 2:2, there was no formal initiative for achieving CI, 
although all respondents were positive towards the components of CI, describing 
them as desirable. Since there was no formal initiative to achieve CI the question of 
management commitment could be seen as a bit ambiguous. On the one hand they 
were positive and wanted to achieve all aspects of CI, but on the other hand they did 
not prioritize such activities in practice. It was however clear that there were no 
specific aspects related to management commitment that would make it harder or 
impossible to achieve CI in a PBO context. If anything, it might be even more 
important due to the strong task focus characterizing the work. The one aspect of CI 
that stood out was that of processes, standardization and measuring. In order to 
achieve a holistic approach towards CI, there has to be a common long-term goal for 
all to work towards. As it was perceived in the case PBO, the majority of the focus 
was spent on the individual projects. Efforts had been made to be able to address 
strategic questions to a larger extent; one such effort was to assign portfolio managers 



	  

	  

	  
4.	  Research	  Process	  

	  
	   	  

39	  

with a strategic responsibility, whilst program managers were assigned the operative 
responsibility. Associated with culture, it was also described that the project managers 
most often related to their specific program (e.g. mining in Kiruna) rather than to the 
PBO. One reason given was that each program had their defined customer, even 
though all customers, as well as the PBO, worked for the same company. Managers 
raised the question of the need of a more holistic approach and that question was 
confirmed by the observations. 

Starting point, phase 2:3 

From phase 2:1 and 2:2 no definitive conclusions could be made regarding the 
suitability of CI in a PBO context, instead a number of indications took shape. The 
main indication was that it might be difficult to create a common holistic view in the 
organization due to a strong task focus and the lack of a clear process describing the 
organizations value creating (and to whom that value was delivered). In order to 
further elaborate on the preconditions of CI, a decision was made to complement the 
interviews and observations further. Since the findings were based on a single case it 
would be of interest to explore how other similar PBOs perceived the components of 
CI. 

Method, phase 2:3 

In order to broaden the focus in the study, a questionnaire (Appendix IV) was 
constructed, consisting of 10 statements based on the CI components identified in a 
literature review. This questionnaire was distributed to four PBOs, including the case 
PBO, which work was based on construction and engineering projects. It would have 
been desirable to include at least one or two PBOs more, but due to time constraints 
the acquired number had to be sufficient. A dialogue with a fifth PBO was established 
at the time, but they were unable to participate at the time due to an on-going 
reorganization. The fifth PBO will be available for participation at a later stage of the 
study if needed. All but one of the organizations operated on similar terms as the case 
PBO, i.e. working as an organization within an organization. One of the PBOs carried 
out projects for external customers and thus differed from the others in a way that 
they were required to focus on continuously selling their services to customers. The 
other organizations had projects commissioned to them from other parts of their 
respective company. The management team of each organization was targeted as 
respondents to the questionnaire. In one responding organization, they did not work 
with a set management team, instead a group of managers with similar responsibilities 
as that of other management teams, was gathered for the specific purpose of 
participating in the study. A total of 31 questionnaires were distributed, of which 29 
answers were received (response rate 94%). The responses, given on a Likert scale, 
were then compiled in a Microsoft Excel sheet and illustrated in column charts based 
on the means of each question. This was done for the total population, as well as for 
each attending organization. For the latter, the answers of each specific organization 
were plotted against the rest of the answers. Finally, all responses for each of the ten 
statements were illustrated in separate bar charts in order to show the spread of 
answers (the base for the means). 

The information gathered was used as the basis for one 60-minute focus group 
interview at each participating organization. The purpose of the focus groups was to 
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be able to discuss how the respondents related to the statements and how they 
perceived them in their respective context, as well as allowing them to compare their 
views to those of the other participating organizations. In addition, this approach 
generated a self-evaluating approach among the participants, since they did not 
always agree with each other. In order to be able to both manage the focus group and 
take notes of what was discussed two researchers performed the meetings. This 
allowed for a fluid and time efficient discussion while at the same time taking notes. 
After each focus group the researchers could recapitulate and discuss the outcome. 
Both the questionnaire and the focus groups were conducted during the first quarter of 
2015. How the participating PBOs described working in line with the statements and 
the examples given was analysed against the theory of CI. When analysing the 
material special attention was spent on the respondents’ attitudes towards the 
statements, and how they described working according to the statements. Information 
was also grouped in order to identify interesting topics and challenges. As previously 
described, several respondents presented a positive approach, but often emphasized 
the struggles and hardships in examples. 

Outcome, phase 2:3 

All PBOs responded to the statements in a similar way, all tending to agree with the 
statements. This meant that they all more or less described themselves as working 
according to the components of CI. When discussing the components however, they 
brought up examples of struggles, describing that in many cases it was hard to fully 
work according to the components (statements). The findings from previous phases 
were verified in the focus group interviews made in the added PBOs, for example the 
strong task focus that seems to characterize working as a PBO and that capturing and 
disseminating learning are difficult. An interesting finding, a result from including 
one PBO that worked with external customers, was the difference in what drove the 
organization. While those that served their respective parent company with projects 
focused on budgets, the PBO that only worked with external customers focused on 
obtaining new businesses. Perhaps not surprising, but it led to a clear distinction 
between what might at first seem to be similar in the organizations. This led to the 
decision to primarily focus on the PBOs acting as subsidiaries, and the findings 
should be seen as primarily relevant in that context. 

Broadening the study to include more than one PBO further indicated that CI and 
learning should be achievable in a PBO context, but there might be contextual factors 
that might hinder obtaining CI and learning, if not properly addressed. When all the 
focus group interviews had been completed, it was found that no one, in any of the 
PBOs, had questioned or criticized the suitability of any of the components of CI. 
This was interesting because several respondents pointed out difficulties to work 
according to several of the statements, often stating that “We try to work like this, but 
sometimes it is hard because of this or that, and we could do it much better.” The “this 
or that” was predominantly related to time constraints and deadlines, forcing attention 
to more urgent matters. Considering a process focus and standardisation, several 
respondents confirmed that they did have processes and routines, foremost regarding 
the management of projects. In more that one PBO they however pointed out that 
although the processes and routines were good, it was not always possible to work 
accordingly. It was indicated that it was common to deviate from processes and 
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routines, but that the issues causing deviations were seldom or never discussed in the 
organization. This meant that new, and potentially improved, ways of working did not 
fully benefit the PBO, and changes could not be standardized. 

Key points from phase 2 

• Indications suggest that the process view of CI might be difficult to adopt in a 
PBO context (at least as intended in CI). 

• A strong focus in projects affects the possibility to create a common and 
holistic approach in a PBO context, as well as to balance a short- and long-
term focus. 

• No organization or respondent questioned any of the components of CI, which 
would mean that they find all suitable and desirable in a PBO context. When 
comparing literature and data one could suspect that context affects what 
aspects of CI and learning need to be emphasized, thus needing a higher 
degree of customization and adaptation of both CI and the organization in 
order to succeed. 

4.2.1 Conclusions Phase 2 

The strong task focus continued to be evident in phase 2, suggesting that balancing 
the focus on individual projects with more long-term and strategic aspects are needed 
in order to align a PBO with CI and learning. Related, it was in phase 1 noted that 
there was a desire (and need) to place more emphasis on long-term effect of projects 
for the customer. This was also a subject in the second phase (phase 2). During the 
previously described dialogue meeting (Section 3.8) a discussion took place regarding 
the complexity of adopting a customer focus in a PBO, when acting as a subsidiary. 
This concerned the fact that most projects had a specific customer that had 
commissioned the job to the PBO. These customers in turn belonged to the same 
organization, of which the PBO also was a member. Each customer had a specific 
purpose to fill in the parent company, and was governed accordingly, with 
individually formulated goals and strategies. The issue raised from the management 
of the PBO was that the intentions of the customers did not always align with the 
superseding goals and strategies of the parent company. This caused a conflict for the 
PBO since they wanted to take both the customer and their common stakeholder, the 
company, into consideration when planning the project. Catering only to the customer 
would mean that the parent company might be affected in a negative way. If they 
instead only catered the needs of the company, they would risk interfering with the 
customer operations, risking creating a negative relationship. 

When it comes to the components of CI a pattern regarding processes could be 
detected. In all PBOs, the processes described had to do with managing single 
projects, which probably reinforces the strong task focus previously detected. Only 
with a clear organization wide process is it possible to illustrate how each individual 
effort contribute to the overall purpose of the organization. The overall process can 
then be broken down into sub-processes focusing on specific tasks. Findings during 
both phases indicate that the current process view in PBOs could reinforce the 
dominant focus on projects and how they are carried out (efficiency), resulting in 
difficulties incorporating more long-term effects and strategy in order to create a more 
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holistic view. Indirectly suggested by several respondents throughout phase 2 was that 
a process view might be problematic in a PBO context. An example of this was that 
when asked if they worked with processes all responded that they did, but almost 
always continued by stating that deviations from the described processes were 
common. Improvements of the process were rarely or never performed, which stands 
in contrast to CI in which continuous and incremental process improvements are 
advocated. 

Interestingly enough, no one in the study questioned if a process approach was 
suitable when operating as a PBO. Similarly, no other aspect of CI was criticized and 
questioned as unsuitable in a PBO context. Instead, the general attitude was that all 
components were desirable to achieve. Regarding learning not much new was found 
during phase 2, since the focus was directed towards CI. However, if organizational 
learning is seen as the goal or outcome of CI, the same barriers as discussed in 
relation to CI apply to learning. CI does not however have to be the only way of 
achieving learning. This means that although it might be troublesome to work with CI 
in a PBO, it does not rule out creating a learning organization. If a PBO has a goal of 
become a learning organization they should know what it means to go about it 
through CI, since this study has revealed some of the potential hardships associated 
with CI in a PBO context. CI is not however seen as unsuitable in the context, just not 
without problems. In the literature it was noted that CI was described as attractive due 
to low entry barriers, this might not be the case when operation as a PBO, as indicated 
in this study. 
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5. Discussion 

This section presents findings and conclusions from the exploration of continuous 
improvement (CI) and learning in a project-based organization (PBO). As it is 
common in explorative research, some findings are the direct result of the work 
presented in previous sections, while other outcomes have emerged during the 
research process. 

Continuous Improvement and Learning in Project-Based Organizations 

CI is described as a philosophy for achieving competitive advantage by including all 
members of an organization in their continuous work towards a common goal. But is 
it a suitable philosophy to adopt when the business objective is to carry out projects? 
The PM literature advocates CI as a way of working in PBOs, but limited information 
has been found regarding how to achieve it. A reason for adopting a critical approach 
towards the suitability of CI in PBOs, origins in repetitive task environments, since 
working with projects is described as the opposite, i.e. characterized by non-repetitive 
tasks. Often mentioned together with CI is learning, which place them in close 
relation to each other. Organizational learning is also described as an appropriate 
theoretical lens to apply in order to better understand CI as a dynamic capability 
(Anand et al., 2009), and as the highest level of CI (Bessant & Francis, 1999), while 
Wang and Ahmed (2003) describe CI as the foundation of becoming a learning 
organization. 

The appropriateness of CI and learning in a PBO context has been explored by 
simultaneously conducting a literature review and a longitudinal case study in an 
iterative manner, including for example interviews and direct observations. Outcomes 
on a general level are that CI should be achievable for PBOs, but that there are 
contextual factors, or characteristics, associated with operating as a PBO, that could 
make CI less suitable, than for example in manufacturing industries. A key finding 
leading to this conclusion is the dominant focus on a single project that seems to 
characterize operating as a PBO. Both PM theory and practice seem to treat projects 
as separate entities, preventing a more holistic approach towards managing projects. 
Several respondents mentioned both a need for a holistic approach, and described how 
they worked accordingly. However, all respondents immediately described obstacles, 
for example, tight time schedules, that the current projects always had to be 
prioritized, and limited resources, that made it more difficult to make room for 
activities that were not directly related to (finishing) the current projects. 

Senge (2006) describes mental models and systems thinking as two important 
components of learning. Systems thinking are related to a holistic approach, which as 
discussed, seems difficult to achieve for PBOs. One example of what could spawn 
and shape mental models is the process approach of CI. Describing and visualizing 
processes could help organizations to illustrate what is done, and how everyone can 
contribute to the output of the company. In the studied PBOs, the processes described 
were those of PM processes, illustrating and defining how projects should be 
managed. These processes illustrated how project members contributed to the output 
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of that specific project. There was however no overarching process describing how 
the PBOs created value, only how value was created in the single project. If processes 
contribute to creating and shaping mental models, it is inevitable that all energy and 
focus will be spent on the described processes (the individual projects), since the PM 
process was the only process found shaping mental models. This means that the 
current process approach in PBOs, with no overarching process, could inhibit the 
holistic approach advocated in CI and learning literature (no overarching process, no 
holistic approach). 

A purpose of adopting a process approach is that it allows organizations to break 
through the barriers between departments in functional organizations, facilitating 
cooperation that crosses organizational barriers. In the case study, it has been 
observed that there exists a process approach that is only applicable to the individual 
projects. At an organizational level, there is nothing breaking the barriers between the 
departments (portfolios in this case) in the PBO, and as a result cooperation is week 
between both programs and portfolios (departments). One example where cooperation 
and learning between members from different portfolios were achieved was the forum 
for quality, environment, and work environment. A reason that it worked in this 
forum was most likely that all members had a common interest in the topic, 
motivating them to prioritize those meetings (participation made fulfilling their 
responsibilities easier). The respondent, providing this example, pointed out that the 
PBO had tried to do the same with other constellations of PBO members, and topics, 
but that the initiatives failed since the members did not prioritize the meetings: they 
saw their projects as more important, and that the meetings did not help them deliver 
projects faster, easier, better etc. 

Complexity 

During phase 2:3, a rather significant difference between the PBOs working as a 
subsidiary (or department), and those working as standalone PBOs, became evident. 
The major difference was that the former is assigned a budget and it has more or less 
defined customers (other departments of the same company), while the latter has to 
continuously pursue new customers (new business). When the respondents in the 
PBOs described the customer, and customer value, a lot of focus was spent on the 
customer of each project, while the customer of the PBO was rarely mentioned. For 
the PBOs operating as subsidiaries, all customers as well as the PBO, belonged to the 
same parent company, with a common goal of fulfilling that company’s strategy and 
objectives. An efficient and effective project delivered to a satisfied customer at one 
end of the company, might not be as efficient and effective for another part of that 
same company. The management of the case PBO raised the need for a more holistic 
view in all projects, as they felt that the customers lacked this perspective, thus 
making it harder for the PBO to act in the best interest of the parent company. This 
issue raised the question of who the real customer is, and if everyone involved in the 
PBO, as well as in specific projects, shared the same point of view. 

A conclusion drawn from this finding was that there seems to be an added complexity 
associated with operating as a subsidiary, since the question of who the customer is 
might not be clear enough (resulting in added complexity). PBOs operating as 
subsidiaries must know what role they are to play in the parent company: if it is the 
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role of an executor (similar to sub-contractor) they should focus on efficiency and 
effectiveness, being as good as possible in delivering projects based on the allocated 
resources. If it instead is the role of a strategic unit, they need to be more aware of 
each projects role in a larger context, continuously keeping the parent company’s 
vision and strategy in mind, and manage all projects in a common direction. 

Revisiting Table 1, the link between learning and performance 

Table 1 was developed as a way of illustrating the connections between efficiency and 
effectiveness, and different types of learning. Efficiency and effectiveness are 
concepts commonly used in relation to performance, as well as the research field of 
quality management, to which CI belongs. These concepts are also used in the PM 
field, describing desired outcomes of various initiatives (i.e., to become more efficient 
and effective). A desire to become more efficient and effective was also expressed in 
the case organization, as they continuously carried out projects, and wanted to do so 
as good as possible (to be an efficient and effective PBO). 

When reviewing literature on learning, two common aspects connecting learning to 
CI and efficiency/effectiveness were found. First, both CI and learning is to take place 
and be managed at three different levels: individual, group, and organization. Second, 
both learning and efficiency/effectiveness focus on “how” and “what” of operations. 
However, a difference found was that, while efficiency/effectiveness focus at how and 
what, learning also include “why.” The focus of “how” and “what” can be described 
as looking inward, how are we working, and outward, what are we doing (in relation 
to the goal of the project). The “why” in triple-loop learning is described as the ability 
to question how and what is currently done, by strategically reviewing the position the 
organization should have in the future marketplace. This approach could be described 
as looking forward, a focus that is not clearly described in association to efficiency 
and effectiveness. This means that the empty box (B) in Table 1 could be to “looking 
ahead” (forward), i.e. adding the holistic and strategic approach of CI that was 
missing. 
 
Table	  5:	  Aligning	  performance	  measures	  with	  learning	  

 Learning 
(type of) 

Addresses Focus 

Efficiency Single-loop “How” Inward 

Effectiveness Double-loop “What” Outward 

(A) Effect Triple-loop 
(Deutero) 

“Why” (B) Forward 

Further, this has to correlate to a third aspect of performance (box A in Table 1). This 
component could be found in the expressed need, or desire, by more than one 
respondent in the case PBO: to take greater responsibility for the outcome of a 
delivered project (effect), and to better follow-up of projects together with the 
customer. Adding the variable of effect to efficiency and effectiveness, as a measure 
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of performance, forces both project managers, customers, and stakeholders, to also 
look ahead, making sure that efforts are in line with the direction of which the parent 
company is heading (vision/strategy). Anand et al. (2009) linked CI with single- and 
double-loop learning, describing the important denominator as improving the 
organization through changes in (how) and of (what) processes. Adding the concept 
of effect (see Table 5) as a way of evaluating the performance of a PBO might 
facilitate a more holistic approach and strategic awareness, enabling all projects to be 
managed collectively, and in the same direction. 

Concluding remarks 

Is CI achievable in PBOs? It can be, but the awareness has to be raised of the 
challenges that come with it. CI can be described as a low-cost approach to 
improvement, with low entry barriers, but it is a description based on applying CI in a 
manufacturing context characterised by repetitive tasks. Managing projects means 
working with non-repetitive tasks to a higher degree, which seems to offer its own 
unique challenges in order to succeed, than those described in repetitive contexts. 
Significant time and effort together with a long-term commitment seem to be needed 
in order to achieve CI. If the upsides of CI are attractive, one should be prepared to 
invest significant time and effort, since there could be a conflict between CI attributes 
(e.g. a process focus and standardization) and the characteristics of operating as a 
PBO (e.g. high degree of variation in work tasks and diverse output). If it is 
organizational learning that is desirable to achieve, a softer approach is suggested 
based on the findings in this study, since the traditional hard approach of capturing 
and disseminating learning seem to fail, or at least be inadequate. 

5.1 Further research 

In the concluding remarks described above, suggestions are presented concerning the 
potential problems associated with applying CI and learning in a project-based 
organization (PBO). In order to address these potential problems topics of further 
research are presented below. 

- Adopting a process approach seem to be difficult in a PBO context, since it 
reinforces focusing on the individual projects, making it difficult adopting a holistic 
approach. If a process can be identified, that cuts across organizational functions, 
spanning the organization, it could support achieving a more holistic approach, and 
thus increase the potential of achieving CI and learning (as promoted in PM 
literature). 

- PM has its roots in a hard paradigm, focusing on planning and structuring, which is 
in line with CI. When the concept of learning is applied it seems to be done using a 
hard approach, focusing on capturing and disseminating learning, for example, 
through documentation. This approach is however described as problematic by 
practitioners, as they describe formal learning activities as rigid and often of low 
priority. Since the hard approach to organizational learning in PBOs seems to fail, it 
could be of interest to instead adopt and work according to a softer approach, focusing 
on people, culture, and communication. 
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- How would the implementation of effect as a third measure of performance 
influence PM? As suggested, adding effect as a performance measure could 
potentially balance the short-term focus of PM described by respondents, by including 
a more long-term focus on aligning projects with company strategy. 

- Several respondents indicated that customer involvement in projects varied. 
Involved customers often resulted in a perceived increase in project success, but the 
reality was that not all customers took responsibility for their part in the projects (e.g. 
in steering-groups). This raises the question of how PBO and customer collaboration 
could be improved. Findings from this study indicate a more complex relationship 
with customers for PBOs operating as subsidiaries. Improving collaboration could 
result in improved performance for PBO, its customers, and the mutual parent 
company. 

- The role a PBO is assigned in its parent company seems to affect what they can, and 
should, focus on: if it has the role of a project executor, or if they also have a strategic 
responsibility. The assigned role of the PBO will most likely be affected by the 
location of the responsibilities in the parent company, for example in deciding which 
projects to undertake. If a PBO, operating as a subsidiary, is supposed to operate as a 
project executor, they should focus on carrying out each project as efficient and 
effective as possible, and it will be the responsibility of the customer to follow up on 
and evaluate the long-term effect. If the PBO, on the other hand, is assigned with 
strategic responsibilities, it seems to increase the complexity of for example the 
cooperation between PBO and customer, or who the customer is, and requires that the 
PBO take (an increased) responsibility for project effect after the delivery, and it will 
be more involved in aligning the company with its strategy. This difference, or 
complexity, would be of interest to pursue in further research. 
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APPENDIX I – Interview guide #1 

 

 

Inför&telefonintervju&med&fokus&på&projektmognad&och&9effektivitet&

!

Hej!!

Tack!för!att!du!ställer!upp!på!intervju,!vars!syfte!är!att!uppnå!ökad!förståelse!för!hur!projektbaserade!
organisationer!tar!tillvara!på!erfarenheter!för!att!kontinuerligt!bli!bättre.!Nedan!finner!du!några!
frågor!som!vi!gärna!vill!diskutera.!

!

Frågor&

Inledning&&

• Respondentens!bakgrund!och!erfarenheter?!
!

Projektmognad&(15&min)&

• Är!du!bekant!med!begreppet!”projektmognad”?!Vad!innebär!det!för!dig?!
• Används!begreppet!inom!er!projektverksamhet!och!på!vilket!sätt?!
• Mäter!ni!projektmognad!(Ja/Nej)?!Varför?!

!

Om!”Ja”:!

• Hur!mäter!ni!projektmognad!(t.ex.!typ!av!modell!och!mätetal)?!!
• Hur!använder!ni!resultaten!från!mätningarna?!

!

Projekteffektivitet&(15&min)&

• Är!du!bekant!med!begreppet!projekteffektivitet?!Vad!innebär!det!för!dig?!
• Mäter!ni!projekteffektivitet!inom!organisationen?!
• Om!ja,!vad!mäter!ni?!
• Om!nej,!är!det!någon!ni!i!framtiden!vill!utveckla!i!din!organisation?!

!
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APPENDIX II – Components of CI 
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APPENDIX III – Interview guide #2 

 
  

Intervjuguide!–!Ledningsgruppen+TP"
Frågorna(baseras(på(Kaye(&(Andersons((1999)(5(identifierade(teman(för(att(införa(
och(lyckas(med(ständiga(förbättringar,(dessa(är:(

1. Ledarskap(
2. Strategiskt(fokus(
3. Organisationskultur(och(ett(fokus(på(medarbetarna(
4. Processer,(standardisering(och(mätning(
5. Lärande(från(resultat(

(
Det(går(även(att(argumentera( för(att(kommunikation/information(bör(vara(med(
som( tema,( då( det( bör( kunna( ses( som( ett( underliggande( tema,( tillsammans( med(
administration.(I(dagsläget(finns(dock(inget(konkret(stöd(identifierat(i(litteraturen(
för(detta.(

6. Kommunikation,(Information,(Administration(
(
Men,(för(att(inleda(bör(det(vara(av(intresse(att(ta(reda(på(vilken(syn(respondenten(
har( på( ständiga( förbättringar.( Det( bör( ge( möjligheten( att( få( en( bild( av( vad(
ständiga(förbättringar(innebär(inom(TP((och(LKAB)(i(dagsläget.(Det(bör(bidra(till(
att( kunna( skapa( en( bild( av( vad( arbetet( med( ständiga( förbättringar( innebär( i(
dagsläget.((
!
VAD$–$HUR$–$VARFÖR$! $BE$OM$EXEMPEL!
!
[1]!Kan$du$beskriva$vad$ständiga$förbättringar$innebär$för$dig?!
! (Vad!innebär!det!att!arbeta!med!ständiga!förbättringar?)!

[Oavsett!längd!på!svar!så!bör!det!följas!upp!med!följdfrågor!för!att!
fungera!som!diskussionspunkt.]!
@!Vad!är!kvalitet!(inom!TP)!för!dig?!

!
[2]!Vem$eller$vilka$är$kunden$enligt$dig?!

[Eftersom!många!som!skriver!om!CI!framhåller!”kunden!i!centrum”!som!
en!viktig!del!i!arbetet!med!CI!bör!det!vara!av!vikt!att!klargöra!hur!de!olika!
cheferna!inom!TP!ser!på!det.]!

!
[3]!Diskussion$kring$illustreringen$av$CI,$hur$ser$respondenten$på$
respektive$område?!
! [En!möjlighet!att!få!TPs!syn!av!vad!som!borde!funka!och!inte.]!

!
Exempel!på!frågor:!
!
Strategiskt!fokus!

• Långsiktiga!mål!är!viktigt!inom!teorin,!använder!du!några?!
o JA!

" För!din!avdelning?!För!TP?!
" Tanken!bakom?!

o NEJ!
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" Varför!inte?!
!
Processer,!Standardisering,!Mätning!

• Beskriv!någon/några!av!de!processer!ni!arbetar!med?!
• Använder!ni!rutiner!i!projekt?!

o Om!JA!
" Exempel?!
" Hur!följs!de!upp?!
" Uppdateras!de?!

o Om!NEJ!
" Varför!inte?!

• Mäter!du!resultat!inom!avdelningen!idag?!
o Om!JA!

" Exempel!på!vad!som!mäts?!
" Hur?!
" Sker!någon!återkoppling!till!personalen?!

o Om!NEJ!
" Varför!inte?!
" Finns!det!hinder!för!att!mäta?!

!
Kultur,!Medarbetarfokus!

• Personalen!är!central!inom!teorin,!eftersom!det!ofta!är!de!som!har!
kunskap!och!möjlighet!att!driva!igenom!en!stor!del!av!
förändringarna.!!

• Har!du!gått!någon!utbildning!kopplat!till!förbättringsarbete?!
o Går!din!personal!någon!utbildning!kopplat!till!CI?!

• Använder!du!dig!av!förbättringsgrupper?!
o JA!

" Vem!tar!initiativ!till!grupper?!
" Hur!går!det!till?!(exempel)!
" I!vilket!syfte!använder!du!just!grupper?!
" Är!du!själv!med!i!förbättringsgrupper?!

o NEJ!
" Varför!inte?!
" Är!du!själv!med!i!förbättringsgrupper?!

!
Lärande!

• Hur!ser!du!på!lärande!i!din!organisation!(och!TP)?!
• Ge!exempel!på!hur!du!arbetar!med!lärande,!eller!att!främja!

lärande?!
!
Kunden!i!centrum!

• Hur!ser!din!avdelnings!syn!på!kunden!ut?!
• Hur!resonerar!du/ni!när!det!kommer!till!att!välja/hantera/leda!

projekt,!vad!är!i!fokus?!
!

Kommunikation,!Information,!Administration!
• Beskriv!de!olika!kommunikationsvägarna!du!använder!dig!av!för!

att!leda!verksamheten?!(exempel)!
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• Vilken!typ!av!information!handlar!det!om?!
• Beskriv!projektkoordinatorernas!roll?!

!
[4]!Utifrån$din$bild$och$det$vi$har$diskuterat,$vilka$förbättringsmöjligheter$
ser$du?!

• Avdelning/TP?!
• Vad!skulle!du!vilja!jobba!mer!med?!

!
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2015-04-13 09:01Enkät - Ständiga förbättringar i projektbaserade organisationer

Sida 1 av 5https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1XBJKrWDtElK305hi0WwTj1JeMkpVjShSMUHUW6OTt8k/viewform

Enkät - Ständiga förbättringar i
projektbaserade organisationer
Denna enkät ingår som del i en forskningsstudie med fokus på effektivitet i 
projektverksamheter. Enkäten vänder sig denna gång till projektorganisationer inom bygg- och 
anläggningsbranschen, i Norr- och Västerbotten.

En lärande organisation som kontinuerligt förbättrar sig bör kunna möta framtida krav och 
utmaningar på ett effektivt sätt. Syftet med studien är därför att undersöka förutsättningar och 
hinder för att ta tillvara på lärande och förbättringsarbete inom en projektorganisation. Den ger 
er möjlighet att reflektera över lärande och förbättringsarbete i er organisation, samt i 
jämförelse med andra likvärdiga projektorganisationer. 

Med projektverksamhet avses ledning, planering och genomförande som berör samtliga projekt 
inom en organisatorisk enhet.

Enkäten tar 5-10 minuter (10 kryssfrågor) att besvara och samtliga deltagare förblir anonyma, 
där erhållen information sammanställs och analyseras på organisationsnivå. Informationen 
kommer sedan att utgöra underlag för en workshop, där resultaten diskuteras med deltagarna 
inom respektive projektorganisation. 

OBS! Om du av någon anledning inte vill eller kan besvara någon av frågorna, vänligen ange 
orsak i kommentarsrutan efter respektive fråga.

*Obligatorisk

Kontaktuppgifter
Erik Sundqvist
erik.sundqvist@ltu.se
+4672 719 60 93

Fredrik Backlund
fredrik.backlund@ltu.se
+4672 586 62 44

Företag *

Redigera detta formulär
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Abstract 

The concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are commonly used when evaluating different processes. As project 
management can be described by different kinds of processes, the aim with this research is to explore the concepts 
within project management through the lens of quality management. Since project-based organisations are often 
struggling with the balance between time, cost and quality, they are interested in doing this as efficient and 
effective as possible. However, there are a wide variety of views on efficiency and effectiveness among 
professionals and research scholars, which makes it difficult to apply these concepts in project-based settings. 

The study is based on a literature review and includes interviews with project office managers from Swedish 
construction and engineering companies. Findings from the study indicate that the terms efficiency and 
effectiveness are used without clear definitions, where measurements are executed and results interpreted in 
various ways. Clarifying the interpretation of project efficiency and effectiveness would help and support project-
based organisations in their improvement work. Clarity implies improved preconditions to measure efficiency and 
effectiveness, and the possibility to develop indicators that can be used to help guide the organization in the desired 
direction. A clearer view on project efficiency and effectiveness can also be a basis for internal improvements in 
terms of time, cost and quality, as well as external improvements in terms of customer satisfaction. 
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1. Introduction 

Within the field of project management (PM) the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are commonly used, 
but rarely defined. Some researchers apply the concepts when describing how to improve some part of PM (Ward, 
1999), some apply it when describing competencies for project execution (Lampel, 2001). In different maturity 
models, e.g. OPM3 (PMI, 2008b), SPICE (Sarshar, Haigh & Amaratunga, 2004) and (PM)2 (Kwak & Ibbs, 2002), 
effectiveness is usually listed as one of the reasons for measuring maturity. However, the meaning of PM 
effectiveness is somewhat unclear. There are some other applications of the concepts discussed in the field of PM, 
but there is rarely a clear definition of what is meant with efficiency and effectiveness, and they are applied 
interchangeably. 

In the field of quality management (QM), the concepts are applied in a more defined way. In QM, efficiency 
refers to doing things right, i.e. whatever is performed, it is performed in the most suitable way, given the available 
resources (high efficiency). Effectiveness, on the other hand refers to doing the right things, i.e. selecting and 
focusing on producing an output that there is a demand for. In everyday use of the word effective (-ness), it is 
related to putting something, say “a”, in relation to something else, call it “b”. When comparing these two, “a” can 
be more or less effective than “b” in terms of for example the outcome. The “a” and “b” can also be the same task, 
but performed at different times or by different persons, making it possible to compare the two. Efficiency is 
applied in a similar way. Since the concepts, as words, imply that one thing is in some way better than something 
else, comparability is key when applying the two concepts. Considering projects they are often described as unique 
and thereby difficult to compare to each other. Does this “uniqueness” imply difficulties in discussing the concepts 
of efficiency and effectiveness in relation to projects? 

One way to deal with the problem of comparing projects with one another is to describe PM as consisting of 
different processes, as stated by Wysocki (2011, p. 63) and the Project Management Institute (2008a). In several 
PM contexts, projects and processes are interrelated to each other. One example is in the PMBOK Guide (PMI, 
2008a), which describes the different stages of a project as processes. Another example is in the ISO 21500
standard (ISO, 2012) focusing on PM in which processes are described as a central part of projects. As stated, 
projects are often defined as unique (PMI, 2008a), making it difficult to compare one project with the next. The 
ability to compare is critical in order to be able to work on improvements so by linking processes to PM this 
problem can be addressed. 

Within the fields such as quality and operations management, processes are central. Extensive literature within 
these fields focuses on improvements of processes regarding its output, the process itself, and its alignment to the 
customer (DeToro & McCabe, 1997). DeToro and McCabe (1997) exhibit a clear application of the concepts 
related to processes, when rating the condition of processes based on efficiency and effectiveness. Emphasizing 
processes in PM enables comparisons between projects, and thus support continuous improvements. Also, a 
process view facilitates linking single projects strategically to an organization’s business context and to the main 
business objectives. Thus, working with improving processes in PM through the lens of efficiency and 
effectiveness, would put a focus on internal and external as well as short and long-term perspectives.

If processes can be identified in an a project-based organization, and if the concepts of efficiency and 
effectiveness can be applied to evaluate processes, it would be possible to evaluate the PM process over time in 
terms of performance. But in order to discuss efficiency and effectiveness in PM, a common view need to be 
established between academics and practitioners. Discussing projects from a process viewpoint is particularly 
interesting within project-based organizations, since they continuously carry out projects. The possibility to learn 
and improve from one project to the next is something that any project organization should be interested in doing. 
Dismissing the possibility to compare and learn from one project to the next, in terms of both efficiency and 
effectiveness, with the argument that every project is unique might just be a pretext for not dealing with overall 
project organization performance, similar to the reasoning made by Andersen et al. (2006). This paper discusses 
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the view on efficiency and effectiveness within major companies in the Swedish construction and engineering 
industry. In order to obtain comparable results, the companies in the study are limited to the same geographical 
region and industry. The type of projects the companies perform are of the classical objective oriented type were 
planning is central. Further, from an academic and practitioners point of view, clarifying what is meant when 
discussing efficiency and effectiveness related to PM should be a starting point for discussing, measuring and 
evaluating the PM processes. 

2. Method 

In this exploratory study, the application of the concepts of effectiveness and efficiency among PM academics 
and practitioners has been studied, with the aim to acquire an understanding of how the concepts are applied. The 
study is part of a research project concerning efficient and effective PM based on continuous improvements (CI). A 
literature review has been performed searching for application of the concepts within the notable academic journals 
in the field of PM, such as the International journal of project management and the Journal of project 
management. Secondary searches have been made using the university database search tool Primo in order to 
identify applications of the concepts related to PM in non-PM journals. 

To explore the application of the concepts among practitioners, two sets of qualitative interviews were 
performed. Both sets consisted of semi-structured interviews in order to capture the views of the respondents. The 
first set was aimed at practitioners within different companies in the Swedish construction and engineering 
industry. 7 respondents were involved from 7 companies, holding the role as project managers or responsible for 
the overall project development (e.g. model and method development). The interviews were conducted via 
telephone by two interviewers in order to support the balance between the discussion and taking notes, and lasted 
for approximately 30 minutes each. The second set of interviews was conducted using face-to-face interviews with 
respondents within one of the participating companies, lasting for approximately one hour each. The selected 
company had an expressed goal to work actively with developing their project department. 9 respondents (2 project 
managers (PMr) - i.e. responsible for several project leaders, 2 project coordinators/administrators (PC/PA), 4 
project leaders (PL), and 1 project department development manager (PDDM)) were selected. Among the 
respondents the PDDM was responsible for the PM development at the company. Notes were taken during the 
interview and recordings were used as back up for the notes. Focus was on the open discussion in order to get each 
individuals view on effectiveness and efficiency within their organization. The study was performed during spring 
2013. 

3. Theoretical discussion 

In the field of PM, the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are commonly used, and there are several 
examples of relevant literature within the field. For example, Wysocki (2011) has previously discussed effective 
PM, and Hyväri (2006), Lampel (2001), Parast (2011) and Fisher (2011) refer to the concepts in different ways. 
The book Effective Project Management by Wysocki (2011) book describes different tools, tips and 
recommendations in order to better manage projects, thus with a focus on one single project. However, 
effectiveness is not defined but refers to the improvement in managing projects with the goal to improve delivery 
on time and budget. Hyväri (2006) in turn, describes PM effectiveness related to organizational design and 
characteristics of effective project managers. Effectiveness is applied throughout the article, while the concept of 
efficiency is absent. Effective project execution is also discussed in Lampel’s (2001) work. Both authors may have 
deliberately chosen to only apply effectiveness, but it is not discussed in their articles. With the concepts in mind, 
it is of interest to further discuss and explore the two concepts within PM. 

The two concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are applied within PM literature but they are rarely defined 
and they are usually applied in an unclear manner. Parast (2011) applies both effectiveness and efficiency in 
discussions of the effect of Six Sigma projects on innovation and firm performance. The concepts appear to be 
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applied more consciously than previously revealed in PM literature. One reason might be the fact that Parast’s 
(2011) study (in addition to PM) is related to the area of QM, where a clear distinction is made between efficiency 
and effectiveness. One such example is DeToro and McCabe (1997) where efficient and effective are defined as: 

Efficient: Meets all internal requirements for cost, margins, asset utilization… and other efficiency measures 
Effective: Satisfies or exceeds all customer requirements 

The distinction between the concepts supports the management in focusing on different parts of the business. 
The definitions of the concepts also highlight the main focuses in QM, namely a leading focus on the customer. 
This is apparent when considering some of the definitions of quality. For example Rose (2005) presents a few 
definitions of quality that illustrates different perspectives. The first definition from Joseph M. Juran, one of the 
protagonists of QM, who states that quality can refer to: 

Product features that meet customer needs (Juran, 1989) 

Another definition of quality refers to: 

Freedom from deficiencies (Juran, 1989) 

The two definitions of quality above show the different angles from which quality can be viewed. The first 
definition emphasizes meeting the customers’ needs and expectations while the second focuses on the product 
itself. It could be argued that both views refer to the same aspect, the end result, but with different approaches, i.e. 
the means to reach the desired result differs. A third definition of quality is that of the International Organization 
for Standardization where quality is defined, in ISO 9000:2005, as: 

The degree to which a set of inherent characteristics fulfil requirements (ISO, 2005) 

As stated by Rose (2005), all three definitions above focus on the products, the defects and the customers. 
Comparing these definitions of quality to those of efficiency and effectiveness made by DeToro and McCabe 
(1997), the similarities are evident. Definitions of quality encompass aligning the product with the customer needs. 
The focus is both on delivering the best possible output and making sure that the output is what the customer 
wants, in other words doing things right and doing the right things. This is the same explanation as that of 
efficiency and effectiveness presented in the introduction. This implies that both an internal and external as well as 
short-term and long-term perspectives is covered by the concepts. The description of efficiency emphasizes 
internal and short-term issues while effectiveness tends to emphasize long-term issues that are both internal and 
external. 

To further portray the use of efficiency and effectiveness in the field of QM, the process condition rating made 
by DeToro and McCabe (1997) can serve as a good example. To rate the condition of processes (from unhealthy to 
world class) the concepts are applied by evaluating a process in a spectrum from “lack of”, to “high” efficiency and 
effectiveness. Efficiency is then applied as an internal process rating, while effectiveness is applied as a customer 
satisfaction rating. The highest degree of efficiency is the obtained when a process is: free from defects, have a low 
unit cost, short cycle time, no waste, and low cost of poor quality. High effectiveness, in turn, is obtained when the 
process output exceeds most customer requirements. 

Continuing the discussion of the concepts from QM, they imply an aspiration to improve. Improvement is also 
an aspect within QM that receives a great deal of attention regarding evaluation of processes and making 
incremental improvements. CI is one such QM philosophy. CI is related to the philosophy of Kaizen and the 
Toyota production system characterized by striving to always do better (Alukal, 2007). The concepts are closely 
related to CI since comparing and improving is central. Applying the concepts in project-based organizations can 
support the management in discussions concerning improvements and efforts. 
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As shown previously, the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are present in the field of PM, but they are 
often only used to describe the outcome of some activity. For example, in Wysocki’s (2011) book, in which 
effective PM is viewed as a result of using tips, tricks, tools and recommendations. Effective is a central word in 
Wysocki’s book and is included in the title, but it is not clearly defined. However, it is evident that the majority of 
the content is aimed at supporting the process of carrying out the individual project. Compared to the definitions of 
the concepts, the purpose of the book is perhaps more aimed at efficient PM, rather than effective PM. The 
indistinct use of the concepts can be found to a large extent in the PM journals. In Hyväri (2006), internal and 
external factors are discussed, as well as both tools and leadership skills. With the concepts in mind, discussing 
both internal and external factors would mean that Hyväri (2006) probably refers to both efficiency and 
effectiveness, yet only effectiveness is mentioned.

Efficiency, in comparison to effectiveness, is even more scarcely used in PM literature. One example, however, 
is by Martinsuo and Lehtonen (2007), who both use and define efficiency from a PM perspective (efficiency are 
projects together succeeding in fulfilling portfolio objectives). Martinsuo and Lehtonen (2007) touch upon the 
same findings as in this paper by stating; “portfolio management efficiency as such has not been reported in the 
literature”. Their study is performed at single project level PM in relation to portfolio management and the effects 
on the latter in terms of efficiency. Martinsuo and Lehtonen’s (2007) study is one of few examples found were 
either of the two concepts are used in a clear and defined way. 

Compared to QM, there is a lack of consistency and perhaps awareness in the application of efficiency and 
effectiveness within the PM literature. This raises the question of how the concepts are applied among 
practitioners. Improvements in an organization are an ongoing process and the need to decrease time and costs in 
projects is usually always present. A general problem in PM is to meet time and cost goals and much of the PM 
literature focus on how to achieve these goals. Taking lessons from other areas such as QM on how to structure 
and continuously improve processes could support the field of PM to evolve. As indicated, the concepts can be 
used to help put focus on different perspectives of PM in the project-based organization and provide structure for 
improvements. Applying the concepts on PM might also help develop new performance indicators in order to 
support and steer improvement efforts. 

Based on this theoretical discussion, the empirical study aims to enhance the understanding of how the concepts 
of efficiency and effectiveness are applied among practitioners. 

4. Empiric results and analysis 

Before continuing the exploration of efficiency and effectiveness in PM, an important question needs to be 
addressed. In discussions of the concepts in Sweden, only one word is used in relation to efficiency and 
effectiveness, i.e. “effektivitet”. This makes it more complex when trying to identify the meaning of the concepts 
in the interviews. In order to identify if the respondents have reflected upon both concepts no separation was given 
beforehand. For this reason, only the word effectiveness is used when describing the respondents’ answers. When 
analyzing the information, the two concepts are identified and presented. 

Furthermore, to the in-depth interviews, one company was selected. The company is active in the mining 
industry and has a specific department that manages large and complex projects. Projects are carried out 
throughout the entire organization, but for large and complex projects orders are submitted to the project 
department. The project department, in turn, chooses which projects to execute, depending on if they align with the 
department’s purpose, and if the department has the necessary resources available. The project department has only 
clients within the organization and do not manage external projects. This is important to keep in mind since it can 
have implications on the relationship between the project executer and client. Client, in this case, refers to a 
department within the same organization that has commissioned a project. 
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4.1. Industry interview 

The industry interviews revealed a somewhat scattered picture of the view of effectiveness in PM. When asking 
the respondents to describe their view on how effectiveness is applied in their respective company, the general 
view was that effectiveness encompasses fulfillment of requirements considering time, cost and scope. 

Some of the respondents did not have a clear view of the concepts and had not discussed them specifically 
within their respective organizations. For those respondents, the concepts were primarily about fulfilling time, cost 
and scope requirements. Discussing effective projects with respondents, much of the focus tended to be on 
planning. One of the respondents described that an effective project was when everything could be planned in 
advance and that the project did not deviate from the project plan during execution. Planning was described as a 
key component related to effectiveness in the same respondent’s organization and subsequently number of 
corrections of the plan was used related to effectiveness. 

Surprisingly few of the respondents had reflected on effectiveness. The most common reason given was the 
limited time or resources within their organizations for improving and developing the project organization. The 
majority of the efforts in their organizations were aimed at fulfilling requirements considering primarily cost and 
time. Further, estimating time and cost for projects were mostly based on experience and the respondents 
considered their respective organization to be highly dependent on experienced project leaders (PL) in order to 
meet requirements. 

As described above, a focus on time, cost and scope is mainly related to the concept of efficiency. The majority 
of the respondents in the industry interviews stated that their focus were on those criteria in their project work. But 
not spending time on improving PM due to lack of resources has to be counterproductive. Working with improving 
PM-efficiency could result in increased output from invested resources, and improving PM-effectiveness would 
ensure that all output meet customer requirements. A general conclusion from the industry interviewees was that 
the companies focus on carrying out one project at a time, and as long as time, cost and scope requirements were 
met, little effort were spent on learning from and improving PM-processes. 

4.2. Using the concepts in the industry 

How to measure effectiveness varied among the responding organizations. The majority of the organizations 
measured time, cost and scope in order to control the project according to the plan. The purpose of the 
measurement was not explicitly related to effectiveness, but more specifically towards monitoring resources 
according to the project plan. The link to effectiveness was instead obtained as result of the companies describing 
effectiveness as meeting the planned goals. 

Cost and time were the two most commonly used variables when implicitly measuring effectiveness. Of these 
two, cost was the dominating variable, usually with the motivation that it was the easiest one to measure. One 
organization measured costs but had time as the superior variable. The respondent stated that in their organization 
time equaled money and delays were especially costly for them. In that organization, costs were controlled four 
times a year while time was controlled continuously once every month. This tendency, to measure cost while time 
is prioritized was highlighted by several respondents. Since delays in projects were especially costly, it was given 
as a reason for focusing on time and measuring cost. The focus on costs was related to a current market recession 
and higher management priority, which demanded savings in that particular organization. One respondent made a 
reflection about effectiveness related to time: 

Effectiveness is short-term, while project maturity is associated to the project lifecycle (Project department 
executive) 



284   Erik Sundqvist et al.  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   119  ( 2014 )  278 – 287 

The respondents that confirmed that they did (indirectly) measure effectiveness did not act on the results unless 
it turned out significantly negative. In the case of negative results they evaluated the project after completion in 
order to identify lessons learned for future projects. 

The industry interviews revealed that the concepts were not deliberately applied in the organizations and no 
separation of the two concepts was made. Almost all of the focus in the organizations was stated to meet cost, time 
and scope; in accordance to the definition of the concept efficiency. External factors, such as clients and 
stakeholders that relate more to the concept of effectiveness, were scarcely discussed. This indicates that the focus 
of the respondents was more on a single project level than on a process level. The follow-up and evaluation of 
projects, if performed, mainly focused on distinctively negative results. The respondents also indicated that no time 
was spent on evaluating the PM-process in order to identify improvement areas, and lessons learned were scarcely 
collected. During the interviews it was apparent that much of the knowledge of PM was associated with 
individuals, rather than the organization. 

The respondents, stating that performance measuring was performed, all had a focus on “cost” as the variable. 
The variable of “time” was also highlighted, but as in accordance to “cost”, it was also measured in terms of cost. 
In measuring organizational performance, a general effect is that all focus tends to end up on the measured 
variable, in this case cost. PLs state that costs are the most important performance indicator since that is what their 
projects are measured on. Exploring alternative (and perhaps better suited) solutions to clients’ demands are ruled 
out since that would mean spending extra money or time. Evaluating PMrs on cost and time makes it more difficult 
for them to invest resources in long-term development of the project organization. By adopting the concepts of 
efficiency and effectiveness, it should be easier to evaluate what needs to be achieved in order to increase the 
project department efficiency and effectiveness and thereby, most likely, both increase the output from invested 
resources and save time. 

4.3. In-depth interviews 

To acquire a deeper understanding about how the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness are applied, one 
company was selected for in-depth interviews throughout their project-based organization. The organization was a 
good candidate since it had a well-defined, articulated goal with the purpose to increase their project effectiveness. 
With participants on different levels a more complete picture of the use of the concepts could be described. 
Experience among the respondents from the selected organization also differed. An inexperienced respondent 
refers to someone who has held a position in the targeted project-based organization less than two years. 

Among PLs and PCs, the views of effectiveness were on the objectives of cost, time and scope, and according 
to the respondents, a project that meets those objectives is effective. Then, depending on the type of project, the 
main management focus could change between the three project objectives. Some of the PLs added to the 
discussion of effectiveness that: 

Doing things right the first time [is important] (PL) 

And that: 

[Being effective is] getting as much out of the allocated resources as possible (PL) 

As in the industry survey, these comments portray a predominant focus on efficiency among the PLs. One 
reason for this focus was given by some of the respondents. In some projects, time was the main aspect to meet, 
while in other projects cost was the main aspect, implying that management guidelines on what to prioritize in the 
project could shift from one project to the next. Several of the respondents touched upon that in those cases, 
effectiveness were mostly associated to the current area of focus (e.g. cost or time). This indicates that the PLs are 
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managed, and therefore manage projects themselves, solely on efficiency. The objective thus becomes meeting 
project requirements. 

When asking the respondents what they lacked in order to achieve higher effectiveness, the views differed 
depending on experience from the project-based organization. The inexperienced respondents focused on gaining 
more experience in locating and using tools, templates and so on. They pointed out that significant time during 
their workday was spent on navigating in different systems in order to find templates or forms needed in their 
everyday project work. They expressed a need of more administrative support to enable them to focus on their 
projects. 

The more experienced PLs expressed a lack of resources in order to achieve higher effectiveness. One 
respondent stated that they could be better at communicating with the client and stakeholders in order to better 
establish the project plan. Time constraints confined them to go with the first solution found; they lacked the 
possibility to explore alternative solutions, which might have been more suitable and effective. As one of the 
respondents emphasized: 

Time constraints and high workload forces focus to be on meeting time, cost and scope requirements; no time is 
left to consider if the project could be carried out in an alternative and more effective way. (Experienced PL) 

The respondents’ views of the concepts coincide in both the survey and in the in-depth interviews. When 
discussing effectiveness, the first aspect emphasized was time, cost and scope. The comments made about how to 
gain as much as possible from the allocated resources fit the description of efficiency. The majority of the project 
work was spent on meeting time, cost and scope constraints; in other words focusing on a single project and 
meeting the project goals. To have a focus on a single project can be expected from PLs, since that is where their 
focus should be. The view of the more experienced PLs of the concepts was broader, i.e. including clients and 
stakeholders. This indicates that both efficiency and effectiveness is discussed among experienced PLs, just not 
directly and formally. As seen in the quote above, the experienced PLs also expressed a desire for increased 
freedom in early stages of a project in order to explore alternative solutions. This could be interpreted as a wish to 
work not only with efficiency but also to focus on effectiveness. Experience from the organization clearly drives 
focus from tasks related to efficiency to those more related to effectiveness. 

Most PLs considered that the projects were carried out satisfyingly and did not have much to add to that 
discussion. However one of the respondents pointed out that: 

… in order to do it even better the clients have to be involved. Greater commitment from the client means more 
satisfying results. (Experienced PL) 

This small but significant comment shows that there is a need to broaden the perspective of effectiveness, to not 
only focus on internal factors but to include external factors (such as clients and stakeholders) as well. Since PLs 
work on a short-term, single project level, it is natural that their focus is put on factors related to efficiency rather 
than effectiveness. The comment about client involvement is a two sided coin since it not only means that the PLs 
have to involve the client more, but also that the clients have to allocate time and want to participate in the project. 

4.4. Difference in view related to authority 

Moving focus from a PL and PC level to the PMr and PDDM level a slightly different view of the concepts can 
be distinguished. Among the respondents in the latter group the question of what effectiveness in PM is or could 
be, had previously been discussed. However no clear definition or result emerged from that discussion. The reason 
for the discussion was that they (the management of the project-based organization) had set the goal that: 

[The organization] shall perform effective projects (PMr) 
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To reach the project-organization’s goal the PMrs had to define what is meant with an effective project. From 
the in-depth interviews it was obvious that the PMrs were not able to give a definition of what an effective project 
is. It did, however, get them to reflect upon the concepts in more detail. Several respondents pointed out that 
effectiveness goes beyond the traditional variables of time, cost and scope. One respondent indicated having a 
more holistic view of effective projects and stated that effectiveness should be more than just meeting specific 
project goals. As an example given, a project could have been carried out in half the time, at lower cost or perhaps 
deliver something that both meets and exceeds client expectations. A wish to identify weaknesses and improve 
processes was expressed in order to improve and develop the entire project-based organization. 

Among PMrs and PDDMs, the responsibility of performance in the project-based organization was reflected in 
their view on effectiveness. Since the respondents have responsibility for long-term performance in their project-
based organization, they tend to discuss factors both related to efficiency (as with PLs) and effectiveness. As with 
the PLs, this would be expected since it reflects their respective responsibilities in the organization. However a 
clear distinction was still not made between the concepts. The respondent that questioned if the project goals in 
terms of time, cost and scope were set correctly touched on something interesting. A discussion of how goals are 
set would mean moving focus from the single-project level to a process view on PM. Together with a clear 
definition of the concepts this would hopefully help structure the improvement efforts and be one possible starting 
point for raising efficiency and effectiveness within the organization. 

4.5. Practitioners showing interest in the concepts 

All respondents in the study found it difficult to define effectiveness related to their occupation. The most 
common discussion dealt with meeting project plan requirements of cost, time and scope. That is, mainly 
controlling the internal single project elements (i.e. efficiency), and not focusing on external factors or the relation 
to other projects. It is, however, interesting is that all respondents expressed that they were very interested in how 
effectiveness in a project-based setting could be defined. Using the concepts of efficiency and effectiveness from 
QM and their respective internal short-term and internal/external long-term focus could help define the concepts 
within PM. A clear definition of the concepts within PM would among other things make it possible to construct 
suitable key performance indicators, since it would be clearer what leads to higher efficiency and effectiveness. 

During the interviews a several of the respondents expressed concern about the involvement of clients, or lack 
thereof. As discussed, the majority of the empirical findings are related to the concept of efficiency, i.e. a clear 
focus on following up and meeting the project plan. One example of how to incorporate the concept of 
effectiveness would be to focus on involving the client more in the process. In open discussions with the 
respondents, several mentioned client involvement as a key contributor to projects that were recognized as 
successful. These projects did not always meet the requirements of time and cost but since the client had been 
involved in all decisions that effected time, cost and scope there were no surprises at the end. The delivered 
outcome usually exceeded the client expectations, which means that high effectiveness (if described as meeting or 
exceeding customer requirements) was achieved. If these projects were carried out efficiently or not would be hard 
to say without defining what efficiency in PM. With a clear definition of the concepts within PM these projects 
could be evaluated and lessons learned could be used to develop and improve the project-based organization. 

5. Conclusions & discussion 

The findings from this study indicate that the use of the concepts efficiency and effectiveness among project 
management academics and practitioners is somewhat unclear. In other fields, such as quality management, the 
concepts are used in a more defined way and are utilized to evaluate and improve processes. Adopting the concepts 
in the field of project management could help both academics and practitioners to structure improvement work in 
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project-based organizations. A process view in project management makes it possible to adopt a holistic view in 
project-based organizations and enable comparison between individual projects in order to improve the 
organization. 

The possibility to compare the management of projects also allows for new performance indicators to be 
developed. As highlighted in this study much of the focus when measuring project performance is focused at time 
and cost. This limits a project department to focus on set time and cost requirements for the single project. New 
performance indicators would put focus on other aspects reflected in the concepts, and increase diversity among 
available performance indicators. These aspects include internal and external as well as short and long-term 
objectives. With efficiency and effectiveness in project management the project-based organization can strive to 
ensure that what is carried out is performed in the best possible way, and that the outcome is the best suitable 
outcome for the customer. 
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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the empirical research on project management
(PM) maturity assessments, specifically based on a maturity model.
Design/methodology/approach – The empirical data are based on a case study including in-depth
interviews with a semi-structured approach, followed by a focus group interview. A survey was
distributed within a project-based organisation (PBO) and to client and stakeholder representatives,
and then analysed. The organisation in the case study is a project department within a Swedish mining
company.
Findings – Careful considerations are needed when choosing a PM maturity model (PM3) as the
model structure can influence the assessment’s focus. It is also important to include both internal and
external project stakeholders in the assessment to achieve an efficiency and effectiveness perspective
when analysing PM capabilities. Valid information from an assessment is crucial, therefore, clear
communication from management is important in order to motivate the participants in the assessment.
Research limitations/implications – Improved understanding for implementing and applying
a PM3 contributes to the increased knowledge of drivers, enablers and obstacles when assessing PM
maturity, which also creates a basis for further research initiatives.
Practical implications – An increased knowledge of drivers, enablers and obstacles should be
valuable for practitioners introducing and applying a PM3.
Social implications – Projects are a common way of working in many businesses. Activities which
aim to improve PM capabilities should contribute to more effective and efficient project performance.
Originality/value – This case study gives an in-depth insight into the implementation of a PM3
within a PBO. Through conducting a literature review, it was found that this type of empirical research
is rare.
Keywords Project management, Evaluation, Maturity, Assessment, Case study, Maturity model
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The business environment poses many different kinds of challenges for organisations.
In order to stay competitive they need to revise and develop their structures and processes
continually (Bessant and Caffyn, 1997) in an endless pursuit of improvements (Bhuiyan
and Bagehel, 2005). Hence, organisations, which mainly perform their business
through projects, need to continually improve their project management (PM)
capabilities. However, numerous project-based organisations (PBO) seem to ignore
evaluating their capabilities and instead choose to live in the present and ignore future
strategic aspects (Qureshi et al., 2009). Through conducting a literature review focused on
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organisational assessment and PM maturity models, Mullaly (2006) claims that having
an understanding of an organisation’s capabilities is essential for organisational learning
and improvement. The concept maturity model can be seen as a model that reflects certain
capabilities and defines qualitative attributes, which are used to classify a competence
object into one of several pre-defined areas (Kohlegger et al., 2009). The concept of
maturity can also refer to a state where an organisation is in a perfect condition to achieve
its objectives. Project maturity would then imply that an organisation has perfect
conditions for managing projects (Andersen and Jessen, 2003), where a fully matured
organisation is something to continuously strive for (Andersen and Jessen, 2003; Pretorius
et al., 2012; Besner and Hobbs, 2013). Hence, PM maturity is an increasingly important
success factor (Bushuyev and Wagner, 2014), especially for organisations dealing with
a variety of projects, programmes and portfolios (Young et al., 2014). In order to implement
improvements successfully, organisations require a thorough understanding of the
strengths and weaknesses in their PM capabilities. Therefore, recent interest and attention
has been given to the development of different PM maturity models (Grant and
Pennypacker, 2006; Mullaly, 2006; Qureshi et al., 2009; Demir and Kocaba!, 2010).
According to Brookes et al. (2014) and Grant and Pennypacker (2006) this can be seen as
one of the most widespread approaches towards improving PM performance. Over time,
organisations that continuously manage projects should accumulate more project
experience and improve their PM capability. Measuring and defining such improvement
can be seen as a function of PM maturity (Pasian, 2014).

There are several drivers for applying a PM maturity model (PM3). For example,
performing a PM assessment by means of such a model provides the organisation with
a structured and systematic framework to identify the strengths and weaknesses of
their PM capabilities, and thereby can plan and prioritise improvement initiatives
(Hillson, 2003; Grant and Pennypacker, 2006; Mittermaier and Steyn, 2009; Demir and
Kocaba!, 2010; Lianying et al., 2012). Applying a PM3 also opens up the possibility to
compare with competitors and best-in-class organisations (Mullaly, 2006). Applying
a PM3 also implies that decisions are based on facts rather than intuition and
experience (Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003). Another important aspect for using
PM3s is to decide the direction of the company, prioritising actions and initiating
cultural change, such as changing behaviour and habits (Crawford, 2006). A majority of
the available PM3s evaluate PM maturity according to five levels, where level five is
the highest level and implies that an organisation has fully applied continuous
improvement into their management of projects. However, several studies, mainly
based on surveys, clearly point out that many organisations only achieve lower
maturity levels (one, two or three). The reasons for only reaching the lower levels are
rarely scrutinised further. Several studies can be seen as “snapshots” of the current
state of PM capability within an organisation, within different kinds of project contexts
(cf. Pennypacker and Grant, 2003; Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003; Pretorius et al.,
2012). An implication for practitioners is that there is no widely accepted PM3 model,
making it problematic to know what kind of model is most suitable to use (Mullaly,
2006). Several PM3s are also considered too complex in their structures, making
assessments difficult to achieve and interpret and usually requires a large amount of
resources and time to implement within an organisation ( Jugdev and Thomas, 2002;
Hillson, 2003). As described by Maier et al. (2012), most organisations are willing to
undergo an assessment, as long as it does not take too long or cost too much.

According to Mullaly (2006) the evaluation of organisational development requires
the ability to follow up results successively, but that the lack of longitudinal studies of
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PM capability development is a serious drawback. Grant and Pennypacker (2006) have
examined several case studies focusing on PM maturity assessments using a PM3,
which mainly are described in different conference proceedings. They claim that few,
if any of these studies, are based on structured empirical research. They also state that
there is a paucity of published empirical research that investigates or addresses
important issues related to measurement or improvement of PM maturity. Similarly,
Brookes et al. (2014) claim that there is a lack of empirical investigations into
understanding the modus operandi of applying PM3s, how they are used and how they
contribute to improvement of project performance. Their opinion is that an increased
understanding of how organisations implement and apply PM3s is needed. We argue
that PM3s must be seen in a larger context, i.e. as an integrated part of a PM maturity
assessment process. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to contribute to the empirical
research on PM maturity assessment, i.e. to explore the assessment process within
a PBO. More precisely, we want to understand what kinds of aspects need to be
considered when performing a PM maturity assessment, and propose a framework for a
sustained assessment process.

The structure of this paper is as follows: a literature review was conducted to
examine the nature of PM maturity assessments, specifically based on different types
of PM3, providing a context to critically discuss empirical findings. The empirical
findings are mainly based on a single case study, following the implementation of
a PM3 for industrial engineering and construction context. Based on the analysis that
compares empirical and theoretical findings, a conceptual framework of an assessment
process is proposed. Finally, the results are followed by a discussion and conclusions,
including proposals for further research.

2. Literature review
2.1 PM maturity models and assessment
According to Grant and Pennypacker (2006) and Jiang et al. (2004), the development of
PM3s is a relatively recent phenomenon, which can be traced to the development of the
Capability Maturity Model (CMM). The CMMwas developed by the Software Engineering
Institute at Carnegie Mellon University between the mid-eighties and mid-nineties.
Successful applications of the CMM in the software industry inspired practitioners and
researchers from the PM field in the development of different PM3s ( Jiang et al., 2004;
Lianying et al., 2012). However, the concept “maturity model” has its origin in the field
of quality management, with a focus on process maturity, including statistical process
control and continuous process improvement (Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003;
Demir and Kocaba!, 2010; Albrecht and Spang, 2014; Pasian, 2014; Mullaly, 2014).
According to Mullaly (2014), Crosby (1979) initiated the first conceptual model for
maturity models, suggesting a five-level framework by which to evaluate the quality of
organisational processes. A large number of different PM3s have been developed over
the years (cf. Ibbs and Kwak, 2000; Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003; Hillson, 2003;
Crawford, 2006; Grant and Pennypacker, 2006; Yazici, 2009; Lianying et al., 2012; Jugdev
and Thomas, 2002). As with the CMM, the majority of PM3s consist of five distinct levels.
Level one is the initial level, or “Level zero”, which is unawareness (Demir and Kocaba!,
2010), i.e. where no established PM practices exist. It extends to level five which can be
seen as an “optimized” level, where the organisation is considered to be matured and
focused on continuous learning and improvement (Pretorius et al., 2012; Demir and
Kocaba!, 2010). However, five levels are not the only way to present different stages of
maturity. For example, Hillson (2003) describes a PM3 including four maturity levels:
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Naïve, Novice, Normalised and Natural. Many PM3s are similar in their structures when
considering the number of maturity levels, with the highest level emphasising continuous
improvements (CI). However, the ways to reach these levels differs considering content
and structure of the specific steps. PM3s can also be categorised according to the
approach of gathering data, such as models based on surveys, interviews, self-assessment
or a mixture of these. PM3s based on survey and interviews seem to be the most common
in the literature. Examples of such models are the Project Management Capability
Maturity Model (P2CMM), which is based on the PM model PRINCE 2 (Lianying et al.,
2012), the Organisational Project Management Maturity Model (OPM3) (PMI, 2008), and
the Portfolio, Programme and Project Management Maturity Model (P3M3) (OGC, 2010).
Some organisations are also evaluating PMmaturity as a part of an organisation’s overall
assessment of the quality of its business processes, using self-assessment models such as
the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award or the EFQM (European Foundation for
Quality Management) Excellence Award (Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003). Similarly,
the PM Performance Assessment model (PMPA), developed by Bryde (2003) includes six
criteria for assessing PM capability based upon the EFQM business excellence model.
On a similar basis the German PM Association developed the Project Excellence Model
in the early 1990s, which was also based on the EFQM’s excellence model (Bushuyev
and Wagner, 2014). PM Delta is another PM3 based on a self-assessment approach
developed in the late 1990s (Bushuyev andWagner, 2014). PM3s that combine survey and
self-assessment are for example the Project Management Maturity Model (ProMMM),
described in Hillson (2003) and a modified version of the P3M3 (OGC, 2008).

Since maturity model as a concept has its origin in the field of quality management,
in which process management is central, most of the PM3s are consequently
process-oriented. This means that maturity assessments mostly focus on whether
different PM processes are defined, established, applied, controlled and continuously
improved (Bushuyev andWagner, 2014), meaning that a maturity assessment is within
a cyclical process (Albrecht and Spang, 2014). This procedure could also be viewed as
the improvement cycle which was developed by Deming (1994), structured in the
phases Plan, Do, Check and Act (Mullaly, 2014). The PDCA-cycle is a common preference
when describing CI (cf. Deming, 1986; Bessant et al., 1994; Starkey, Brewin and Owen,
1996). CI is a widely used concept with various definitions in the literature, but it is
commonly considered “a company-wide process of focused and continuous incremental
innovation” (Bessant et al., 1994, p. 18). CI is a popular concept due to its low entry
barriers and its potential for utilising the creativity of a large number of people working
on the same basic problem set, which makes significant improvements possible (Bessant
et al., 1994). According to Brookes and Clark (2009) a PM3 can be seen as a strategic link
to CI through the understanding of an organisation’s current position and where it aims
to be in the future. PM maturity is associated with a common organisation-wide
understanding and use of PM processes, where a complete mature organisation focuses
on CI, based on these processes (Besner and Hobbs, 2013). Hence, the use of a PM3
provides a link to CI, where continuous learning and improvement are common elements
in the highest PM maturity levels. As Pasian (2014, p. 187) explains: “improving the
organisational capability would come as a result of the increasing maturity until the
highest point of CI”. In that perspective, applying a PM3 could in itself be seen as a way
of working with CI principles (not only as a criteria for level five), i.e. as an organisation-
wide endeavour towards a common goal, where the key challenge in order to gain effect
is to sustain the initiate over a long period of time (Bessant et al., 1994). However, CI is
mainly applied in repetitive environments, such as in manufacturing industries
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(Gieskes and ten Broeke, 2000). Therefore, PM could be seen as being in conflict with the
principles of CI, since a project is temporary and its results are unique. However, if
projects are considered as on-going processes in an organisation it then becomes obvious
that CI is not only possible, but highly recommended (Orwig and Brennan, 2000).

2.2 Empirical research on PM3
Surveys on PM3s and obtained levels of maturity. Most empirical research on PM
maturity and PM3s are surveys which involve different kinds of PM3s in different
organisational contexts. Some major survey-based studies are described in the work of
Ibbs and Kwak (2000), Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow (2003), Pennypacker and Grant
(2003), Hillson (2003), Grant and Pennypacker (2006), Mullaly (2006), Pretorius et al.
(2012) and Mullaly (2014). An overall review of the survey-based studies indicates that
most organisations perceived themselves as being between maturity levels two or
three. In contrast, several organisations reached level five in at least one PM domain in
a study by Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow (2003). However, in their study only two
interviews per organisation were conducted, implying that the evaluation results were
based on the experiences of only a few individuals. Also, Grant and Pennypacker (2006)
did not find widespread differences between PM maturity levels when comparing
across industries of the current level of PM maturity among industries. This was based
on responses from senior-level practitioners representing 126 different organisations.
In cases where differences were noted, it was generally the professional, scientific
and technical service organisations which had matured most. Further, Cooke-Davies and
Arzymanow (2003) found some evidence that the engineering-based industries, are more
mature in terms of PM than industries that have adopted the approach more recently,
such as the financial services and the pharmaceutical industry. Ibbs and Kwak (2000)
found similar results in their study, in which the engineering and construction industry
had the highest score and the information systems industry had the lowest.

To summarise, these findings point out rather low maturity levels overall, indicating
that many organisations probably need to improve their PM capabilities to stay
competitive in a global business environment. Thus, according to Albrecht and Spang
(2014), comparisons of similar studies are limited due to the fact that the applied PM3s
differ in their design and the degree of access to data. Brookes et al. (2014) have similar
criticism concerning studies comparing PM3s with different design and content.

Case studies on PM3. As stated by Grant and Pennypacker (2006), there are few case
studies of organisations performing PM assessments by means of some sort of PM3s.
According to Mullaly (2014) and McBride et al. (2004), such studies are often more
anecdotal than empirical. A study of PM assessment for a multinational organisation in
2000-2001, applying ProMMM, is described by Hillson (2003). He found that two years
after the case study was completed, the organisation reported significant improvements in
the performance of its projects. While the case study contains an overall description, there
is sparse information on how the organisation implemented and applied the PM3, or how
improvement initiatives were managed. Another empirical study is described by Crawford
(2006), who shares his experiences from implementing and applying PM maturity
assessments in different organisations in the form of recommendations. The PM3 used
was based on PMI’s nine knowledge areas in PM (PMI, 2003) and evaluated according to
five maturity levels similar to the design of the CMM. The first recommendation is the need
for a structured approach that promotes a repeatable assessment and provides consistent
measurements and results, as a basis for benchmarking with other organisations. It can be
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important to focus on one identified improvement area and one level at the time, to achieve
improvements in shorter timeframes. According to Crawford this kind of procedure
provides opportunities to highlight successes and re-evaluate specific direction while
reenergising staff members. Second, an organisation should aim for obtaining similar
maturity levels across the various PM areas. Benefits associated with achieving a level five
maturity in one PM area may be erased if the other areas are only at the second maturity
level. Third, and assumed to be the most difficult recommendation to manage, is setting
a direction, prioritising actions and initiating cultural change, such as a change of
behaviour and habits. Crawford (2006) also concluded, in agreement with Andersen and
Jessen (2003) that determining the level of maturity in an organisation is subjective in
nature, and therefore it is important to use an assessment tool that has been tested and
proven to achieve consistent and accurate results.

Recently, two interesting and descriptive multi-case studies have been available by
Brookes et al. (2014) and Albrecht and Spang (2014). Brookes et al. (2014) studied seven
organisations with the aim to explore the modus operandi of applying PM3s. A mix of
small, medium-sized and large organisations was involved in the study, whose business is
in an engineering or manufacturing context. In total, over 90 individual self-assessments
questionnaires were gathered and 29 follow-up individual and group interviews were
undertaken. The PM3 used in the study was the same that was used by Crawford (2006)
and Grant and Pennypacker (2006) in their benchmarking study of 120 organisations.
In the study, no organisation reached maturity levels four or five. Tentative findings
indicated that performance improvement in certain circumstances relates to the structure
and the framework of the PM3 used. At lower levels of PM maturity, suggestions for
performance improvement focused mainly on the introduction of general PM systems.
At higher levels of maturity, organisations appeared to be influenced by the PM3. They
either reinforced their efforts in areas of strength (high maturity) or they focused on areas
of perceived weakness (low maturity). The study also pointed out the importance to adopt
a “wisdom of crowds approach”. Originally described by Surowiecki (2005), this means
providing a mechanism for aggregating answers to arrive at an overall maturity level.
Therefore, in the planning phase of implementing and applying a PM maturity
assessment, efforts are needed to make the crowd as “wise as possible”. When applying
PM3s, Brookes et al. (2014) recommend involving as many participants as possible,
promoting people to contribute with their own opinions (preferably by individual
questionnaires), and encouraging individuals to base their information on personal
experience. The findings also indicate that practitioners should think carefully about
which type of PM3 to adopt, considering the many different models available.

Albrecht and Spang (2014) performed three qualitative case studies with the aim to
investigate how organisations could benefit from a certain level of PM maturity. The
study included organisational units of two larger and one smaller company, belonging
to the automotive and energy sector. As a part of the assessment, they used the
questionnaire template included in the framework of the maturity model P3M3 (OGC,
2010). However, the process perspective “Benefits management” was not incorporated
into the maturity assessment as it was perceived too difficult for the respondents to
grasp, with regards to the specific project context. The study provided some support
for a company-specific ideal level of maturity, since the requirements on higher maturity
levels were perceived by several respondents as being too resource consuming without
adding value. Furthermore, increased degrees of formalisation were shown to be
inefficient and ineffective. Overall, Albrecht and Spang (2014) point out that project
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complexity influences the needs for a certain level of formalisation, and hence the
level of maturity.

2.3 Issues raised in PM3 research
According to Demir and Kocaba! (2010) there is extensive evidence that improving
PM capabilities, in a disciplined and realistic way, will generate significant
return on the investment. This is confirmed by Qureshi et al. (2009) in their study of
applying the Project Management Performance Assessment (PMPA) model, which
was found to have a positive and significant impact on PM performance. Torres
(2014) also found a positive link between PM maturity and performance, where
seven of nine performance dimensions had a significant positive relationship.

Yet several studies questioning these previous findings, pointing out an
unclear relationship between PM maturity and success (cf. Ibbs and Kwak, 2000;
Jugdev and Thomas, 2002; Besner and Hobbs, 2013). According to Mullaly (2014)
there is undoubtedly a conceptual appeal to the use of maturity models and a
belief that they should provide relevant and useful insight on improving PM
capabilities, but there is little evidence that improvements in maturity correspond
to improvements in performance or value. He sees a risk in organisations putting
their faith in different kinds of PM3s without questioning their underlying
relevance or value. To summarise, Pretorius et al. (2012) concluded that there seems
to be no consensus on whether a higher maturity level leads to improved project
performance or not.

Another form of criticism concerns the main focus of measuring PM capabilities
against bodies of knowledge. According to Pretorius et al. (2012) project success
is influenced by a variety of factors other than standardised practices, for
example skills and competencies of the project manager and other team members,
organisational culture, good communication and support from senior management.
In a similar manner, Young et al. (2014) and Jugdev and Müller (2005) argue that
many PM3s mainly address codified (tangible) knowledge, while a large part of PM
knowledge is tacit (intangible). For PM3s to be meaningful, Mullaly (2014) claims
that they need to go beyond a limited focus on uniform processes and defined
standards, and thus consider the broader organisational and contextual factors that
influence how projects are managed. In a similar way, some criticism towards PM
maturity assessments concerns the process-oriented and standardised view of
many PM3s ( Jugdev and Thomas, 2002; Mullaly, 2014). According to Bushuyev and
Wagner (2014) processes are an important part of organisations, but are not
sufficient to achieve the intended results and outcomes of projects in the most
effective and efficient way. To conclude, Mullaly (2014) states that one of the
major pitfalls when applying a PM3 is the assumption that all projects within an
organisation should be managed in the same fashion. Torres (2014) points out
the importance of recognising the value of a maturity assessment considering the
project context. In a similar manner, Andersen and Jessen (2003) argue that many
PM3 structures are too rigid. However, assessing maturity on the basis of such
models makes sense when they are applied in highly defined project contexts,
such as architecture, engineering or construction (Pasian et al., 2012). In such
projects many activities can be planned for in advance and together constitute
different kinds of processes (Pasian et al., 2012; Pasian, 2014). This is also similar to
what Turner and Cochrane (1993) call “Type 1 projects”, i.e. projects where the goals
and methods are well-defined.
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2.4 Managerial implications
While too much control is not always desirable or appropriate, some kind of control is
necessary from a stakeholder and quality assurance perspective, as simply allowing
projects to flounder is unacceptable (Thomas et al., 2012). In a PBO, some control
and standardisation of projects should be necessary to manage projects effectively and
efficiently. However, considering the different criticism involved in the assessment of
PM maturity, practitioners are encouraged to be careful in their selection and adoption
of PM3s, and ultimately, the results generated by them (Pasian, 2014; Andersen and
Jessen, 2003).

When choosing a model, it is unwise to evaluate PM maturity with hopes to increase
the maturity level just for the sake of obtaining a higher level. According to Crawford
(2006), each organisation needs to determine the minimum level of maturity at which
desired value is achieved. This view is also taken by Demir and Kocaba! (2010) in their
study of PM maturity evaluation in an educational institution. Also, higher maturity
usually goes along with higher PM formalisation, therefore considerations should be
made concerning the effects of formalisation, standardisation and bureaucratisation of
PM structures (Albrecht and Spang, 2014). Another implication is the ways in which
data are collected, which is of great importance for the efficacy of a PM3 (Brookes et al.,
2014). For example, applying a survey-based PM3 based on questionnaires only
assesses the perceptions of respondents and therefore represents a subjective opinion.
In addition, a survey can only address those issues listed in the questions. There
are also risks for significant differences in respondents’ interpretation of questions,
especially where unfamiliar concepts are used or where there are language differences
(Mullaly, 2006).

2.5 A summary of the literature review
From the literature review, three main managerial implications can be revealed. First,
there exist many different PM3s, making it problematic for practitioners to know what
kind of models to use. Several aspects are identified that need to be considered when
choosing, however, no structured guidelines or decision support have been found in
previous research. Second, several authors emphasise the importance of using
a structured and systematic framework, and that most organisations are willing to
undergo an assessment as long as it is time and cost efficient. Though, how such a
sustained framework could be designed is not further discussed in the literature.
In general, PM3s are more seen as a tool than a part of an assessment process. Third,
it is still unclear if improvements in maturity lead to improvements in PM performance.

The aim with this study is not to compare and evaluate different PM3s considering
their suitability in different PM contexts, as a response on the first implication. Though,
in line with the second implication we argue for that PM3s must be viewed in a wider
context, in comparison with the many studies on PM3s from a tool perspective, i.e. used
as snapshots of the current maturity level. According to Albrecht and Spang (2014) and
Mullaly (2014) a maturity assessment can be viewed as a cyclical process, a procedure
which also could be viewed as a part of an improvement cycle structured in the phases
Plan, Do, Check and Act. Hence, we argue that an assessment process can be structured
according to these phases, including choosing and applying a PM3. Considering the
third implication, it is important to point out the difference between assessment of PM
maturity and the success or failure of managing improvement initiatives. We believe
that one way to judge if an assessment process is efficient and effective could be to
analyse how relevant identified strengths and weaknesses are for the organisation
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(i.e. how valuable). Hence, another intention with the study is to describe strengths and
weaknesses identified from a maturity assessment. This should make it possible to
analyse if assessment results are relevant and useful for the organisation in the
improvement of PM capabilities.

3. Research design
This study is of an exploratory nature in order to better understand how an organisation
can assess the PM maturity in order to increase PM capabilities, by means of a PM3.
Applying a PM3 seems to require a relatively large amount of resources and time
( Jugdev and Thomas, 2002). Therefore, it can be assumed that PM3s are most suitable
when applied within organisations with the main task to manage and carry out projects,
hence the choice of focusing on PBOs. A PBO is classified as an organisation in which the
majority of products or services are produced through projects for either internal or
external customers (Turner and Keegan, 2000). According to Pemsel and Müller (2012),
the PBO can be a standalone organisation or a subsidiary of a larger corporation.

The research design consisted of three main stages. The first stage consisted
of a literature review focusing on maturity models and maturity assessment. In stage
two, a pre-study was performed, including semi-structured interviews with six
respondents, representing six major Swedish PBOs in the engineering and construction
industry. Each respondent were considered to have good knowledge about the modus
of operandi in their PBOs, see also Table I. The purpose of the study was to obtain
initial understanding of how PBOs applying maturity assessment and to compare
findings with the main case study (stage three). The respondents were asked if their
organisation performed PM maturity assessments and if they used a PM3. The result
of the pre-study indicated that maturity assessment mainly was an unknown area
within their organisations.

In the third stage, a single-case study was executed with a focus on exploring the
practise of a project maturity assessment process in a PBO. The unit of analysis was
a project department (PD) and its PM maturity assessment process. A single-case
research typically exploits opportunities to observe and analyse a phenomenon that can
be otherwise difficult to get access to (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009). Also,
another important criterion for the use of a case study methodology is for occasions when
the research phenomenon deals with interrelated issues in a real-life context (Merriam,
1988). We wanted to obtain a “rich story” about the context (Eisenhardt, 1989),
i.e. background and the practise of a maturity assessment in an organisation. The chosen
PBO thus provided an opportunity to study the introduction of a PM3 and an assessment
initiative. Even though a single-case study approach implies several limitations
concerning the degree of generalisation of the results, it is a powerful tool for in-depth
analysis of a complex change process (Eisenhardt, 1989). Limitations aside, as the study

PBO Standalone/subsidiary Type of business context Role of respondent

A Subsidiary Construction (energy sector) Departmental manager
B Subsidiary Construction (energy sector) Project manager
C Subsidiary Construction (energy sector) Departmental manager
D Standalone Construction (general) Development manager
E Standalone Construction (general) Project manager
F Standalone Construction (general) Development manager

Table I.
Overall information
about the
PBOs involved in
the pre-study
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is an attempt to understand the practise of the PM3 application and its assessment
process, it is considered to meet the rationale criteria set for the case study methodology.
The project PD has approximately 100 employees and is a part of a mining company in
Sweden. This kind of industrial engineering and construction context often uses highly
defined projects where process definability and control are important, which makes
it suitable for assessing PM capability, a reasoning in line with, e.g. Pasian et al. (2012)
and Pasian (2014).

The PD consists of a business development function and seven divisions (including
mining, logistics and construction), each managed by a project manager who is
responsible for several project leaders. the management group consists of the
departmental manager, the manager of the development function and the division
managers. other roles within the PD are construction leaders (responsible for the
operative tasks in a project) and project coordinators (mainly administrative support).
As the construction leaders are quite few in comparison to the project leaders, and have
more of an operative role and not involved in the management of projects, they have
not been used as respondents in this study.

The gathering of empirical data in this single-case can be viewed in four interrelated
parts (see Figure 1) in which Part I included a review of the answers from the PM3
questionnaire (Survey 1), i.e. secondary data that was collected by a consultant
company, as a part of the PD’s maturity assessment process. Survey 1 was distributed
to the PD during the autumn of 2012 (67 of 92 available personnel answered the survey
- giving a response rate of 73 per cent). The questionnaire covered statements about the
seven processes in the model P3M3 (related to control, benefits, finance, resource,
governance, stakeholder and risk), questions about the PBO’s procedures, documentation,
and training related to PM, and open-ended questions. The answers of the open-ended
questions were categorised by the authors in different subjects of matter showing the
member’s reflections of the maturity assessment process. These categorisations gave
input to Part II of the single-case.

Part II consisted of field visits and interviews with a total of nine respondents: two
project managers, four project leaders, one project coordinator, one business
development manager and one business developer. The purpose for selecting these
respondents was that they would represent all categories in the PD including both
those initiating the PM maturity assessment and those participating in the PM
assessment survey (in Part I). The business development manager was the initiator and
also in charge of the PM maturity assessment, supported by the business developer.
All interviews were based on a semi-structured interview guideline based on the
secondary data (categorisation of the open-ended questions in the PM assessment
survey in Part I), which lasted for approximately one hour and were conducted within
the organisation. All major interviews were performed during the spring of 2013. Since
a great amount of information was available from the open-ended questions, the
number of respondents was considering sufficiently for the study.

Part l:
Survey 1
(secondary
data)

Part ll:
Field visits and
interviews

Part lll:
Focus group interview
Business plan review

Part lV:
Survey 2
(secondary
data)

2012 2013 2014

Figure 1.
The data collection

process in the
single-case study
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Part III consisted of follow-up interviews during the autumn 2013 and included a focus
group interview with the management group. The focus group discussion went on for
approximately one hour. The aim with the focus group was to follow-up and discuss in
what ways the management group had identified improvement initiatives based upon
the PM assessment. For the same reason, an additional interview was held with the
business developer, who was supporting the management group in their identification
of improvement initiatives. Also, the PD’s business plan was reviewed to identify
improvement initiatives.

Finally, in Part IV, a second internal survey (Survey 2) was distributed to clients and
stakeholders (CS) representatives ( project controllers, purchasers and steering group
members) within the mining company. In total, 57 respondents were invited and 33
answered, giving a response rate of 58 per cent, which also included answers from
open-ended questions. The answers of the open-ended questions were categorised in a
similar way as for survey 1. Overall findings are presented in Table III.

4. Studies of PM maturity assessments in Swedish PBOs
This section reports the findings from the initial pre-study, as well as the single-case
study, in order to explore the applications of PMmaturity assessments in Swedish PBOs.

4.1 A pre-study
The pre-study was performed in order to examine the current understanding and
occurrence of PM maturity assessment in Swedish PBOs. Briefly, the study revealed
that the majority of these organisations had never applied a PM maturity assessment.
Assessments made primarily concerned the governing parameters within specific
projects i.e. cost, time and scope. When the concept “maturity assessment” was
described to the respondents, several considered it to be too complicated. However,
in PBO F (see Table I), a PM maturity assessment had been performed several years
ago but, according to the respondent who had been the initiator of the assessment
initiative, too few employees and management representatives were committed to the
process, and consequently the assessment was discontinued.

4.2 A case study of a PBO introducing a PM maturity assessment
In the mining company, which is the setting for this study and the case company,
different types of projects are carried out on a continuous basis. However large,
complex projects such as developing new mining drifts or enlarging shipping harbours
are mainly managed by a specific PD. The PD’s only clients are within the mining
company itself, meaning other departments (such as mining and processing), who may
want to commission a project. The different divisions within the PD are somewhat
spread out geographically due to two major mining areas and two ports for shipping
out ore. As the PD primarily consists of project managers, project leaders and project
coordinators, additional operative personnel needed necessary for the projects are
brought in from other units within the company or from contractors.

The assessment and evaluation of PM maturity was an initiative by the business
development manager who chose the P3M3 model ( portfolio, programme and project
management maturity model) to evaluate and assess PM capability within the PD. One
reason for choosing this specific model was due to advice from the consultancy
company involved. This model was also used in a national PM maturity assessment
survey which was performed annually. Other reasons were that the model was well
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known internationally and could be used in future benchmarking studies. The business
development manager felt that the most important PM areas were included in the P3M3
model, but that to some degree softer aspects were lacking, aspects such as involvement
and culture. The model framework had been translated to Swedish by a consultant
company, which also distributed the questionnaires and compiled the evaluation and
assessment results. In its original form, the model focuses on the management of
portfolios, programmes and projects. However, the business development manager took
a decision to focus on the PM part only as the concepts portfolio and programme were not
formally used within the PD. The model framework is based upon five maturity levels
focusing on the different processes: awareness, repeatable, defined, managed and
optimised (where five represents the highest level), see also Table II. The maturity levels
are used to evaluate seven PM processes: management control, benefits management,
financial management, stakeholder engagement, risk management, organisational
governance and resource management. Embedded within each process are a number of
attributes and specific attributes are related to a particular process perspective. Generic
attributes, common to all processes at a given maturity level, include planning, information
management, training and development (OGC, 2010).

In order to fulfil its mission i.e. that the PD perform projects effectively and efficiently,
the department manager stated that they must constantly improve their PM performance.
According to the business development manager, the aim of the assessment was to make
it possible for the PD to compare its PM capability internally and also with other
organisations externally as a basis for CI. The intention was to assess PM capability every
two years. The manager considered that the assessment in itself would probably imply
a major change in working with PM development within the department. He also had a
vision that future assessments would involve the entire mining company.

The management team had not discussed the PM assessment concerning aims and
goals except for overall improvement and in order to become more effective and
efficient. It was not implicitly clear what the different levels really implied for the PD
and what level to aim for. Several of the project managers emphasised the importance
of learning from projects and that the PM maturity assessments should support that.
They were generally in favour of changing the ways in which projects were managed,
but also highlighted the difficulty in working with long-term development initiatives as
personnel usually became too involved in daily operations. However, the business

Level Content

5 Does the organisation undertake continuous process improvement with proactive problem and
technology management for projects in order to improve its ability to depict performance over
time and optimise processes?

4 Does the organisation obtain and retain specific measurements on its project management
performance and run a quality management organisation to better predict future performance?

3 Does the organisation have its own centrally controlled project processes and can individual
projects flex within these processes to suit the particular project?

2 Does the organisation ensure that each project is run with its own processes and procedures to
a minimum specified standard? (There may be limited consistency or coordination between
projects.)

1 Does the organisation recognise projects and run them differently from its ongoing business?
(Projects may be run informally with no standard process or tracking system.)

Note: For descriptions of the levels in more detail, see (OGC, 2010)

Table II.
Characteristics
for the different

levels in the PM3
used ( portfolio,
programme and

project management
maturity model,

P3M3)
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development manager felt that it was an advantage to perform a PMmaturity assessment
within a formal PBO such as a PD as this facilitated management and control.

The implementation of the PM3 was managed by the business development
manager together with the consultant company. In addition, the business developer
assisted him and was in charge of the planning and preparation of the maturity
assessment. Information on the upcoming maturity assessment was distributed to the
personnel primarily via e-mail. A status report, stating the number of questionnaire
responses, was sent out three times to the management team (by the consultancy
company) to encourage project managers to motivate their personnel to participate in
the survey. The project managers and project coordinators felt that they had received
enough information and knowledge prior the study. However, the project leaders did not.
Most project leaders would have preferred to have been involved in some type of meeting
in order to discuss and prepare before the questionnaire was sent out.

4.3 The assessment process
An electronic survey consisting of structured questions with multiple-choice
alternatives was distributed to all employees within the PD in September-October
2012. The questions were structured according to the seven PM processes, with five
statements corresponding to the levels 1-5. One open-ended question was also available
for each process category in which the respondents were able to be more reflective in
their answers. At the end of the questionnaire, additional open-ended questions were
presented in order to obtain suggestions from employees about general improvement
initiatives, and thus obtain higher maturity levels. The employees were given a period
of two weeks to respond and 73 per cent of employees in the PD answered the survey.
The results of the assessment were presented by the consultancy company to the
management team who also received a final report which included a distribution of the
number of responses for each division and a list of answers based on the open-ended
questions. The PD scored, on average, 3.2 implying a “Defined level” ( see Table II).
Process categories with the highest scores were risk management (4.0) and Financial
management (3.7), while resource management (2.8) and stakeholder management (2.8)
received the lowest scores.

A variety of opinions were given in the open-ended question linked to each PM
process category. The number of responses indicated considerable interest from the
respondents regarding PM aspects, aspects not fully captured in the structured
questions. As the answers were only listed, they needed to be structured and analysed
further by the authors. Hence, the answers were grouped together based on similarity,
and the next step was structured according to the commonality between the groups.
In this manner, overall improvement areas were identified which are described in
Table III (including structured findings from the CS category). The three additional
open-ended questions which focused on general improvement suggestions contained
similar answers and are presented in the category general improvement areas. Most of
the respondents found the questions relevant and felt that they covered important PM
areas. However, the project leaders felt that many of the questions were unclear,
meaning they were difficult to interpret, even though the business development
manager and the business developer had adjusted some of the vocabulary before the
survey questions were distributed. Several respondents commented that they had
difficulty in understanding the questions due to unfamiliar vocabulary – especially
questions concerning stakeholder management, benefit management and financial
management. They also felt that the questions in the process categories financial
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management and management control were more suitable for clients and other
stakeholders to answer. One project leader stated that the questions could have been more
thorough and easier to grasp. Also, one project leader felt that there was not enough focus
on the project closure phase (the evaluation phase) in the questionnaire.

Most of the respondents agreed that the PM maturity assessment was important to
the PD in order to be able to analyse current PM processes and to identify strengths
and weaknesses. However, several of the respondents stated that they regarded
the survey as an everyday work task with little intrinsic motivation. For example, the
project leaders felt there was a duty to answer the questionnaire. Yet, several
respondents thought that answering the questionnaire was a good opportunity for
project participants to express their opinions about the current PM process. The
business development manager was aware of the lack of commitment among some of
the employees involved in the PM assessment, but expected an increase in motivation
when assessment results were revealed.

After the completion of questionnaire collection, the management team became
aware that a client and stakeholder ( project controllers, purchasers and steering group
representatives) perspective was lacking. Consequently in March 2013, a complementary
PM maturity assessment was carried out with a focus on CS. The survey was sent out to
57 respondents and 33 answered, a 58 per cent response rate. The evaluation scored an
average of 3.2, i.e. Defined level, the same as the PD. The process categories with the
highest scores were financial management: 4.0 (PD: 3.7) and risk management: 3.6
(PD: 4.0), while stakeholder management: 2.5 (project department: 2.8) and benefit

Financial management Organisational governance
ICT-support (PD and CS) Steering and guiding documents (PD)
Follow up and key performance
indicators (PD and CS)

PM model and ICT-support (PD and CS)

Portfolio management (PD and CS)
A common way of working (PD and CS)

Visualisation possibilities and support
systems (CS)

Clients and stakeholders PM competence (PD)

A common way of working (CS)

Experience sharing and learning organisation (PD)
Project plans and reports (CS)
Communication (CS)

Management control Stakeholder management
Portfolio management (PD and CS) Management of external project participants (consultants,

entrepreneurs) (PD)Communication (PD and CS)
Involvement of clients in the project phases (PD)

Risk management Benefits management
A common way of working (PD and CS) Clients and stakeholders project competence (PD)
PM model and ICT-support (PD and CS) Value creation (PD and CS)

Project group competence (CS)
Communication (CS)
Experience sharing and learning organisation (CS)

Resource management General improvement areas
Collaboration between clients and project
(PD and CS)

Collaboration between clients and project (PD)

Resource management (PD and CS)
PM model and ICT-support (PD)

A common way of working (PD and CS)
Experience sharing and learning organisation (PD and CS)

Experience sharing and learning
organisation (PD)

A common way of working (PD and CS)
Overall PM competence (CS)
Portfolio management (CS)

Table III.
Overall improvement

areas identified,
based on answers
from open-ended
questions from

respondents within
the project

department (PD)
and clients and

stakeholders (CS)
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management: 2.8 ( project department: 3.1) had the lowest scores. In the answers from the
open-ended question, several improvement areas concerning PM processes were
identified. The answers from the PD and CS are structured according to the seven
process categories and a general improvement category in Table III.

As shown in the Table III, both categories of respondents (PD employees, CS)
identified many common improvement areas, many of these within several of the
different process categories. However, the client representatives had no comments on the
stakeholder management process.

4.4 Improvement initiatives
When the assessment was completed, the business developer discussed the results with
several of the divisions in order to obtain deeper and more comprehensive understanding
of the answers to the open-ended questions. Based on these meetings and the maturity
assessment report, she compiled a list of improvement initiatives as a decision basis for
the management team. The poor scores from stakeholder management and benefits
management were paid specific attention. Prioritised improvement initiatives were
formalised in the PD business plan. Each project manager was responsible for planning
and executing these improvement initiatives within their divisions. However, according
to the business developer only some project managers held formal meetings to present
the assessment results to their divisions. The project leaders said that the assessment
results were mainly presented as statistics, with little discussion and reflection in order to
consider potential improvement initiatives. According to most respondents, the assessment
results confirmed what they already experienced as strengths and weaknesses concerning
PM capability within the organisation. However, they believed that the strengths and
improvement areas identified were useful information for the PD, although the project
leaders felt that the assessment results were of less importance in their professional roles.

5. Analysis
The pre-study indicates that few PBOs are aware of PM maturity assessment,
considering it to be a rather complicated concept, and that it can be difficult to sustain an
initiative. Hence, the intention with the paper is to better understand what kind of aspects
to be considered when performing a PMmaturity assessment, and to create a conceptual
framework of a sustained assessment process. In the analysis, we have structured
different aspects according to the PDCA cycle, i.e. a cyclic process proposed by for
example Albrecht and Spang (2014) and Mullaly (2014). However, as the PBO in the
study introduced the maturity assessment for the first time, the plan phase can also be
viewed as an introduction phase. Also, we analysed the identified strengths and
weaknesses from the maturity assessment, as one way to judge if an assessment process
is relevant and useful for the organisation in the improvement of PM capabilities.

5.1 Introduction/plan
The PD needed to constantly improve their PM performance to fulfil their mission.
However, the management group had not fully considered the maturity assessment
initiative, i.e. discussing aims and goals with the PM assessment thoroughly, or what
type of PM3 would be most suitable for the department’s needs and project context.
The model applied in the PD was mainly chosen because it had been used to assess PM
maturity in other organisations in Sweden, and therefore could be used in further
benchmarking studies. However, no consideration had been made of the model’s
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suitability for the PBO’s specific project environment. Conveniently such a model
structure can be suitable in the actual engineering and construction context, which is
similar to what Turner and Cochrane (1993) call Type 1 projects, e.g. where the goals and
methods are well-defined. The maturity assessment was initially based on respondents
from the PD, including CS were not planned for initially. This holistic approach seems,
however, to be important as project success is strongly related to clients’ and
stakeholders’ needs and requirements, i.e. an efficiency and effectiveness perspective.
Interestingly, the focus on client representatives and stakeholders are rarely discussed in
the research field on PM maturity assessment. Overall the PD lacked some kind of
supporting structure when introducing the assessment and the PM3.

5.2 Do
It seemed that some PM processes that received low scores (stakeholder management
and benefits management) also were considered by many respondents to include
“unclear” questions. Higher scores could be traced to PM areas which were more
“tangible”, for example risk management and financial management. The reason can be
twofold, e.g. lack of PM skills and competence among the respondents, or abstract
questions. Whatever reason, the situation points out that questionnaire design is an
important aspect in a survey-based PM3, and highlight the importance of a well
prepared questionnaire and comprehensive analyses of the results. A similar notion
was also verified in the study by Albrecht and Spang (2014), where the process
perspective “Benefits Management” was not incorporated into the maturity assessments
as it was perceived too difficult for the respondents to grasp. Also Mullaly (2006) points
out the risks for significant differences between respondents with interpreting the
questions, especially where unfamiliar concepts are used. The PM3-model used in
the case study included open-ended questions, which constituted a valuable source of
more in-depth information from the respondents. However, in the answers from several
respondents, a lack of intrinsic motivation can be discerned, which most likely affected
the validation of the information obtained in the answers. In addition, relatively few client
and stakeholder representatives participated in the survey, which also indicates a lack of
motivation or a perceived lack of relevance to them. According to Brookes et al. (2014) it is
important to encourage the participants to use their personal experience as information
for the assessment. The case study also emphasises the importance of motivating the
respondents from both an intrinsic and an external perspective, which seems to need
thoroughly planning and management support. For example, several project leaders
requested opportunities to discuss and reflect upon the maturity assessment before it
started. Such activities could probably have prevented some of the misinterpretations of
the questionnaire questions, and in the same time increased motivation for the assessment.

5.3 Check
The Check phase includes the evaluation of the data and information gathered from the
assessment. The average maturity level for the PD and the groups of CS was 3.2
(“Defined level”), but this differed in scores when considering some of the specific PM
processes. The initial evaluation points to a maturity level in line with several surveys
on PM maturity assessments, maybe even slightly higher. It should be noted that the
assessment did not include programme and portfolio management. However, it is of
interest that both categories of respondents identified a lot of common improvement
areas based on the information from the open-ended questions, indicating a common
viewpoint on improvement needs (see Table III). The findings in the table also partially
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confirms the study by Brookes et al. (2014) which indicated that for organisations that
are characterised by lower maturity levels, improvements mainly focus on the
implementation of formal PM structures, rather than specific areas of weaknesses.

5.4 Act
Within the Act phase it is of interest to judge if the assessment process identified
relevant strengths and weaknesses, i.e. giving a solid foundation for improving PM
capabilities in the particular organisation. Hence, a PM maturity assessment process
does not include the implementation and standardisation of improvement initiatives.
In Table III it can be seen that both categories of respondents (PD members, CS)
identified many common improvement areas (i.e. weaknesses), many of these within
several of the different process categories. Even if several respondents meant that the
assessment results confirmed what they already experienced as strengths and
weaknesses within the organisation, they believed that the findings were useful
information for the PD. The project leaders felt that the assessment results were of less
importance in their professional roles and several stressed more opportunities to
discuss and reflect upon the evaluation results and follow-up actions. The business
development manager emphasised that the assessment would probably initiate a major
change in working with improvements and the development of PM capabilities. So far,
the analysis and improvement initiatives seem to be more tangible in nature and do not
focus on culture and the change in behaviours and habits. According to Crawford
(2006), initiating cultural change is one of the most important activities in a PM
assessment and also the most difficult to manage. This might be the reason why it had
not yet been focused on by the management.

6. A conceptual framework of a maturity assessment process
The introduction of a systematic maturity assessment framework should provide
a strong foundation for prioritising further improvement initiatives. However, the case
study indicates that a PM maturity assessment process has to put a lot of attention to
the people involved, for example considering communication and motivation. Hence,
focusing too narrow on the measurement and evaluation activities could affect the
validity of the data and information received. For example, motivating the respondents
(from both an intrinsic and an extrinsic perspective) seems to be fundamental, as it
most likely affects the information obtained in the answers, which finally creates basis
for making decision on improving PM capabilities. Also, a maturity assessment should
involve both project executers and other project stakeholders, to increase validation
and to improve preconditions for the implementation of improvement initiatives. This
and other issues revealed in the case study points out a need of strong managerial
support when starting up and to sustain a PM maturity assessment initiative. Also, in
line with the reasoning by, e.g. Mullaly (2014) and Torres (2014), a maturity assessment
has to consider the organisational context that influence how projects are managed.
Another issue is that PM can be seen from many different perspectives, for example
considering tangible and intangible aspects (Young et al., 2014; Jugdev and Müller,
2005). Therefore, the assessment process in itself needs to be assessed and evaluated
continuously, including the PM3 used. Hence, an assessment framework is proposed
based on the theoretical and the preliminary empirical findings. The framework is
structured according to the PDCA-cycle, supporting organisations to choose, apply,
check and evaluate the assessment process and its outcome, see Figure 2. The PDCA-
cycle should be repeated with the purpose to obtain a sustained assessment process
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and hence promote and support continuous improvement initiatives towards the
highest level of maturity.

However, the assessment process is also a part of an overall improvement cycle,
included in the Check-phase (see Figure 3), i.e. there are two CI processes at work. The
improvement cycle includes activities as prioritising, implementation and standardisation
of improvement initiatives. It has to be performed several times, i.e. a process, to obtain
organisational-wide CI in managing projects. For improvement efforts to take effect and

Plan Do

CheckAct

Assessment based on the PM3 chosen.

Structure information/data.

Analyse and evaluate the information/data.

Identify strengths and weaknesses.

Evaluate strengths and weaknesses (i.e. scoring)

Are the findings from the assessment valid and
relevant? Adjust if needed.

Is the assessment process optimal in use of time and
resources? Adjust if needed.

Plan for the (next) assessment cycle based on
information from the Act-phase.

Consider if new needs or requirements of the
assessment process exist.

If needed, introduce another/additional PM3.

Figure 2.
A framework for a

PM maturity
assessment process,

with example of
activities in the
different phases

P D

CA

The highest project management
maturity level

Ad hoc

5

4

3

2

1

Improvement process

Assessment process

A C
P D

0

Note: For each improvement cycle, improvements have to be standardised and become a
common way of working (illustrated by a wedge)

Figure 3.
The improvement

cycle is repetitive and
aiming for level 5

273

Maturity
assessment



become visible, and hence an incentive to continue an assessment initiative, the
organisation has most likely to be patient. One cycle, or even two or three, is probably not
enough to show results. Also, when performing a maturity assessment for the first time it
is inevitable to have to spend extra time, resources and effort. Based on the empirical
findings some aspects, beside those described in the Plan phase, have to be taken in
consideration, e.g. what are our needs based on mission and vision, and how to choose
a suitable PM3 based on the project context.

7. Conclusions
This study contributes to the empirical research by an increased understanding of how
a PBO manage their PM maturity assessment based on a PM3. So far, few case studies
exist which focus on the implementation and application of PM3s within an assessment
process. Previous studies are mainly based on a snapshot of PM maturity within
different kinds of organisations, where PM3s are more seen as a tool than a part of an
assessment process. Thus, we argue that previous research literature to some extent
lacks in exploration of the maturity assessment processes, hence the need of further
research. The aim with the paper has been to increase understanding of aspects needed
to be considered when performing a PM maturity assessment, and propose
a framework for a sustained assessment process. As several of the theoretical
findings are of conceptual character, this single-case has made it possible to confirm
several of these findings based on empirical research.

There are few, if any, PM3s whose structures are not criticised in some way, for
example, the dominant process-oriented view. In a PBO, a large number of projects are
managed. Therefore, at some level, a process-oriented approach with standardised
ways of working should be needed for managing projects effectively and efficiently.
The PBO in this study mainly manages larger engineering or construction projects,
which corresponds to projects classified as Type 1 projects (Turner and Cochrane,
1993) in which the goals and methods are well-defined. Thus, a focus on process-
orientation and standardisation should be suitable in this project context. However,
being aware of existing criticism is important when introducing and interpret a PM
maturity assessment. We also agree with Albrecht and Spang (2014) and Crawford
(2006) in saying that it may not be of great importance to obtain a certain level. Rather,
it’s better to focus on what specific actions are moving the organisation forward, where
any PM3 selected must point out a logical path for progressive development.

The initial PM maturity evaluation for the PBO confirms the findings from
previous studies, i.e. that engineering-based industries seems to be more mature in terms
of PM than industries that have adopted the approach more recently, only reaching the
maturity level of one or two (Ibbs and Kwak, 2000; Cooke-Davies and Arzymanow, 2003).

It seems that a major challenge for the next assessment cycles will be to promote and
maintain commitment among their personnel, CS. Motivated and engaged respondents
are essential to get valid information from the maturity assessment. Another major
challenge will be to continually identify, incorporate and standardise improvement
potentials, and at the same time evaluate and develop the assessment process to fit the
changing needs of the organisation and how it manages projects. A limitation of this
research study is the use of a single-case, studying a Swedish PBO which mainly
manages major engineering and construction projects.

A practical limitation of the study is that the conceptual framework of the
assessment process is only based on one a single-case, of an organisation introducing
a PM maturity assessment for the first time. To increase the validity of empirical
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findings and usefulness of the conceptual framework we suggest a number of
propositions for further research.

Proposal 1: continuous research of the PM maturity assessment initiated at the PD
would be valuable, such as learning more about different aspects affecting the
assessment process. It would be of interest to study how the PD continues to assess and
evaluate PM capabilities according to their initial choice of PM3 (P3M3), and see how the
managers handle intangible aspects such as promoting a cultural change in their
progression towards CI. This proposal is in line with the reasoning by Mullaly (2006),
i.e. that the evaluation of organisational development requires the ability to follow up
results successively.

Proposal 2: a comparison of findings from different case studies, i.e. how PBOs
perform PM maturity assessments, would increase the ability to generalise results.
Also, in line with Grant and Pennypacker (2006), it would be interesting research to
explore differences in PM maturity between industries and to investigate possible
causes for these differences.

Proposal 3: many different PM3s are invented, which makes it problematic for PM
practitioners to know what kind of model to use. We believe that there is no single PM3
suitable for all kinds of organisations and all kinds of contexts. However, it would be
valuable for organisations to have some type of guidance, such as selection criteria, on
different PM3s and their pros and cons in different PM contexts (e.g. based on the
classification by Turner and Cochrane (1993)).

Proposal 4: in most PM3s the highest level implies an organisation which is
dedicated to CI. However, the meaning of CI is extensive, and many organisations
probably underestimate what it takes to get there. Therefore, more research into
considering how to apply CI in PM perspective would be valuable.

Proposal 5: as pointed out by Grant and Pennypacker (2006), Mullaly (2014) and
Brookes et al. (2014), more research studies are needed to examine how PM maturity
relates to project performance and success.
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Abstract 

The concept Continuous improvement is encouraged in different project management standards, 

such as the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) and the ISO standard 

21500:2012 – Guidance on project management. Continuous improvement is also seen as a part of 

the highest level in many project management maturity models. However, previous research 

indicates that applying Continuous improvement in project-based organisations can be troublesome. 

Due to few empirical studies, little knowledge is available considering the suitability of Continuous 

improvement in project-based organisations. Hence, four project-based organisations have been 

studied considering different attributes of Continuous improvement. The study indicates that the 

concept should be possible to apply in a project-based organisation and that respondents found the 

different attributes desirable to obtain. However, from focus groups interviews and open answers in 

a questionnaire, several comments pointed out obstacles and challenges in relation to the different 

attributes. Hence, indicating that Continuous improvement in a project-based organisation might not 

be suitable in the same way as, for example, a manufacturing company.  Overall, these findings imply 

a need for managers to adopt a critical approach if they consider implementing Continuous 

improvement in a project-based organisation, carefully assess the suitability of the concept’s 

inherent attributes. The findings also point out that contextual aspects can imply that some project-

based organisations have more favourable preconditions than others in applying Continuous 

improvement.    

 

Key words: Project management, Project-based organisation, Continuous improvements, Challenges, 

Attributes. 
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1 Introduction 

Different project management standards, such as the Guide to the Project Management Body of 

Knowledge (PMBOK) (PMI, 2008a) and the ISO standard 21500:2012 (ISO, 2012) encourage 

Continuous improvement in project management. Continuous improvement (CI) is also a part of the 

highest level of maturity in many project management (PM) maturity models (cf. PMI, 2008b; Young 

et al., 2014; Backlund et al.,2015). The CI concept has been significant for practitioners and 

researchers in over three decades (Sanchez & Blanco, 2014), making it possible for organisations to 

adapt and evolve in ever-changing business environments (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). A commonly 

used definition of CI is “an organisation-wide process of focused and sustained incremental 

innovation” (Bessant & Caffyn, 1997). In sum, CI emphasises incremental changes that are 

continuous, concerted, and accumulative (Choi, 1995), covering small step improvements as well as 

innovative improvements or innovations (Bergman &  Mauléon, 2003) and (Bessant & Caffyn, 1997). 

The concept is also often considered synonymous with Kaizen (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005), which also 

emphasises high levels of employees’ involvement in sustained incremental problem-solving (Imai, 

1986). According to Bessant et al. (1994) CI has a considerable attraction due to its low entry barriers 

and the potential to utilise the creativity of the members in an organisation. Other advantages of CI 

are, for example, higher productivity, better quality, lower costs and improved morale of the 

employees (Jagdeep & Harwinder, 2015). The many advantages make the concept attractive, but it 

does not come without hardship and struggle (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Bessant et al., 1994; Jung & 

Wang, 2006; Jurburg et al., 2015). For example, obtaining company-wide CI implies managing change 

on several organisational levels: management, group, and individual (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005).  

 

Due to the previous reasoning, CI should be an important concept for project-based organisations 

(PBO) to become more efficient and effective in managing and achieving projects. A PBO can be 

classified as an organisation in which the majority of products or services are produced through 

projects for either internal or external customers (Turner & Keegan, 2000), and be a standalone 

organisation or a subsidiary of a larger corporation (Pemsel & Müller, 2012). However, few PBOs (if 

any) have reached the highest PM maturity level (Backlund et al., 2015), indicating that CI in a PM 

context can be troublesome. According to Orwig & Brennan (2000) project characteristics as 

temporary and delivering unique results can be in conflict with the principle of CI, for example 

considering its focus on processes. Another issue is that project members often comes and goes 

during a project’s life cycle, involving different entrepreneurs and consultants (Gieskes & ten Broeke, 

2000). Also, in a multi-project setting, i.e. where several projects are being performed at the same 

time, projects are pursued in parallel, sharing the same personnel resources (Zika-Viktorsson et al., 

2006). These kinds of situations can hamper the application of CI within a PBO, considering the need 

of involvement and commitment by an organisation’s members. According to Gieskes & ten Broeke 

(2000) the management of projects is predominantly short-term oriented and the strategic 

component lacking, which can undermine the long-term emphasis on CI (Orwig & Brennan, 2000).  

 
Applying CI to increase a PBO’s competitiveness seems to be a natural approach from a theoretical 

point of view, but becomes more problematic in practice. Studies of CI have mainly been made 

within repetitive environments, for example manufacturing and production settings (Jagdeep & 

Harwinder, 2015; Gieskes & ten Broeke, 2000; Ali et al., 2013), and the service sector (Sanchez & 

Blanco, 2014). Few empirical studies have been found concerning CI in project-based settings. Some 
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conceptual studies, indirectly highlighting CI in PM are (Kornfeld & Kara, 2011; Orwig & Brennan, 

2000; Bartezzaghi et al., 1997;  Somasundaram & Badiru, 1992). Empirical studies of Total Quality 

Management (TQM) and CI in PM, mainly based on a survey, have been presented by Jung & Wang 

(2006) and Jung et al. (2009). However, these two studies are mainly focusing on the relationship 

between TQM-elements and CI, and are therefore not further discussed in this article. Another 

survey of CI in project-based settings is made by Gieskes & ten Broeke (2000) of road infrastructure 

projects in the Netherlands. A questionnaire was sent out to 92 organisations managing projects, 

within 12 municipalities. Of 172 respondents 74 answers were received. The overall results from the 

survey indicate that organisations not really oriented towards learning in order to achieve improved 

performance in future projects, even if most organisations emphasised the importance of 

improvement and learning. According to Gieskes and ten Broeke the majority of the organisations 

focused on PM on a day-to-day basis, i.e.  not oriented towards long-term improvement work. They 

concluded that CI and learning in project-based settings seemed difficult to obtain, and in need of 

further research. Therefore, the aim with this study is to more in-depth explore CI in PBOs, i.e. if CI 

can be seen as a suitable concept for PBOs or not. 

 

2 Research design and process 

This study is of an exploratory nature in order to better understand the preconditions for CI in a 

PBO. The study is a part of an overall research project started in 2012 as a longitudinal case 

study of a project department within a mining company in Sweden, with the aim of studying 

efficiency and effectiveness in PBOs. Preliminary finding from the case study, presented in 

(Sundqvist & Backlund, 2014), is that CI is desirable to achieve but difficult to obtain in practice. The 

case study approach is suitable when the research aim is to understand complex social situations 

in order to reach deep understanding of individuals, groups or organisations (Yin, 2009). 

However, a common critique against the case study approach is that it is cannot be used for 

generalisation (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Hence, a multiple case study has greater explanatory power and 

better possibilities for generalisations, as findings can be replicated across cases (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) and (Saunders et al., 2012). The selection of organisations was made based on 

the definition of what constitutes a PBO (given in the introduction section). The sampling of 

organisations was made based on purposive sampling (non-probability sampling). The authors 

studied different kind of organisations and made a request to five identified PBOs to attend the 

study (including both questionnaire and focus group). Four PBOs accepted (One contractor 

denied due to a high workload), which was considered sufficiently to fulfil the purpose with the 

study. The management teams were in focus of the study, to understand the management 

function’s view on CI-attributes and making the study manageable considering the amount of 

respondents. 

 

The study was based on respondents’ assessment of ten statements, considering the application 

of different CI-attributes. To avoid difficulties in the interpretation of results the PBOs were all 

involved within similar project types, i.e. engineering and construction projects in Sweden. For a 

more detailed description of the organisations, see Table 1.  
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Table 1: Information about the PBOs studied. 

PBO 

 

Standalone 

/Subsidiary* 

Type of 

organisation 

Project 

environment 

Empl. Parent 

org. (Sweden) 

Empl. 

(PBO) 

Manag. 

team 

A  Subsidiary State owned Mining Approx. 3680 104 9 

B  Standalone 

 

Private company 

(Contractor) 

Infrastructure N/A 100 7 

C  

 

Subsidiary State owned Infrastructure Approx. 450* 

 

90 7 

D  Subsidiary State owned Hydro Power Approx. 500 

 

71 8 

*District northern Sweden. 

 

This kind of assessment had not been performed in the longitudinal case study, described in the 

beginning of this section. Therefore the PBO in the mining company was included in the study 

(PBO A). PBO A, C and D can be described as subsidiaries to a parent organisation. This means that 

they carry out project initiated by themselves, but primarily projects commissioned from other 

departments of the organisation. It also means that they do not have external customers, and 

consequently does not have to sell their services. Instead they work based on budgets together with, 

or by, their parent organisation. PBO B operates as a contractor and consequently need to work with 

acquiring new business in parallel to carrying out current contracts. None of the PBOs were involved 

in overall improvement programs, as for example Lean or Six sigma.  

 

The method for gathering information was based on a questionnaire followed by focus group 

interviews. The research design and process is described in four steps: I) Questionnaire development, 

II) Managing the questionnaires, III) Planning and performing focus group interviews and IV) 

Analysing empirical findings. The questionnaire and the focus group interviews were conducted 

during February to April 2015. 

 

I. Developing the questionnaire: Based on a literature review (described in section 3) ten attributes 

were identified that an organisation should hold in order to practice CI. To make an evaluation 

possible, the attributes were operationalized into ten overall statements (also presented in section 

3), measured according to a Likert scale (1: Strongly disagree – 6: Strongly agree). This procedure 

indicated how the respondents experienced each specific statement considering the way of working 

in their PBO. The measuring approach using Likert scale is considered suitable for this kind of study, 

with a relative small sample size, which is in line with the reasoning by Norman (2010). Connected to 

each statement, the respondents could also make comments. The questionnaire was aimed at 

people belonging to the management team in each PBO. The questionnaire was designed to be 

answered in a short period of time (10 to 15 minutes) and hence, each attribute was represented by 

one statement. As the questionnaire would be followed up in focus groups, the limited amount of 

statements (i.e. a high level of operationalization) was considered suitable. 

 

II. Managing the questionnaires:  Before distributing the questionnaire, it was tested on five project 

managers within different organisations. From the test some adjustments were made, making the 

statements clearer to avoid misunderstandings. The final questionnaire was web-based and sent out 

via e-mail to management team members within each PBO. The questionnaire was sent to 31 
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respondents in total and was answered by 29, a response rate of 94 %. The information was 

compiled for each team and also for all respondents in total (See Figure 1).  

 

III. Planning and performing focus group interviews:  The questionnaire made it possible for each 

respondent to individually evaluate and comment on the CI-attributes within their PBO. Focus group 

interviews to follow up the individual answers gave the opportunity for the respondents to discuss, 

explain and exemplify their views on the different attributes. To make it possible to gather 

respondents at the same time, the occasions for the focus group interviews were held in connection 

with internal management meetings. The focus group interviews started with introducing the 

purpose of the study (in addition to information already given in the web-questionnaire), and 

presenting the results from the questionnaire. After that, each statement was discussed based on the 

results for the management team, and in total. This approach also generated a kind of self-evaluating 

approach among the team members, since they did not always agree with each other. The focus 

group interviews proceeded approximately during one hour each. Both authors attended and notes 

were taken simultaneous, which were then compared and discussed after the interviews. For 

different reasons, not all respondents could be present during the focus group interview with PBO B. 

Therefore, an additional telephone meeting was held (however, two people could not attend during 

that occasion either). The authors made the judgement that these circumstances only had a marginal 

influence of the study’s outcome.        

 

IV. Analysing the empirical results: The empirical results were analysed based on measuring the 

mean value of the respondents’ assessment of the statements; in total and for each PBO. The 

information from the open answers and the focus group interviews were structured in sets due to 

affinity, which in a next step was summarised within overall headlines.     

 

3 Literature review 

Considering the definitions of CI presented in the introduction section, CI might be seen as a 

straightforward concept to apply for an organisation. However, some researchers also point out the 

concept as vague, subjected to different interpretations (Jurburg et al., 2015) and (Corso et al., 

2007). Hence, the concept seems to be simple and complex in the same time. The different 

attributes, exemplified below, is one way to illustrate a narrower perspective of CI, based on 

different definitions or descriptions of CI (i.e. “what CI is”). An attribute is here defined as a quality or 

feature regarded as a characteristic or inherent part of someone or something (Oxford University 

Press, 2015). The attributes are not based on an exhaustive literature review of CI. However, several 

significant contributions within the field have been studied (e.g. Bessant et al., 1994;  Imai 1986;  

Choi, 1995;  Bessant et al., 2001;  Anand et al., 2009). Also, several previous literature studies of CI 

have been included (e.g. Jagdeep & Harwinder, 2015;  Sanchez & Blanco, 2014;  Bhuiyan & Baghel, 

2005; Fryer et al., 2007). The identification of CI attributes has been based on theoretical saturation, 

i.e. when a group of similar characteristics have been found and further characteristics no longer 

bring additional insights. Based on each attribute description, a statement was developed and 

included in the questionnaire, see Table 2. 

 

1. A process-oriented way of working:  CI needs to be managed as a process rather than a single 

event (Bessant et al., 1994), where Ali et al. (2013) describe CI as a process with activities intended to 
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achieve performance improvements. Jagdeep & Harwinder (2015) also emphasise that these 

improvements must be customer-driven. Hence, CI is where all members of the organisation work 

together on an ongoing basis, improving processes and overall performance for the customer (Fryer 

et al., 2007). In order to be improved, a process must be understood in detail, which in turn means 

that variability and interdependence in the separate activities and methods have to be known and 

controlled (Jha et al., 1996). Hence, a clear CI process is needed, which unite the members of the 

organisations around a common set of improvement goals (Jurburg et al., 2015). 

 

2. Involvement of organisational members in change initiatives: CI can be defined as a culture of 

sustained improvements aimed at eliminating waste in all organisational systems and processes, and 

involving all organisational participants (Jagdeep & Harwinder, 2015). Hence, CI (Kaizen) is people-

oriented and should involve everyone in the organisation from top management to workers at the 

shop floor (Imai, 1986). The active participation of an organisation’s entire workforce is a powerful 

tool to achieve competitive advantages (Garcia-Sabater & Marin-Garcia, 2011) and (Bessant & Caffyn, 

1997). Hence, relaying on specialists to deal with all problem-solving tasks has its limitations, 

therefore it is a strong argument increasing the levels of involvement (Bessant & Caffyn, 1997).  

 

3. A holistic and systemic management approach: The content in the previous two attributes also 

points out CI as a holistic and systemic approach. A CI initiative needs to be “total”, involving every 

part or process of an organisation (Jha et al., 1996). In a similar way, Bessant et al. (1994) define CI as 

a company-wide process of focused and continuous incremental innovation. Much of the CI 

literature alludes to the systems perspective, but the locus of change almost invariably is at the 

operational level. How corporate strategy is formed, how it will be translated to the operational 

level, and how CI changes at different subsystems are interrelated are largely left alone as a “black 

box” (Choi, 1995). 

 

4. A strategic and systematic management approach: CI implies a planned, organised, and 

systematic process (Garcia-Sabater et al., 2012), i.e. that change occurs in a disciplined manner (Jha 

et al., 1996), directed towards organisational goals on an ongoing basis (Caffyn, 1999). The essence 

of CI is a long-term sustained and focused process of incremental improvement, which should 

include clear underlying purpose or target, and careful planning and monitoring (Bessant et al., 

1994). Therefore, CI can be seen as an important strategic tool to increase competitiveness in 

organisations (Jagdeep & Harwinder, 2015). 

 

5. A focus on waste elimination: Jagdeep & Harwinder (2015) define CI as a culture of sustained 

improvement aimed at eliminating waste in all organisational systems and processes. Hence, in 

practicing CI an organisation should focus on eliminating wastes and identifying new areas of 

improvement (Sanchez & Blanco, 2014). Ali et al. (2013) define CI as a collection of activities that 

constitute a process intended to achieve performance improvement. In manufacturing, these 

activities primarily involve simplification of production processes, chiefly through the elimination of 

waste. Also, Jabnoun (2001) points out improvements that do not meet customers' needs and 

expectations will be a total waste for the organisation.  

 

6. An organisational culture based on values and norms: CI demands a strong culture to drive 

improvements in production and managerial processes and company-wide participation (Granerud & 
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Rocha, 2011). Hence, Bhuiyan & Baghel (2005) define CI as a culture of sustained improvement, and 

Bessant et al. (1994) claim that CI success will depend upon becoming part of a life pattern of shared 

beliefs, values and behavioural norms of an organisation.  According to Fryer et al. (2013) CI is more 

than the application of certain tools and techniques, requiring an organisational culture that 

encourages and supports improvements, as well as a culture for innovation, involving and focusing 

on employees (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). 

 

7. Organisational learning:  CI requires commitment to learning (Savolainen & Haikonen, 2007), and 

according to Bessant & Caffyn (1997) and Bessant & Francis (1999) CI is essentially a long-term 

learning process. The PDCA (Plan-Do-Study-Act) cycle could be said to be the symbol of CI and 

continuous organisational learning (Bergman & Mauléon, 2003). Hence, organisational learning 

occurs on a continuous basis, i.e. knowledge is attained through learning; learning generates 

improvements that can lead to learning and again to further improvements (Savolainen & Haikonen, 

2007). Learning organisations and the practices of such organisations increasingly highlight processes 

that are about high levels of participation in innovation, since it is through problem-solving that 

learning takes place (Bessant & Caffyn, 1996). 

 

8. Improvement and problem-solving techniques, methods and tools: A formalised problem-solving 

process should be available in CI programmes (Fryer et al., 2013). Hence, according to Garcia-Sabater 

& Marin-Garcia (2011), CI can be defined as a planned, organised and systematic process based on 

the PDCA-cycle CI tools can be applied across the whole of the problem-solving cycle, from problem 

finding and definition through exploration and solution generation to selection and implementation. 

Common tools are for example Pareto analysis, check sheets and cause-and-effect diagrams (Bessant 

et al. 1994). Self-assessment is another approach, measuring an organisation's current performance 

against a model which represents a position of “excellence'' (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). 

 

9. Standardisation of work tasks: According to Imai (1986) there can be no improvement where 

there are no standards. CI (Kaizen) cannot be inseparable from maintaining standards, since it is a 

prerequisite for accumulation of small ongoing improvements to an overall contribution to 

organisational performance (Berger, 1997). Hence, a major element in CI is to reintegrate remaining 

activities and stabilise processes at their new levels (Jha et al., 1996), where the PDCA cycle serves as 

a main link between improvements and standardised routine work. Standards enhance learning 

through the deployment of experience from one individual to another, between individuals and the 

organisation and from one part of the organisation to another (Berger, 1997). 

 

10. A focus on incremental change: CI can be viewed as the application of many small changes for 

the better (Kornfeld & Kara, 2011), and a common definition of CI is an organisation-wide process of 

focused and sustained incremental innovation (Bessant & Caffyn, 1997). Further, CI implies that 

incremental changes should occur concertedly, and by building on one another, on a continual basis, 

accumulate into a large effect (Choi, 1995). Hence, Imai (1986) claimed that changes occurring 

gradually but constantly are less dramatic than abrupt and volatile changes, but their effects are long 

term and long lasting. In a similar way, CI needs to be considered as a “change process” rather than a 

series of time-limited projects according to Jurburg et al. (2015). 
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Table 2: Based on each attribute description a statement was developed and included in the questionnaire, in 

some occasions with additional supporting text (here in brackets). The statements sent to the respondents 

were in Swedish, here translated to English. 

No. Statements (According to the activities within the PBO) 

 

1 I believe that projects are planned and carried out based on formal processes. 

 

2 I believe that all employees become involved in overall change initiatives that affect project activities. 

(With ’employees’ means people included in a project department, unit or similar)  

3 I believe that project control and management is based on a holistic view. 

 

4 I believe that project control and management is carried out strategically and within a long-term 

perspective. 

5 I believe that waste continuously is reduced.  

(With ‘waste’ means for example activities with long lead time or waiting time)   

6 I believe that the way of working is based on a clear organisational culture.  

(With “organisational culture’ means common values and norms) 

7 I believe that the employees (i.e. within and between projects) learn from each other’s experiences. 

 

8 I believe that a systemic way of working with problem-solving is applied.  

(With ’systematic problem-solving’ means methods and tools to identify and solve occurred problems) 

9 I believe that work tasks are based on a standardised way of working. 

(With ‘standardised way of working’ means, for example, established routines and methods) 

10 I believe that smaller change and improvement initiatives continuously are performed. 

(The question implies that initiatives occur within all parts of the project organisation)  

 

4 Empirical results and analysis 

Empirical results from the study came in three different forms: I) Assessment of the statements 

according to the Likert scale, II) Comments connected to each statement (voluntary for each 

respondent to fill in) and III) Notes from the discussions during the focus group interviews. The 

assessments based on the 10 statements are summarised in Figure 1, in total and for each PBO, 

where each management team consisted of seven to nine people. Due to relative few respondents 

within each team more accurate statistical analysis was not considered suitable.  

 

 
Figure 1: Answers from 29 respondents considering 10 CI-statements, including summaries from each PBO. In 

order to exhibit transparent data, the black columns present the total mean value for each statement.   
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An analysis of the assessment 

The total mean values for each statement are scored between 3 and 5, indicating that the majority of 

respondents view the statements in a positive way, i.e. that CI is possible and desirable in a PBO. This 

is also supported by the information from the focus groups and open answers, i.e. that no critical or 

negative comments came up considering the content of the attributes or statements. Still though, 

there is some spread between the mean values between the PBOs. PBO D has in general the lowest 

scores (lowest for the statements: 2, 5 and 7), while PBO B in general has the highest scores (highest 

for the statements: 3, 6, and 10). However, the variance for each statement (1-10) between the PBOs 

is relatively low, where the columns overall follow the same pattern. It should be noted that the 

respondents in the PBO A, involved in the longitudinal case study, seem to experience CI quite similar 

to the other respondents, which can be interpreted that the on-going longitudinal case study not 

influenced on the assessments within this study. Only three statements (2, 5, and 7) received a mean 

value below 3.5, all from the same PBO (D), which also had the lowest overall scoring. No further 

analysis was performed between the PBOs due to the relatively low number of respondents. Instead 

the outcome of the questionnaire was applied as a basis for discussion during the focus group 

interviews. 

 

Challenges and drivers to apply CI (attributes) in a PBO 

None of the respondents questioned or criticised the suitability of the CI attributes. Though, several 

comments came up considering obstacles and challenges in relation to the different statements, 

some described further. Several respondents highlighted a process-based way of working, in line with 

statement 1, but that processes and routines often were not fully applied by project members. For 

example, respondents in PBO B and D meant that; the clients are pushing for starting new projects 

and deliver projects on time,…it is not possible to follow all routines and checklists. Considering 

statement 2 several respondents also highlighted a stressful work environment, with little time to be 

involved in initiatives outside the specific project. Change initiatives were mainly “quick fixes”, i.e. 

not spread in the PBO. According to respondents in PBO A and D; project leaders have high 

workloads and they should focus on their projects (…with little time for organisational change 

initiatives). These project characteristics also influenced on statement 3 and 4 considering the focus 

on individuals (project managers foremost) and the specific projects. According to respondents in 

PBO A; operational tasks and issues are in focus for the project leaders – that is the stark reality. This 

was also exemplified by respondents in PBO B saying that; Project results are prioritised before 

company result. Considering statement 5 some respondents mentioned the lack of management 

commitment and control; we lack driving forces working with waste elimination (PBO D) and that 

support systems did not really support data analysis and improvements (PBO D and C). Lack of a 

“forgiving culture” (Statement 6) was mentioned by several respondents. According to respondents 

in PBO C; employees seems to be afraid of doing things wrong – but in practice it might not be so… In 

PBO A some respondents meant that; we have to improve the organisational culture since it in 

general is not acceptable to make mistakes. Also, according to respondents in PBO B; It is easy to 

share good experiences – but bad experiences is not. Many comments came up considering 

statement 7. For example, respondents in PBO D claimed that; sharing experience and learning is one 

of the more difficult tasks in the management of projects. And in PBO B that; a systematic way of 

working with learning and experiences in the organisation is difficult and to most part lacking, and 

that the same mistakes are usually made. The lack of systematic way of working and focus on 
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individuals also negatively influenced statement 8. Several respondents pointed out ways of working 

that focused on individual projects, lacking a systematic and holistic perspective.  According to 

statement 9 several comments of major administrative burdens came up; Should you fill in all 

applications and follow all routines it is not possible to achieve work tasks in time (PBO B). In PBO D 

respondents pointed out that many different processes and routines promoted a standardised way 

of working, but that it was majorly up to the employees to choose to which extent to use them. It 

also came up that; sometimes the standardised ways of working is very tortuous, forcing employees 

to take short cuts (PBO D and A). Considering statement 10 comments similar to statement 2 came 

up, i.e. a premier focus on the projects and “quick fixes”. For example, according to respondents in 

PBO D; it is a major challenge to implement changes or improvements in the organisation (Parent and 

PBO), which originally is made in a specific project.    

 

Some contextual aspects could also be identified, leading to both challenges and drivers for CI in 

PBOs. For example, PBO C, A and D were all performing projects where the outcomes had an impact 

on the PBO itself or the parent organisation. The businesses within these organisations were also 

based on major physical assets with long life cycles, for example railroads and hydro power turbines. 

Such contextual preconditions should promote high scores considering attributes as for example 

process management, strategic management and standardised way of working. While PBO B, which 

mainly act as contractor within projects, has lower scores. This is to some part confirmed in Figure 1 

where PBO B has lower scores than the others considering statement 1 and 4, but where PBO C has 

the lowest scores for statement 9.  Though, according to the information from the focus group 

interviews and open answers, respondents in PBO C confirm the previous assumption. For example, 

respondents claimed; different requirements from regulators and authorities drive us to work with 

processes and routines, i.e. obtaining a standardised way of working. They also pointed out different 

types of revisions that were made and also contributed to follow up and development of routines 

and activities.  

 

A comparison with previous studies  

The preliminary findings in the longitudinal case study of PBO A are to some extent confirmed in this 

multiple case study, and seem to be a part of a general view of CI aspects among PBOs. The 

measuring of the 10 statements according to a Likert scale also implies improved understanding of 

the previous findings in PBO A. The multiple case study confirms some of the findings from the 

survey made by (Gieskes, ten Broeke 2000). In both studies the respondents emphasised the 

importance of CI, but found it for different reasons difficult to obtain in practice. Gieskes & ten 

Broeke (2000) concluded that the management of projects seems to be short-term oriented, lacking 

a strategic approach. The findings from the multiple case study indicate similar characteristics, where 

focus commonly seems to be on the activities within a specific project, and not between projects, or 

from the viewpoint of the PBO. This study, which is based on a wider construction and engineering 

context than the one performed by (Gieskes & ten Broeke, 2000), also revealed that contextual 

aspects, as type of project environment or type of PBO, influenced the preconditions for some of the 

CI-attributes. Considering the engineering context of the study, Gieskes and ten Broeke claimed that 

there is an over representation of engineers, whose prime interest not necessarily include 

improvement and learning activities. From our study, this issue was not salient, but may influence on 

the understanding of the complexity in implying CI in a PBO.  In sum, the case empirical results from 
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the case study points out different kind of challenges, that need to be further explored considering 

the suitability of CI in PBOs.    

 

5 Conclusion and discussion 

Different PM standards, encourage CI in PM. CI is also seen as a part of the highest level of maturity 

in many PM maturity models. According to Sanchez & Blanco (2014) CI has been significant for 

practitioners and researchers in over three decades, making it possible for organisations to adapt and 

evolve in ever-changing business environments (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). However, previous 

research (c.f. Gieskes & ten Broeke, 2000; Orwig, Brennan, 2000) indicate that applying CI in PM can 

be troublesome for organisations. Since few empirical studies can be found, a study has been made 

of four PBOs considering different CI-attributes. The study indicates that CI should be possible in a 

PBO and that the respondents involved (members within PBO management teams) find the different 

attributes desirable. However, from focus group interviews and from open answers in a 

questionnaire, several comments pointed out obstacles and challenges in relation to the different 

attributes. Hence, the findings indicate that CI in PBOs might not be suitable in the same way as, for 

example, manufacturing companies (which can be considered as a context of origin for CI). Also, the 

findings point out a major focus on the project level, to some part neglecting the PBO-level and 

thereby possibilities for synergies and to avoid sub optimisations. An overall conclusion from the 

study is that managers in PBOs need to have a critical approach when considering implementing CI, 

carefully consider the suitability of the concept’s inherent attributes. In addition, contextual aspects 

have to be consider, where some PBO can be more favourable that others in applying CI.    

 

The 10 statements, connected to 10 attributes, is one way to conceptualise CI. How many questions 

(here: statements) to use in a questionnaire is a balance between getting respondents to carefully 

answering the questions, and the amount of questions needed to capturing the phenomenon 

studied. Since the questionnaire was followed up with focus group interviews, and could be seen as 

an initiator to those discussions, the amount of statements was considered suitable for this study. 

Due to few respondents within each management team the assessment by each individual had great 

influence on the total mean value for each management team. Therefore, the assessment results for 

each PBO should be interpreted carefully, where more comprehensive studies are necessary as a 

basis for generalisations.       

 

Limitations and further research 

This research study is of an exploratory nature and has some limitations. A relative few number of 

respondents imply that only indications considering CI in PBOs can be generated from the analysis. 

This is however an important first step and a basis for further research in form of for example 

additional and more in-depth case studies. The study can also be seen as a complement to earlier 

surveys, and in that way in line with an explorative approach, studying a phenomenon from several 

different perspectives. The management level has been in focus during the study, where it would be 

interesting in further research to also study CI in PBOs considering other categories of respondents. 

The study focused on CI-attributes, i.e. what to be included in an organisation practicing CI, and not 

aspects of implementing or sustaining CI. Hence, studying a PBO that committed itself to CI would be 

of interest for further studies. However, it is the authors’ experiences that such PBOs are difficult to 

find. The study is also based on Swedish PBOs within a specific industrial context, hence, studies of 
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PBOs in an international perspective and within other project contexts, would be valuable. Finally, 

more knowledge is needed about the obstacles and challenges identified in the study, to improve the 

understanding of the preconditions for PBOs going for CI.  
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