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Abstract
Projects are important to industry. hut pmjeci performance continually
disappoints stakeholder expectations. Organizations react to this performance
problem in many ways, and purchase consultancy, training, methods and tools
as possible solutions.
Thcre is no published evidence that any of these solutions arc consistently
successfi~lin improving project perfomlance. This thesis answers the question.
"What can be done to improve projcct management practices, and thus project
performance?': by demonstrating that a novel form of
research can contribute such evidence.

success.
A well-resourced support structure was established to administer the

programme. facilitate dialoguc, hold confidential data securely, and provide
data analysis. Members provided data for the anonymous databases about their
practices and about specific project results, and tirst-hand case studies for
discussion at workshops. They discovered, shared and created both tacit and
explicit knowledge through the fomial programme and through informal
contact.
Secondly, the thinking of practitioners, theorists and researchers was
challenged. The literature on pmjoct management was found to reveal an
unbalanced worldview that lacked coherent undcrlying theory. The literature
on theory was found not to distinguish adequately between one-off "discrete"
projects and the ongoing continuous operations of an organization. The
academy's "paradigm wars" were found to have discouraged the creation of an
appropriate research metliodology.
Thirdly, different pieces of research using the community's data showed that
some practices (notably aspects of risk management) lead to superior
pcrfomiance independently of context, while others appear to be contextdependent. No companies were found to have all the answers, and each
member of the community has been able to learn from others.
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Summary

Summary of Thesis
This thesis describes a programme of continuous action research,
involving an international network of major organisations to which
projects are important. The research concerns the development of
methodology and content to build this nchvork into a learning
community for project improvement. The research started with six
quite basic questions about project management practices but it has led
to significant developments in: -.

A research-driven approach to project improvement.
An innovative research method.
Enhancement of the existing project management worldview.
A growing international network of project-based organisations.
Specific results that pave the way for project management
benchmarking.
A means of relating project performance to business improvement.
Thc thesis contains six Chapters.
Chapter 1 describcs what projects are and the role they play in business,
and explains why the research qucstions arc important.
Chapter 2 reviews the corpus of project management literature, and
extracts an account of the way a project manager views the world. This
view is consolidatcd into eleven topics and given a form and substance
that shows how they inter-relate. Comparison with prior empirical
research identifies a number of gaps.
Chapter 3 considers the epistemic foundations for a research method
that has seven explicit components, making allowance for the fact that
neither a pure positivist nor a pure constructivist philosophy provides a
sufficiently rich basis to research into project management.
Chapter 4 traces the historical development of the seven components of
the research method, and summarises the answers to three of the
research questions.
Chapter 5 illustrates the results obtained from data analysis, answering
a fi~rtliertwo research questions by describing both observed variations
in project perforn~ance,and practices that partially account for these.

Summary
Chapter 6 summarises the contribution made by the research
programme, and lists the current plans for further work.
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Contributions
In the course of this research, hvo things have been happening in
parallel. One has been the commercial creation and support of a
network of major organisations to improve project management
practice. The other has been tlie developnient of research in terms of
both niethodology and content, which has transformed that network into
a learning community. It is this research, quite separate from the
commercial activities, that is submitted for the degree.
The original research concept came to me during 1993, at a time when I
saw many organisations making far-reaching decisions about their
project management practices with very little evidence to support them.
I was driven by the desire that decisions should be based on the
foundations of solid evidence, and to create a method for obtaining that
evidence.
My personal contributions to the programme have been in:-

*

Developing the conceptual design of the study, including the
overall process steps and the epistemic underpinnings described in
Chapter 3, the method of choice that was used for significant
decisions, the structure of all workshops involving network
members during the tirst few years, the structure of all analysis
carried out and reports issued, and the conimercial relationships
between network members and Human Systems Limited.
Developing the analytical framework and performing analysis on
the data, as well as directing additional analysis from time to time
from members of Human Systems working under my instructions.
Formulating theories that have guided each stage of thc work.
Assembling and maintaining the networks, or ensuring that suitahly
qr~alificdmcmbers of the Human Systems teani working under my
instructions, assemble and maintain thc networks.
Facilitating the dialogue that results in agreement on the
information to be collected from the networks and tlie fonn that it
will take, and obtaining agreement for this from network members.
Ensuring that data is collected, and assuring its quality.
Facilitating the discussion between network members and members
of the Human Systems team that result from the announcement of

Contributions

insights arising from the analysis, and the framing of more detailed
research questions as a result of these discussions.
Writing all research proposals and submissions, including the
whole text of this thesis.
Clearly I could not have done this work without the support of many
people, and I wish to acknowledge the assistancc received from the
following. Throughout the programme, 1 have received the financial
and practical support of Human Systems Limited, the company of
which I am Managing Director.
My colleagues at Human Systems Limited have each been involved in
different aspects of the programme. John Gandcc, one of the first
people to be approached at ICL when the idea of forming the
community was first mooted in 1993, has been continually involved.
From the output of the initial workshops he wrote the first version of the
corporate practice questionnaire, he has attended each of the workshops
for and performed much of the managcrnent activity involved in
supporting and administering the work of the first two networks, and
more recently he has produced the Foxpro version of the corporate
practice questionnaire and its derivatives, and has overseen and
augmented development of the commercial Access version of the DCI.
John facilitated the first working party on "learning lessons on
projects".
Brian Trelty, the first representative of Wellconie in the first network,
has subsequently been a stalwart member of the Human Systems team.
It was largely through Brian's effort that the joint venture with CMR
International came about that has resulted in the creation of two global
pharmaceutical networks. Apart from leading that effort, Brian has
workcd closely with John Gandee in the creation and support of Europe
2, the second network to be created. He has facilitated working parties
on "real risk management" and "implementing process improvements".
Alan Cumberland, a fellow Director of Human Systems Limited has
continually supported the venture, and played a significant part in
decisions about the management of the commercial aspects of the
programme. Alan has facilitated several of thc network's workshops,
and the working party on "measuring project performance". Jean
Adams, Matthew Nixon and Debbie Garrett have also provided
generous and professional support to the activities, in addition to which
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Jean very kindly assisted with the unenviable task of proof reading this
text.
As the networks took on an international aspect, Lynn Crawford, Frank
Davies, Chivonne Watts and Andrew Durbridge headed the effort to
create co~nmercial networks and to apply the research method in
Australia, and did an excellent job in recruiting thirty additional
organisations. Lynn has provided valuable encouragement and support
to me and to the Hunian Systems team, and Frank has been tireless in
his professional efforts to assemble and support the Australian
community, and to manage the network activities based in Sydney. As
the programme rolls out to USA, Dalton Weekley, Peter Rogers and
Steve Neuendorf of CCG LLC have become joint venture partners, and
Steve has contributed the excellent Excel spreadsheets that enrich the
presentation of relative data to members of all current networks.
The programme has been built around a "conimunity of practice", and it
would not have been possible without the active participation and
support of the representatives of the many organisations that have been
member., of the networks since their inception at the beginning of 1994.
They have been generous in their provision of time. data. knowlcdgc,
expertise, resources and support. It is wrong to single out some more
than others for mention by name, since many have made invaluable
contributions, and 1 would like to acknowledge every one of them. It
would equally be wrong, however, to fail to acknowledge the special
contribution made by two people. In the early days of creating the first
network, Steve Grey of ICL worked tirelessly with me to assemble the
first community of practice, and to refine the proposal that was put to
Without Steve's help, I doubt that the
prospective members.
programme would have got off the ground. Paul Armstrong and his
team at BT Group Projects have also made a unique contribution. Not
only has Paul been continually associated with this activity as BT's
representative since the formation of the first network, but in the
development of the data collection instrument, Paul and his team took
the lead in developing the prototype Microsoft Access application, that
was subsequently refined by conlmercial software developers into the
instrument that it now is.
Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation for the
unstinting guidance, encouragement and support of my supervisor,
Professor Eric Wolstenholme.
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ConJidentiality
There is a commcrcial nccd to protect the confidentiality of information
provided by members of the networks. For this reason, the data and
other material included in the thesis have been presented in such a way
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Tcrry Cooke-Davies. August 2000.

Towards Improved Project Management Practice:
Chapter 1

Chapter 1:
1: Thinking about projects and project
management.
1.1

Summary.

The term "project" is used widely and in a variety of contexts, and a
tcchnical vocabulary has grown up to describe different aspects of
projects. Industry throughout the world today uses the concept of a
"project" to talk about particular kinds of work (generally unique, selfcontained pieces of work that are intended to create a product or service
that will lead to beneficial change), and this kind of work is of grcat
economic and social importance. The development of the concepts and
language about prqiects is considered briefly in relation to its social and
economic environment throughout history and in the present day, before
the present worldview held by private sector commercial and industrial
organisations is sketched out in relation to projects. The question of
how these organisations measure the performance of projects is
introduced, and it ic shown that there is a widespread perception that
many projects "fail". The social and economic cost of this failure is
reviewed.

The literature of project management offers a variety of definitions,
which have classically included the three characteristics of a cominon
objective, a set of activities that arc complcx enough to need managing.
and a defined start and finish time.

A coniplex eflort to achieve a spectfic ohjertive within a srhedttb and
budget target, which &vically cuts aclasr organisational lines, is
tmiqtre, and i~ustrally not repetitive within the or-ganisntion. (Cleland
and King, 1983, p. 70)
More recently, definitions have been modified to reflect the existence of
a "product" or "scrvice" that the project creates.

Towards lrnpmved Project Management Practice:
Chapter I

1A temporary etzdeovour undertaken to create a unique product or

& serwce. Temporary means that tlze project ltas a definite ending point,
e4

I

and tcnique means Rat the prod~tctor service differs in some
$$ distinguishing way fi-orn all similar prodtrcts or services. (Duncan,
.
:1996, p. 4.)
$2
Rodney Turncr dcvclops this theme even further, by including the
concept of the "beneficial change" that the product of the projcct is
supposed to deliver.

f5 .

1

An endeavour in ~:hicRIzunzan, nzatericrl nnd.finatzcia1 resources are
organised in a novel wcly, to un~lertukea ztnique scope of wjork, of
given .specification, within constraitits of cost and tinze, so as to achieve
beneficial change defined by qtlantitative and qrralitative objectives.
(Trrtzer, 1993, p. 8.)
One in particular, however, illustratcs just how widely the term
"project" can be applied in common parlance:-

Any plan, scheme or task - inclttding the writing of this book - can be
and i r refired e as a '@oject9'. ( S t a l l + ~ ~ nand
h y Kharbanda, 198.7,
$jPreface.)
In order to providc appropriate boundaries for the definition of what a
projcct is, it is perhaps appropriate to approach the topic from the othcr
end, as it were, and ask the question, "What kinds of cndeavour cannot
legitimately be regarded as projects?" That yields very different
answers, and i n practice, they seem to boil down to four different
categories:.
1.

2.

3.

Sets of activities that are reoeated indefinitely, such as the
continuous operations of a process plant. These are perhaps more
usefully thought of as "processes".
Sets of activities that are repeated in a oredictable manner, such as
batch manufacturing, the raising of invoices, or the conduct of
annual appraisals. These can be thought of as processes, but can
equally well be thought of as "operations" in the business context.'
Sets of activities that may well include projects, but which are
sufficiently large and complcx and have sufficient flexibilitv about

