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Summary
1.1 Scope of the research
Within the European Union, the national governments are the largest initiators and clients of large
infrastructure projects. In such an international context it is thus essential for the private sector to
understand their public client better, in order to come up with internationally competitive bids,
successfully collaborate and deliver complex infrastructure projects. However, there is limited
literature available on what is success in the eye of the public manager is, leading to mismatch of
expectations and all the issues that derive thereof.
Previous research on a Dutch level (Van Loenhout, 2013) showed that management success criteria
are dependent on the perspective taken by the respective manage and his/her role within the
project. The goal of this research is to expand this research by finding public project management
perspectives on a European level. Managers from 5 North – Western European countries (BE, FI, DK,
SWE, UK) were interviewed to better understand the mind-set of public partners in the increasingly
international construction industry. In brief, the objectives of this research are:
•
•
•

To expose managerial point of views on project success in different European countries
To indicate if cultural differences affect manager’s perspective on project success
To propose learning opportunities in an European context

These were embodied in the following research question: “How do perspectives on project
management success, of public project managers of infrastructure projects, from North-West
European countries, parallel each other?“.

1.2 Methodology of the research
To make the results comparable to the previous research in the Netherlands, the same method (Qmethodology) and 19 success criteria are used for data gathering. Several perspectives on success
were extracted from the Q-sorts performed. These perspectives will be analysed and compared.
Given the international aspect of the research, supplementary information will be provided by
addressing cultural specificities of the countries envisaged, derived from Hofstede’s theory on
cultural dimensions. It was discussed if there are national culture aspects that influences preference
for certain success criteria, or positioning on certain perspectives. Finally, Dutch and European
results were pooled and analysed, resulting in 4 mixed perspectives.

1.3 Three European Perspectives on project success
To expose views on project success common in five European countries, 50 interviews were
conducted with public project managers of infrastructure projects (9 to 11 per each of the 5 target
countries). The analysis led to a solution of 3 perspectives on project success (P1 – product oriented,
P2 – management in politicized context, and P3 – process oriented). The figures attached show the
rankings of the 19 success criteria, per perspective, colour-coded according to aspects they relate to:
|Perspectives on Project Success – Master Thesis

Laura Coman

Perspective 1 – Product – oriented management is common to (20) managers who emphasize safety
and focus on fulfilling their mission: delivering a quality product, fit for the needs of the users.
Indicators of the iron triangle are essential for a successful delivery. They value the relations with the
project team and contractors as average, but more than the client organization’s goals and image for
success determination. They keep track of the human factors surrounding a project, without
prioritizing them over project goals. P1 managers disregard following the “right” process. They can
maintain the ensemble view, not getting lost in details and procedures, and keep to the higher scope.
Managers loading on P1 are bound by their attitude oriented towards the outcomes of the project.
They are technical professionals operating in defined environments, with clear goals. The focus is on
quality end results. These men on a mission have clear priorities: as long as there are no casualties
(safety first), the iron triangle indicators are respected and the product is of substantial quality and
fit for the user’s needs, there is no reason not to consider the project a success. The planning and
decision making moment has passed, and actor-related issues go in the background. P1 managers
tend to downplay the influence of politics on their assignment, and seem to operate the project in
an isolated environment. Only marginal interference is allowed from stakeholders and shareholders,
as late scope changes are undesirable. They exhibit a low priority towards their client organization’s
interests and processes, performance ensuring a good client image. The contractor’s interests are on
a par with those of the own organization, geared to the same scope. Growth in experience is implicit,
not sought after. They are highly independent and flexible, and refrain from following the “right”
process blindly. They consciously seek alternatives and innovation, to achieve a high quality product.

Figure 1 - Criteria ranking for P1
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Perspective 2 – Management in politicized/ decision making context is held by (11) managers who
are working projects with political influences, or still pending a final decision. This front end
development phase shapes their view on project success. The focus is less on the future users and
qualities of the product, and more on the decision makers upon whom the project still depends,
political factors, share- and stakeholders. Among the lot, these managers are bent on following the
right process. It is possible that these managers were selected precisely because they are empathic
and socially aware, and know how to operate in such a complex external environment.
The political pressure relates to well defined criteria: the timely and in budget elaboration of all
phases is essential for their projects to proceed. Their priorities are clear, and geared by external
influences: the iron triangle is split up; time and budget are essential as explainable indicators and
project goals, whilst quality and safety receive lower emphasis. The quality and fitness for purpose of
the final option is still subject to external influences, given the phase, and are not seen as key criteria
for success. Further, although managers want good relations with their contractors, they downplay
the importance of them making a profit.
The client’s image needs to be maintained. In this political arena, interests of the project team and
of contractors are deemphasized by the project leaders, for the sake of reaching (intermediate) goals.
Personal interests and those of their mother organization come last in defining project success.

Figure 2 - Criteria ranking for P2
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Perspective 3 – Process – oriented management is common to (9) managers who are socially
involved and try to manage the expectations of external parties in order to achieve project goals.
They consider collaboration and communication as the basis towards achieving a successful project.
Special efforts are done to achieve efficiency within the delivery team – they see collaboration as
conditioned by attention to work processes, people and their earning and development chances.
Technically, they follow the traditional indicators of time, cost and quality, and are not willing to
compromise on safety – although they do not see safety as paramount, as in P1. The resultant
product characteristics are a bit ambiguous within the ranking; there is no clear focus on the end
product itself. Managers see things in their external context, and the undertaking is a social service
towards their users, not a political mission or an isolated product. The focus on people and less clear
grip on deliverables (quality, user needs and fitness for purpose are not clearly grouped) distinguish
this perspective from P1 – the product-oriented view, with whom P3 is otherwise highly correlated.
With regard to success for the client organization, maintaining the client’s image tops among the 5
related success criteria. Nevertheless, all criteria related to the mother organization are seen as less
important than the external actor’s interests. Politics and shareholders are kept aside the project
environment by keeping to performance indicators and tending to the human factors.

Figure 3 - Criteria ranking for P3
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1.4 Inclinations of target countries
The previous results results give an orientation of the approaches and external circumstances in
different countries. It can be seen that UK and Sweden exhibited the largest percentage of public
managers of large projects with a P1, product-oriented view. Half of the managers from Finland and
Denmark took the same approach. Finland shows more inclination towards a P3, a process bent,
collaborative approach, and the small set from Belgium, along with half of Danes – mostly due to the
envisaged project’s circumstances or current phase, have higher shares of the P2 approach.

Figure 4 - Perspectives spread among 5 respondent countries

1.5 Discussion on success criteria
Managers appreciated as consistent the list of success criteria derived in the previous research.
Among the 19 success criteria enlisted, there are 4 criteria upon which respondents agree on
importance for success, irrespective of their perspective, whilst for 14 others there is no agreement
– thus they play distinguishing roles for the three different perspectives identified.
Among the 4 criteria that do not distinguish any pair of perspectives, three relate to client team and
organization’s interest and to sustainability, and are considered as neutral in success achievement.
The fourth belongs to the iron triangle – everyone agrees that keeping within budget is crucial for
success. The remaining criteria, related mostly to external environment, execution process and
resultant product, are the ones that truly bring out differences between perspectives. It is
interesting to note that the distinguishing criteria considered important for project success are,
besides the iron triangle, elements related to the resultant product, which are within the manager’s
reach, and/or the elements related to the external environment of the project, that need to be
monitored. Personal or client organization’s needs ranks vary, but are seen overall as less important.
The public sector managers give high importance to indicators forming the iron triangle, and keeping
to them is determining for project success – but for P2, time, budget and quality always rank among
the most important 4 criteria. There is agreement among all perspectives, that a project delivered
within budget is a success. Criteria like on time and quality are highly appreciated by P1 and P2
managers. Perspective 2 have skewed views on these items: proving that you can deliver on time is
valued more than proving you can deliver quality in yet undecided or politicized projects.
Two of the top 3 criteria are common along all perspectives, although they receive slightly different
z-scores: being on time and within budget is important across all 3 perspectives. The third criterion
that completes the top varies: for P, it’s Safety, for P2, Shareholder needs, and for P3, a quality
product. The criteria at the bottom of the list vary more – P1 puts the least emphasis on following
the right process and political influences ; P2 – On individual benefits for both own team and
contractors, and P3 – on politics and shareholders.
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Figure 5 - Non - distinguishing criteria and the iron triangle among perspectives

Figure 6 - Distinguishing criteria among the 3 perspectives
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1.6 Lessons to be learned
As an answer to the first pair of research question, 3 perspectives that represent current views on
project success were devised. Given the international span and detail depth during interviews, they
brought insights that are more relevant than a general population view. Consultants and contractors
interested in getting involved in projects in North-Western Europe can expect to come across
managers on the client’s side, whose approach to success is similar to the views presented in this
chapter: managers focusing on product, on process or on pursuing decision maker’s support.
These 3 perspectives attach, as shown, different importance to specific success criteria, and have
different focus points in the process. Perspective 1 aims for the end result – the final product,
Perspective 2 – for the intermediate result – the decision to go or public and political support, whilst
Perspective 3 is also interested in the per course towards the result – the actual delivery process. P1
and P3 appear to be the result of a personal approach of the managers, whereas P2 seems to be
influenced by its environment, the incipient project phase in particular.

Figure 7 - Focus points for different perspectives

Perspectives 1 and 3 (product – and process – oriented management) are highly correlated, and
appear often in the execution phase. Project phase is supposed to have an effect on the approach
taken, but between P1 and P3, the inner framework of the manager itself will play a bigger role.
Valuable lessons can be learned by loaders of these two perspectives: P1 managers could take a
more people-oriented approach to balance an eventual unstable situation, and strengthen their
bonds with the contracting partners, whilst P3 managers could learn from P1 to keep the focus on
the final goal, in spite of being dragged along a cumbersome process. Perspective 2 is common
among managers involved in projects pending decision, or with higher political influences.
Interviewees mentioned that priorities change after the go-decision is taken, thus it is expected that
their perspective would shift, according to personal inclination, towards P1 or P3.
A preliminary assessment, done by administrating the Q-sort to both public and private leading
partners at the beginning of each relevant phase of the project, would help increase awareness of
each other’s intentions, and better understand the goals and external nature of the project.
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1.7 Cultural differences
The international character of the research brought insight related to cultural aspects, which was
added to our core theme - project success. After an assessment of several theories on cultural
differences, the choice was made to focus on the cultural dimensions theory devised by Hofstede,
and mainly on 4 cultural dimensions on which the target countries were deemed to score differently
(Power distance, Uncertainty avoidance, Masculinity or Feminity, and Long term orientation). Two
sets of cultural questions based on Hofstede’s theories were used to gain more insight on the
orientation of the managers on these dimensions, and on possible reasons behind specific
characteristics of the perspectives they load on. The qualitative interpretation of the data was thus
enhanced by including embedded cultural bias. Inter-country differences in the assessment of the
two sets of cultural questions occurred, but not always as to be expected from the theory.
Country dimension > PD
BELGIUM EXPECTED
MEDIUM

UAI

MAS

LTO

HIGH

MED/ HI

HIGH

RESULTS SET 1 LOW

LOW

MEDIUM

MED/ HI

RESULTS SET 2 LOW

MEDIUM

LOW

LOW/MED

LOW

LOW

MEDIUM

LOW/MED

DENMARK EXPECTED

LOW

RESULTS SET 1 LOW

FINLAND

LOW/MED

HIGH

RESULTS SET 2 LOW/MED MEDIUM

LOW/MED

LOW/MED

EXPECTED

LOW/MED

MEDIUM

LOW/MED MEDIUM

RESULTS SET 1 MEDIUM

SWEDEN

UK

MEDIUM

MED/ HI

RESULTS SET 2 LOW/MED MEDIUM

MEDIUM

MEDIUM

EXPECTED

LOW

MEDIUM

RESULTS SET 1 LOW/MED MEDIUM

MEDIUM

MEDIUM

RESULTS SET 2 LOW

LOW/MED

MEDIUM

HIGH

MEDIUM

MEDIUM

MEDIUM

MEDIUM

RESULTS SET 2 LOW/MED MEDIUM

MEDIUM

MED/ HI

EXPECTED

LOW/MED

LOW/MED LOW/MED
MEDIUM

LOW/MED LOW/MED

RESULTS SET 1 LOW

Table 1 - Overview assessment of culture per countries

Cultural differences among managers from different countries
It can be concluded that indeed there are differences between target countries, but not as large as
those expected, based on Hofstede’s predictions from the 1980’s. Also, not all managers confirmed
their countries’ inclination – especially when it came to masculinity and uncertainty avoidance. In
brief, the interviewed infrastructure project managers do tend to think among the same lines in
North-Western Europe. Managers from all countries showed low (to medium) Power Distance,
medium Uncertainty avoidance, low to medium Masculinity and medium (to high) Long Term
Orientation. Country wise, Belgium and UK yielded the largest differences with respect to
expectations, whilst Finland and Sweden’s results were more conform to the expectation: there is
evidence of a tendency in North- Western Europe towards a more feminine, people-oriented,
uncertainty avoidant approach.
Irrespective of their countries of origin, respondents showed a high inclination in selecting certain
job aspects - as low power distance. This does not only confirm the low-power distance orientation
of the countries, but also managerial characteristics as the inclination to exert authority and make
decisions. The most unexpected scores across all countries appeared on the Masculinity dimension.
Both masculine - and feminine - oriented job aspects were selected by most participants. Managers
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appear to combine masculine and feminine characteristics, in order to successfully lead projects.
Therefore, in the assessment table they were assessed on this dimension as medium. Medium Long
term orientation was manifested, as expected – with some inclinations towards the high side.
Aspects related to Uncertainty avoidance were seldom selected (low LTO). Finn and Swede
managers appeared to be more uncertainty avoidant, whilst Belgians were less so than expected.
As for the fourth research question, the manager’s positioning on cultural perspectives was expected
to influence mostly criteria concerning relations with authority (criteria 11, 13, 16), with other actors
(6, 15, 17, 18) and aspects related to their own organization (1, 3). Achievements relate to user
satisfaction or keeping project indicators in order. The analysis confirmed that there are cases in
which special preferences on certain cultural aspects coincided with particular rankings on some of
these success criteria. However, this did not apply to all cases, thus links initially between cultural
positioning and success assessment cannot always be enforced.
Country wise conclusions for cultural question set 1 - Finns appreciate as low the influence on
success of political factors, and expect in less numbers to have a say in important decisions (high PD),
because the go-decisions were taken prior to their involvement. Danes highly appreciated learning
new skills (LTO), and that was reflected in their comparatively higher rankings on criteria related to
learning opportunities (8) and growth and development (9). They are also less bent on achievement
(MAS), and seek the sufficient, not the best, quality. Swedes seek clear procedures and rules, whilst
appreciating safety and following the right process as more important success criteria. They focus on
the business network, prioritizing needs of influent actors (politics, shareholders). Brits and Belgians
showed masculinity in valuing an achievement oriented job, but disagreed on what achievement
means: the first seek quality and user satisfaction, the latter – political support for their project.
Although all managers selected aspects influencing relations with other actors, in the ranking of
criteria, actor needs were not prioritized over health indicators for the project.
Country wise conclusions for cultural question set 2 - Set - particular agreement levels can be
synthetized as follows: Belgians agreed to have a more decentralized organization, on not
necessarily wanting to continue with the current job, and with appreciating common sense, rather
than rules. Danish managers perceived their organizations as more centralized, and worry more
about their organization’s image. Finns appreciate individuals alongside team efforts, and process
failure internally rather than worrying about their public image. Swedish manages are keen on
entrusting tasks to team members, value more trust in common sense over rules and less flexibility
for future needs in scope definition. Brits also perceive their organizations as centralized, are more
prone to switch jobs, prefer in higher numbers less scope definition, distrust common sense and are
less inclined to argue with contractors.
Cultural differences among different perspectives
There were a number of job aspects on set 1 of questions that were selected by almost all managers,
irrelevant of the country, whilst others were barely chosen. This shows that there are cultural
peculiarities in the aspects mentioned, which are not nation-wise, but specific to managers. There
are some cultural aspects that managers loading on different perspectives appreciate differently and
that there is some cultural bias that influences managers on their Q-sort rankings. These cultural
differences add more definition to the characteristics of each perspective, and can facilitate
understanding in projects combining multiple nationalities.
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1.8 Results of Combined Q-sorts (Dutch and NW European)
Previous results showed 3 perspectives derived in the Netherlands (P1…3 NL), and 3 other that
appear in the other 5 European countries (P1…3 NL). The last step taken in the paralleling process
was to combine the initial data sets, input into the PQ Software the results of the 26 Dutch Q-sorts,
alongside 42 sorts from our 5 EU countries, and to do an overall analysis. Four “new” mixed overall
perspectives arise (P1…4 Mix). The orientations presented in the mix perspectives show that there
are European perspectives valid overall (P1 Mix and P4 Mix), as well as peculiar approaches to
success, typical for the Netherlands (P2 Mix and P3 Mix). These may be due to the organizational
level of the manager, particular situations in the Dutch construction industry (lack of trust in
contractors due to Bouwfraude) or to cultural aspects (Polder model, stronger influence of
stakeholders and users in infrastructure projects). Therefore, Dutch consultants and contractors
interested in undertaking projects abroad should expect (but for highly politicized projects)
analytical approaches on success of their public partners, than in their home country.

Figure 8 - European and Dutch loading on different mixed perspectives

Perspective 1 Mix – Management by the book stands for analytical, holistic managers who operate
by the book, keeping track of both final product and efficient process, and hold a holistic view over
their project. It is the dominant view encountered in most North – Western European countries, but
it is much less encountered in the Dutch environment.
Perspective 2 Mix – Socially engaged, ambiguous manager is less well represented (13 of 68 ), and
its loaders are mostly Dutch managers who previously loaded on P2 NL (9 out of 13). This
perspective stands for managers who are socially engaged, and care about future users,
stakeholders and politics. This social involvement makes them loose track of project goals, as in P2
NL, leading to an ambiguous approach to success. It is the dominant view encountered in in the
Dutch infrastructure market, but it is just occasionally encountered in other European countries.
Perspective 3 Mix – Parent-oriented management stands for managers who are on a mission of
executing an assignment under political steering, as in P3 NL. They keep to the interests of the
parent organization. It is a view encountered almost exclusively in in the Dutch infrastructure market.
North – Western European public managers did not place such importance on politic aspects as
success criteria in their projects, but for a Dane with a similar viewpoint.
Perspective 4 Mix – Client – oriented management stands for managers who are working in a
politicized environment, and therefore place a lot of importance on political and social elements in
the project environment, as in P2 EU. It is a view encountered in all countries but for the UK, and is
characteristic of projects yet to be decided, or with strong political drives. The fourth mixed
perspective is a derivate of the second European perspective – management in a politicized
environment.
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1.9 Final thought – towards European collaboration
It would be interesting for the construction market to add, as a final remark, that interest towards
international collaboration was manifested several times during the interviews. Swedish and British
managers mentioned that they were keen on competitive international tendering and working with
external parties. This was either because they needed specific expertise or because, due to their
projects scale, they were too dependent on national companies who had monopoly and forced
prices up. Finnish managers mentioned they were already collaborating with partners, particularly
from other Scandinavian countries. Danish and Belgian managers mentioned more collaboration
within Europe, with partners from neighbouring countries like Germany, France and the Netherlands.
It is encouraging for the construction industry, to know that the efforts towards competitive tenders
are paying up and that the public client are more and more interested in working with international
contractors and consultants. The three perspectives derived in this exploratory research were not
country-specific – it can be said that public managers take similar approaches to achieve project
success, irrespective of location. People in the business environment are moving in the same
direction, and this eases understanding and collaboration between countries. Private parties should
bank on their expert knowledge and capabilities, and enhance communication and goal-sharing with
their clients, in order to establish themselves on the European market.
The results and implications yielded by this research are a theoretical basis, and the methodology
used – a communication tool for understanding public partners in European contexts and for
improving working relationships. Administrating the Q-sort to both public and private leading
partners during a workshop at the beginning of each relevant phase of the project, would help
increase awareness of each other’s intentions, and better understand the goals and external nature
of the project. It would be particularly interesting to discuss on the distinguishing criteria (that
managers disagree upon), and try to come to common grounds and win-win situations. Furthermore,
for learning purposes, it would be a good idea to a project database with the initial approaches
towards success - and the follow up on if and how did they materialize in successful projects.
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Appendix 1 - Quantitative results of 50 European Q-sorts

Code Persp. Persp. Persp.
Extra information
1
2
3
B01
no DBFM contract
B02

0,2603 0,0456 0,7135

B03

not Project Manager

Code Persp. Persp. Persp.
Extra information
1
2
3
S01 0,1172 0,1013 0,5651
S02
-0,148 0,164 0,7182
S03 0,0887 0,8787 0,3149

B04

0,2979 0,495 0,3658

S04

0,2164 0,8719 0,2132

B05

0,3454 0,7482 0,0581

S05

B06

0,3768 0,6593 0,4574

S06

0,8018 0,3839 0,0542
0,39 non-loader
0,3743 0,259

S07

0,8026 0,2348 0,0189

no DBFM contract

S08

0,6504 0,3881 0,4493

no DBFM contract

S09

0,6687 0,2577 0,3489

0,6197 -0,088 0,2144

S10

0,4941 0,236

0,3184 0,6546 -0,121

S11

0,7047 -0,135 0,2174

0,2426 0,2807 0,5411

UK01

0,4909 0,6429 -0,251

UK02 0,7155 0,3749 0,2099
UK03 0,3193 -0,411 -0,347 non-loader
UK04 0,6927 0,1543 0,2426

B07

-0,01

0,7725 0,1728

B08
B09
D01
D02
D03
D04
D05

-0,053 0,9014 0,1012

D06

0,7042 0,0036 0,4981

D07

0,2618 0,7741 0,0624

D08

0,6707 0,2896 0,1351

D09

0,4345 Confounder: 1 and 3
not Project Manager

UK05 0,808 0,0298 0,2406
UK06 0,7321 0,2796 0,1999

D10

0,4558 0,2971 0,3222

UK07 0,6578 0,3099 0,5261
UK08 0,6602 0,3165 0,0789

F01

0,3822 0,1007 0,6908

UK09

0,0097 0,4943 -0,097

UK10 0,5648 0,0448

0,4414

Total

F02
F03

Not Project Manager

-0,13

0,6596

not Project Manager

20

0,675

11

9

significant loaders

2

confounders

F04

0,7691 0,3891 0,2714

F05

0,5808 -0,083 0,5997

F06

0,588

F07

0,5077 -0,021 0,7691

Significant at 0,01

F08

0,5209 0,1245 0,4811 Confounder: 1 and 3

Significant at 0,05

-0,199 0,4542

non-loaders

Legend

F09
F10

Confounder
0,5786 0,3137 0,3702

Table 2 - Q-analysis results - z-scores per perspective for each P-set respondent
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Non-loader

Appendix 2 - Quantitative results of 68 Mixed EU - NL Q-sorts

P
Mix

P EU

Code
B01

1

3

B02
B03

n
4
2
4

2
2
2
2

B04
B05
B06
B07
B08
B09

1
4
3
4
4
1
4
1

1
2
3
2
2
1
2
1

D01
D02

1
3
2
3
1
3
1
3

P EU

Code

3
3
2
2
1
n
1
1
1
1
1

S01

D03
D04
D05
D06
D07
D08
D09

2
1
4
1
1
1
1
1

P
Mix
1
n
4
4
1
1
1
1
1
2
1

D10

F03

1
n
1
1
1
1
2

1
n
1
1
1
1
1

F06
F07

S04
S05
S06
S07
S08
S09
S10
S11
UK02
UK03
UK04
UK05
UK06
UK07
UK08
UK09

1
1

3
1

F04
F05

S03

UK01

F01
F02

S02

UK10
F08
F09

1

1

F10

P
Mix
3
4
1
4
3
3
4
2
4
n
3
2
2
2
2
4
1
3
2
4
3
2
2
4
n
2

P NL

Code

3
n
n
n
3
3
2
2
1
2
2
2
n
2
2
1
1
2
2
2
3
2
2
2
1
2

NL01
NL02
NL03
NL04
NL05
NL06
NL07
NL08
NL09
NL10
NL11
NL12
NL13
NL14
NL15
NL16
NL17
NL18
NL19
NL20
NL21
NL22
NL23
NL24
NL25
NL26

Table 3- Results of combined EU NL Q-sorts – new vs old perspective numbers
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