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“Let each of you look out not only for his own 

interests, but also for the interests of others.” 
(Philippians 2:4, the New King James Version)  
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1.1. The dynamics of projects 

The management of projects is a challenging and dynamic task which involves an increasing 
number of parties. Over the past, many projects have been recognized for going over budget, not 
meeting the planning and/or not delivering according to the requirements. For the client, as well as 
the contractor, this has been a major concern. Many of the problems that occur in projects are 
related to the interfaces of different actors in the supply chain and the nature of the relationships 
between the different actors (Fulford & Standing, 2014; Love et al., 2004; Xue et al., 2005). Despite 
the attention in research and practitioner journals to the prevention of negative project outcomes, 
project managers often still face difficulties within relationships in their projects. In the following 
we discuss the literature on the client-contractor collaboration in projects and the problems that 
occur in these collaborations. These problems are connected to the nature of projects, to the 
complexity and dynamism that is present in projects and to the critical role of relationships in 
projects. We highlight the role of ‘perceptual distance’ as an explanation of why problems with 
regard to the collaboration occur in projects. Next, we elaborate on the different chapters in this 
dissertation that are dedicated to the study of this phenomenon. We explain how these different 
chapters relate to each other. Finally, we discuss the implications and relevance of this dissertation 
for solving problems in the interface between client and contractor in projects. 

Within this dissertation we use the following definition of a project as provided by Turner 
(2009, p. 2): “a project is a temporary organization to which resources are assigned to do work to 

deliver beneficial change”. Thus, a project is temporary by nature, which means that the organization 
(e.g. team) is composed for the specific purpose and needs of the project and is disbanded when the 
project is finished. In this dissertation we focus on projects that are spanning multiple organizations. 
Within these projects there is a separation in roles between a client, who buys the output of a project 
and pays a contractor, who executes, manages and delivers the project. Logically, the value that the 
client receives should from their perspective be higher than what is paid to the contractor. Next, the 
revenue generated by the contractor should be higher than its costs. Hence, client and contractor 
have conflicting interests as the client wants to pay as little money as possible for the project, whereas 
the contractor wants to generate as much income as possible (Turner, 2009; Van Weele, 2018). The 
challenge in projects is how to overcome this conflict of interest. Lastly, the definition of the project 
is not limited to a particular industry. In our research we have chosen to investigate projects in 
different types of industries. However, looking at the development of the project management field 
it is clear that engineering and construction has always covered a large share of the studies (Turner, 
2010). 

Projects are usually not confined to the roles of client and contractor. Projects affect a larger 
network of users, consumers, and customers on the demand side and subcontractors and suppliers 
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on the supply side (see Figure 1.1). Within this hourglass figure, the client is in connection with the 
demand side and the contractor with the supply side. Often around 75% of the work for the 
contractor is again distributed to subcontractors and the number of subcontractors has been on the 
rise (Onderzoeksraad voor Veiligheid, 2018; Segerstedt & Olofsson, 2010). Increasingly, contractors 
are confronted with more complex projects with more responsibilities. Projects are becoming more 
unique and novel, characterized by many particularities, which requires a tailored approach 
involving a unique constellation of contractor(s) and subcontractors (Fulford & Standing, 2014; 
Segerstedt & Olofsson, 2010; Turner, 2009). This development in complexity is reinforced by the 
rise of new and different contract forms, which are often jumbled up resulting in extensive contracts 
with a complex, often unclear division of tasks and responsibilities (Onderzoeksraad voor 
Veiligheid, 2018). Moreover, after the contracting phase, projects are typically relinquished from a 
tender team to a construction team that has little knowledge of the collaboration and agreements 
up to that point (Eriksson, 2015; Fulford & Standing, 2014). Hence, collaborations in projects are 
becoming increasingly complex due to (a) the use of more complex, integrated contracts, (b) 
increase in the number of stakeholders that are involved, and (c) team dynamics during the course 
of the project. 

 

Figure 1.1. The supply chain or network within the scope of a project. 
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Moreover, these networks in project collaborations are characterized by critical 
interdependencies (Bankvall et al., 2010; Eriksson, 2015). As a result of the fragmentation in 
projects, many different parties have a specific contribution to the project based upon their expertise 
(Fulford & Standing, 2014). The value that is delivered to the client depends upon the contributions 
of all the parties involved. Furthermore, costs of switching are relatively high as it takes quite some 
time and resources to get involved into the project. Concluding, the complexity and the dependency 
in projects make the client-contractor relationship of major importance for the project (Fulford & 
Standing, 2014; Love et al., 2004).  

1.2. The client-contractor relationship 

Good client-contractor relationships are not easily established, as building cooperative and 
trusting relationships takes time and effort (Nyaga et al., 2010; Wallenburg & Schäffler, 2014). A 
good relationship is believed to evolve when collaborating partners share ambitions, vision, goals 
and drivers for the project (Carey et al., 2011; Lambert, Emmelhainz, & Gardner, 1999). These foster 
the alignment of the partners’ interests and their cooperativeness (Huang et al., 2014; Liu et al., 
2009). Yet, all too often, client and contractor experience the opposite due to mismatched 
perceptions (e.g. differences of opinion, unrealistic expectations, and lack of shared goals) and 
behavior that deviates from expectations (Lambert et al., 1999; Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). As a 
result, both client and contractor face the challenge of how to reap the benefits of their collaboration 
within the project (Kim, Park, Ryoo, & Park, 2010; Morris & Carter, 2005).  

Several characteristics of projects make relationship development a particular challenge. By 
definition, projects have a specific timeframe in which the relationship is started as well as 
disbanded. Hence, relationships within projects generally have a short-term orientation. 
Furthermore, as was described in the introduction, client and contractor have conflicting objectives 
which may give rise to opportunistic behavior. Together, the short-term orientation and conflicting 
objectives may cause collaborating parties to focus on their own objectives while investing limited 
time and resources in the joint project (Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). This opportunistic behavior 
fosters the emergence of conflicts that can evolve even to court cases, which are regularly seen in 
practice (Tazelaar & Snijders, 2010). Hence, in practice many companies face several challenges in 
the development of collaborative relationships, as their behavior goes at the expense of building a 
sustainable, collaborative relationship known to support superior project performance (Carey et al., 
2011; Morris & Carter, 2005; Nyaga et al., 2010; O’Toole & Donaldson, 2002; Sheth & Sharma, 
1997).  

In this dissertation, we examine this phenomenon of perceptual distance and its role in 
establishing and maintaining effective collaborative relations. With the term “perceptual distance” 
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we refer to “differences between collaborating partners’ perceptions of key issues in their relationship” 
(cf. Barnes et al., 2007; Gibson et al., 2009; Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Extant research highlights 
perceptual distance as a major obstacle in creating successful relationships (Andersen et al., 2009; 
Kim et al., 2010; Lavie et al., 2012; Pothukuchi et al., 2002). However, it is not clear to what extent 
perceptual distance is present in client-contractor relationships (Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Whereas 
some studies have shown substantial differences in partners’ perceptions and expectations (e.g., 
Hald et al., 2009; Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Sjoerdsma & van Weele, 2015), others indicated that 
perceptual distance was barely present (e.g., Barnes et al., 2007; Nyaga et al., 2010). Yet, these latter 
studies have a number of methodological weaknesses (e.g., independent buyer and supplier samples 
instead of paired dyads, snowball sampling) constraining the reliability and generalizability of the 
results. Hence, results are still inconclusive and dependent upon the research method chosen. This 
implies that additional research on the topic is warranted. 

1.3. Perceptual distance in projects: A parable 

A well-known Indian parable, poeticized by John Godfrey Saxe (1868), describes how six blind 
men intend to discover what an elephant is. The six men approach the elephant, but due to the size 
of the elephant each of these men experiences a specific part of the elephant (see Figure 1.2). When 
all return with different observations and conclusions a heated discussion begins according to Saxe 
(1868, pp. 260–261). The men are ignorant of each other’s arguments and are convinced of being 
right even though they have not seen the elephant. 

“And so these men of Indostan 

Disputed loud and long, 

Each in his own opinion 

Exceeding stiff and strong, 

Though each was partly in the right, 

And all were in the wrong! 

MORAL. 

So, oft in theologic wars 

The disputants, I ween, 

Rail on in utter ignorance 

Of what each other mean, 
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And prate about an Elephant 

Not one of them has seen!” 

 

Figure 1.2. Illustration of the parable of the blind men and the elephant 
 

This parable bears remarkable resemblance to project management where the elephant is a 
project. By definition, projects are unique and novel and organizations that are involved in a project 
know only partially what the project entails. Whereas most projects are in some aspects familiar also 
many aspects are still unknown to the organizations involved (Turner, 2009). These organizations, 
all experts in a certain field, are the Indian men in the parable. They each have a specific background 
and experience that is of great value to the project, but that also limits their perspective, and may 
even distort their rationality regarding the project. Given their specific role in the project, they each 
have their own responsibilities, at different strategic and operational levels (i.e., task level, project 
level, program level), relying on different sources of information with different levels of detail 
(Eriksson, 2015; Fulford & Standing, 2014). In other words, organizations in projects typically 
attend to only a part of the project and are blind to other areas, which consequently makes them all 
witness only a part of the whole. The parable quite accurately displays the earlier observations that 
partners in project industry are often faced with mismatched perceptions. As a result, concurring 
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with the parable, disputes between collaborating companies are not uncommon within the project 
and construction industry (Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003).   

1.4. Why do perceptions differ? A theoretical basis 

In management literature, perceptual distance is researched in different settings including 
team-leader relationships (Gibson et al., 2009), alliances between organizations (Lavie et al., 2012; 
Pothukuchi et al., 2002), interdepartmental cooperation (Homburg & Jensen, 2007), and buyer-
supplier relationships (Andersen et al., 2009; Barnes et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2016; Nyaga et al., 2010; 
Oosterhuis et al., 2013). In many of these settings perceptions are assumed to be held at a team-level 
or organizational level and are represented by the perceptions of one or more individuals within 
that team or organization. 

Generally, perceptual distance is explained from an informational and a social perspective 
(Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Within the current literature, the informational perspective is derived from 
agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989) and highlights information asymmetry between parties as a source 
of perceptual distance. Within the supply chain literature, agency theory is found to be a useful 
theory especially in studying relationships between client and contractor in which information 
asymmetry is present (Spina et al., 2016). The social perspective is rooted in social identity theory 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 2000) and highlights processes of social 
identification and in-group bias. To explain this aspect of social identification, social identity theory 
is especially valuable as it focuses specifically on the role of social identification in organizations as 
a mechanism in relationships between groups. Hence, both perspectives apply well to client-
contractor relationships in the project industry.  

Client-contractor relationships can be seen as agency relationships (Bergen et al., 1992; Stephen 
& Coote, 2007), in which the client is denoted as the principal, and the contractor as the agent (Hald 
et al., 2009). In principal-agent relationships the principal relies on the actions and the behavior of 
the agent that need to be in accordance with the desires of the principal, who provides incentives in 
return. Agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989) explains the problems that may arise from differences in 
goals or desires between the principal and agent and opportunism that may be present in the 

relationship. A reason for opportunism in relationships is information asymmetry between principal 
and agent (Mackintosh, 2001; Perloff, 2009). That is, collaborating partners may have specific 
information about the project and/or themselves that is not available to the other party. Such 
information could relate to the interest in the project of other departments internal in the 
organization, or to the experience in work and processes in previous projects that people take with 
them. Information asymmetry may give rise to a lack of understanding and shared knowledge 
between parties with regard to one another’s processes and constraints, and the frame of reference 
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the team from the other organization holds. When information asymmetry exists, parties may have 
different perceptions as to what behavior is beneficial for the collaboration, and act accordingly, 
which may further lead to inconsistent interpretations of the other party’s motives for that behavior 
(Wiseman et al., 2012). Hence, information asymmetry leads to different perceptions regarding the 
origin and intent of certain behavior.  

Whereas agency theory explains the informational aspect of perceptual distance, social identity 
theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) explains the social aspect and helps us to further understand how 
perceptual distance negatively affects the client-contractor relationship. Social identity theory 
discusses the identification of individuals with certain groups (e.g. social categories with regard to 
gender, religion, or ethnicity) and how that causes a positive bias toward members of the peer group 
and their shared values, norms, and customs. This process is called social identification (Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989). Within organizations, social identification can be observed at the organizational level, 
as members perceive themselves to be representatives of that organization. But social identification 
is also present at the level of the department and/or team that people feel they belong to. When 
applied to client-contractor relationships, social identity theory explains that individuals may 
identify more easily with their own team and company than with the company and/or teams of 
collaborating partners. Although this will foster “a feeling of we-ness” (or solidarity, cf. Jap & 
Ganesan, 2000, p. 230) within teams, it may also instigate a separation between members of the 
collaborating parties in a project. Due to the distinctive values of and expertise held in the 
organization and accomplishments in prior projects, employees will likely perceive their “own” 
people as the in-group and members of the other organization as the out-group (Ashforth & Mael, 
1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 2000). In practice this means that any person in the project 
will compare the behavior of members of the out-group with the in-group values, norms and 
customs. And in case that values, norms and customs differ between collaborating organizations, 
the project members of one group show behavior that is based upon their own values, but is 
perceived differently by project members of the other group through their distinctive values. Hence, 
relationship issues that closely connect with these values, norms and customs (e.g. the level of 
information exchange in the collaboration) are likely to be perceived differently at both sides. 
Concluding, together agency theory and social identity theory provide us with a sound ground for 
believing that information asymmetry and social identification are mechanisms that cause 
perceptual distance in client-contractor relationships. 

In this dissertation we categorize these issues to which perceptions of client and contractor can 
differ as follows. Given the definition of a project earlier in this chapter (see paragraph 1.1), it is 
clear that projects have three main ingredients, namely: (a) input, (b) process, and (c) output, in 
accordance with group and team literature (see Hackman, 1987; Hackman & Morris, 1975; Steiner, 
1972). This input (or resources) can be human resources, materials, time and/or money that are 
used in the project. The process (or work) refers to the activities in which these resources are used, 
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and ways of working of and interaction between human resources that is needed in order to produce 
the output. The output (or change) refers to the goal of a project. This can be an asset such as a 
building or plant, but also less physical assets such as an IT system or design (Turner, 2009). The 
distinction between input, process, and output is used throughout this dissertation among others to 
categorize issues on which perceptions of client and contractor can differ. 

1.5. Consequences of perceptual distance 

Extant research indicates that perceptual distance poses a threat to project outcomes (Andersen 
et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2010; Lavie et al., 2012; Pothukuchi et al., 2002). This is partly due to its 
negative effect on the quality of the relationship between collaborating partners, which is an 
important determinant of project outcomes (Carey et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2014; Nyaga et al., 
2010, 2013; Stephen & Coote, 2007; Terpend & Ashenbaum, 2012). Perceptual distance is believed 
to increase misunderstanding and with that to hamper the alignment of partner’s interests, goals 
and activities (Andersen et al., 2009; Nyaga et al., 2013). As a result, perceptual distance may increase 
the likelihood of disputes and conflicts (Lambert et al., 1999; Rosenberg & Stern, 1971; Vaaland & 
Håkansson, 2003). Moreover, perceptual distance may decrease the level of trust between partners 
(Kim et al., 2010; Lavie et al., 2012; Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Pothukuchi et al., 2002), thereby 
eliminating the backbone of a good relationship and deteriorating project outcomes. 

However, it could be argued that in some cases perceptual distance may be less problematic. 
Reasons for this could be the extent to which project managers are aware of and addressing 
perceptual distance (Lavie et al., 2012), and the strength of personal ties between project members 
that facilitate the discussion of perceptual distance. Furthermore, perceptual distance on some 
input, process or output variables may have less effect on the relationship than other variables. 
However, a thorough investigation of the relationship issues on which perceptual distance may 
occur in projects and of the potential consequences of this perceptual distance on the client-
contractor relationship has not yet been done. 

Concluding, perceptual distance is likely to negatively affect the collaboration between client 
and contractor through multiple mechanisms, namely (a) increased misunderstanding, (b) 
decreased alignment, (c) increased conflict, and (d) decreased trust. As a result, client and 
contractor will face difficulties in establishing a strong relationship through which the complex, 
dynamic, short-term-oriented nature of projects with conflicting objectives can be overcome. 
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1.6. Focus and aim of the dissertation 

From the previous paragraphs we can conclude that perceptual distance needs more attention 
from both practitioners and scholars. In particular in projects that involve multiple organizations, 
perceptual distance is problematic due to the aforementioned dynamism that is present, the 
uniqueness of the project, time-related pressures to deliver project objectives and conflict of interest. 
Perceptual distance is believed to affect project outcomes in terms of both relationship quality and 
project performance. It is important to note that the complexity within and dynamic nature of 
projects draws the attention of project managers away from the relational aspect of their project 
(Eriksson, 2015; Segerstedt & Olofsson, 2010). However, there is still little consensus on how 
perceptual distance should be measured and what consequences can be attributed to perceptual 
distance. 

Therefore, this dissertation focuses on the role of perceptual distance in projects. In particular, 
the projects that are studied in this dissertation involve multiple organizations, i.e. in which at least 
a client and contractor can be distinguished. Corresponding with the introduction in the previous 
paragraphs the projects studied can be characterized as unique and dynamic with time-related 
pressure, and within these projects studied there is conflict of interest between client and contractor. 
In this dissertation we focus on the execution phase of projects, as it is this phase in which client 
and contractor really collaborate. Hence, we do not study the phase before the execution in which 
the contract is signed and the risks in the project are assessed and allocated, as the interaction 
between client and contractor is much more limited in this phase (Steller, 2019). Currently, a large 
part of the literature on projects focuses on the construction industry. In this dissertation, however, 
we study the collaboration between client and contractor in different industries, as perceptual 
distance is not limited to a particular type of industry. For the same reason, we also do not focus on 
either public or private parties as clients in the project, nor do we focus on pure project-based 
organizations, or only on complex mega-projects. 

Hence, the aim of this dissertation is to unravel perceptual distance as a complex phenomenon 
in collaborations in different types of projects in different contexts. Moreover, with this dissertation 
we aim to facilitate project managers in dealing with perceptual distance in these different types of 
projects. For this reason we have formulated the following research question: 

How can perceptual distance between client and contractor be incorporated in project 

management in order to obtain better project outcomes? 

In this dissertation, we present four studies that have been performed in this PhD trajectory. 
Each of the studies answers part of the research question above. Each study is presented in a separate 
chapter. In the second chapter, we start with an investigation of the current situation with regard to 
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use of evaluations in projects and to which extent these evaluations account for the possibility of 
perceptual distance. Subsequently, in Chapter 3 we elaborate on the development of a monitor for 
perceptual distance and its capability to predict project outcomes (in terms of relationship quality 
and performance). We extend on this chapter by studying the role of perceptual distance in a client-
contractor collaboration over a longer time in Chapter 4. In the fifth chapter we elaborate upon the 
context and conditions that are needed for the right application of an evaluation such as the monitor 
for perceptual distance. Finally, in Chapter 6 we discuss the findings of the four studies presented, 
and the implications and contributions of the overall dissertation. The relationships and basic 
concepts that are discussed in this dissertation are depicted in Figure 1.3. Because each of the studies 
answers part of the research question, we first explain briefly the relevance of each study and the 
links between the different studies. 

 

Figure 1.3. The relationship between the different studies in this dissertation 
  

In this dissertation we start with an investigation of the current application of evaluations in 
projects. We aim to discover to which extent there is room for different perceptions of client and 
contractor in project evaluations and how differences in the application of project evaluations relate 
to different project outcomes. Within this study, we aim to answer the following research questions: 
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RQ1a:  How are project evaluations currently applied and used in projects? 

RQ1b: How do differences in the application and use of project evaluations relate to project 

outcomes? 

Towards this end, we formulate several hypotheses with regard to the effects of characteristics 
of project evaluations. These characteristics are (a) whether project evaluations are done single-
sided or bilateral, (b) which criteria are considered in the evaluation, and (c) what follow-up 
companies initiate after the project evaluation. We gather data on the application of project 
evaluations by means of a survey that is distributed to project managers through several professional 
associations. We first identify to which extent the application of project evaluations differs between 
projects on these characteristics. Next, we assess to which extent these differences in the application 
of the project evaluations correlate with project outcomes in terms of the client-contractor 
relationship and project performance. Thereby, this research offers valuable insight for optimizing 
project evaluations in the project industry and provides the necessary foundation for the relevance 
of perceptual distance in evaluations in projects. 

Subsequently, in the third chapter we investigate how perceptual distance should be 
conceptualized and measured. We aim to find on which relationship issues perceptual distance is 
likely to occur and how we can establish a method to calculate the distance in perceptions between 
client and contractor. Hence, in this second study, we aim to answer the following research question: 

RQ2:  How can perceptual distance be conceptualized and measured? 

Thus, in the third chapter we present the development of a Perceptual Distance Monitor 
particularly for the project industry.  This monitor is needed to accurately investigate the presumed 
negative effects of perceptual distance for effective collaboration in projects (Andersen et al., 2009; 
Gibson et al., 2009; Pothukuchi et al., 2002). Whereas most studies have investigated perceptual 
distance regarding specific relationship issues, no attempt is made yet to develop an integral, 
multidimensional conceptualization of perceptual distance in client-contractor relationships in 
projects. We provide this conceptualization of perceptual distance between client and contractor, 
identifying multiple relationship issues on which client’s and contractor’s perceptions may differ. 
We developed measures to assess clients’ and contractors’ perceptions of these relationship issues, 
tested the internal validity of these measures, and established a method for determining the 
perceptual distance on each of these measures. Thus, we investigated whether a set of measures, can 
be proposed that takes into account the levels of perceptual distance that are found on different 
relationship issues. The validation of the Perceptual Distance Monitor involved cross-sectional 
survey research. The monitor was developed in two separate phases based upon data from projects 
in construction, infrastructure and information technology. Hence, with this study we pioneer in 
developing a validated measurement of perceptual distance in order to facilitate academics in their 
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further studies on the role of perceptual distance in projects as well as practitioners who aim to 
address perceptual distance in their collaborative projects. 

In the fourth chapter we aim to discover how client-contractor relationships develop over time 
in a project and what explains this development of perceptual distance. Whereas perceptual distance 
has been investigated as a static phenomenon in the literature, we extend the literature by 
researching development of perceptual distance in order to discover how perceptions of client and 
contractor can converge within a project. This is summarized in the following research question: 

RQ3:  How does perceptual distance develop over the project duration? And what explains the 

convergence and divergence of perceptions in projects? 

In the study that answers this question, we have applied a longitudinal, qualitative research 
approach. We build upon a comparison of the complementary perspectives of agency theory 
(Eisenhardt, 1989) and stewardship theory (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012), presented on a 
continuum (Hernandez, 2012; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). We have followed two projects over 
time. One project concerned the engineering of several infrastructure projects. The other project 
concerned the development of software for an online platform. At three points in time in both 
projects and along with the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor, interviews have been 
held to understand what passed in the project in the meantime. Furthermore, we aim to discover 
how the teams dealt with events that showed perceptual distance or conflicts. 

Based upon our experience in executing this research, in the final study we address the context 
and conditions that are needed for the application of a Perceptual Distance Monitor. With this study 
we consider the fact that many project managers struggle in the application of evaluations and we 
aim to discover how the context and conditions in projects should develop in order to facilitate the 
application of project evaluations that account for perceptual distance. Hence, in the final chapter 
we aim to answer the following research question: 

RQ4:  What conditions are needed to successfully apply project evaluations in a project 

collaboration? 

In order to answer this question we arranged a focus group meeting with several experts from 
different industries that have been working for considerable time in projects as a client or 
contractor. Within this focus group meeting we explored why evaluation tools, such as the 
Perceptual Distance Monitor, are often not applied in projects, and what is needed to successfully 
apply such a tool. Hence, this study builds upon the knowledge and expertise that is held by 
experienced practitioners. As a more exploratory study, it does not start from specific theories. 
Rather, relevant concepts and theories are considered in the discussion based upon the content of 
the focus group discussion. 
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Although these different studies together provide an answer to the main research question, each 
of them builds upon different theories, methods, and data. An overview of the different studies and 
their characteristics is listed in Table 1.1. 

 

Table 1.1. Overview and characteristics of the studies presented in this dissertation. 
 Study 1 (chapter 2) Study 2 (chapter 3) Study 3 (chapter 4) Study 4 (chapter 5) 

Research 
question(s) 

How are project 
evaluations currently 
applied and used in 

projects? And how do 
differences in the 

application and use 
of project evaluations 

relate to project 
outcomes? 

How can perceptual 
distance be 

conceptualized and 
measured? 

How does perceptual 
distance develop over 
the project duration? 

And what explains 
the convergence and 

divergence of 
perceptions in 

projects? 

What conditions are 
needed to 

successfully apply 
project evaluations in 

a project 
collaboration? 

Aim Exploring current 
practices for project 

evaluations 

Developing a 
measure  for 

perceptual distance 

Investigating 
development of 

perceptual distance 

Exploring the 
context for applying 
project evaluations 

Theories Agency theory Agency theory and 
social identity theory 

Agency theory and 
stewardship theory 

- 

Study method Cross-sectional 
survey 

Cross-sectional 
survey 

Longitudinal case 
study: interviews plus 

survey 

Focus group 

Unit of analysis Organizations Collaboration 
between client and 
contractor (dyad) 

Collaboration 
between client and 
contractor (dyad) 

Focus group 

Sample Project and contract 
managers from 

different industries 

Projects in different 
industries 

Two cases/projects Group of eight 
participants 

Unit of observation Individual manager  Team member (at 
both sides) 

Team member (at 
both sides) 

Individual experts 

Data 81 respondents 283 respondents in 
38 dyads 

28 interviews with 10 
team members + 35 

survey responses 
from 19 respondents   

Notes from a three-
hour focus group 

meeting 

Overlap in data with 
other studies 

None Part of this sample is 
used in study 3 

The survey data in 
this study is part of 

the sample in study 2 

None 
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1.7. Conclusion 

Within this dissertation the management of perceptual distance is proposed as a means to 
improve the outcomes of projects in terms of relationship quality and performance. In order to do 
so, we first investigate the current application and use of evaluations in projects. Next, we develop 
a monitor for perceptual distance that measures how both client and contractor perceive and 
evaluate aspects of the project (input, process and output). Moreover, the monitor indicates to 
which extent perceptions of client and contractor differ with regard to these aspects. With that, the 
results of the Perceptual Distance Monitor can be used as a basis for managerial action. 
Subsequently, to underpin this managerial action we first investigate the role of perceptual distance 
during the development of a project, and lastly, we debate the context and conditions that are 
needed for an effective application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor. 

In doing so we build upon a diverse set of methods (see also Table 1.1). In the second chapter 
we make use of a cross-sectional questionnaire while we aim to study a broad and diverse group of 
project professionals. The first chapter builds upon dyadic survey data that has been gathered in 
close cooperation with the client and contractor organizations because sufficient respondents were 
needed on both the client and contractor side. The fourth chapter is a qualitative, longitudinal 
research. Due to the exploratory and process-oriented nature of the research question, this approach 
was found most suitable (Kozlowski & Chao, 2012; Langley, 2007). The fifth chapter and last study 
builds upon data gathered in a focus group, as we needed the combined knowledge and sense-
making of a group of experts in order to identify important trends and general issues in project 
management (Morgan & Spanish, 1984; Sekaran & Bougie, 2016), based upon the experience that 
we gathered during the previous studies (Merton & Kendall, 1946). Hence, due to the nature of the 
different research questions we have selected different methods. As such we have been able to 
address the different questions that rise around the phenomenon of perceptual distance.  

These different studies are grounded in agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989), social identity theory 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 2000), and stewardship theory (Davis et 
al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012). For this dissertation, agency theory was particularly useful in 
addressing the monitoring aspect and the issue of information asymmetry within the client-
contractor collaboration. The contribution of social identity theory has focused on the explanation 
of the existence of perceptual distance through highlighting the identification of both project 
members from client and contractor side with their own organization. Lastly, stewardship theory 
provided a necessary, complementary perspective to agency theory in studying the development of 
perceptual distance and of the relationship between client and contractor in their project. 
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This dissertation also contributes to the three aforementioned theories. More specifically, the 
contribution to agency theory is found in how the measurement of perceptions, held by client and 
contractor, can overcome the issue of information asymmetry. As a result, the presence of agency 
problems and opportunism can be reduced. Furthermore, this dissertation contributes to social 
identity theory by elaborating upon the role of social identification in client-contractor 
collaborations and by discussing how the measurement of perceptual distance can help in detecting 
where the identities of both parties differ and how these differences can be bridged. Finally, the 
dissertation contributes to stewardship theory in addressing how relationships between client and 
contractor, and in particular perceptual distance, can develop over time and how this relates to 
explanations found in comparing stewardship theory and agency theory. 

  Based upon the studies and findings that are presented in this dissertation, project managers 
are encouraged to measure perceptions of client and contractor within their projects in order to 
align both parties in the further development of each project. Based upon these measurements both 
client and contractor will obtain insight in how their contribution to the project can be further 
enhanced. Moreover, by measuring perceptions attention is spent to the relational aspect in 
collaborations which is of major importance in obtaining good project outcomes. 

  



Dialogue
Or one party dictating the other.

Figure 2.0. A sketch by Dan Perjovschi within the larger “repertoire, a five year plan.” (2006).
Reprinted with the permission of both the author and the owner. 



The Oxford English Dictionary defines a dialogue as “a 
discussion between two or more people or groups, especially 
one directed towards exploration of a particular subject or 

resolution of a problem.” (“Dialogue. [1.1],” 2015).

June 2018 I went to the Van Abbe museum in Eindhoven 
and found a collection of drawings made by Dan Perjovschi, 

a Rumanian artist who comments through his drawings 
on societal, cultural, and political topics. This particular 
drawing on the left aroused my interest, because I saw a 
striking resemblance with an observation in the study I 

was carrying out at the time. This study is presented in the 
following chapter. In this study we discuss the application 

of project evaluations. We elaborate on the characteristics of 
project evaluations, and to which extent these characteristics 

relate to differences in project outcomes.

The most important characteristic was found to be the 
‘bilaterality’ of the project evaluation, i.e. whether the 

evaluation is done two-sided (both directions) or single-
sided (one direction). Projects in organizations that applied 

bilateral evaluations had a better performance in their 
projects and had a higher relationship quality.

Thus, both the client and the contractor should have a say 
with regard to the evaluations of the project that they are 
collaborating on. An evaluation should be like a dialogue.





Chapter 2.
Differences in project 
evaluations and their 

effect on project 
outcomes
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Summary 

Due to the complexity of projects, client-contractor relationships are becoming increasingly 
important in project management. Project evaluations help in developing an effective relationship 
by stimulating the reduction of information asymmetry and by creating mutual understanding. 
However, project evaluations are still limitedly applied in projects, and when applied they differ to 
a large extent. Therefore, we studied the application of project evaluations in projects in terms of 
orientation, content, frequency and subsequent discussion. We find that a bilateral application of 
project evaluations contributes positively to project outcomes. Remarkably, whereas companies 
tend to focus on the evaluation of process variables, project outcomes are most positively associated 
with the evaluation of input and output variables. Hence, thoughtful consideration of the 
application of project evaluations is needed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A version of this Chapter has been presented at the IEEM conference held in 2018 in Bangkok 
as a paper with the title ““I want it that way” and other aspects of the application of performance 
reviews that negatively affect project outcomes”. A later version has been presented at the IPSERA 
conference held in 2019 in Milan as a competitive paper with the title “Differences in project 
performance reviews and their effect on project outcomes”.  
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2.1. Introduction 

In the introduction we discussed the increasing complexity in projects due to (a) the use of 
more complex and integrated contracts, (b) the increasing number of interdependent stakeholders, 
and due to (c) team dynamics that are present over the course of a project. These three underlying 
causes for the increase in complexity make relationships of major importance within projects. 
Firstly, the interdependency between the different parties involved in the project asks for clear 
communication on all these ‘border areas’ (Eriksson, 2015; Fulford & Standing, 2014). Information 
needs to be exchanged on what has been done, and how it has been done as it affects the work and 
activities of the other party or parties (Bankvall et al., 2010). Furthermore, all these dependencies 
require a certain level of trust, e.g. that the other party is able to do the work correctly and has 
provided all the correct information (Eriksson, 2015; Ng et al., 2002). Secondly, the difficult division 
of tasks and responsibilities can cause that some tasks eventually cannot be fully resolved if parties 
have not communicated well or if one or more parties are less committed to the project (Ng et al., 
2002). In contrast, a strong relationship is believed to increase a sense of accountability that will 
reduce this risk (Fulford & Standing, 2014). Lastly, the team dynamics requires a high level of 
commitment in order to pass on to (new) members in the team (Ng et al., 2002), next to the 
aforementioned information sharing. 

Project evaluations are supposed to facilitate the development of an effective and efficient 
collaboration between client and contractor (Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Simpson et al., 2002). For 
the study in this chapter we have defined project evaluations as “evaluations on current and/or past 

performance that are done (interim and/or after completion) in projects or complex services”. The 
underlying logic is that project evaluations provide information that enables contractors (and 
clients) to understand mutual expectations and to know where needs are met and where 
improvements should be made (Chan & Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Prahinski & Fan, 
2007; Simpson et al., 2002). Without a formal application of project evaluations, project managers 
have no other means than to just follow their own (biased) perceptions regarding project 
accomplishments (Chan & Chan, 2004; Hughes et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014). Generally, the 
application of project evaluations is believed to have many benefits, such as continuous 
improvement (Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Simpson et al., 2002), achievement of project success (Chan 
& Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004), fulfilment of customer needs, creation of value (Simpson 
et al., 2002), and integration of inter-organizational processes (Gunasekaran et al., 2004). 

Nevertheless, project evaluations are relatively new in projects as compared to evaluations in 
normal operations (Duffy & Thomas, 1989; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015; Prahinski & Fan, 2007). 
Therefore, in terms of collaborative practices, project-driven industries lag behind operational, 
manufacturing industries (Fulford & Standing, 2014). This is explained by several conditions, 
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among which the fact that projects are unique leaving the notion of ‘project success’ dependent on 
the context, individuals’ perspectives, and changes during the execution of the project (Chan & 
Chan, 2004; Fulford & Standing, 2014; Hughes et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014; Segerstedt & 
Olofsson, 2010; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). This makes it a difficult task to develop a comprehensive 
set of metrics that can be used in the project evaluation. Furthermore, the previously mentioned 
dynamism around projects and complexity are mentioned as factors that make project evaluations 
hard to apply (Duffy & Thomas, 1989; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015; Seth et al., 2018), next to the time 
constraints that are present in a project (Kagioglou et al., 2001; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015). 
Consequently, in projects there are many distractions from systematically applying a procedure 
such as evaluations which are much easier incorporated in routine, operational settings. 

Moreover, when project evaluations are applied it seems often done ineffectively. For instance, 
project evaluations are often done from the perspective of the client and focus on the contracting 
side in the project (e.g. Seth et al., 2018). These evaluations are likely to contain a partial truth as 
perceptions plays an important role in the evaluation due to subjectivity (Hughes et al., 2004; 
Nalewaik & Mills, 2014). Moreover, project outcomes do not only depend upon the performance of 
the contractor but also on the capabilities and management at the client side, e.g. through the timely 
provision of the right information (Akkermans et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2002). Furthermore, project 
evaluations often focus on the traditional iron triangle of costs, quality and time (Hughes et al., 
2004; Kagioglou et al., 2001; cf. Nalewaik & Mills, 2015), whereas the increasing complexity of 
projects makes many other aspects of the project also important to evaluate. Lastly, project 
evaluations are often performed only at the end of a project (e.g. Hughes et al., 2004) which makes 
that both parties are looking back and lack the opportunity to improve performance within the 
project (Kagioglou et al., 2001; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014). 

Overall, we conclude that projects will benefit from the application of project evaluations due 
to the increasing complexity of projects, the increasing number of stakeholders involved and due to 
the human role in projects in terms of perceptions and interests. However, project evaluations are 
not always applied in projects, and if they are applied evaluations differ and are often suboptimal. 
Therefore, we aim to answer the following research question: how are project evaluations currently 
applied and used in projects and to which extent do differences in application and use influence 
project outcomes? Towards this end, we first elaborate on the application of project evaluations and 
we identify to which extent the application of evaluations is expected to differ between projects. 
Correspondingly, we formulate several hypotheses with regard to the effects of these different 
characteristics of project evaluations. Next, we explain the methodology that is used for our 
empirical study. Finally, we discuss how differences in the application of the project evaluations 
influence project outcomes. As a result, this research offers valuable insight for optimizing project 
evaluations in projects and hence, for improving project success. 
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2.2. Theoretical background 

In the research presented in this chapter, we investigate the application of project evaluations 
in projects and their effects on project outcomes. As theoretical lens in this paper we use agency 
theory (Eisenhardt, 1989), as it addresses conflicting objectives in the collaboration between client 
and contractor, as mentioned in the introduction. Agency theory discusses the agency problem 
which occurs due to differences in goals of both the principal (i.c. client) and the agent (i.c. 
contractor) and problems with verification of agent behavior. The agency problem manifests itself 
in moral hazard, i.e. the contractor has a lack of effort in the project, and in adverse selection, i.e. 
the contractor’s claim of its ability is incorrect. These problems are likely to occur if information is 
only present at the contractor’s side within a project (Eisenhardt, 1989; Ross, 1973). Consequently, 
through these agency problems this privately held information has a negative effect on project 
outcomes (Mahaney & Lederer, 2011). 

Due to the short-term nature of projects, information asymmetry between client and contractor 
can become especially problematic in client-contractor collaborations (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
Therefore, in order to overcome and prevent the agency problem, clients are supposed to facilitate 
information sharing through for instance monitoring and information systems (Eisenhardt, 1989; 
Fama, 1980; Mahaney & Lederer, 2011). Mahaney and Lederer showed that monitoring, i.e. the use 
of a “feedback system to inform the principal of the agent’s actions” (2011, p. 102), is a successful 
method to reduce information asymmetry between client and contractor, and with that to improve 
project outcomes. Project evaluations are a deliberate attempt to facilitate the sharing of useful 
information between client and contractor (Chan & Chan, 2004) and to reach shared values 
(Eriksson, 2015), i.e. to decrease the agency problem. 

Currently, most of the literature has focused on the information that is held at the contractor’s 
side. Accordingly, in the introduction we observed that project evaluations are often applied single-
sided, i.e. only the client reviews the contractor. However, it has also been suggested that the 
contractor relies in its activities on the information that is provided by the client (Akkermans et al., 
2019). Thus, information that is held only on the side of the client also affects the outcomes of the 
project negatively as it limits the contractor to perform at its full ability. We argue that the 
information sharing potential is much larger in bilateral evaluations as these allow the contractor to 
evaluate also the performance of the client, but also to detect any differences in perceptions between 
client and contractor. Therefore, bilateral project evaluations are assumed to be more effective than 
unilateral project evaluations as they facilitate both the client and the contractor to improve their 
performance within the project (Akkermans et al., 2019). Hence, we hypothesize: 
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H1. Projects that apply bilateral project evaluations have better outcomes than projects that apply 

single-sided project evaluations. 

Companies seem to struggle with developing a balanced and comprehensive set of performance 
metrics (Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Simpson et al., 2002). There is little consensus about which set of 
criteria should ideally be included. Formerly, the criteria that mostly prevailed in project evaluations 
were cost, quality and time (in other industries this is translated into ‘delivery’), the so-called iron 
triangle (Chan & Chan, 2004; Hughes et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015; Prahinski & Fan, 2007). 
But increasingly, other factors are proposed, e.g. safety, functionality, and customer satisfaction 
(Chan & Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004). Evidently, these criteria can be categorized in many 
ways (Chan & Chan, 2004). In this research, we used an Input-Process-Output framework 
(Hackman, 1987; McGrath, 1970; Steiner, 1972) to categorize the criteria included in the project 
evaluation. The I-P-O model is suitable to projects while the model addresses subsequent phases 
which are also present in a project (Chan & Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004), and corresponds 
with the definition of a project (i.e. “a project is a temporary organization to which resources are 

assigned to do work to deliver beneficial change”; Turner, 2009, p. 2) which distinguishes between 
input as the “resources”, process as the “work to do” and output as the “beneficial change”. More 
specifically, input criteria relate to the characteristics of the team members, the teams, the project 
and of the context in which it is executed (e.g. competences of personnel; Hackman, 1987). Process 
criteria involve the activities of and interactions and interpersonal behavior between the project 
team of the client and the project team of the contractor, and between their respective members in 
the execution of the project (e.g. communication; Hackman & Morris, 1975; McGrath, 1970). 
Output criteria represent performance outcomes (e.g. quality and speed) and other outcomes like 
team development, individual development and satisfaction (Hackman & Morris, 1975; McGrath, 
1970). 

From the perspective of agency theory, the project evaluation should assist in diminishing the 
agency problem. Therefore, the goals of the project (output) and differences in goals (output 
criteria) between client and contractor should be addressed in the project evaluation. Furthermore, 
the project evaluation should address unobservable behavior that is manifested in moral hazard and 
adverse selection. Thus, project evaluations should assess as well what the agent is actually doing in 
terms of effort and behavior (process criteria) in order to mitigate moral hazard, as the skills, 
abilities and competences of the agent (input criteria) in order to mitigate adverse selection.  

Hence, we argue that evaluations should address both input, process and output criteria to 
enhance project outcomes. By addressing these different criteria, the likelihood of agency problems 
will decrease. As such, project evaluations can contribute to a better understanding among parties 
involved. Therefore, we hypothesize:   

H2. The evaluation of input criteria in projects relates positively to project outcomes. 
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H3. The evaluation of process criteria in projects relates positively to project outcomes. 

H4. The evaluation of output criteria in projects relates positively to project outcomes. 

Another important characteristic of project evaluations is the timing and frequency by which 
it is applied. Currently, project evaluations are often applied only at the end of a project (Kagioglou 
et al., 2001; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014), or at milestones within a project (Nalewaik & Mills, 2015). 
However, the benefit of an evaluation is in the sharing of information in order to prevent the agency 
problem, and in the learning to be gained and improvements to be applied within the project 
(Mahaney & Lederer, 2011). Therefore, the evaluation loses its functionality when it is applied only 
at milestones and at the end of a project because that merely facilitates the client and contractor to 
look back in the project (Kagioglou et al., 2001; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014). In contrast, if the 
evaluation is applied at a higher frequency in between the milestones, the information is more recent 
and changes and improvements can still be made in the current process, facilitating client and 
contractor to look forward in the project. Hence, we hypothesize: 

H5. Projects that apply project evaluations frequently in between project milestones have better 
project outcomes than projects that apply project evaluations less frequently in between project 
milestones. 

Lastly, apart from the project evaluation itself, the follow-up meetings and discussion on the 
evaluation results seem important, as improvements need to be made and client and contractor 
need to commit to a common goal in their project (Gunasekaran et al., 2004) and thus reduce the 
differences in goals that are present according to agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Discussing the 
evaluation results is important as client and contractor may have different perceptions about the 
importance of certain criteria, the actual scores, and what that implies in terms of adaptations 
(Bryde & Robinson, 2005; Prahinski & Fan, 2007). To overcome this problem, these expectations 
and perceptions should be shared in a meeting where both client and contractor are present 
(Akkermans et al., 2019). Next to discussing the results in between the teams, internal discussion 
within the team and discussion with higher management are likely to positively affect project 
outcomes because it increases the awareness in the team of the improvements to be made, and 
allows knowledge transfer to other projects. Hence, we hypothesize: 

H6. Discussion on the results of project evaluations between client and contractor is positively 
related to project outcomes. 

H7.  Internal discussion of the results of project evaluations is positively related to project 
outcomes. 

In sum, the research in this chapter highlights which differences in the application of project 
evaluations affect the project outcomes. Specifically, we investigate differences with respect to 
bilaterality of the project evaluation, the evaluation’s content in terms of criteria, the frequency by 
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which project evaluations are applied and the extent to which client and contractor engage in 
discussing the results of the evaluation. 

2.3. Methodology 

Our research was structured in two separate phases. In the first phase we developed our 
constructs and survey questionnaire. We based several constructs upon the literature, and other 
constructs were based upon meetings and discussions with practitioners from different industries 
as current literature on these constructs was sparse (cf. Mahaney & Lederer, 2011). In the second 
phase, empirical data was gathered among managers dealing with projects. These managers received 
the survey that was developed in the first phase consisting of questions with regard to how project 
evaluations are applied within their company, and with regard to the project outcomes within their 
company. The companies represent different industry sectors. Based upon these data we were able 
to test the hypotheses formulated. 

2.3.1. Phase 1: Measures and survey development 

In an early stage of the research, the use of project evaluations was discussed together with an 
audience consisting of approximately 20 practitioners from different industries. Most participants 
had the role of client involved in the projects. Participants replied to several (open) questions related 
to the application of project evaluations and provided comments, which then appeared on a screen. 
Most importantly they answered what criteria were incorporated in their evaluations. The answers 
to this open question were subsequently categorized. 

The further development of the survey was based upon the outcomes of this first discussion and 
on collaboration with experts from the boards of three associations in the Netherlands, namely the 
Dutch Association for Purchasing Management (NEVI), the Project Management Institute (PMI), 
and the International Project Management Association (IPMA). This further development involved 
several rounds of discussion and feedback from experts who commented on the questionnaire while 
filling it out. 

The overall questionnaire is listed in Appendix A. In the questionnaire, we first made a 
distinction between non-structural application and structural application of project evaluations. 

Structural application implies the use of “a standard format, i.e. with determined frequency, specified 
criteria and guidelines”. When respondents indicated that evaluations were applied structurally in 
their organization, they were further questioned on the bilaterality (H1), content (H2-4), frequency 
(H5) and following discussion (H6-7) of project evaluations in their projects. All respondents were 
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asked about the project outcomes in their organization. For the first hypothesis, the respondents 

were asked to indicate whether “project evaluations [are] done single-sided (client assesses) or two-
sided (both client and contractor assess)”. 

For the second, third and fourth hypotheses, eventually 21 criteria were identified that could be 
incorporated in the project evaluation. These criteria have been categorized in accordance with the 
previously mentioned Input-Process-Output model based upon the definitions of input (Hackman, 
1987), process (Hackman & Morris, 1975; McGrath, 1970) and output (Hackman & Morris, 1975; 
McGrath, 1970), shown in Table 2.1. We asked respondents to indicate for each criterion to what 
extent it is addressed in their project evaluations on a 5-point Likert scale (not at all addressed – 
slightly addressed – moderately addressed – considerably addressed – thoroughly addressed). 

For the fifth hypothesis, we asked respondents to indicate whether project evaluations were 
done in between milestones, and if so at what frequency. Finally, for the last two hypotheses we 
asked respondents to which extent the results of a project evaluation were subsequently discussed 
either between organizations or internally. In collaboration with the professional associations 
previously mentioned, we identified the following options for discussion on the results of a project 
evaluation between client and contractor, namely: to be (a) openly shared between both parties, (b) 
on the agenda in the first regular meeting between client and contractor, after the evaluation, and 
(c) discussed in a dedicated meeting between client and contractor. Furthermore, we identified the 
following options for a discussion on the results of a project evaluation internally, namely: to be (a) 
shared with superiors and higher management, and (b) discussed internally in the own team. The 
respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which each of these options was applied. Answers 
were provided on a 5-point Likert scale (never – rarely – occasionally – frequently – always). 

With regard to project outcomes, in addition to testing the beneficial impact of project 
evaluations on overall project performance, we extended the traditional definition of outcomes (i.e. 
cost, quality, and time) by including relationship quality, because relationship quality enhances 
continuity and the outcomes of a collaboration especially on the longer term (Dyer & Singh, 1998; 
Sheth & Sharma, 1997). To assess the project performance, respondents were asked to indicate 
whether the projects that their organization is involved in (a) have good financial results (i.e. are 
within budget), (b) are finished within schedule, and (c) are delivered meeting customer 
requirements. Furthermore, for relationship quality the respondents were asked whether (a) client 
and contractor have a good relationship, (b) client and contractor trust each other, (c) 
communication between collaborating partners is good, and (d) information exchange is good 
between client and contractor. On all of these statements, answers were provided on a 7-point Likert 
scale (strongly disagree – disagree – slightly disagree – neither agree nor disagree – slightly agree – 
agree – strongly agree). 
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Table 2.1. Criteria and topics that can be evaluated in project evaluations 
Input Process Output 

Characteristics of the team members, 
the teams, the project and of the 
context in which it is executed 

(Hackman, 1987) 

Activities of and interactions and 
interpersonal behavior between the 
project team of the client and the 

project team of the contractor, and 
between their respective members in 

the execution of the project 
(Hackman & Morris, 1975; 

McGrath, 1970) 

Performance outcomes (e.g. quality 
and speed) and other outcomes like 

team development, individual 
development and satisfaction 
(Hackman & Morris, 1975; 

McGrath, 1970) 

Competence of project manager 
representing the client 

Competence of project manager 
representing the contractor 

Competence of the executing team 

Organizational culture 

Availability of resources (of e.g. 
personnel, service, equipment and 
material) 

Process, planning and current 
progress 

Documentation, ordering and 
invoicing 

Change order management 

Cooperation with internal 
organization and back-office 

Collaboration with other parties 
(e.g. contractors) 

Collaboration between client and 
contractor 

Communication (e.g. between client 
and contractor) 

Project budget and current 
expenditure 

Quality delivered 

Safety incidents 

Continuous improvement at 
contractor's side 

Technological solutions offered by 
the contractor 

Subcontractor performance 

Stakeholder management 

Customer orientation 

Trust in the relationship 

 

 

2.3.2. Phase 2: Application of cross-sectional survey 

The research involved a cross-sectional survey design among managers that are dealing with 
projects, in different roles such as project management, procurement and contract management. 
Respondents were associated with the previously mentioned associations (i.e. Dutch Association for 
Purchasing Management, the Project Management Institute, and the International Project 
Management Association), to which later one association was added namely the Network for 
Public-Private Partnerships (PPS-network). The final questionnaire contained questions regarding 
the background of the respondent and their organization, and previously listed topics of the 
characteristics of the application of the project evaluation in their organization and the project 
outcomes in their organization.  

Data were gathered in the spring of 2018. Initially, we collected data around NEVI’s annual 
contract management conference via an e-mail to the participants and an invitation during a 
keynote lecture. We also actively recruited respondents with a presentation at a PMI chapter 
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meeting. In addition, invitations to participate in the research were sent to members of NEVI, PMI, 
IPMA, and in a later stage to the PPS-network using various communication channels (e.g., 
personal emails, newsletters, social media posts). We also made use of the snowball-technique by 
asking current respondents to share the questionnaire in their network. To increase the response, 
participants were promised a method for project evaluations based on the research findings. 

2.3.3. Dataset 

Overall, a total of 218 responses were received. However, most of these respondents did quit 
after a couple of questions; more than 50 percent of the respondents (n = 115) had over 80 percent 
of missing data. In the final dataset there are 81 respondents that have less than 20% missing data 
(n = 81). Therefore, we checked for non-response bias by testing to which extent the respondents 
with over 20% of missing data are different from the respondents with less than 20% of missing 
data. We compared the groups in terms of type of company (public, semi-public or private), 
company sales turnover, role (client or contractor), respondent’s experience, and whether project 
evaluations are applied (yes or no) through chi-square tests, and in terms of project performance 
and relationship quality through independent samples t-tests in SPSS. Both tests showed no 
significant differences between the groups, indicating that the final dataset is likely representative 
of the sample.  

The respondents in our dataset are managers that are involved in projects in different 
companies. The questions that are asked in the survey concern the application of project evaluations 
in the company that they work for and the project outcomes of projects in their organization. The 
companies that these respondents represent are diverse in their characteristics. Respondents come 
both from public sector (32%), semi-public sector (23%), and private sector (44%). Both clients 
(60%) and contractors (40%) were represented in our sample. Sales turnover (i.c. public contractors) 
or exploitation budget (i.c. client) ranged from less than 10 million Euro to over 500 million Euro. 
Larger companies seemed to be somewhat better represented in our sample. Using the Standard 
Industrial Classification, industries mostly represented in our sample are services, public 
administration, and transportation and public utilities. 

Also, the respondents themselves were diverse in their characteristics. Respondents were 
employed in different fields and disciplines and varied in their experience with the role of client or 
contractor in a project. These sample characteristics indicate that results from our sample are 
representative of and generalizable to project management. The descriptives of the sample on all of 
the variables in the questionnaire (in terms of distribution) is shown in Table 2.2. 
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Table 2.2. Descriptives (sample size, mean, standard deviation) of the variables in the dataset 
(1) Questions with regard to application of project evaluations (to entire sample) 

Variable n Distribution 

Application of project evaluations 81 Yes (88%), no (12%) 

Structural application of project evaluations 71 Yes (59%), no (41%) 

(2) Questions with regard to the characteristics of project evaluations (in case of structural 
application) 

Variable n Distribution 

Bilateral application of project evaluations 42 

 

Yes (64%), no (36%) 

Application in between milestones No (4), every year (2), every six 
months (3), every four months (2), 
every three months (10), every two 
months (5), every month (16). 

Variable n Mean S.D. 

Extent to which input criteria are addressed in the 
evaluation 

42 3.26 0.97 

Competence of project manager representing the 
client 

3.02 1.35 

Competence of project manager representing the 
contractor 

3.31 1.26 

Competence of the executing team 3.55 1.15 

Organizational culture 2.90 1.21 

Availability of resources (of e.g. personnel, service, 
equipment and material) 

3.50 1.15 

Extent to which process criteria are addressed in 
the evaluation 

3.74 0.80 

Process, planning and current progress 4.17 0.93 

Documentation, ordering and invoicing 3.40 1.19 

Change order management 3.62 1.19 

Cooperation with internal organization and back-
office 

3.21 1.41 

Collaboration with other parties (e.g. contractors) 3.48 1.13 

Collaboration between client and contractor 4.17 0.93 

Communication (e.g. between client and 
contractor) 

4.12 0.94 

Extent to which output criteria are addressed in 
the evaluation 

3.60 0.76 

Project budget and current expenditure 3.67 1.18 
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Quality delivered 4.00 1.19 

Safety incidents 3.93 1.13 

Continuous improvement at contractor's side 3.43 0.97 

Technological solutions offered by the contractor 3.43 0.97 

Subcontractor performance 3.38 1.23 

Stakeholder management 3.26 1.25 

Customer orientation 3.71 1.27 

Trust in the relationship 3.60 1.06 

Extent to which evaluation outcomes are discussed 
between client and contractor 

42 3.92 0.89 

openly shared between both parties 4.26 1.08 

on the agenda in the first regular meeting between 
client and contractor, after the evaluation 

3.76 1.10 

discussed in a dedicated meeting between client and 
contractor 

3.74 1.13 

Extent to which evaluation outcomes are discussed 
internally 

42 4.10 0.90 

shared with superiors and higher management 3.98 1.12 

discussed internally in the own team 4.21 0.84 

(3) Questions with regard to project outcomes in the company (to entire sample) 

Project performance 81 5.05 1.12 

Relationship quality 5.20 0.92 

 

Slightly more than half of the respondents indicated that project evaluations were applied using 
a formal structure (i.e. with a standard format, i.e. with determined frequency, specified criteria and 
guidelines) in their company and about one third of the respondents indicated that project 
evaluations were applied without a formal structure (see Table 2.2). Two out of three organizations 
that structurally apply project evaluations, apply it bilaterally. Hence, it is still relatively common 
(one in every three organizations) that contractors are evaluated by the client whereas there is no 
room for the contractor to evaluate the client and indicate where improvement is needed. Project 
evaluations are in one third of the cases applied at most or all of the project milestones (i.e. closing 
of a project phase such as initiation, planning, execution, monitoring and control, and closure 
phase) and in 90% of the cases also during the execution phase, most commonly on a monthly basis. 

Furthermore, Table 2.2 shows that project evaluation results are most often shared between 
client and contractor and/or discussed internally with the own team. In many projects results are 
also shared internally with superiors and higher management. Quite often the outcomes are 
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discussed between client and contractor, either in a dedicated meeting or in the first regular 
meeting. 

Lastly, from Table 2.2 we can derive that process criteria are most commonly applied in project 
evaluations, followed by output criteria. The most popular criteria are: (a) collaboration between 
client and contractor, (b) process, planning, and current progress, (c) communication (e.g. between 
client and contractor), (d) quality delivered, and (e) safety incidents. Four of these are process 
criteria and one is an output criterion. Hence, in their project evaluations organizations focus on 
the processes, the work that has to be done, and the behavior in the project. 

We checked the dataset for multivariate outliers by calculating the Mahalanobis distance (D²) 
in SPSS. As no values were found to be significant at the .005 level, we conclude that no multivariate 
outliers are present (Hair et al., 2009). We tested the factorial structure and discriminant validity of 
the two aspects of project outcomes (project performance and relationship quality) by means of 
exploratory factor analysis in SPSS. This is done to ensure clear distinction between the two aspects 
of project outcomes and to facilitate the analysis of the correlation between project outcomes and 
the characteristics of project evaluations. The exploratory factor analysis indicated the two factors 
to be distinct. Subsequently, the confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the reliability of both 
project performance and relationship quality (Hair et al., 2009). Hence, the multi-item latent 
variables were found to be both reliable and valid: project performance (Cronbach’s α = 0.84, 
Average Variance Extracted = 0.71, Composite Reliability = 0.88), and relationship quality 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.90, Average Variance Extracted = 0.71, Composite Reliability = 0.91). The latent 
variables were calculated as the mean of the values for corresponding items. 

With regard to the characteristics of the project evaluations, dummy variables were created to 
perform independent samples t-tests in SPSS. The frequency of the project evaluation was defined 
to have a high frequency when it was applied at least once every three months in between milestones. 
Based upon the overall average that the different criteria were addressed in the evaluation, input, 
process and output criteria were considered to be addressed to a high extent if their respective values 
exceeded the threshold of 3.5 (see Table 2.2). Lastly, based upon the average that the project 
evaluation results were discussed internally or externally, we considered that we could speak of a 
high level of internal or external discussion if their respective values were equal or higher than the 
threshold of 4.0. 

2.4. Results 

We tested for the correlation of each characteristic of project evaluations with project outcomes 
by means of independent samples t-tests using SPSS. The results are shown in Table 2.3 and indicate 



35 
 

that the bilateral application of project evaluations relates indeed positively with both relationship 
quality and project performance. Therefore, hypothesis 1 is confirmed. Furthermore, the evaluation 
of input criteria (i.e. focus on resources and capabilities) was associated with higher project 
performance as well as an improved relationship quality, confirming Hypothesis 2. Also, the 
evaluation of output criteria (i.e. focus on performance outcomes, development and satisfaction) 
was associated with higher project performance in support of Hypothesis 4. 

In contrast to input and output variables, and contrary to our expectations, the evaluation of 
process criteria was not related with higher project outcomes, rejecting hypothesis 3. Furthermore, 
a more frequent application of project evaluations in between the project milestones was not found 
to relate positively to project outcomes. Thus, hypothesis 5 was not confirmed. Lastly, both internal 
discussion and discussion between client and contractor were not found to have a positive effect on 
project performance or relationship quality. Hence, hypotheses 6 and 7 were also not confirmed by 
the data.  

Table 2.3. Characteristics of project evaluations and their effects 
   Project performance Relationship quality 

  n mean p-value mean p-value 

Orientation of project 
evaluations 

Single-sided 15 4.82 
0.027 * 

4.97 
0.017 * 

Two-sided 27 5.63 5.67 

Input criteria 
Addressed to little extent 23 4.86 

0.002 ** 
5.10 

0.012 * 
Addressed to high extent 19 5.93 5.80 

Process criteria 
Addressed to little extent 14 4.95 

0.121  
5.29 

0.524  
Addressed to high extent 28 5.54 5.48 

Output criteria 
Addressed to little extent 17 4.84 

0.018 * 
5.22 

0.263  
Addressed to high extent 25 5.68 5.55 

Frequency 
Low frequency 11 5.30 

0.899  
5.61 

0.419  
High frequency 31 5.35 5.35 

External discussion  
Discussed to little extent 11 5.42 

0.783  
5.41 

0.975  
Discussed to high extent 31 5.31 5.42 

Internal discussion  
Discussed to little extent 11 4.88 

0.120  
5.30 

0.620  
Discussed to high extent 31 5.51 5.46 

* p < 0.05, significant at the 1% level 
** p < 0.01, significant at the 1% level 
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2.5. Discussion 

In the current chapter, we studied the application of project evaluations in projects and to which 
extent differences in the application relate to project outcomes. Several observations obtained from 
the results warrant further attention. The first observation is that many companies still do not 
structurally apply project evaluations despite its positive effect on project outcomes. Where a lack 
of time, the dynamic nature of projects, and the difficulty to define success and potentially many 
other reasons restrain organization from applying project evaluations, these organizations limit 
their potential in enhancing project performance and their relationship quality. The second 
observation is that in quite some organizations project evaluations are applied single-sided and thus 
do not provide room for differences in perceptions between client and contractor with regard to the 
input, process and output within the project (Hughes et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 2014). As the 
results show that the bilateral application of project evaluations is associated with better project 
outcomes, the study presented in this chapter indeed indicates that clients should consider the 
contractor’s perspective within the evaluations. Bilateral evaluation in projects allows the contractor 
to be heard and may therefore allow the client also to improve their own role and performance in 
the project. The third observation is that organizations typically evaluate process, and output 
variables in their project evaluations (see Table 2.2) whereas it is the evaluation of input variables 
that is most strongly related to project outcomes. Thus, organizations seem to focus in their project 
evaluations more on the project process than on the resources that are used to perform this work. 
However, the latter appears to deserve more attention, given the results of this study. One potential 
explanation is that the process in a project may only to some extent be attributed to the resources 
in the project. Other influences on the process may be outside of the influence of the client and 
contractor, e.g. the larger network of the project including departments in the client organization, 
politics, stakeholders, and subcontractors. Evaluation on these topics may result in information 
sharing, but might not necessarily enhance the process itself. 

The fourth observation is that discussion of the results of the project evaluations internally or 
in a meeting between client and contractor was not found to relate to better project outcomes. A 
possible explanation is that it is such common practice to share the results of project evaluations 
that the dataset did not allow to divide two distinct groups that can be compared in terms of their 
project performance and relationship quality, which is also supported by the high values that 
respondents gave to these questions. Another possible explanation could be that the discussion of 
the result of a project evaluation might result in tensions and conflicts. As a result, the extent to 
which the discussion is beneficial to project outcomes depends on the way in which the discussion 
is held. 
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2.5.1. Theoretical contribution 

Consistent with agency theory, the study presented in this chapter addresses the problem of 
information asymmetry by addressing the phenomenon of project evaluations. The findings in this 
study seem to confirm the positive effect of the bilateral application of project evaluations and with 
that adds to agency theory the need for mutual information sharing in order to increase 
understanding between both sides of the dyad. Whereas the evaluation of both input and output 
criteria was found to relate positively to project outcomes, this study indicates that a focus on the 
goals and, with that, differences in goals between client and contractor can help in improving project 
outcomes. The same holds for a focus on the abilities and skills in the project. As such, project 
evaluations may facilitate decreasing the problem of goal incongruence and the agency problem of 
adverse selection (Eisenhardt, 1989). Our results do not confirm the positive effect of the evaluation 
of process criteria. Considering that the evaluation of process criteria mostly relates to the agency 
problem of moral hazard, one explanation may be that a project evaluation is a less suitable 
mechanism for addressing moral hazard. Another explanation could be that in projects adverse 
selection is more present as an agency problem than moral hazard, as contractors have a tendency 
to overestimate their own capabilities and may be stimulated to present an overly optimistic image 
of their capabilities in order to win the tender. However, a lack of support for this hypothesis may 
also be attributable to the small sample size, limiting the possible implications of the study. 

2.5.2. Managerial implications 

Based upon the results in this paper, project managers are recommended to apply project 
evaluations in their projects, as the time investment that is needed will likely be paid back in terms 
of better performance and better client-contractor relationships. Furthermore, project evaluations 
should be applied bilaterally and should not focus on how a project is done, but rather on who is 
performing the project and what the (interim) output is of the project. Lastly, as client-contractor 
relationships benefit from the application of project evaluations, organizations are recommended 
to contribute to their project management by paying attention to project evaluations through for 
instance the development of standards and procedures for project evaluations and supporting 
project managers in the application of evaluations. As a result, project management may be able to 
develop from short-term oriented management to a longer-term, continuous project relationship 
management. In the following chapters, we suggest and develop a standard that can be used in 
projects (see Chapter 3), and we will further elaborate on what changes are needed within 
organizations to apply project evaluations (see Chapter 5). 
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2.5.3. Limitations and future research 

The study does have some limitations as well. The most apparent limitation is the small sample 
size. The small sample size is explained by the specific group that was targeted as a part of the 
associations that were involved in the data gathering. This is confirmed by the fact that many 
respondents did quit at an early stage of the questionnaire; most likely, these respondents came to 
realize that the questionnaire was not addressed to them. As a result of the smaller sample, analyses 
were more difficult to execute. Therefore, future research with larger samples is needed to determine 
joint effects of project evaluation characteristics on project performance and relationship quality. 
Furthermore, future research could explore more thoroughly how discussions internally and in 
between client and contractor are applied and how that affects the project outcomes. Another 
limitation is that our survey addressed the current application of project evaluations and project 
outcomes in organizations, relying on responses from individual managers within these 
organizations. Although the respondents are active in projects within their organizations, their 
answers may not be entirely analogous with all the practices in the larger organization. Future 
research may more rigorously investigate the standards and routines that are established at the level 
of the organization with regard to the application of project evaluations. Despite these limitations, 
this study provides interesting insights into the extent to which project evaluations are currently 
applied and to which extent differences in the application are related with differences in project 
outcomes.   

2.6. Conclusion 

The results of this survey research show that the application of project evaluations indeed differs 
between companies. These differences are correlated with project outcomes. This study confirms 
that the bilateral application of project evaluations is positively related to project outcomes, both to 
the relationship quality and to project performance. This corresponds with the introduction of this 
doctoral thesis (see Chapter 1) where perceptual distance was mentioned to be problematic in 
client-contractor collaborations. In companies where project evaluations are applied bilaterally, 
differences in perceptions between client and contractor may come to light allowing both parties to 
observe these differences and act to mitigate these. Furthermore, the evaluation of input criteria (i.e. 
focus on resources and capabilities) and output criteria (i.e. focus on performance and 
development) relate positively to the project outcomes, whereas the evaluation of process criteria is 
not confirmed to have a positive correlation with project outcomes. Therefore, in the development 
of a bilateral monitor at least input and output criteria should be incorporated. However, it is not 
necessarily the case that the evaluation of process criteria is irrelevant. In the following chapter we 
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will discuss the development of such an instrument for evaluation which we will call the Perceptual 
Distance Monitor. 

  



The blind men and the elephant
“Each was partly in the right, and all were in the wrong!”

Figure 3.0. Illustration of the parable of the blind men and the elephant. 



In 1868, John Godfrey Saxe poeticized an old Indian 
parable. The parable is about six blind men who get the task 

to find out what an elephant is. As an elephant is too big 
for a single blind person to be experienced entirely, all men 
can just feel part of the elephant and arrive all at different 
conclusions. Instead of sharing knowledge and bundling 
their experiences, these men end up in a huge debate in 

which each of them takes a fixed position that is partially 
right but mostly wrong.

In the introduction we used this parable to introduce the 
phenomenon of perceptual distance.  The parable illustrates 
how client and contractor can have different perceptions in 

the project that may be ground for destructive conflict.

As researchers we asked ourselves how we can support 
client and contractor to share what they perceive before they 

arrive at conclusions and end up in a debate.

In the following chapter we propose a ‘monitor’ that 
measures the perceptions, or ‘what is felt’, in the project. 
Then, client and contractor can share their perceptions, 

engage in conversation and plan the improvements for the 
future together.





Chapter 3.
Development of a 

Perceptual Distance 
Monitor (PDM)
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Summary 

Client-contractor relationships are increasingly important in determining project outcomes. 
Although clients benefit from good relationships, clients and contractors often have different 
perceptions regarding relationship issues in their projects. In the study presented in this chapter, 
we apply agency theory and social identity theory to understand why perceptions differ between 
collaborating partners. Furthermore, we investigate through a literature study on which relationship 
issues perceptual distance can be expected. For this, we use the input-process-output model. In two 
phases we gathered quantitative data from both clients and contractors. The first phase serves as a 
pilot phase in which the questionnaire is tested. The second phase is used to test for perceptual 
distance and its predictive validity of project outcomes and trust. We found that buyer and supplier 
representatives showed perceptual distance on multiple relationship issues. Moreover, we found 
that perceptual distance was mostly negatively but sometimes also positively related with project 
outcomes and trust, proving perceptual distance an important topic for project managers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A version of this Chapter has been presented at the IPSERA conference held in 2017 in 
Budapest as a competitive paper with the title “Perceptual distance between buyer and supplier and 
project outcomes: An exploratory study in the construction industry”. A later version has been 
presented at the AOM conference held in 2019 in Boston as a paper with the title “Development of 
a Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM) for client-contractor collaborations”. Currently, a version of 
this chapter is under review in the second round for Supply Chain Management: An International 
Journal.  
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3.1. Introduction 

Modern project industry is all about building collaborative relationships (Bankvall et al., 2010; 
Eriksson et al., 2009; Fulford & Standing, 2014). In an industry that is increasingly being 
characterized by contractors and subcontractors operating in a complex network with critical 
interdependencies (Bankvall et al., 2010; Fulford & Standing, 2014; Segerstedt & Olofsson, 2010), 
cooperative and trusting client-contractor relationships form the backbone of superior performance 
(Carey et al., 2011; Morris & Carter, 2005; Sheth & Sharma, 1997). But collaborative relationships, 
based on shared values and norms and aligned interests, are not easily established (Bankvall et al., 
2010; Nyaga et al., 2010; Wallenburg & Schäffler, 2014). All too often, collaboration partners are 
faced with mismatched perceptions (e.g. differences of opinion, unrealistic expectations, and lack 
of shared goals) and behavior that deviates from expectations (Lambert et al., 1999; McGrath, 1970; 
Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). If not managed carefully, these differences in perceptions may result 
in disputes and conflicts (Lambert et al., 1999; Rosenberg & Stern, 1971; Vaaland & Håkansson, 
2003), even escalating to court (Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003).  

 In Chapter 1 we introduced the term “perceptual distance” to refer to “differences between 
collaborating partners’ perceptions of key issues in their relationship” (cf. Barnes et al., 2007; Gibson 
et al., 2009; Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Although perceptual distance is a major obstacle in creating 
successful relationships (Andersen et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2010; Lavie et al., 2012; Pothukuchi et al., 
2002), research on perceptual distance in buyer-supplier relationships is still in its infancy. Prior 
research has suffered from poor conceptualization, invalid measures, and other methodological 
weaknesses (e.g., independent buyer and supplier samples instead of paired dyads, snowball 
sampling) that have constrained the reliability and generalizability of the obtained results. As a 
result, studies have come to different conclusions, creating uncertainty about the prevalence of 
perceptual distance in buyer-supplier relationships (Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Moreover, whereas 
most studies have investigated perceptual distance regarding specific relationship issues, no attempt 
has been made yet to conceptualize perceptual distance at the overall level of the client-contractor 
relationship. However, this conceptualization is needed to accurately investigate the presumed 
negative effects of perceptual distance for effective collaboration in projects (Andersen et al., 2009; 
Gibson et al., 2009; Pothukuchi et al., 2002).  

 Addressing these weaknesses, the purpose of the study presented in this chapter is to 
improve the conceptualization and measurement of perceptual distance in client-contractor 
collaborations to facilitate a more rigorous evaluation of its prevalence and effects within projects, 
i.e. “a temporary organization to which resources are assigned to do work to deliver beneficial change” 
(Turner, 2009, p. 2).  Towards this purpose we start with specifying the theoretical basis for 
perceptual distance in client-contractor relationships and reviewing extant literature to identify 
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relationship issues on which perceptual distance may arise. We then discuss the development of an 
extensive survey instrument as well as a complementary method for assessing perceptual distance 
between project partners, the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). We provide validation evidence 
for the monitor based on two waves of quantitative data gathering within projects from multiple 
industries. We relate perceptual distance to relationship-oriented as well as task-oriented project 
outcomes. We conclude with implications of our research for using this instrument for monitoring 
and tackling perceptual distance issues in the project industry.   

3.2. Conceptualization of perceptual distance in client-
contractor collaboration 

3.2.1. Nature and sources of perceptual distance 

Perceptual distance refers to a disparity in perceptions between two or more individuals 
concerning a particular (social) stimulus. Perceptual distance is researched in different settings 
including team-leader relationships (Gibson et al., 2009), alliances between organizations (Lavie et 
al., 2012; Pothukuchi et al., 2002), interdepartmental cooperation (Homburg & Jensen, 2007), and 
buyer-supplier relationships (Andersen et al., 2009; Barnes et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2016; Nyaga et 
al., 2010; Oosterhuis et al., 2013). Perceptual distance can be explained from an informational and 
a social perspective (Oosterhuis et al., 2013). In the introduction, we explained the informational 
and social roots of perceptual distance that are derived respectively from agency theory (Eisenhardt, 
1989) and social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 2000). 
We will briefly summarize the theoretical explanation of the existence of perceptual distance below. 

In the context of client-contractor relationships, agency theory explains the problems that may 
arise from differences in goals or desires between the principal and agent and opportunism that may 
be present in the relationship (Eisenhardt, 1989). These problems are moral hazard, adverse 
selection and problems with risk-sharing. A reason for opportunism in relationships is information 

asymmetry between client and contractor (Mackintosh, 2001; Perloff, 2009). Information 
asymmetry results in a lack of understanding and knowledge with regards to each other’s processes 
and constraints, the frame of reference project members from the other organization hold and the 
behavior that is specified by the contract. When information asymmetry exists, parties may have 
different perceptions as to what behavior is beneficial for the collaboration, and act accordingly. As 
such, client and contractor may have different interpretations of the other party’s motives for certain 
behavior (Lumineau, 2017; Wiseman et al., 2012). Hence, information asymmetry leads to different 
perceptions regarding the origin and intent of certain behavior.  
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Social identity theory explains the social aspect of perceptual distance and helps us to further 
understand how perceptual distance negatively affects the client-contractor relationship. In the 
context of client-contractor relationships, social identity theory discusses the identification of 
project members as representatives of the organization they belong to. Social identity theory 
explains that individuals may identify more easily with their own team and company than with the 
company and/or teams of their collaborating partners. Usually, employees have a working history 
in their organization prior to a collaborative project’s start. Due to the distinctive values of and 
expertise held in the organization and accomplishments in prior projects, employees will perceive 
their “own” people as the in-group and members of the other organization as the out-group 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 2000). Although this will foster “a feeling 
of we-ness” (or solidarity, cf. Jap & Ganesan, 2000, p. 230) within the groups, it may also instigate a 
separation between members of the collaborating parties. Consequently, team members will 
compare behavior between groups of both firms, leading them to interpret, understand, and 
perceive project relationship issues differently based upon established norms (Allport, 1955) and 
organizational cultures (e.g., organizational processes and practices; Beugelsdijk et al., 2009). Hence, 
it can be expected that project members will display a positive bias regarding their own behavior, 
contribution and performance and perceive these differently (Oosterhuis et al., 2013).  

Concluding, agency theory and social identity theory together provide us with a reasonable 
ground for believing that information asymmetry and social identification are mechanisms that 
cause perceptual distance in client-contractor relationships. 

3.2.2. Relationship issues on which perceptual distance is expected 

Perceptions can differ with regard to a variety of relationship issues or variables. Transferring 
literature from aforementioned fields, perceptual distance between client and contractor is expected 
on many issues including the objectives that are set and performance (Gibson et al., 2009; Homburg 
& Jensen, 2007; Oosterhuis et al., 2013), the way parties deal with conflict (Gibson et al., 2009; 
Oosterhuis et al., 2013), the decision-making autonomy of the contractor (Andersen et al., 2009; 
Gibson et al., 2009; Polychronakis & Syntetos, 2007), competences of the team at client and 
contractor side (Homburg & Jensen, 2007; Oosterhuis et al., 2013), the role of regulations in the 
collaboration and trustworthiness (i.e. whether agreements are complied with; Andersen et al., 
2009), relational norms such as solidarity, flexibility, trust and information exchange (Andersen et 
al., 2009), organizational responsiveness of the contractor and internal task routines at the 
contractor (Lavie et al., 2012), as well as management style (also referred to as formalization or 
hierarchy; Lavie et al., 2012; Polychronakis & Syntetos, 2007). 
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In accordance with Steiner (1972), we categorized these issues into input, process, and output 
variables, reflecting the different stages in which these issues are likely to surface in a project. In the 
following paragraphs, we discuss the relationship issues identified along the I-P-O model (see also 
Figure 3.1). 

 
Figure 3.1. Categorized overview of issues on which perceptual distance may exist in principal-agent relationships 

 

Input factors. Input factors represent characteristics of the team members, the teams, the 
project and the context in which the project is executed (Hackman, 1987). Clients and contractors 
may show perceptual distance on the following input factors: the satisfaction with the objectives 
that have been set for the project at the start, the competences on contractor and client side 
separately, the importance of the regulations, and management style. 

Information asymmetry may lead to perceptual distance regarding competences because 
knowledge and skills are typically not readily visible for the other party. Moreover, based upon their 
personal experiences in prior projects, representatives of both parties are likely to have developed 
an idiosyncratic frame of reference regarding project objectives and importance of regulations. 
Similarly, perceptions on goals, competences, regulations and management styles are likely to be 
individual- and company-specific, and over time, company representatives may have developed a 
strong identification with and a preference for their own way of doing things (e.g., what to pursue 
in a project, how to deal with contracts, and the organizational culture). Consequently, client and 
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contractor may attach different values to the regulations and contractual specifications within the 
collaboration.  

Process factors. Process factors refer to the activities, interactions and interpersonal behavior 
between client and contractor representatives (Hackman & Morris, 1975; McGrath, 1970). 
Perceptual distance between client and contractor representatives may exist on the following 
process issues, the extent to which conflicts are held constructively, the decision-making autonomy 
the contractor has, the level of information exchange, the internal task routines and organizational 
responsiveness of the contractor, the flexibility of both parties, the solidarity that both parties have 
towards each other and the project as a whole, and trustworthiness of both parties.  

Both information asymmetry and social identification account for the perceptual distance on 
these issues. Over time, representatives from either party have developed their own working 
manners, habits, and ways of collaborating (e.g. how you should deal with conflicts, what level of 
flexibility you can and should expect from your partner). These are based upon experiences in other 
projects, and depend on the types of contracts they have worked with. Once these processes and 
routines have been developed, team members at either side are likely to take these for granted, 
expecting the other party to play by the same rules even without discussing them (Hackman & 
Morris, 1975). Moreover, these processes and routines can be exacerbated by the complexity of the 
contract, and incompleteness of project specifications and project activities (Carey et al., 2011; 
Huang et al., 2014; Nyaga et al., 2010). 

Social identification is mostly manifested in desired attitudes and behaviors by client and 
contractor (Andersen et al., 2009). Client and contractor representatives both have a perception of 
what is ‘normal’ based upon their own frame of reference built from experiences in prior projects 
and the culture and norms that are present within their own organizations. These experiences set 
the expectations that both parties project on one another and determines the behavior that they 
each display in their collaborative project, potentially not realizing that their expectations do not 
align. Furthermore, either party may have constraints from internal stakeholders or any of the many 
other organizations that contribute to the project. These constraints may limit them in satisfying 
the expectations of the other company.  

Output factors. The output can be divided into task-oriented performance outcomes (e.g. 
quality and speed) and relationship-oriented outcomes (Hackman & Morris, 1975; McGrath, 1970). 
Here, we focus not only on performance outcomes in terms of costs, quality, schedule, innovation 
and sustainability, but also on the trust that client and contractor have in each other. Representatives 
of client and contractor may arrive at different perceptions regarding project outputs because they 
are likely to have different information regarding the circumstances or instances that have 
influenced the project achievements. Each is likely to judge the accomplishments from their own 
position, thereby also taking into account specific information they have regarding the effort that 
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was put into the project and the hurdles and obstacles that were overcome. According to Oosterhuis 
et al. (2013), performance in a project is often seen as directly related to the capabilities of the 
contractor, and thus related to the identity of the contractor. Furthermore, as both parties are likely 
to perceive they have put in effort to realize the results, they may be inclined to attribute failure to 
the other party. Thus, whereas their own failure will likely be attributed to circumstances, other 
failures will more easily be attributed to a lack of competence and failure at the other side (Pettigrew, 
1979).   

3.3. Measurement of perceptual distance in client-
contractor collaborations 

The aim of this research was to develop an instrument for assessing perceptual distance between 
client and contractor, the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). Following the guidelines for 
measurement development (Churchill, 1979; Hinkin, 1998), we used a structured process to 
determine the reliability and validity of the measure(s). More specifically, we developed the 
perception measure in two studies, a pilot study and a refinement study. In the pilot study, we took 
a first shot at validly and reliably assessing the relationship issues which clients and contractors may 
perceive differently. In the second study, we refined the measures and tested them on a new sample.  

Moreover, as we aimed to develop a perceptual distance measure, we also had to determine a 
reliable and valid method for assessing the distance between client and contractor on these measures 
(Cohen, 1992). Firstly, considering that perceptions are held at both sides, both parties should be 
involved in the data collection. Hence, we used a dyadic approach that considers the relationship 
between a single contractor and a single client (Cousins et al., 2008) and therefore does not treat 
either partner as an independent entity, which is a shortcoming in many studies on inter-
organizational relationships (Lumineau & Oliveira, 2018). Despite the fact that it is more complex 
(Barnes et al., 2007; Tse & Ashkanasy, 2015), dyadic research is preferred over research focusing on 
either side. Dyadic research more fully represents the complexity of the relationship (Barnes et al., 
2007; Beugelsdijk et al., 2009; Huang et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2010; Nyaga et al., 2010; Oosterhuis et 
al., 2013) whereas research on just one side of the dyad is “conceptually and statistically deficient” 
(Tse & Ashkanasy, 2015, p. 1177). In this dyadic approach we ask both client and contractor to 
report on the same relationship issues by answering the same questionnaire items (e.g. at both sides 
they report with regard to how is dealt with conflict in the project, and with regard to the 
competences on the side of the client). Secondly, as perceptions are not measured objectively, we 
need to obtain the perceptions from multiple team members on each side of the dyad. 
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As a result, for each input, process and output variable a distance value was calculated based 
upon the average team values of client and contractor, thereby taking into account standard 
deviations within both sides of the dyad. Finally, in order to prove the PDM to be a valid and reliable 
instrument we assessed the predictive validity of perceptual distance on the task-oriented and 
relationship-oriented performance outcomes. 

In the following, we first discuss the development of the measures in the two phases separately. 
In doing so, we present the scales that we used for assessing the relationship issues that are expected 
to show perceptual distance. We present the samples and the results of the tests for validity and 
reliability. Then, we discuss the calculation of perceptual distance that we found to be most suitable 
for client-contractor collaborations. Finally, we analyze and discuss the effects of perceptual 
distance on the outcomes of these collaborations.  

3.3.1. Methodology of phase 1: Pilot 

Scales. The Perceptual Distance Monitor consists of scales for all the variables (i.e., input, 
process and output) that are mentioned in the previous section. The instrument was largely based 
on validated scales, derived from literature (see Appendix B), provided that a suitable scale was 
available. Questions were answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
7 (strongly agree). In some specific instances (see Appendix B), 1 and 7 had different labels. The 
questions on several factors were shuffled to prevent response bias. The questionnaire was proposed 
to and discussed with headquarter management at two companies from which the first sample was 
drawn. Furthermore, we performed a test trial with employees from one of the companies who were 
not in or related to the sample. It took them about 20-25 minutes to complete the questionnaire. In 
the following, we discuss each of the variables and scales. 

Input. We developed a scale with five items to measure satisfaction with project objectives as no 
suitable scale was available in the literature. Following Suprapto, Bakker, and Mooi (2015), we 
decided to constitute this as a formative scale on the satisfaction with objectives set for five 
performance indicators, namely: costs, planning, quality, sustainability, and innovativeness (cf. 
Krause et al., 2001; Spina et al., 2013). We derived the scales for competences (knowledge and 
interpersonal skill) from Homburg and Jensen (2007). These consisted of 2 and 5 items respectively. 

The scale for management style, derived from Lavie et al. (2012) consisted of 3 items. These scales 
were slightly adapted to the specific context of client-contractor project collaborations. For 
importance of regulations, a measurement scale was not available. Therefore, we composed a set of 
6 items based on the description in the literature (i.e. Andersen et al., 2009).  

Process. The scales for constructive conflict (Gibson et al., 2009), information exchange (Heide 

& John, 1992; Nyaga et al., 2010), internal task routines at contractor and organizational 
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responsiveness at contractor (Lavie et al., 2012), and flexibility and solidarity (Heide & John, 1992) 
we derived from literature. However, small adaptations were made to adjust for the specific context, 
i.e. the project industry and client-contractor relationships. The final scales were as follows: 3 items 
for constructive conflict, 5 items for information exchange, 4 items for internal task routines at 

contractor, 3 items for organizational responsiveness at contractor, 4 items for flexibility, and 2 items 

for solidarity. For trustworthiness, a suitable measurement scale was not available. Therefore, we 
composed a set of 5 items based on the descriptions in the literature (i.e. Andersen et al., 2009) that 
we evaluated and adjusted with the help of headquarter management at both companies. For 
decision-making autonomy a suitable scale was not found for the context of client-contractor 
relationships in projects. Therefore, we developed a set of 4 items that corresponded with this 
context.   

Output. For project performance no suitable scale was found. We decided to constitute project 

performance as a formative scale on five performance indicators (Suprapto et al., 2015), namely: 
costs, planning, quality, sustainability, and innovativeness (cf. Krause et al., 2001; Spina et al., 2013). 
For trust we found different scales from several sources (Ganesan, 1994; Lavie et al., 2012; Zaheer et 
al., 1998). We developed 4 items based upon these sources, and slightly adjusted these items to fit 
with the specific context of our research. 

Sample. For the pilot phase of this study we obtained data from two companies in the Dutch 
construction industry. Company Alpha is one of the larger housing associations in The Netherlands. 
Company Beta is a construction company that operates in both commercial and industrial building, 
infrastructure projects, engineering, and services. In both companies, we sampled five projects. 
During the data gathering, these projects were mostly in the stage of completion, such that 
participants had sufficient knowledge and experience in collaborating with their counterpart and 
were able to answer questions related to project input, process, and output. 

Within each of the ten projects we selected one business-critical (sub) contractor, in 
consultation with corporate purchasing and project management. The business-critical 
collaboration between these two parties involved multiple employees on both sides with a 
considerable level of involvement in the collaboration. Hence, in the pilot phase we worked with 
two unique client organizations and ten unique contractor organizations. Figure 3.2 represents how 
company Alpha and Beta are part of the supply chain and what sample is selected.   

The sample that was selected consisted of team members that regularly communicated with 
their respective counterpart. These team members held different functions, e.g. project manager, 
technical manager, engineer, stakeholder manager, and were diverse in many aspects (age, work 
period, function level, and discipline). Therefore the sample offers a good representation of the 
population. These employees were contacted to fill in the questionnaire. In total 93 employees were 
contacted. We received 78 questionnaires from the sample (84% response rate). However, several 



53 
 

of the respondents with high levels of missing data indicated that they had too little knowledge of 
the collaboration to answer some parts of the questionnaire. Therefore, eight respondents with 
missing data higher than 30% were omitted from the main analyses. In the final dataset (n = 70), 
projects were represented by five to eleven respondents and the teams by one to six respondents.   

 

 
Figure 3.2. Examples of a supply chain/network in the construction industry for a project in company Alpha (above) 

and in company Beta (below) in which potential respondents are depicted. 
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3.3.2. Results of phase 1: Pilot 

Reliability, validity, and convergence. To assess the reliability of the scales, the Cronbach’s 
alpha was calculated using SPSS 23. The results are reported in Table 3.1. Most scales proved to be 
reliable (Hair et al., 2009), except for the scales of decision-making autonomy (𝛼𝛼 = 0.317), 
information exchange (𝛼𝛼 = 0.543), and flexibility (𝛼𝛼 = 0.507). Moreover, reliability scores of the 

scales for competence knowledge client (𝛼𝛼 = 0.677) and solidarity (𝛼𝛼 = 0.643) were also rather low. 

To assess the validity of the scales, each scale was tested using AMOS 22. Because we are merely 
interested in composing a comprehensive set of relationship issues on which perceptions can differ 
between client and contractor, we did not expect these relationship issues to be mutually exclusive. 
All scales were found to be reliable and valid as manifested in the factor loadings and the Average 
Variance Extracted (AVE) shown in Table 3.1 (Hair et al., 2009). 

In order to justify the use of the team average for a calculation of perceptual distance, we 
assessed several aggregation indices following LeBreton and Senter (2008). The values for these 
indices are also listed in Table 3.1. First, we calculated the interrater agreement 𝑟𝑟𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤(𝑗𝑗) (James et al., 
1984, 1993), which represents the level of agreement among members within teams. For each 
variable, the 𝑟𝑟𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤(𝑗𝑗) was far above the threshold value of .70 which means that raters strongly agreed 
with each other (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). Second, we calculated the intraclass correlations, 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(1) 
and 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(2) (Bliese, 2000; Bliese & Halverson, 1998; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(1) tests whether 
individual responses are representative of group means. 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(1) values of .05 are considered to be 
small to medium, while values of .25 are considered to be large (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). All 
variables showed acceptable 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(1) values. 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(2) tests the reliability of the group mean. Usually 
values of .70 are considered to justify the aggregation (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) but lower values 
are often accepted. While most variables met these criteria, some variables (i.e. competence 
knowledge principal and agent, and solidarity did not. Also the scale for trustworthiness showed 
relatively low ICC values. Most of the variables that showed slightly suboptimal ICC values did have 
high 𝑟𝑟𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤(𝑗𝑗) values though, indicating that the variables suffered from restricted variance, but that 
interrater agreement was present within groups (Lebreton et al., 2003). 

3.3.3. Methodology of phase 2: Refinement 

Scales. Based upon a preliminary analysis on the first sample, we adjusted the questionnaire. 
The changes can be seen in Appendix B, where both the pilot and refined questionnaires are listed. 
The results in the pilot phase showed that for the scales for decision-making autonomy, information 
exchange, flexibility, and solidarity an alternative was needed. 
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Table 3.1. Results of factor and aggregation analyses (pilot study) 
Variable Expected 

no. items 
Cronbach’s 

α 
Factor 

loadings 
AVE 𝒓𝒓𝒘𝒘𝒘𝒘(𝒋𝒋) 1 𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰(𝟏𝟏) 2 𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰(𝟐𝟐) 3 

Input        

Satisfaction with project objectives 5 formative formative formative 0.96 0.19 0.45 

Competence knowledge client 2 0.68 0.78 – 0.87 0.68 0.98 0.12 0.33 

Competence interpersonal skill client 5 0.85 0.53 – 0.94 0.60 0.98 0.52 0.79 

Competence knowledge contractor 2 0.75 0.79 – 0.80 0.63 0.98 0.10 0.28 

Competence interpersonal skill 
contractor 

5 0.88 0.51 – 0.92 0.64 0.98 0.40 0.70 

Importance of regulations 6 0.85 0.59 – 0.86 0.50 0.96 0.31 0.61 

Management style 3 0.78 0.63 – 0.79 0.47 0.93 0.35 0.66 

Process        

Constructive conflict 3 0.72 0.66 – 0.79 0.50 0.93 0.36 0.66 

Decision-making autonomy 4 0.32 omitted - - - - 

Information exchange 5 0.54 omitted - - - - 

Internal task routines contractor 4 0.80 0.64 – 0.80 0.55 0.98 0.70 0.89 

Organizational responsiveness 
contractor 

3 0.84 0.65 – 0.90 0.62 0.96 0.46 0.75 

Flexibility 4 0.51 omitted - - - - 

Solidarity 2 0.64 0.65 – 0.95 0.66 0.88 0.00 -0.01 

Trustworthiness 5 0.81 0.36 – 0.80 0.46 0.95 0.14 0.35 

Output        

Project performance 5 formative formative formative 0.98 0.41 0.71 

Trust 4 0.71 0.52 – 0.75 0.42 0.97 0.41 0.71 
1 Indicator of interrater agreement 
2 Indicator of representativeness of individual responses for the group mean 
3 Indicator of the reliability of the group mean 

 
For decision-making autonomy we adopted the scale for hierarchy of authority from Aiken and 

Hage (1968). In the context of this research this scale measures the lack of decision-making 
autonomy that the contractor receives. Therefore, we have reversed the scale for our study. For both 
information exchange, flexibility and solidarity we adopted scales from Stephen and Coote (2007). 
For measuring trust, we adopted a four-item scale from Corsten and Kumar (2005). 

After and during data gathering in the pilot phase we had conversations with respondents and 
with headquarter management. Based upon their feedback, we included ‘safety’ in the performance 
scales, as it has become increasingly important in projects, as indicated by the fact that safety has a 
prominent role in the definition for project management by the Association of Project Management 
(Atkinson, 1999; Chan & Chan, 2004; Price et al., 2004). We included safety in both the scale 
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satisfaction with goal objectives and project performance. Furthermore, even though performance is 
not a reflective variable, treating it as a formative variable was also suboptimal, as some performance 
indicators are more important than others. Moreover, the different aspects of performance do have 
different connotations dependent upon the industry (e.g. safety has a different meaning in IT then 
in construction). Therefore, the respondent were asked to assign a weight to each performance 
outcome (Suprapto et al., 2015) allowing the respondents to evaluate the performance based upon 
their own interpretation of (the importance of) the different aspects of performance. This assigned 
weight was used in the calculation of both formative scales satisfaction with goal objectives and 
project performance. With regard to competences, respondents indicated that there is a difference 
between the team and the project manager with regard to competences also due to their different 
roles. Moreover, because scales for client and contractor knowledge were not highly reliable in the 
pilot phase, we decided to develop separate scales for the competences needed for project manager 
and project team at client and contractor side. These scales were developed with headquarter 
management at one of the companies.  

Lastly, several scales were slightly improved in case some of the items were ambiguously 
phrased, or in case the adjustment to the scale for the specific context was believed not to have 
improved the scale. Some items were reversed in the new questionnaire (see Appendix B). 

Sample. The questionnaire described in the previous section was developed into an online 
survey to gather data. This survey was available online for over a year and was promoted in several 
specialist journals and white papers. In this period, the Perceptual Distance Monitor was applied 29 
times. We decided to omit one of the 29 applications as only a single person on each side responded. 
In 5 client-contractor collaborations the Perceptual Distance Monitor was applied multiple times, 
resulting in a total of 21 unique client-contractor collaborations. In the sample we had 10 unique 
client organizations and 17 unique contractor organizations, thus, much more diverse than the 
sample in the pilot phase. The projects in the sample concern infrastructural development, 
maintenance work in residential buildings, construction in energy networks, engineering services, 
social care services, and IT development. These projects were diverse in duration, including projects 
taking less than 6 months and projects taking longer than 5 years, and budget, ranging from between 
1 and 3 million Euro until more than 100 million Euro. From here we will deal with the separate 
applications within a single collaboration as separate instances. 

When project managers visited the website to make use of the Perceptual Distance Monitor, 
they were requested to specify the key team members on both sides and to provide some basic 
information with regard to the project. They were informed that the team members needed regular 
contact with the other side of the dyad in order to complete the survey. Subsequently, these team 
members and the project manager received an invitation to respond to the survey on their 
perceptions. Team members had 3-4 weeks to respond. Afterwards, respondents received a one-
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page report summarizing the perceptions in their specific project. In total, 285 individuals 
(including team members and project managers) were registered, representing 56 teams in 28 
applications of the PDM. From these 285, we received 233 responses. Hence, we have a response 
rate of 82%, which corresponds with the response rate in the first phase. Twenty respondents with 
missing data higher than 30% were omitted from the main analyses. In the final dataset (213 
respondents), projects were represented by four to fifteen respondents and the teams by one to 
eleven respondents. The resulting sample was diverse in many aspects (age, work period, function 
level, and discipline), and therefore, a good representation of the population. 

3.3.4. Results of phase 2: Refinement 

Reliability, validity, and convergence. To assess the reliability and validity of the scales in the 
refined study, we applied the same procedure as in the first phase. Cronbach’s alpha values were 
calculated using SPSS 23 and a measurement model was tested using AMOS 22. The results are 
presented in Table 3.2. All scales were proven to be reliable and valid as indicated by Cronbach 
alpha values, factor loadings and AVE (Hair et al., 2009). Variables were calculated as the mean of 
the underlying items. Through the calculation of Mahalanobis D, five respondents were detected as 
multivariate outliers and were removed from further analyses. With regard to convergence, we 
applied the same procedures as in the pilot phase. We calculated the interrater agreement 𝑟𝑟𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤(𝑗𝑗) 
(James et al., 1984, 1993), and the intraclass correlations, 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(1) and 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼(2) (Bliese, 2000; Bliese 
& Halverson, 1998; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979).  For each variable, the 𝑟𝑟𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤(𝑗𝑗) was far above the threshold 
value of .70. The ICC(2) values show that for all scales it is acceptable to use the team mean in the 
analysis of perceptual distance between the client and contractor team within their project. 
Furthermore, the ICC(1) values support that values of a single respondent are representative of team 
average scores. This could be useful in projects where few respondents were found (LeBreton & 
Senter, 2008). The results are depicted in Table 3.2 as well. For subsequent analyses, for each project 
and for each variable the mean was calculated.  

3.3.5. Calculation of perceptual distance 

In extant research, perceptual distance between two respondents or groups of respondents has 
been measured in various ways. For instance, whereas Lavie et al. (2012) and Pothukuchi et al. 
(2002) have used the absolute mean difference between groups, Homburg and Jensen (2007) used 
the squared mean difference. These approaches result in a value that can be used in subsequent 
analysis. However, they are not very reliable as they treat the survey as an absolute measurement 
method and do not take into account the standard deviation. Alternatively, Barnes et al. (2007) and  
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Oosterhuis et al. (2013) have used paired samples t-test to calculate the significance of the 
differences in perceptions. In the paired samples t-test the group size and standard deviation in the 
groups are included in the assessment, which makes it a more reliable method for assessing group 
differences than the fairly simple absolute mean difference. However, this method does not allow 
for an investigation of the effects of perceptual distance on other aspects of collaboration. 

In this study, we combined both methods for calculating perceptual distance and used a 
standardized mean difference, namely Hedges’ g (Hedges, 1981, p. 110). Hedges’ g accounts for the 
standard deviation on the variable on both sides and accounts for unequal group sizes. However, 

Table 3.2. Results of factor and aggregation analyses (refinement study) 

Variable Expected 
no. items 

Cronbach’s 
α 

Factor 
loadings 

AVE 𝒓𝒓𝒘𝒘𝒘𝒘(𝒋𝒋) 1 𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰(𝟏𝟏) 2 𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰𝑰(𝟐𝟐) 3 

Input        

Satisfaction with project objectives 6 formative formative formative 0.94 0.31 0.68 

Competence project manager client 6 0.86 0.46 – 0.87 0.54 0.96 0.26 0.62 

Competence project team client 6 0.86 0.50 – 0.81 0.51 0.96 0.29 0.66 

Competence project manager 
contractor 

6 0.93 0.66 – 0.92 0.71 0.97 0.47 0.81 

Competence project team contractor 6 0.91 0.57 – 0.92 0.64 0.97 0.42 0.77 

Importance of regulations 5 0.69 0.47 – 0.65 0.33 0.91 0.17 0.49 

Management style 4 0.72 0.48 – 0.84 0.41 0.87 0.41 0.76 

Process        

Constructive conflict 4 0.92 0.69 – 0.96 0.75 0.93 0.42 0.78 

Decision-making autonomy 5 0.77 0.48 – 0.85 0.42 0.88 0.22 0.57 

Information exchange 4 0.81 0.63 – 0.77 0.51 0.89 0.19 0.53 

Internal task routines contractor 4 0.76 0.63 – 0.71 0.47 0.96 0.33 0.70 

Organizational responsiveness 
contractor 

3 0.84 0.72 – 0.91 0.65 0.95 0.47 0.81 

Flexibility 4 0.83 0.54 – 0.91 0.62 0.92 0.31 0.68 

Solidarity 4 0.83 0.68 – 0.81 0.57 0.92 0.27 0.64 

Trustworthiness 4 0.82 0.62 – 0.84 0.55 0.87 0.34 0.71 

Output        

Project outcomes 6 formative formative formative 0.96 0.28 0.64 

Trust 4 0.90 0.68 – 0.96 0.69 0.92 0.39 0.75 

Weights for outcomes/objectives 6 n.a. n.a. n.a. 0.77 n.a. n.a. 
1 Indicator of interrater agreement 
2 Indicator of representativeness of individual responses for the group mean 
3 Indicator of the reliability of the group mean 
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we have slightly adjusted the formula in order to prevent extreme values in case of standard 
deviations that are close to zero. The formula is as follows: 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑟𝑟𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑑𝑑𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 =
|𝜇𝜇𝑃𝑃 − 𝜇𝜇𝐴𝐴|

1 + �(𝑑𝑑𝑃𝑃 − 1)𝜎𝜎𝑃𝑃2 + (𝑑𝑑𝐴𝐴 − 1)𝜎𝜎𝐴𝐴2
𝑑𝑑𝑃𝑃 + 𝑑𝑑𝐴𝐴 − 2

 

This formula calculates the perceptual distance between client and contractor per variable in a 
certain project based upon the following descriptives of this variable: the mean at the client’s side 
(𝜇𝜇𝑃𝑃), and at the contractor’s side (𝜇𝜇𝐴𝐴), the sample size at the client’s side (𝑑𝑑𝑃𝑃), and at the contractor’s 
side (𝑑𝑑𝐴𝐴), and the variance at the client’s side (𝜎𝜎𝑃𝑃2), and at the contractor’s side (𝜎𝜎𝐴𝐴2). As a result, we 
have a value for perceptual distance that can be used as a variable in subsequent analyses, and, that 
is more reliable than values that have been used in prior studies. The resulting values for perceptual 
distance per variable are listed in Table 3.3. 

3.3.6. Predictive validity of the Perceptual Distance Monitor 

Finally, we set out to prove the relevance of the Perceptual Distance Monitor by relating its 
values to project outcomes. The dependent variables in this analysis are trust, as an indicator of the 

quality of the relationship (Jap et al., 1999; Jelodar et al., 2016; Nyaga & Whipple, 2011), and project 

performance. Following Zaheer et al. (1998, p. 142) we define trust as “the extent of trust placed in 
the partner organization by the members of [both] organization[s].” Trust was measured based upon 
a four-item scale from Corsten and Kumar (2005), see also Appendix B. Project performance was 
measured based upon a weighted, formative scale with items regarding costs, planning, quality, 
sustainability, innovativeness, and safety. These dependent variables were chosen as extant research 
indicates perceptual distance to have a strongly negative effect on project outcomes, partially due to 
its negative effect on the relationship between collaborating partners (see also paragraph 1.5; 
Andersen et al., 2009; Nyaga et al., 2010; Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Terpend & Ashenbaum, 2012).  

The predictive validity we tested by running partial least squared structural equation models 
(PLS-SEM) in several steps. PLS-SEM is especially useful for the theory-building character of this 
study and due to its relatively smaller sample size (Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011). First, we tested 
three separate models for perceptual distance on respectively input, process and output variables in 
which these perceptual distance values loaded on a higher-order reflective factor for perceptual 
distance, with the aforementioned dependent variables. These three separate models are depicted 
in Figure 3.3. With these three models we aim to find on which variables perceptual distance is most 
determinant in predicting project outcomes. The values for perceptual distance that had a low 
loading on the higher-order factor for perceptual distance were one-by-one omitted from further 
analyses. With the remaining perceptual distance values, a full model was built with perceptual 
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distance on both input, process, and output. This model was also tested with PLS-SEM and the 
result is shown in Figure 3.4. 

From the results we can derive that perceptual distance is mostly problematic at input variables, 
which has a direct negative relationship with trust (β = -.399; p < .05) and with that an indirect 
negative association with project performance. The variables comprising this higher-order factor 
for perceptual distance on input are satisfaction with project objectives (λ = .637), competence project 

manager client (λ = .471), competence project manager contractor (λ = .450), and management style 
(λ = -.486). Thus, the more client and contractor have different perceptions of the competences of 
project managers on both sides and the higher the difference in satisfaction with the objectives that 

Table 3.3. Descriptives of perceptual distance per variable (from refinement sample)  
Mean SD Min Max 

Input     

Satisfaction with project 
objectives 

0.26 0.25 0.00 0.92 

Competence project manager 
client 

0.38 0.22 0.00 0.76 

Competence project team 
client 

0.41 0.31 0.02 1.27 

Competence project manager 
contractor 

0.35 0.26 0.00 0.96 

Competence project team 
contractor 

0.33 0.26 0.00 1.07 

Importance of regulations 0.32 0.28 0.00 1.15 

Management style 0.79 0.44 0.05 1.95 

Process     

Constructive conflict 0.27 0.17 0.01 0.69 

Decision-making autonomy 0.45 0.32 0.02 1.24 

Information exchange 0.43 0.42 0.00 1.82 

Internal task routines 
contractor 

0.46 0.33 0.01 1.19 

Organizational responsiveness 
contractor 

0.43 0.33 0.00 1.37 

Flexibility 0.25 0.20 0.00 0.82 

Solidarity 0.26 0.18 0.00 0.63 

Trustworthiness 0.48 0.39 0.00 1.41 

Output     

Project performance 0.26 0.27 0.00 1.31 

Trust 0.41 0.30 0.05 1.13 
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Figure 3.3. Separate models for perceptual distance on input, process, and output variables with the dependent 
variables; on the arrows are depicted the path coefficients, or outer loadings with the t-values between brackets (for 

a significant relationship the t-value should be larger than 1.96). 
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are set, the less client and contractor will trust each other in the project. In contrast, differences in 
how client and contractor perceive their own management style are associated with higher trust 
between client and contractor. Furthermore, perceptual distance on output (specifically trust) also 
relates negatively to project performance (β = -.324; p < .01), but not to trust itself (β = -.195). Hence, 
the more client and contractor have different perceptions of the level of trust that is present in the 
project, the worse the performance is in the project. Lastly, perceptual distance is less problematic 
on process variables, as indicated by lower path coefficients on trust (β = -.314) and performance (β 
= .050). We will discuss the meaning of these findings in more detail in the following section.  

 

 

Figure 3.4. Full model of perceptual distance variables and project outcomes, on the arrows are depicted the path 
coefficients, or outer loadings and the t-values between brackets (for a significant relationship the t-value should be 

larger than 1.96). 
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3.4. Discussion 

Contrary to the objective of alignment of companies in the development of a project, project 
managers are often faced with perceptual distance and resulting conflict. By means of developing 
the Perceptual Distance Monitor, we have aimed in this research to assess perceptual distance on 
various relationship issues, and to determine its relationship with project outcomes. We found that 
perceptual distance related negatively with both relationship- and task-related project outcomes. 
Perceptual distance on input (i.e. satisfaction with project objectives, competence project manager 
client, and competence project manager contractor) and output variables (trust) were negatively 
related with the reported level of trust between collaborating parties and the ultimate project 
performance. One exception is that perceptual distance on management style has a positive 
(indirect) relation with trust. As we will explain below, these findings largely corroborate with the 
existing literature.  

When client and contractor are differentially satisfied with project objectives, the objectives are 
probably more advantageous to one of the two parties. This might cause the other party to search 
for alternative ways to get compensated in order to sustain themselves (Lumineau, 2017; Ng et al., 
2002) or to use their power to negatively influence the outcomes of a project (Vaaland & Håkansson, 
2003), e.g. delivering lower quality work or less experienced employees, having lower priority for 
the project. This can decrease the trust that parties have in each other and might overall negatively 
affect the outcomes as these countermeasures may hinder the planning and quality of a project. This 
reasoning corresponds with the observation that perceptual distance on the competences of the 

project managers on both sides contributes to this negative correlation with trust. Logically, when 
either party perceives the project manager at client or contractor side less competent than the other 
party does, that party likely feels less supported by that manager or is less convinced of the manager’s 
abilities in successfully finishing the project. The less satisfied party likely needs changes in the 
behavior, or needs more support from that project manager, whereas the more satisfied party may 
want little changes or may not see the need to change. Such a situation is likely to result in conflict 
and to a lower trust between client and contractor. Furthermore, the results show that when client 
and contractor perceive a different level of trust in the collaboration the performance in the project 
is likely to be lower as well. This observation could be explained by what is called ‘the dark side’ of 
trust (Villena et al., 2011). When one of the two parties trusts the other party more, this may indicate 
that there has been unsubstantiated trust (e.g. blindly accepting information that is provided, little 
checks or controls), or even abuse of trust, eventually leading to lower performance.   

Interestingly, the findings indicate that, although mostly negative, perceptual distance may also 
benefit project outcomes. Perceptual distance on management style is apparently beneficial to the 
trust that client and contractor have in each other. The positive correlation of perceptual distance 
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on management style may well have to do with appreciated differences in the cultures of client and 
contractor organizations (e.g. bureaucratic, long procedures for decision-making vs. quick 
decision-making, initiated by strong project manager). This knowledge may cause team members 
to trust the other party if these differences are present. 

Furthermore, the results indicate that perceptual distance is most important on input and 
output variables, but less on process variables. This is consistent with earlier studies of the authors, 
presented in this dissertation in Chapter 2, in which the evaluation of input and output variables 
was found to be related with better project outcomes and the evaluation of process variables was 
not. Thus, the third chapter extends the findings of the previous chapter by indicating that the value 
of project evaluations may be mostly in revealing perceptual distance between client and contractor. 
Based upon evaluation of these input and output variables, client and contractor discover how their 
perceptions differ in the project. Together, the findings in this study have shown the importance of 
measuring perceptions on both client and contractor side in projects. As perceptual distance on 
several variables was found to be related with lower levels of trust and performance, client and 
contractor are advised to discuss these variables and explain their perceptions of these variables. 

3.4.1. Theoretical implications 

The study presented in this chapter adds to the literature in several ways. Firstly, within our 
study we have developed a monitor that is able to measure perceptual distance. As perceptual 
distance is found on several aspects of the project and collaboration, we provide additional support 
for the literature that indicates information asymmetry and social identification to be present in 
inter-organizational collaborations. This monitor also shows that perceptual distance relates 
negatively to the outcomes of a project supporting the relevance of measuring perceptual distance 
in client-contractor collaborations. Secondly, by bringing together agency theory and social identity 
theory we combine the strengths of both theories in explaining the collaboration between client and 
contractor. Specifically, we provide a different lens for looking at the conflict of interest that is 
discussed in agency theory through addressing the socio-cultural aspect that influences the 
exchange between collaborating partners within a principal-agent dyad. Furthermore, we provide 
the inter-organizational collaboration as an additional application field for social identity theory 
that has mostly been applied within organizations on the level of groups, departments and unions 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). By combining these two different perspectives we have been able to 
explain the existence and relevance of perceptual distance, supporting the usefulness of combining 
multiple perspectives or theories in research into project collaborations (Kolltveit et al., 2007). 
Thirdly, in this article we developed a monitor for perceptual distance between teams in 
interorganizational collaborations that takes into account also the standard deviation and size of the 
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different teams; moreover, the monitor provides researchers with a distance value that can be used 
in further analyses. This is also demonstrated in the analyses of the predictive validity of perceptual 
distance values for project performance and trust. Hence, we have developed a method that provides 
additional value over other methods used so far that are only able to have one of the two benefits. 
Finally, our study also has an important methodological implication for studying buyer-supplier 
relationships. Whereas prior research often studied a single side in the dyad, we have used dyadic 
data to establish that buyer and supplier representatives sometimes have very different perceptions 
regarding the same relationship issues. Therefore, we contend that the unit of analysis is of pivotal 
importance in research concerning relationships. This means that researchers should carefully 
consider the limitations of studying one side or party only when the topic of interest pertains to 
interfaces between specific units (i.e., stakeholders, organizations, teams; Lumineau & Oliveira, 
2018). 

3.4.2. Managerial Implications 

An important incentive for the development of the Perceptual Distance Monitor was to support 
project managers in noticing and tackling the issue of perceptual distance. When managers want to 
align perceptions within their projects, they should timely measure the perceptions of both 
organizations and discuss the outcomes. Perceptual distance needs to be mitigated by meetings and 
discussions in which openness on expectations and current perceptions plays a pivotal role. As soon 
as perceptual differences are discovered partners can try to reach a common ground from which to 
enhance the collaboration. Through this behavior client and contractor will actively share 
information and focus on bringing the separate social identities they have closer together. As a 
result, information asymmetry and separate social identification will be reduced, making perceptual 
distance increasingly unlikely to occur. 

3.4.3. Strengths and limitations 

This study builds upon an extensive literature review to find the mechanisms underlying 
perceptual distance, but also to find on which relationship issues perceptual distance can be 
expected. We categorized these according to the input-process-output model (Steiner, 1972) and 
studied the existence of perceptual distance by means of quantitative data. Based upon data gathered 
in two phases, we propose a monitor for measuring perceptual distance. This instrument provides 
project managers with the information on which issues discussions should be held and how the 
collaboration can be further improved. However, our study also has several limitations. The first 
and most prominent one is the sample size. Although the overall sample size is rather large, the size 
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of the sample at higher levels of analysis was reduced due to the multi-level character of this 
research. Over two phases and samples, we eventually obtained 283 valid responses that were 
divided over 76 teams within 38 projects. Some teams eventually had only one participant, while 
others had eight participants. These small team sizes are not preferred in this type of research. 
However, the intraclass correlations provide some reassurance that a single informant is 
representative of a project team (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). The small sample size at the project-
level reduces the power to establish significant relationships between perceptual distance, trust and 
project performance, and null effects should therefore be interpreted with caution. But we were able 
to show the most prominent, unpropitious differences in perceptions in our study. Furthermore, 
the size of the sample limits the diversity in projects and organizations involved in this research and 
with that the potential to generalize our findings. In particular in the pilot phase collaborations were 
studied in two organizations dealing with projects, five project collaborations involving client and 
main contractor, and five project collaborations involving main contractor and subcontractor. 
Therefore, in the refinement phase we opted for a wider sample that eventually included 10 different 
client organizations and 17 contractor organizations. As such, the conclusions in this chapter are 
more representative and generalizable, based upon the data from the refinement phase. Other 
limitations concern the analysis for the predictive validity. In this analysis we calculated the 
correlation between the values of perceptual distance in each project and the dependent variables 
project performance and trust. As perceptual distance was also measured on the variable of project 
performance and trust, the issue could be raised of a lack of independence. However, whereas 
perceptual distance was calculated by a formula including team averages and standard deviations, 
the dependent variable was based upon all the members of a project, making the two variables both 
theoretically and statistically different constructs. Furthermore, the results did not show a high 
correlation between perceptual distance on trust and the absolute value for trust. In contrast, 
perceptual distance on trust was significantly correlated with project performance. Lastly, the 
dependent variables in the predictive analysis were based upon data from questionnaires instead of 
objective measurement. However, we believe that with the calculation of the ICC values and 
considering the number of team members in each project an accurate measurement of project 
outcomes was assured. 

3.4.4. Suggestions for future research  

In future research, other impactful variables for client-contractor relationships could be 
involved in research on perceptual distance. Among others, different forms of power of the client 
organization in collaborations are believed to affect the relationship (Chen et al., 2016; Cook, 1977), 
specifically the level of conflict and trust (Benton & Maloni, 2005; Maloni & Benton, 2000; Terpend 
& Ashenbaum, 2012; Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003), but power imbalance has also been linked to 
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mismatched perceptions (Lambert et al., 1999). Another interesting phenomenon that is related is 
the use of legal, contractual governance by collaborating organizations. Contracts can be used to 
particularize expectations (Carey et al., 2011) and with that subsequent perceptions in order to 
prevent conflicts (Lumineau, 2017; Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). Inclusion of these topics in 
studying perceptual distance will provide a more comprehensive view on the collaboration between 
client and contractor in projects. Furthermore, future research could focus on the variables on 
which perceptual distance relates positively with project outcomes. The theories that were used in 
this study were not sufficiently extensive to explain this observed positive effect of perceptual 
distance. Lastly, the consequences of perceptual distance on project outcomes would better be 
studied on the longer term. We believe that perceptual distance poses a serious threat to project 
outcomes partially due to its deleterious effects on the quality of the relationship between 
collaborating partners, an important determinant of project outcomes (Beugelsdijk et al., 2009; 
Carey et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2014; Nyaga et al., 2010; Stephen & Coote, 2007; Terpend & 
Ashenbaum, 2012). As perceptual distance hampers the alignment of partner’s interests, goals and 
activities (Andersen et al., 2009), the effect of perceptual distance might be better noticable over a 
longer period through a longitudinal study in multiple projects. In the following chapter, such a 
longitudinal study is done for this purpose. 

3.5. Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter was threefold: first, to identify the mechanisms that raise perceptual 
distance between collaborating partners in projects. Second, to investigate on which relationship 
issues perceptual distance occurs. Third, to assess how perceptual distance on these relationship 
issues relates to both relation-oriented and task-oriented project outcomes. We gathered data in 
two phases, and studied in total 38 projects in the project industry. Based on reliable and valid 
measures obtained with the Perceptual Distance Monitor, we found evidence for both positive and 
negative associations between perceptual distance and project outcomes. Thereby, the research 
presented in this chapter endorses the value of assessing perceptual distance in collaborative 
projects, but also points toward the need for careful consideration of the outcomes in dedicated, 
open discussion between client and contractor to ensure optimal benefits. In the following chapter, 
we extend these findings by following projects over a longer time period to better assess the effects 
of perceptual distance on the relationship development. 

  



Nebuchadnezzar II
A demanding king.

Figure 4.0. An illustration of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.



The Bible narrates an interesting story, also referred to 
as “Nebuchadnezzar’s dream”, that supposedly happened 

at the Persian royal family around 600 B.C. When 
Nebuchadnezzar had a disturbing dream, the following 

morning he commanded all the wise men at the royal house 
to come to his throne for the explanation of the dream. 

When the wise men asked him what the dream was that he 
had, he answered: “My decision is firm: if you do not make 
known the dream to me, and its interpretation, you shall be 
cut in pieces, and your houses shall be made an ash heap. 

However, if you tell the dream and its interpretation, you shall 
receive from me gifts, rewards, and great honor. Therefore tell 
me the dream and its interpretation.” (Daniel 2:5-6, the New 

King James Version). 

Obviously, the story above is extreme but in some way 
clients can request almost impossible things from their 
contractors. In their request they may make use of their 

power, control, and reward systems. In the following 
chapter we discuss the development of client-contractor 

relationships in a study of two projects. It occurred that the 
client had an unclear strategy for the project. Because it was 

unknown to the contractor how they could contribute to 
an unclear project strategy, they regularly spent their time 

on other things they deemed important. However, from the 
perspective of the client this work did not contribute to their 

strategy and repeatedly they summoned the contractor to 
explain why limited business value was delivered. 





Chapter 4.
Perceptual distance in 

the client-contractor 
collaboration:

A longitudinal study of 
two projects
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Summary 

The quality of the relationship between client and contractor is of major importance in projects. 
Prior research has shown that client and contractor often have different perceptions in projects, 
which negatively affects the relationship quality. However, little is known about how these different 
perceptions evolve and what stimulates the convergence or divergence of perceptions. The aim of 
the present study is to investigate whether and how perceptual distance changes over time in 
projects and what explains possible changes. Toward this latter goal, we build upon agency theory 
and stewardship theory, which provide complementary perspectives on collaborative orientations 
in partnerships. In a comparison of two cases that were followed for about one year, perceptual 
distance was periodically measured by means of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (Van der Krift et 
al., 2019b). In addition, the collaborative orientation displayed by the partners in these projects was 
assessed through interviews conducted with representatives from both the client and the contractor. 
Data was gathered at three time points in both projects. The results show that perceptions both 
converge and diverge over the duration of a project. Moreover, we found that perceptions are more 
likely to converge over time when more stewardship is shown in the collaboration. This study has 
several implications. Firstly, regular assessment and evaluation of client and contractor perceptions 
of critical project issues is warranted to timely detect and counteract perceptual distance. Secondly, 
both client and contractor would benefit from a stewardship rather than an agency orientation as 
this reduces the likelihood of perceptual distance over time. This may require specific attention and 
effort from both parties as initially client and contractor are more likely to start from an agency 
orientation due to the distributive nature of pre-project negotiations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A version of this Chapter has been accepted for the IPSERA conference to be held in 2020 in 
Knoxville as a competitive paper with the title “Perceptual distance between client and contractor: A 
longitudinal study”.  
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4.1. Introduction 

The collaboration between client and contractor has become increasingly important within 
projects due to the increasing interdependency and complex division of tasks between the different 
parties involved in a project (Bankvall et al., 2010; Eriksson et al., 2009; Fulford & Standing, 2014; 
Hoegl & Weinkauf, 2005). This requires a collaborative relationship in which client and contractor 
have mutual goals, are able to trust each other, and exchange information and knowledge (Eriksson, 
2015; Eriksson et al., 2009; Ng et al., 2002). However, the development of collaborative relationships 
in the context of interorganizational projects is a challenging task, one that takes considerable time 
(Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). Yet, many important decisions typically need to be made in the 
beginning of projects, within a timeframe that is unlikely to be sufficient for a relationship to mature 
(Bakker, 2010; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). Moreover, earlier research has pointed at the presence 
of perceptual distance in client-contractor collaborations which threatens the quality of the 
relationship and performance in projects (Van der Krift et al., 2019b).  

As elaborated upon in the introduction (see Chapter 1), perceptual distance refers to 
“differences between collaborating partners’ perceptions of key issues in their relationship”. These key 
issues may involve input (i.e. relating to the resources in the project), process (i.e. relating to the 
work that is done and how it is done), as well as output issues (i.e. relating to the performance and 
value that is delivered). Perceptual distance is rooted in information asymmetry and social 
identification (Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Van der Krift et al., 2019b) which are particularly likely to 
exist at the beginning of a project for several reasons. First, client and contractor are inclined to 
embark on projects with different goals that may not always be compatible. Whereas the client wants 
to derive as much value as possible while paying as little as possible, the contractor wants to obtain 
maximum profit whilst keeping its own expenses as low as possible (Turner, 2009; Van der Krift et 
al., 2019a; Van Weele, 2018). Secondly, at both client and contractor, project members are likely to 
identify themselves with their own organization. This identification builds upon their experience 
within the organization and assimilation of norms, values and culture (Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Van 
der Krift et al., 2019b). Moreover, before arriving at a contract, project tenders are known to be 
characterized by a process in which the roles of client and contractor are separated, and 
communication between client and contractor is limited up until selection and negotiation (Steller, 
2019). During contract negotiation, client and contractor often still have their different goals as a 
starting point (Ness & Haugland, 2005). Altogether, these factors (i.e., differences in goals, separate 
identities, and limited information sharing) constitute important obstacles that need to be 
overcome in order to develop an effective collaborative relationship.  

Despite the relevance of aligning perceptions as collaborative relationships evolve, little 
research has looked into the development of these relationships within projects over time (Jelodar 
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et al., 2016; Ness & Haugland, 2005). Or more specifically, into the development of perceptual 
distance between client and contractor as their relationship continues over time. On the contrary, 
most research has approached perceptual distance as if it were a static phenomenon over the course 
of the relationship (e.g. Barnes et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2016; Gibson et al., 2009; Oosterhuis et al., 
2013; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). This seems strange since the perceptions of client and contractor 
can converge or diverge as the relationship between client and contractor progresses (Barnes et al., 
2007; Kozlowski & Chao, 2012). When perceptions diverge over time, collaborating partners will 
likely be subject to increasing misunderstandings and conflict, which will threaten successful project 
completion. In collaborations where perceptions converge and become aligned, the risk for 
misunderstanding and conflict is reduced, thus facilitating a positively developing relationship and 
better project outcomes (Nyaga et al., 2013). 

 Given that perceptual distance development may have important consequences for the client-
contractor relationship in projects (cf. Ness & Haugland, 2005; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014), the 
main questions that we aim to answer in this study are the following: how does perceptual distance 

develop over the project duration? And: what explains the convergence and divergence of perceptions 
in projects? To answer these questions, we have conducted longitudinal case study research on two 
projects using both quantitative and qualitative measures to relate the presence of perceptual 
distance to that of agency and stewardship behavior over time. With this research, we contribute to 
the current project management literature by clarifying the role that perceptual distance has in the 
development of a client-contractor relationship. Moreover, we add insight for practice regarding 
what client and contractor should be aware of, and how they might positively stimulate the 
development of a collaborative relationship, and facilitate project success.  

In the following, we first elaborate on the phenomenon of perceptual distance as the main topic 
of interest in our study. Next, we discuss the development of relationships from two complementary 
theoretical perspectives, i.e. agency theory and stewardship theory (Hernandez, 2012). From these 
two theories we derive a research framework that serves as a starting point for building expectations 
and structuring our data. Subsequently, we elaborate on the longitudinal research design that we 
have used to answer our research question and we discuss two projects that we have gathered data 
from. We then explicate our findings relating the presence and change in the level of agency and 
stewardship behavior in the two projects to the presence of perceptual distance and changes therein. 
Lastly, we discuss the findings of our analyses and draw conclusions from these findings. 
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4.2. Theory 

4.2.1. Perceptual distance 

As was mentioned in the introduction, client and contractor are likely to have different 
perceptions of important issues regarding their collaborative project when they have different 
information and when they strongly identify with their own organizational background, objectives 
and interests. Perceptual distance is believed to negatively affect project outcomes as it prevents the 
alignment of partner’s interests, goals and activities (Andersen et al., 2009). As a result, perceptual 
distance negatively affects the quality of the relationship between collaborating partners (see also 
Chapter 3; Beugelsdijk et al., 2009; Carey et al., 2011; Nyaga et al., 2010; Stephen & Coote, 2007; 
Terpend & Ashenbaum, 2012). Perceptual distance may lead to dysfunctional conflict, which again 
leads both parties to identify more strongly with their own stance as a downward spiral towards 
more perceptual distance. Next, as a result from this conflict, client and contractor may withhold 
crucial information from each other within this conflict because this information may strengthen 
the position of the other party in the conflict.  

However, perceptual distance is not necessarily found in all projects (Van der Krift et al., 
2019b). In some cases, client and contractor may engage in sharing their views and perceptions 
through interaction and meetings, and thus focus on information sharing in order to understand 
each other better (Andersen et al., 2009; Kozlowski & Chao, 2012). Client and contractor may spend 
time to unify their goals and focus on their collective effort in order to reach a win-win solution. In 
order to explain these contrasting developments, we rely on two complementary theories that may 
provide an explanation for the development of perceptual distance, i.e. agency theory and 
stewardship theory (Hernandez, 2012). Together, these two theories provide us with a holistic view 
on what we call the ‘collaborative orientation’, i.e. the orientation and behavior that client and 
contractor have with regard to the collaboration and each other. In the following, we first elaborate 
upon this collaborative orientation before we relate it to the development of perceptual distance. 

4.2.2. The collaborative orientation continuum 

This collaborative orientation can be depicted as a continuum with an agency orientation and 
corresponding agency behavior on the one end, and stewardship orientation and corresponding 
stewardship behavior on the other end (Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). Although this continuum has 
not frequently been used in analyses, scholars have suggested that agency theory and stewardship 
theory together constitute such a continuum (Hernandez, 2012). Rather than being opposed or 
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incompatible, these two theories provide together a more holistic view upon the collaborative 
orientation. Both theories clarify how client and contractor may prefer to collaborate, i.e. the 
orientation towards the collaboration, and what behavior either party may show in this 
collaboration (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012). In the following we elaborate on both theories 
and how each theory describes how either party may manifest its collaborative orientation. Both 
theories describe multiple different manifestations, meaning that either party may display agency 
orientation and stewardship orientation simultaneously. Overall, the extent to which stewardship 
or agency is dominating in the collaboration defines the position of that party on the collaborative 
orientation continuum (Hernandez, 2012). 

Thus, the collaborative orientation continuum consists of two ends that are respectively 
explained by agency theory and stewardship theory. Briefly, agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989) 
suggests that client and contractor have different goals when they collaborate which results in 
opportunism. This opportunism is manifested in moral hazard (i.e. the contractor has a lack of 
effort in the project) and in adverse selection (i.e. the contractor’s claim of its capabilities is inflated). 
Moral hazard and adverse selection can be expected because the client lacks information about the 
background, capabilities and/or behavior of the contractor. Therefore, the client needs information 
to monitor and control the contractor. In contrast, Davis et al. (1997) propose an alternative view 
that shifts the focus from agency behavior to stewardship behavior. This alternative called 
stewardship theory (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012) describes stewardship behavior that is 
oriented toward the collective, and seeks to attain the objectives on a higher level. In projects, this 
means that the contractor’s goals are aligned with those of the client, and that client and contractor 
work collectively towards these goals.  

4.2.2.1. The collaborative orientation on agency 

With the collaborative orientation on agency, client and contractor are considered to be driven 
by cost-benefit analyses (Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2012; Davis et al., 1997). The contractor is 
motivated by the short-term, pecuniary rewards that it receives in return for its efforts (Hernandez, 
2012; Ross, 1973). Consequently, the contractor will minimalize its efforts and costs to deliver what 
has been contractually specified. Similarly, the client would try to pay as little compensation as 
possible. This likely results in conflicts as projects are complex and contracts are incomplete and 
subject to interpretation (Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2009). These conflicts arise due 
to a competitive mindset at both client and contractor. Both client and contractor identify with their 
own, economical goals at the expense of identification with the mission, vision and objectives of the 
other party and those related to the project. This contrast stimulates an emphasis on a ‘us vs. them’ 
distinction in the identities of contractor and client in the collaboration (Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 
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2003). Essentially, both client and contractor put the emphasis on their individual goals and refrain 
from a collective orientation and accompanying behavior. 

Accordingly, the client engages in controlling and monitoring the contractor in order to 
prevent opportunistic behavior that may be the result of this emphasis on individual goals (Davis et 
al., 1997; Eisenhardt, 1989; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). As a result, the contractor is only allowed 
to execute the work. The client on its behalf might pursue quality and cost control to ensure that 
the work that is executed by the contractor is according to the requirements. Furthermore, with an 
orientation on agency, collaborations are characterized by institutional, mediated power (Davis et 
al., 1997; Maloni & Benton, 2000). Mediated power is based upon reward and legitimate power in 
order to control the relationship. In accordance with the focus on economic goals, rewards are 
provided to the contractor in return for its efforts through premiums, but the contractor is also 
punished for lacking performance through penalty clauses (Eisenhardt, 1989; Maloni & Benton, 
2000). Moreover, the client exerts power based upon its position as a client, meaning that subtle 
forms of coercive power are manifested such as referring to the legal possibility of termination of 
the contract or other legal consequences. Next, both client and contractor may use specific 
contractual clauses to delay the project progress or the payments that have to be done in case 
disputes arise within the project (Davis et al., 1997). Agency-oriented collaborations are also 
characterized by high power distance, meaning that in the relationship client and contractor accept 
an unequal power balance between them (Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2012; Hofstede et al., 1990). This 
may be manifested in compliance on the contractor side with the client’s decisions or requests out 
of fear to disagree with the client on the particular issue (Davis et al., 1997; Hofstede et al., 2010).    

4.2.2.2. The collaborative orientation on stewardship 

The stewardship perspective holds that both client and contractor are motivated by long-term 
goals (Hernandez, 2012). More specifically, the contractor is motivated by non-pecuniary, less 
quantifiable rewards such as delivering a successful project and its value to the end-customer or by 
delivering quality work that can be used as a reference to obtain future work (Davis et al., 1997; 
Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003). Next, the client will facilitate the contractor to perform its tasks, in 
order to enhance the value that is delivered by the contractor and to build a good base for continuity 
in doing business with the contractor (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012). As a result, within 
stewardship-oriented collaborations the contractor identifies more with the mission, vision, 
objectives and successes of the client and, as a result, also identifies with success stories and feedback 
that is received from the users and clients (Hernandez, 2012). Moreover, due to their alignment the 
contractor is given more autonomy and is involved in decision-making based upon the assumption 
that the contractor is able to design better solutions that are in the interest of the client. Moreover, 
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the contractor might be better at dealing with certain types of risks in the project (Toivonen & 
Toivonen, 2014). 

Accordingly, collaborations oriented towards stewardship are characterized by non-mediated 
power through mobilizing capabilities, competences, and expert knowledge that are held at either 
side in the collaboration. In client-contractor relationships this means that both parties derive their 
influence in the collaboration based upon the competences and expertise they have, i.e. expert and 
reference power (Davis et al., 1997; Maloni & Benton, 2000). The focus on these forms of power is 
likely to increase commitment of both client and contractor (Maloni & Benton, 2000). Furthermore, 
stewardship-oriented collaborations are characterized by an emphasis on equality between client 
and contractor, meaning that the contractor has the right to speak up and to disagree with the client. 
Thus, the requests of the client are not axiomatically followed because of its role in the project. 
However, eventually the client always will have the final say. 

Lastly, client and contractor will also approach the aim of the project and challenges within the 
project more collectively. For instance, because a project depends upon support from within the 
client organization and from the external context (Turner, 2009), the contractor is likely to 
collaborate with the client team to obtain support in order to facilitate the overall goals of the 
project. Also with regard to conflicts, the focus is on the collective. Client and contractor will favor 
harmony over conflict and confrontation, and focus on a common goal and definition of success 
(Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2012). Conflict should only work as a mechanism to get to know each 
other and become stronger as a group. 

4.2.3. The impact of developments in collaborative orientation over 
time on perceptual distance 

The presence of agency and stewardship behavior and orientation in the collaboration are not 
mutually exclusive. On the contrary, the collaborative relationship can be driven simultaneously by 
consensus in the obtainment of goals where project partners behave as a single entity (i.e. the 
stewardship perspective), and by confrontation and conflict where project partners behave as 
separate entities (i.e. the agency perspective; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). Therefore, agency theory 
and stewardship theory are in the literature often seen as complementary theories that form together 
a continuum with assumptions and behavior described in agency theory on the one end, and 
stewardship theory on the other end (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012; Toivonen & Toivonen, 
2014). 

Moreover, the presence of agency and stewardship behavior is not static. The positions that 
client and contractor take on this continuum will have an impact on the way both parties treat one 
another, showing more agency behavior or more stewardship behavior. Client and contractor will 
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experience agency or stewardship behavior on the other side and will reciprocate through their 
behavior (Steller, 2019). Also, the collaboration might (slowly) develop from one perspective to the 
other (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012; Kozlowski & Chao, 2012). Through actions and behavior 
at both client or contractor side, the relationship between them can develop either way, but can also 
change direction (Hernandez, 2012).  

Hence, the relationship between client and contractor can be described based upon the 
collaborative orientation, i.e. the orientation and behavior that client and contractor have with 
regard to the collaboration and each other in terms of agency vs. stewardship, and this collaborative 
orientation may change over time.  

Meanwhile, this change in collaborative orientation influences the development of the 
collaborative relationship (Steller, 2019). More specifically, the collaborative orientation may 
influence the change and development in the level of perceptual distance in the collaborative 
relationship (Nyaga et al., 2013). On the one hand, collaborations that are oriented on agency will 
be characterized by a high power distance, control by the client, and a short-term orientation. These 
characteristics are likely to emphasize the separation between the roles of ‘client’ and ‘contractor’ 
and thus increase the extent to which both parties identify with their own organization and interests. 
Furthermore, it may cause a hesitance at both sides to share information proactively because 
information provides power and information is obtained by the client through control systems. As 
a result, the collaborative orientation on agency may stimulate the divergence of perceptions based 
upon an increase in identification with the own organization and increase in information 
asymmetry (Nyaga et al., 2013). On the other hand, collaborations oriented towards stewardship 
are characterized by a collective goal which client and contractor aim for, in which they share their 
project successes and failures, and by power that is based upon expertise and knowledge. 
Accordingly, in stewardship-oriented collaborations client and contractor are more likely to 
identify with each other through collective goals, successes and failures, and are likely to share more 
information based upon their knowledge. As a result, stewardship-oriented collaborations are 
expected to be associated with the convergence of perceptions (Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Van der Krift 
et al., 2019b). 

4.3. Methodology 

4.3.1. Research design 

Given the focus of this study on the development in perceptual distance and collaborative 
orientation over time, we opted for a longitudinal case study research design in which two projects 
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are followed over a longer period of time in order to observe the actual change and development 
(Yin, 2018). The data that we gather is both qualitative (i.c. interviews) and quantitative (i.c. 
questionnaires). On the one hand, qualitative data was deemed more suitable to gain a full 
understanding of the projects and their contexts through the ability to reveal as much as possible of 
what occurs in the project, what developments took place and which behavior was shown over time 
(Yin, 2016). Next, quantitative data was used to assess how perceptual distance evolved over time 
consistent with earlier studies on perceptual distance (e.g. Barnes et al., 2007; Oosterhuis et al., 2013; 
Vaaland, 2004; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). As such, the qualitative and quantitative data were 
complementary in providing a comprehensive answer to the research question (Kelle, 2006). 

Data was gathered in multiple rounds. The first round took place a couple of months after the 
project collaboration had started. Because changes in the collaboration are not bound to predefined 
stages or life cycles, but are rather ongoing, we chose for a general time period (see Autry & Golicic, 
2010). Hence, the subsequent rounds were planned respectively three months and six months later. 
Considering the dynamics around projects, we considered an interval of three months being short 
enough not to miss any important fluctuations and long enough to observe significant changes (Yin, 
2018). 

With regard to the interviews, we have not specifically used the terms related to the 
collaborative orientation continuum in our interview templates in order to provide more room for 
the interviewees to speak and use their own terminology and language (Yin, 2016). However, 
because the focus and aim of this study is on perceptual distance in client-contractor collaborations, 
we did include several questions with regard to perceptual distance, conflicts and differences in 
opinions and expectations with regard to the counterpart. We worked with a protocol with 
predefined open questions (see Appendix C). During the interview, we asked follow-up questions 
to understand the exact meaning of what had been said. As such, we allowed for a qualitative 
approach in our interviews while remaining close to the topic of our study. 

4.3.2. The cases 

It is a challenge to find projects that are suitable for and open to real-time longitudinal research. 
Due to the project time-frame and dynamics, people that are involved in projects may rather spend 
their time on urgent matters and deadlines that are faced within the ongoing project. Moreover, 
dyadic research is even more complicated because data is gathered on both sides of the dyad, 
meaning that commitment needs to be obtained and maintained on both sides. In dyadic research, 
organizations may be especially reserved knowing that the researcher also speaks to ‘the other side’. 
To obtain access, you need an ambassador in one or both of the organizations and clear agreements 
with regard to how the data and information is handled. Through a presentation at a project 



81 
 

management conference and earlier research that we had done we encountered two project 
managers that were interested to participate in our research into client-contractor collaborations 
and perceptual distance. Both project managers were involved in the preparation of a new project 
and were willing to participate in a rather open-ended research focusing on client-contractor 
collaborations. As such our project selection could be characterized as convenience sampling (Yin, 
2016); however, the data was not available yet and the ‘ambassadors’ were not our only source of 
information in each case. Therefore, we were able to shape the research setup and to prevent any 
bias that could be the result of this type of sampling. 

The two projects have several similarities and differences. Both projects concern the delivery of 
knowledge-intensive, expertise work. As such, both projects have a similar need for a collaborative 
orientation that focuses on expertise and knowledge (i.e. stewardship). Furthermore, both projects 
are based upon a framework agreement with bonuses and penalties. Hence, any differences between 
the projects that we find in our analyses between the projects are not attributable to the type of 
project or contract. Major difference between the two projects studied is that they have been 
executed in different industries (infrastructure, IT development). This allows us to rule out any 
industry-specific effects for the findings that apply to both projects. Based upon these similarities 
and differences we conclude that the selection of projects enhances the external validity of our 
findings. In the following, we elaborate on both of the projects selected. 

4.3.2.1. Project Alpha 

Project Alpha concerned the delivery of engineering and consultancy services to support public 
tenders of rail-infrastructure projects in the northern part of the Netherlands. The client (from here 
on referred to as RailCo) in this project is the owner of a large railway-infrastructure network in the 
Netherlands. Their responsibility is to maintain this network to a certain quality level, such that 
railway operators can safely use the network for transport of passengers or cargo. In this project the 
contractor was to deliver engineering and consulting services through the execution of analyses and 
the delivery of reports. These reports would serve as input for maintenance contractors executing 
the maintenance. The documents that are delivered by the engineering firm (i.e. the contractor in 
the relationship) contain crucial information for the maintenance contractors that eventually make 
an offer to RailCo for the execution of the maintenance. RailCo is responsible for determining what 
research has to be done and what documents need to be delivered. 

Project Alpha was publicly tendered and an important criterion in awarding the contract was 
the collaboration. The fit between RailCo and each of the submitting engineering firms was assessed 
by an independent firm specialized in psychological assessments. The assessment was done through 
role-playing based upon which the fit of the contractor team with the client team was assessed. This 
selection method had not earlier been used by RailCo. It was chosen because RailCo aimed to find 
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a regional, reliable partner for their engineering works. Furthermore, project Alpha had a long-term 
focus and consisted of several smaller assignments. The selection would facilitate spanning the 
boundaries of the smaller assignments in order to create efficiencies in the execution of maintenance 
works that were engineered. The tender specifications also included several requirements with 
regard to the engineering experience of the engineering firm’s team members. The proposals that 
were received from the engineering firms by RailCo were all rather comparable in terms of price. 
Hence, the psychological assessment on the collaboration determined which contractor won the 
tender. The winning contractor, from here on referred to as EngiRail, is a small engineering 
consultancy firm that exists over 10 years. Like many comparable firms RailCo is their largest 
customer representing over 90 percent of their business. 

The framework agreement was signed mid-2017 and the project activities started at the end of 
2017. The contract was signed for a duration of 3 years with two possible extensions of one year 
each. The contract specifically mentioned the focus on the collaboration and minimization of 
conflicts as a starting point. The contract stated among others that EngiRail would deliver a fixed 
project team for the contract duration and that replacement of team members should be done based 
upon suitability. Furthermore, the contract explicitly requested EngiRail to contribute ideas and 
initiatives with regard to sustainable solutions for the project. Moreover, it included a premium for 
providing internships and positions for work training, and a penalty for late delivery of the work 
according to fixed delivery terms. The work (including deviations) would be paid after proof of 
timekeeping and results. 

4.3.2.2. Project Beta 

Project Beta concerned the development of software, governance and infrastructure of an 
online platform including consultancy on this development. The client, from here on referred to as 
A2B, is an organization owned by several public transportation companies and is the owner of this 
platform. This platform handles billions of transactions that users of public transport make per year. 
These transactions are registered through the use of a travel card. Next to handling the transactions, 
the platform provides the users with the ability to check their balance and the transactions that have 
been made. A2B regularly works with a small set of preferred partners for the updates and renewal 
of its platform. With these partners they have a regularly updated set of agreements. At the end of 
2017, A2B approached one of these preferred partners, from here on referred to as Expert-IT, for a 
new project with the aim to make A2B ‘future proof’, i.e. to stay ahead of competition and remain 
the preferred partner for the public transport companies with regard to their transaction services. 
Expert-IT is a large company employing several hundreds of IT professionals that support clients 
in the development and governance of software solutions in different industries, including 
healthcare and financial services. 



83 
 

The framework agreement was signed at the end of 2017 and activities started in the beginning 
of 2018. In this project, Expert-IT delivered the human resources to execute the activities according 
to A2B’s requirements. Their consultants were located at the site of A2B. A2B was responsible for 
determining the scope for the development team, and to deliver the necessary information and 
facilities in order for Expert-IT to deliver the work. The team that was delivered by Expert-IT had 
its own project manager but was delivering the work to a project manager from A2B, who was 
responsible for determining the scope and milestones. These scope and milestones were largely 
settled during the project. The contract included a premium in case that the customer satisfaction 
exceeded a certain threshold, and when the time spent was lower than the budget. Furthermore, 
several KPI’s on the governance of the online platform were formulated including premiums and 
penalties for over- and underperformance. The work (including deviations) was going to be paid 
after the costs of work would have been calculated through the actuals. 

4.3.3. Data 

4.3.3.1. Qualitative data 

In both projects semi-structured interviews were held. In project Alpha we conducted in total 
12 interviews, and in project Beta we conducted 16 interviews. In both projects, interviewees were 
selected based upon their involvement, having regular contact with the other party, and their 
position, having an overview of what occurs in the project. An overview of all the interviews is 
provided in Appendix D.  

In project Alpha, interviews were held in March, July, and October 2018. In project Beta, 
interviews were held in April and September 2018, and January 2019. The interviews of September 
were initially planned for July 2018, but at that point in time client and contractor preferred to 
extend data gathering due to some issues. Reasons for this were given in two shorter interviews in 
which the situation was explained. These reasons related to a lack of strategy and clear vision within 
A2B with regard to the tool that part of the Expert-IT team was working on. The strategy had not 
been decided upon within A2B. As a result, the Expert-IT team could not focus on the project but 
had to do maintenance work on this tool. Furthermore, many roles and positions had changed in a 
relatively short time period at the side of A2B (see Appendix D). As a result, some positions were 
left unfilled, one being the project manager of the team for this tool.  

As much as possible, we aimed to interview the same respondents at the different points in time; 
however, due to staff changes in the projects some key informants changed position such that new 
respondents were interviewed over the course of the project. Interviews typically lasted between 40 
and 70 minutes. In order to check with the participants whether his or her language was well 
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understood, the first interview was summarized and sent to the participants for feedback. 
Comments to these summaries required minor, textual changes. Each of the interviews was 
transcribed for data analysis. 

4.3.3.2. Quantitative data 

Next to the interviews, we made use of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (Van der Krift et al., 
2019b) to assess the level of perceptual distance that was present at each point in time in both project 
Alpha and project Beta.  The level of perceptual distance was measured on five different concepts 
that were found to be most relevant in an earlier study (see Chapter 3; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). 
These concepts are: satisfaction with project objectives, competence project manager client, 

competence project manager contractor, trust, and management style. In the aforementioned study, 
the first four concepts were found to have a negative (indirect) effect on project outcomes, whereas 
management style was found to have a positive (indirect) effect on project outcomes. 

The Perceptual Distance Monitor was applied a couple of weeks before each round of interviews 
was held. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the number of respondents and change in respondents 
that filled out the Perceptual Distance Monitor at each measurement point. In project Alpha, these 
were largely the same respondents over the total duration of the project. In project Beta, the 
respondents changed significantly due to the aforementioned role changes (see Appendix D). 
Moreover, in the aforementioned study we found support that the values for single respondents are 
representative for the team average for each of the concepts (see Chapter 3; Van der Krift et al., 
2019b). This means that any changes in respondents will likely have minimal effect on the outcomes. 

Table 4.1. The number of respondents for the Perceptual Distance Monitor for both projects at each point 

  t1 Δ t2 Δ t3 

Project Alpha 
Client 4  4 -1 3 
Contractor 2  2 +1 3 

Project Beta 
Client 4 -3 +3 4 -3 1 
Contractor 3 -2 +1 2 +1 3 

 

4.3.4. Data analysis approach 

4.3.4.1. Qualitative data 

For the qualitative data analysis, we first developed operational definitions for the two ends of 
the collaborative orientation, i.e. the orientation on agency and on stewardship. These operational 
definitions were derived from academic literature on agency or stewardship theory, as described in 



85 
 

the theoretical section of this paper. The operational definitions are found in Table 4.2. Because in 
our research design we allowed the interviewees to speak and use their own terminology and 
language (Yin, 2016), we have not used a list of keywords. Moreover, both ends of the continuum 
are built upon the same underlying concepts, e.g. motivation, conflict, identification and power. 
Therefore, the qualitative analysis includes the necessary judgment to which extent the interviews 
portray an agency orientation or stewardship orientation considering these concepts. Based upon 
the operational definitions the transcripts were carefully read in order to code where the 
interviewees spoke about agency or stewardship behavior or showed an agency or stewardship 
orientation. A sample of two interviews (different roles, different projects and different times) was 
coded separately by the first two authors independently. The interviews were coded in NVIVO 12. 
The agreement between the codes was assessed and where deviations were found these authors 
discussed the most suitable coding for the particular fragment from the interview. In all cases, 
authors did agree on the coding in terms of agency and stewardship. 

Subsequently, the coding in the interviews was used to evaluate how client and contractor 
scored on the agency-stewardship continuum. For each fragment from the transcripts that was 
coded we checked whether the interviewee was talking about the client or the contractor. As a result, 
for each time period in both projects we had a table which listed all fragments from the interviews 
deemed interesting, stating whether it involved agency or stewardship behavior, and the subject 
who was portraying this behavior (client or contractor). This table provided us with an indication 
of the extent to which agency and stewardship behavior was present in the project, and whether the 
client or contractor showed this behavior. This was done by counting the number of fragments 
identified as portraying agency or stewardship behavior. In case the interviewee repeated the same 
example or topic, the fragment was counted once. The frequency tables for each round of interviews 
in each project are reported in Appendix E. 

Based upon these frequency tables we composed two-by-two matrices for each round (e.g. 
Figure 4.1). One dimension refers to the party of the interviewee (client or contractor) and the other 
dimension to the party that the interviewee refers to in the fragment (client or contractor). So, the 
top left corner shows how interviewees at the client refer to the collaborative orientation at the 
client. Thus, we calculated the position on the continuum in this top left corner based upon (a) the 
number of fragments from the interviewee of the client that referred to the client that were coded 
as agency behavior, as compared with (b) the number of fragments from the interviewee of the client 
that referred to the client that were coded as stewardship behavior. Whenever the interviewee was 
referring to a collaborative orientation in the project in general, the count of the fragment was 
divided equally over both client and contractor. This proportion of agency vs. stewardship 
fragments was calculated for each interviewee separately, presenting the view of the interviewee 
with regard to the collaborative orientation at one of the two sides. In combining these proportions 
for the different interviewees, each interviewee had the same weight. 
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Table 4.2. Operational definitions for perceptual distance and for the collaborative orientation in terms of agency- 
and stewardship. 

Perceptual distance 

“Differences between collaborating partners’ perceptions of key issues in their relationship” (Van der Krift et 

al., 2019a, p. 2). 

The collaborative orientation on agency in 

operational terms 

The collaborative orientation on stewardship in 

operational terms 

The contractor is motivated through “tangible, 

exchangeable commodities that have a measurable 

market value” (Davis et al., 1997, pp. 27–28). 

Financial rewards and compensation are the main 

motivator for client and contractor. 

The contractor is motivated through “not easily 

quantified […] intangible rewards [that] include 

opportunities for growth, achievement, affiliation, 

and self-actualization” (Davis et al., 1997, p. 28), e.g. 

value that is delivered (to the end-customer) and how 

the project can be a future reference work. 

There is a short-term, economic focus and business-

oriented mindset. Individual successes are important. 

The emphasis of client and contractor is on the long 

term, through achieving collective group goals (Davis 

et al., 1997). 

Conflict is an opportunity to communicate 

malfunctioning and to work things out (Davis et al., 

1997). 

Conflict is largely avoided, getting to know each 

other is very important, and client and contractor 

show consideration for each other. 

Contractor and/or client perceive to be separate 

groups to which they belong. Client and contractor 

focus on the separate identities and do not partake in 

each other’s successes or failures. 

“[Contractor and/or client have a] perception of 

oneness with or belongingness to a [common] group, 

involving direct or vicarious experience of its 

successes and failures.” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 

34) 

The client uses power in terms of authority and 

rewards to push the contractor in the desired 

direction. Both client and contractor can use coercion 

through e.g. delay of payments and legal powers they 

have (Maloni & Benton, 2000). 

Power is based on competence, expertise, and 

experience and is not “exercised or threatened to 

manipulate” (Maloni & Benton, 2000, p. 55). 

Control and checks by the client are the main 

mechanisms in order to deal with risk (Davis et al., 

1997). Client holds the information, makes the 

decisions and allows little participation. 

“[A] highly participative [approach] consisting of 

open communication, empowerment of [the 

contractor] and the establishment of trust.” (Davis et 

al., 1997, p. 32) The contractor is able to contribute 

ideas and participate in decision making. 

Client and contractor “expect and accept that power 

is distributed unequally” (adapted from Hofstede et 

al., 2010, p. 61). The contractor, being dependent on 

the client complies (in obedience) with the client. 

Client and contractor “place greater value on the 

essential equality of [them].” (Davis et al., 1997, p. 

36). 
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To illustrate with one example, in project Alpha at t1, interviewee 1 of the client referred 2 times 
to a stewardship orientation at the client and 0 times to an agency orientation (100% stewardship). 
Interviewee 2 referred 4 times to stewardship and 6 times to agency (40% stewardship). For example, 
“we want a long-term contract […] not for the lowest price” stated by interviewee 1 was coded as 
stewardship orientation at the client. Referring to behavior in the project in general, interviewee 1 
referred 6 times to stewardship, 0 times to agency (100% stewardship), and interviewee 2 referred 6 
times to stewardship and 1 time to agency (86% stewardship). Here, an example of an excerpt that 
was coded as stewardship in the project in general was “the expertise on both sides makes or breaks 
it, speaking the same language, know-how, and also doing this [expertise and know-how] justice”. 
Calculating the overall position on the continuum we arrive at a position of 78% stewardship ([1 × 
100% + 1 × 40% + 0.5 × (100% + 86%)]/3) and 22% agency. Subsequently, this position is presented 
on a five-point scale. In this example the position is 1 out of 5 for agency and 4 out of 5 for 
stewardship. We use such a five-point scale as the exact percentages imply an accuracy that may be 
hard to substantiate given that the quantities are based upon fragments from a relatively small 
number of interviews. However, these scales are suitable to visualize the relative presence of agency 
and stewardship orientation on both sides in the collaboration. Hence, these matrices present the 
collaborative orientation in the project based upon the content of the interviews. We use these 
matrices in the narratives in the following section. 

4.3.4.2. Quantitative data 

Perceptual distance was assessed and calculated in accordance with the methodology and 
analysis as described in Chapter 3. Briefly, we used the Perceptual Distance Monitor that is based 
upon a questionnaire with regard to several key issues in the project. Perceptual distance between 
client and contractor is calculated based upon the responses to the questionnaire from both the 
client and contractor side. This calculation takes into account both the means and standard 
deviations on both sides, corresponding with the standardized mean difference Hedges’ g (Hedges, 
1981, p. 110). The means on each of the concepts are based on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7. 
The assessments with the Perceptual Distance Monitor as reported here were also part of the 
analysis, including reliability and validity tests, of a larger set of 28 applications reported in Chapter 
3.  

4.4. Analyses 

In the following we elaborate on the two projects separately, based upon the interviews that 
have been conducted and the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor. The discussion of 
each case starts with the results of the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor. We elaborate 
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on the patterns that we observe with regard to the perceptual distance between client and contractor. 
Subsequently, a narrative is provided that might explain the patterns in perceptual distance that we 
observe. This narrative elaborates on what occurred during that time period in the collaboration 
between client and contractor, and specifically on the collaborative orientation (i.e., agency and 
stewardship behavior) reported to be present on either side, based upon the interviews that were 
held. The narrative is divided in three parts (i.e. time periods) corresponding with the three rounds 
of interviews that were held. For each time period we start with presenting the two-by-two matrix 
with the extent of agency and stewardship behavior based upon the interviews in that round.  Next, 
we elaborate on the most important observations from these interviews. This narrative is 
underpinned with quotes from the interviews. 

4.4.1. Project Alpha 

4.4.1.1. Development of perceptual distance 

In Table 4.3 the values for perceptual distance are shown for project Alpha on the various 
indicators at each of the three measurements. From this table we observe that perceptual distance 
in general has been rather low at the start of the project, except for the perceptual distance on trust 
and management style. Regarding trust, EngiRail reported to perceive less trust to be present in the 
relationship than RailCo at t1. However, as becomes apparent from the score at t2 and t3, trust was 
gained over the duration of the project and perceptions of trust got increasingly aligned. The 
management style was initially perceived to be quite different at both sides, meaning that 
respondents indicated that RailCo and EngiRail differed to a high extent in terms of their decision-
making and communication. Over time, the perceived management styles became closer, 
suggesting that team members on either or both sides of the collaboration adapted over the duration 
of the project such that perceptions of their management styles became more aligned. With regard 
to the competences on both sides, perceptions were relatively aligned initially. However, in the 
second time period, perceptual distance increased with regard to the competence of the project 
manager at the client (i.c. RailCo). At that point in time, EngiRail representatives actually perceived 
the project manager of RailCo to be much more competent than the team at RailCo itself did. 
Apparently, the project manager increased the competences that were visible to EngiRail’s team (e.g. 
communication with regard to their needs and demands, thoughtful consideration in decision-
making). Lastly, RailCo and EngiRail were equally satisfied with the objectives that were set. This 
remained the case over time. This means that for both parties the objectives that were set were 
equally advantageous and over time this perception did not change. 



89 
 

In the following we elaborate on the agency and stewardship behavior that was present in each 
of the subsequent time periods that might provide an explanation for how perceptual distance 
evolved over time. Per time period first the overall presence of agency and stewardship behavior is 
presented in a figure, which is followed by a brief description with a selection of examples in which 
agency or stewardship behavior is manifested and how these may explain the level of perceptual 
distance and changes therein at that point. 

Table 4.3. Perceptual distance values in project Alpha compared with mean values for perceptual distance that were 
found in earlier applications of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (Van der Krift et al., 2019b), as well as the means 

of client and contractor (on a Likert scale from 1 to 7). 

 

4.4.1.2. Time period 1: Starting off 

Altogether the interviews at t1 made clear that at the start of project Alpha the relationship is 
mostly oriented towards stewardship (see Figure 4.1, for frequency tables see Appendix E). There 
were several occurrences of agency behavior described in the interviews, and both RailCo and 
EngiRail considered the other party to show more agency behavior than they mentioned to be the 
case on their own side. However, the larger part of the interviews confirmed stewardship behavior 
on both sides. In the following these occurrences of agency and stewardship are elaborated upon. 

Figure 4.1 shows that, in general, at this stage stewardship behavior was more present than 
agency behavior. A good example pertains to the first months after the start of the project, when 
EngiRail showed consideration and concern for the challenges that the project manager of RailCo 
faced. For instance, one particular challenge was the request of another department with regard to 
sustainability; however, these sustainability requirements were likely to make the work that had to 
be executed more expensive for RailCo. In this challenge, EngiRail could contribute and pointed 
RailCo at the consequences of this decision, as elaborated upon by the design manager of EngiRail: 
“When it became clear that such a development [i.e. sustainability requirements] was coming […] 

then you start to think about the consequences, and then you talk about these. You join in this 
development, but you are going to investigate ‘do we need to change our action plan here, or do we 

 

Satisfaction 
with project 

objectives 

Competence 
project manager 

client 

Competence 
project manager 

contractor Trust 
Management 

style 

 PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. 

Mean 0.26   0.38   0.35   0.41   0.79   

t1 0.05 5.9 5.9 0.14 6.0 6.5 0.21 5.9 6.3 0.62 6.2 5.0 1.25 3.7 6.8 

t2 0.03 6.0 6.1 0.60 6.1 7.0 0.32 6.2 6.7 0.35 6.3 5.8 1.14 4.4 6.8 

t3 0.01 5.9 5.9 0.08 6.1 6.3 0.39 6.1 6.6 0.26 6.2 6.6 0.80 4.4 6.3 

 PD = perceptual distance, μclient = average value for client, μcont. = average value for contractor. 
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need to take measures to minimize the consequences for the project?’ So you think it out.” Hence, from 
this example we can derive that at EngiRail they think in terms of contributing to project goals, get 
involved, and think along with these challenges. These are examples of stewardship behavior. 
Moreover, EngiRail showed a longer-term commitment by elevating their thinking and solutions to 
a level higher than the single maintenance project, which was what the client aimed to achieve by 
contracting project Alpha in this way. For instance, EngiRail planned the materials and resources 
in such a way that they could be more efficiently used within the different maintenance projects that 
had to be done over time, such that RailCo would be charged less money by the maintenance 
contractors that would execute these projects.  

However, examples of agency behavior were also present. Specifically, within RailCo major 
budget cuts were made that had a significant impact on project Alpha. Barely half of the original 
scope could be financed. Logically, this had an effect on EngiRail as well, having dedicated a number 
of engineers to this project for a specific timeframe that would not be needed anymore. Despite the 
apparent negative consequences for EngiRail, they were limitedly involved in the decision making 
and received little information with regard to these budget cuts, as illustrated by the following words 
of the design manager of EngiRail: “the entire process with regard to the budget cuts, like ‘what do 
you need to cut down on, what choice is being made,’ that process was entirely done inside RailCo. 

There we could maybe have formed more one team. [...] We helped in setting the priorities, [...] but 

the information what had been omitted financially, that information was hardly coming. Even though 
that was of major importance to us.” The agency behavior that is manifested in this example likely 
explains the perceptual distance that was measured on trust. As EngiRail was not involved and had 
little information, they perceived less trust to be present. Also, from the perspective of RailCo, 
agency behavior was present at EngiRail. For instance, EngiRail tended to deliver multiple reports 
simultaneously, leaving RailCo’s engineer with too little time to check these documents and the 

 

Figure 4.1. The collaborative orientation in project Alpha at t1 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship.  
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work that EngiRail received payment for. On the one hand, from the perspective of the engineer, 
EngiRail did this on purpose so that they may come off well with their work being unchecked. This 
would mean that EngiRail’s main motivation in the project would be their own benefit, directing 
little effort to delivering good value to RailCo. On the other hand, the need for control on these 
documents at RailCo is also a characteristic of agency-oriented collaborations. This orientation 
towards agency explains the perceptual difference on management style, as RailCo is much more 
formal and control-oriented, whereas EngiRail is much more informal (see Table 4.3). 

4.4.1.3. Time period 2: Growing communality 

The interviews at t2 showed that much more stewardship behavior was present now, especially 
from the viewpoint of EngiRail (see Figure 4.2). This increase in stewardship is manifested in several 
developments and examples that are further elaborated upon below. Interestingly, the client now 
seems more aware of its own agency behavior compared to the previous period. Whereas RailCo 
perceived much more stewardship behavior at its side at t1, this impression has been adjusted at t2. 
From the side of EngiRail, however, this development is in the reverse direction. The examples 
below show that indeed the team of RailCo has become more aware of their agency behavior and 
changed its position in this period. This change in position and accompanying stewardship behavior 
was observed by the team of EngiRail. 

 

Figure 4.2. The collaborative orientation in project Alpha at t2 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship. 

 

The interviews at t2 indicated that the RailCo team became increasingly aware of the impact of 
other departments and higher management layers on the work of EngiRail. More importantly even, 
they took a stand against their own organization in defense of the project interest, as the project 
manager from RailCo clarified: “the past period, from March on, has been a quite hectic period with 

also several tensions and then not even between EngiRail and the project team of RailCo. But rather 
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larger tensions being a stand that we took together against the policy of and intentions within RailCo.” 
The fact that the project manager took a stand against its own organization may also explain why 
RailCo’s project manager was perceived much more competent by members of EngiRail than by 
those of RailCo itself, as EngiRail’s team members felt much more supported now. Furthermore, it 
is interesting to see that the project manager started referring to the two teams as “we”, emphasizing 
the closer collaboration between the two teams. Furthermore, RailCo’s project manager increasingly 
involved EngiRail in the issues concerning the budget cuts. Together they found innovative 
solutions to mitigate the budget problem and get as much work done as possible, e.g. through 
different tender methods. The successes that were achieved stimulated a higher level of stewardship 
at both sides, i.e. at both sides team members focused on collective efforts and achievements rather 
than individual ones. This stewardship development explains the observation that EngiRail 
perceived much more trust at t2 than before, and with that, explains the decrease in perceptual 
distance on trust. However, other departments within RailCo still made the progress in project 
Alpha difficult through their less cooperative behavior. Their long decision-making processes and 
lack of information exchange explain the remaining agency behavior that still was observed in the 
project, and the perceptual distance that was still observed on management style, although it 
reduced compared to the previous time period. 

4.4.1.4. Time period 3: Naturalness 

The interviews at t3 revealed that, within this period, stewardship behavior became increasingly 
dominant and agency behavior was fading away (see Figure 4.3). This aligns with the observation 
that perceptual distance decreased considerably as well within the third time period.  

 

Figure 4.3. The collaborative orientation in project Alpha at t3 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship. 
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Team members from RailCo and EngiRail increasingly got to know each other and interviewees 
reported that the collaboration felt increasingly natural, as if they were colleagues. The design 
manager of EngiRail expressed it as “it is a piece of trust that is radiated reciprocally. But it has almost 
become a naturalness. But you also build that. Just because you know each other thoroughly at a 

certain point. [...] The naturalness that you are next to each other, like joint forces in the project. And 

not us as contractor of RailCo or supplier to RailCo.” Some examples of agency behavior were 
mentioned by interviewees on either side. Mostly these were minor issues. For instance, according 
to the project manager of RailCo the aspect of sustainability could be better addressed on the higher 
level spanning the different maintenance projects, and in some cases EngiRail had to wait for a long 
time before other departments in RailCo granted permission to implement something novel in a 
project, according to the design manager at EngiRail. 

During this period, ‘contractor involvement’ was taken to the next level. RailCo shared 
information about future work that had to be done, and as a result, EngiRail was able to dedicate 
the resources for the project that were most suitable on the long term. According to the design 
manager of EngiRail “[the project manager of RailCo] now comes in advance to discuss with us the 

list of future work. That is something that normally was not done. Normally, the work would already 

have been accepted by the project manager and then it would be given to us. Now, he comes with his 
draft list and discusses this. Then, in a quite early phase we already know what is about to come. That 

works really well.” This involvement and information sharing are typical for stewardship-oriented 
collaborations. Moreover, RailCo asked EngiRail to manage a future maintenance project on their 
behalf. This was considered quite a unique situation portraying a considerable level of trust in 
EngiRail’s competences on the side of RailCo in that they relinquish power to EngiRail to manage 
the project. Accordingly, the Perceptual Distance Monitor shows that trust indeed has increased 
and that perceptual distance on trust has reduced. Concluding, the dominance of stewardship at t3 
explains the reduced perceptual distance on trust, management style and competence of RailCo’s 
project manager while perceptual distance on other aspects remained rather stable. 

4.4.1.5. Results after data gathering 

After having followed the project for over a year, the project was not finished yet. Still, all 
interviewees indicated that the performance in the project was very good. As illustrated by the 
project manager at RailCo who said “I cannot say anything else than that I am a happy project 

manager. We have been one of the few projects that were in time with regard to the tender procedure. 

[…] We have met the planning. And we have realized a beautiful result with the tender itself.” Also, 
at the last measurement point, the Perceptual Distance Monitor showed that both client and 
contractor evaluated the performance in this project as ‘above expectations’.  
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4.4.2. Project Beta 

4.4.2.1. Development of perceptual distance 

Within project Beta, perceptual distance was initially rather high (see Table 4.4). Managers were 
perceived to be more competent by the members of their own team than by those of the other team. 
Hence, at both sides project managers lacked competences that the other team expected to be 
present. However, over time perceptions became increasingly aligned meaning that project 
managers were perceived equally competent by team members from both A2B and Expert-IT. 

With regard to trust, perceptual distance was also rather high at the start of the project. Over 
the entire study representatives of Expert-IT perceived less trust than those of A2B, but particularly 
at t2, members of Expert-IT perceived significantly less trust to be present in the project than the 
members of A2B did, resulting in high levels of perceptual distance. Furthermore, perceptual 
distance with regard to management style decreased substantially over time. Hence, the perceived 
management styles at A2B and Expert-IT got closer over time. Decision-making and 
communication became more aligned over time, which suggests the development of a common 
culture in the project. Lastly, A2B and Expert-IT were equally satisfied with the objectives that were 
set, which remained the case over time. This implies that for both parties the objectives that were 
set were equally advantageous and over time this perception did not change. 

Table 4.4. Perceptual distance values in project Beta compared with mean values for perceptual distance that were 
found in earlier applications of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (Van der Krift et al., 2019b), as well as the means 

of client and contractor (on a Likert scale from 1 to 7). 

 
In the following we elaborate on the agency and stewardship behavior that was present in each 

of the subsequent time periods that might provide an explanation for the levels of and changes in 
perceptual distance over time in project Beta. Per time period first the overall presence of agency 
and stewardship behavior is presented, followed by some examples of agency or stewardship 
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 PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. PD μclient. μcont. 

Mean 0.26   0.38   0.35   0.41   0.79   

t1 0.03 5.1 5.0 0.56 5.2 4.2 0.46 4.8 5.6 0.53 5.7 4.6 0.75 4.1 5.8 

t2 0.05 4.8 4.9 0.45 4.9 4.2 0.29 5.7 5.2 1.13 6.0 4.4 0.34 4.1 4.9 

t3 0.06 3.5 3.6 0.22a 4.5a 4.0a 0.39 5.8 5.0 0.52 6.0 4.8 0.21 4.5 5.0 

 PD = perceptual distance, μclient = average value for client, μcont. = average value for contractor. 
a Data for respondents was missing with regard to this issue in the PDM. In order to calculate this value we included respondents 

that were considered to be a multivariate outlier.  
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behavior as manifested in the project and how that relates to the scores on the Perceptual Distance 
Monitor. 

4.4.2.2. Time period 1: Developing collective plans 

At t1, the collaboration between A2B and Expert-IT was mostly characterized by stewardship 
behavior (see Figure 4.4).  According to representatives of A2B both parties showed a high level of 
stewardship in their behavior. However, at Expert-IT interviewees mentioned much more agency 
behavior to be present at A2B than interviewees of A2B themselves reported. In the following, we 
will dive deeper into several issues that were discussed in these interviews that illustrate agency or 
stewardship behavior. 

 

Figure 4.4. The collaborative orientation in project Beta at t1 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship. 

 

Within the first time period, Expert-IT was involved in the development of plans for the future 
of A2B. At this stage, Expert-IT had an advisory position and A2B listened carefully to their advice, 
as illustrated by this quote from the internal client at A2B: “I asked Expert-IT to give us their advice 

based upon their experience with us and with other parties and based upon the things they see in the 
market. [The advice is on] how we, as A2B, also in the future can be the partner-by-choice [of our 

customers] and can support their service delivery. So they have written an advisory document based 

upon their knowledge and [knowledge of their] colleagues in Expert-IT. [Based upon this document] 
we have made several choices.” The facts that A2B asked Expert-IT for input on long term plans and 
allowed Expert-IT to contribute in this process offers clear examples of stewardship in the project 
at the time. This involvement in the development of plans may explain why perceptions of 
satisfaction with the project objectives are similar for both A2B and Expert-IT.   
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However, this involvement was not applied with regard to all aspects of the project. At least two 
issues were mentioned that provide specific evidence for the presence of agency behavior in the 
project. Firstly, A2B faced internally a high financial pressure, which resulted in quite some debates 
with regard to costs in project Beta. From the perspective of A2B, Expert-IT took little responsibility 
to manage costs. For example, in the development of a functionality of the platform much more 
hours were spent than expected, and A2B was only informed when these hours were already spent. 
The program manager at A2B said the following about this specific incident: “I am really supporting 

that we work together based upon a rate per hour. That is the fairest way in which we can work 
together. But that does not mean you should be without responsibility. You are a professional who has 

to understand what the context of the client is, with which you have to work.” Furthermore, within 
A2B there were often doubts about the value that Expert-IT delivered to the project given the hours 
they billed. Often A2B and Expert-IT had differences in opinion with regard to money-related 
issues. So, as well with regard to the aforementioned incident the same program manager stated: 
“Well, with regard to money that [i.e. difference of opinion] is always the case. So we pay for all the 

hours that are spent and we have to ensure that all these hours are well spent. And if I have distrust 
[…] then we get a discussion on whether these hours have been spent well. […] Thus I just want that 

real value is delivered.” In contrast, Expert-IT perceived to have been barely involved in how to deal 
with the financial pressure. They felt that the focus on costs at A2B demonstrated that A2B was 
short-term oriented. According to Expert-IT, A2B did not always have a good view on the value 
that was delivered, as is illustrated by the system architect at Expert-IT: “If you would fine-tune [the 

budget] together, on the one hand from the side of Expert-IT with regard to ‘who are dedicated to the 
job’, on the other hand from the side of A2B [with regard to] ‘how much can we actually spend’. Then 

you would prevent that after a couple of weeks of work you suddenly realize that it [i.e. the expenses] 
is going too fast. Subsequently, they just inconsiderately make some small cutbacks everywhere like: 

‘where can we cut?’.” So, this first example shows that there was a lack of trust on the client’s side 
about the contractors’ invested effort, while at the contractor’s side there was clear dissatisfaction 
about unsubstantiated cutbacks. Evidently, at both sides there was a focus on their own goals and a 
lack of collective. Especially on the side of A2B there is clearly an orientation towards the shorter 
term and toward exercising control over the other party, even to the extent that the system architect 
at Expert-IT expressed it “gave a feeling of micromanagement”. This example explains why 
perceptual distance was rather high in the early phase of the project, specifically the perceptual 
distance on competences of the project managers involved, who were perceived by their counterpart 
to respectively lack responsibility and have a short-term focus. Also, these examples explain the 
rather low level of trust and the different perceptions of the level of trust initially in the project. 

Secondly, according to the account manager at Expert-IT “at a certain point, we had to replace 

an employee at A2B’s request. We heard that at Wednesday evening, and on Monday the employee 

had to be gone. So you can imagine what that does with the team, if somebody is removed from the 
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team who has been here for four years already. […] It is not in the DNA of Expert-IT to deal with 

people that way. And I explicitly say ‘people’ because at A2B they think more in terms of ‘resources’, 

the hands that are delivering the work. […] I expected that they would do this differently, more 
tactfully and carefully.” Here, agency behavior is clearly present in terms of the power that is used 
by A2B to influence Expert-IT. It resulted in the separation between the A2B team and the Expert-
IT team and a clear distinction being made by Expert-IT’s account manager between both parties 
in terms of ‘us vs. them’. This last examples help to explain the perceptual distance that was found 
on management style, specifically in the power that is being displayed in decision making. 

4.4.2.3. Time period 2: Positioning 

Figure 4.5 shows that at t2 the presence of agency and stewardship behavior remains rather 
similar compared with the previous measurement. A positive development is visible in that Expert-
IT is perceived by both parties to show more stewardship behavior. However, with regard to A2B 
no apparent changes in behavior were found and Expert-IT is still reporting a considerable amount 
of agency behavior on the side of A2B while the team members of A2B seem largely unaware of this 
behavior themselves. The continuing presence of agency behavior may also explain why perceptual 
distance with regards to trust increased substantially during this period. In the following we 
elaborate upon examples of agency and stewardship behavior that occurred during this time period 
that may provide an explanation to the increase in perceptual distance with regard to the level of 
trust in the collaboration.  

 

Figure 4.5. The collaborative orientation in project Beta at t2 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship. 

 

Initially the issues that are discussed in the interviews seem quite ambivalent. On the one hand, 
stewardship behavior was visible in several changes that happened in the project. For instance, a 
steering committee had been established for discussing difficulties like the debates on budget that 
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arose in the project earlier. According to the account manager at Expert-IT: “the steering committee 

has positively contributed to the collaboration because you can really address certain issues and share 

these.” Moreover, it was mentioned that the team of A2B started sometimes to question the higher 
managerial layers within the internal organization, as the project manager illustrated “Thus I try to 

link honestly and fairly with two sides, like ‘what is realistic in what Expert-IT brings up, the feedback 

that they provide, the analyses that they have executed.’ And on the other hand, also to educate more 
our own organization with ‘sometimes the best is cheapest’.” Lastly, several successes were achieved 
in the market with the successful implementation of the IT services at the clients of A2B and new 
parties that were interested in the use of similar IT services. These examples show stewardship 
behavior in terms of involvement of Expert-IT in the steering committee and an orientation on 
collective goals and identity in the achievement of successes and having a position in response to 
agency behavior manifested internally in A2B. 

On the other hand, however, several issues discussed in the interviews showed that the 
aforementioned changes were not so well developed yet. For instance, not everything in the steering 
committee was taken up quickly as elaborated upon by the account manager in Expert-IT: “it is 
important to recognize the risk and in all of the meetings of the steering committee we addressed it, 

and I have written a memo. And time and again, A2B made the promise [that] within two weeks it is 

solved. And it went on and on and on.” Moreover, in the major development that the project went 
through much agency behavior was present. Namely, A2B was changing and rethinking its business 
model, which would have a major impact within A2B. In particular on project Beta because it would 
affect the strategy and objectives of the project, and thus would considerably affect the work of 
Expert-IT. This development took a very long time, and as a result, the direction for project Beta 
remained unclear. Next, Expert-IT received little direction for their work and decided to start 
working on overdue maintenance to the current IT systems. This stimulated the aforementioned 
debates with regard to costs and value, given that working on overdue maintenance does not directly 
improve the value of the system. This was perceived as inconsistent by Expert-IT as a statement 
from their system architect shows: “[People in A2B say] ‘we do not exactly know what we want, and 

we also do not know how it has to work, and we also do not know exactly how we are going to earn 

money with it. But, by the way, why is it still not finished?’ Well, that is of no use to me. And that feels 
in no way like a partnership, it feels more like an ‘I am the client, you are the contractor and fix it 

quickly.’ […] subsequently I am bombarded with: ‘you are quite expensive and you have to clarify 
where your added value is’. And then I think, well, if you first clarify what value you want.” Hence, a 
separation of the teams (client vs. contractor) and lack of involvement in this process clearly hints 
at the presence of agency behavior displayed by A2B. Despite some efforts to change to stewardship 
at the side of A2B the behavior that was shown by the larger organization of A2B did not match 
these efforts yet. As a result, the continuing agency behavior of A2B in the debate on the costs that 
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were made and the value that was delivered offers a likely explanation of the increasing perceptual 
distance on trust between the two parties. 

4.4.2.4. Time period 3: Growing communality 

Eventually, at t3 the interviews show a rather different picture of the presence of agency and 
stewardship behavior in the project (see Figure 4.6). At this point, from both the client and 
contractor perspective, agency behavior is more present at the client than at the contractor. 
Moreover, A2B is clearly more aware of its own agency behavior and, as a result, at Expert-IT they 
also observe slightly less agency behavior on the side of A2B. In the following paragraph we will 
elaborate on this dynamic. Accordingly, A2B and Expert-IT both address similar levels of agency 
behavior in the interviews. As a result, perceptual distance has also considerably decreased at t3. 

 

Figure 4.6. The collaborative orientation in project Beta at t3 based upon interviews from both sides and presented 
on a continuum, i.c. in each quadrant five points are divided over agency or stewardship. 

 

The interviews emphasize several issues in which stewardship is manifested in this period. First, 
given that the team of A2B became aware of the agency behavior in their organization they 
strengthened the stand they had taken against the blaming and controlling in their own organization 
by questioning higher management. In this move, the teams of A2B and Expert-IT were unified, as 
the project manager at A2B stated: “thus, at the moment that actually the team of A2B already says 

‘management, what do you want, you give a different direction each time,’ in that Expert-IT is directly 
a part of it.” This example shows that A2B and Expert-IT more strongly identified with each other 
and approached their problems and challenges collectively, thereby demonstrating stewardship 
behavior. Accordingly, the project manager at A2B mentioned that the feeling of being one group 
with a common culture increased, although the communality may have become too large: “actually 

you experience that although people from Expert-IT are paid by a different organization, they are just 
a part of the team including the pros and cons. [...] The collaboration is actually really good because 
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they [i.e. the team] have embraced each other’s culture. However, that culture is not always good.” 
Furthermore, the understanding of each other’s processes, tasks and duties had enhanced as 
clarified by the system architect at Expert-IT: “So on both sides there is more understanding for the 

problems that the other faces, and why his/her work is more difficult than it may look to you, as a 
comparative outsider.” This shows that by now both sides were better able to show consideration 
for each other in the work they do, which is one of the ways stewardship can manifest itself. This 
development was supported by the fact that a strategy was decided upon allowing Expert-IT to get 
more involved and having more room to contribute in project Beta. According to the program 
manager at A2B: “I can indicate what I need in terms of value […] I can define that well on a higher 

level. But how exactly that value is filled in, whether it is one way or the other, that is of little interest 

to me. It just has to be a product with a decent quality, but they [i.c. Expert-IT] may decide themselves 
how they are going to arrange it. And they also know the framework in which we work towards the 

future.” Clearly, Expert-IT became more involved and was also given more room to contribute 
based upon their expertise. Moreover, A2B and Expert-IT tried to take involvement to the next level. 
For one part of project Beta, A2B assigned a project manager who was on the payroll of Expert-IT. 
According to the system architect at Expert-IT this was a unique situation: “At this moment, the 

project manager is somebody working at Expert-IT. But it says a lot that A2B let somebody of Expert-
IT think about the planning and priorities within [part of the overall project]. That has never 

happened here, that we could think along at that level and could help to get the work done in an 
efficient manner.” Hence, the collaboration was increasingly built on trust and Expert-IT was given 
the authority to decide based upon their expertise. As a result, at t3, much less perceptual distance 
is observed on all five issues in the Perceptual Distance Monitor. 

4.4.2.5. Results after data gathering 

Het project was not completed yet after it had been followed for over a year. In the final 
interviews that were held, interviewees at Expert-IT indicated that they had little knowledge of the 
project outcomes in terms of budget and planning, but that the quality was good. At the side of A2B, 
the reactions were mixed. On the one hand, the project manager indicated that the project was 
highly inefficient: “in retrospective, if we would have stated everything that has been delivered the 
past year in a request for proposal […] then I think it could have been delivered in one third of the 

time.”  However, the program manager in A2B said that:  “We are within budget. We are exactly at 

what we want to achieve.” The Perceptual Distance Monitor at the last measurement point indicated 
that according to A2B the performance was ‘far below expectations’, but that from the perspective 
of Expert-IT the performance was ‘slightly above expectations’. 
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4.5. Discussion 

The aim of our research was to study the development of perceptual distance in projects over time 
and to investigate what explains the convergence or divergence of perceptual distance. The data 
from the two projects that we studied showed that perceptual distance grew and shrank over time. 
However, the development differed for the various dimensions in the Perceptual Distance Monitor 
(see Figure 4.7). Whereas perceptual distance regarding competences and trust changed in both 
directions over time, perceptual distance regarding management style continuously decreased over 
time. Apparently, over time, client and contractor perceived fewer differences in management 
styles, potentially leading to the establishment of what some interviewees called ‘a common culture’. 
Generally, perceptual distance had decreased substantially in both projects at the last measurement 
point. 

 

 

Figure 4.7. The development of perceptual distance on each of the concepts over time in project Alpha (above) 
and project Beta (below). 
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Next, within the two cases we observed that the development of perceptual distance 
corresponded with the extent to which agency and stewardship behavior were present within the 
project, especially at the side of the client (see Figure 4.8). The projects studied make clear that 
agency behavior is connected with the divergence in perceptions whereas stewardship behavior is 
connected with the convergence in perceptions, providing an answer to the second part of our 
research question. This observation is also supported in a comparison of project Alpha and project 
Beta. In project Alpha, the presence of agency behavior decreased quicker over time than in project 
Beta; at t2 only interviewees at the client, RailCo, mentioned a considerable amount of agency 
behavior on its own side but at t3 agency behavior had almost vanished. For project Beta, this process 
took longer; at t2 agency behavior was still dominant on the side of the client, A2B, and at t3 agency 
behavior was still largely present. Accordingly, in project Beta the quantitative data showed higher 
perceptual distance on those dimensions where perceptual distance was proven to be negative (see 
Figure 4.8; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). 

Moreover, in both projects, the awareness of agency behavior increasingly aligned over the 
duration of the project. In project Alpha, at t2, the client’s team members were fully aware of the 
agency behavior that was present in their organization. In project Beta, the awareness within the 
client of its agency behavior took a while longer, until t3. Here, we refer to the agency behavior in 
both projects manifested in other departments and higher management layers from the client 
organization impacting on the project. A lack of clarity with regard to the strategy affected both 
projects negatively. Subsequently, we observed that the aforementioned awareness caused the team 
on the client side to slowly ease away from its own organization and take a stand against the agency 
behavior displayed there. Specifically, the project manager had a crucial role in both projects to 
represent the interests of the contractor and with that of the overall project. Indeed, earlier research 
has highlighted the boundary spanning role that a project manager needs to fulfil to deliver better 
outcomes of the team (Ancona & Caldwell, 1990, 1992; Marrone, 2010). This role of the project 
manager is the protection against negative external influences and the advocating of the team in 
order to get support from stakeholders with more influence, such as higher management. 

Although our findings show that agency is related with divergence and stewardship with 
convergence, we have not been able to establish a causal relationship between the collaborative 
orientation and perceptual distance. Despite our longitudinal approach the change in collaborative 
orientation and perceptual distance occurred simultaneously. Therefore, it may very well be that the 
convergence or divergence of perceptions influences the collaborative orientation as well. In other 
words, the collaborative orientation and perceptual distance seem to relate in reciprocal manner, or 
through a feed-back loop in terms of models (cf. Serva et al., 2005). 

Lastly, it is important to note that whereas we considered agency behavior to be detrimental to 
the collaborative relationship, in both projects interviewees mentioned that too much stewardship 
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could also become problematic. Specifically, it was mentioned that if team members were to identify 
with the other party too strongly, they might lose the critical attitude that is deemed necessary to 
successfully finish the project. This corresponds with earlier research that highlighted the ‘dark side’ 
of strong relationships (cf. Jap & Anderson, 2005; Villena et al., 2011). This may also clarify the 
results of earlier studies showing that project performance was negatively affected when 
management styles of client and contractor were perceived to be highly similar (Van der Krift et al., 
2019b). Apparently, projects benefit from a balanced perspective. However, caution is still needed 
in drawing conclusions from these observations and further research into this phenomenon is called 
for. Hence, we rather suggest that these observations provide interesting starting points for future 
studies. 

 

Figure 4.8. The overall perceptual distance and the collaborative orientation in project Alpha (above) and 
project Beta (below). 
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4.5.1. Theoretical implications 

The current research has a number of important theoretical implications. First, the findings of 
this research show that perceptual distance is not a phenomenon to study statically, but rather 
dynamically within the client-contractor collaboration. Whereas perceptual distance has typically 
been studied cross-sectionally, the current research shows the richness of longitudinal research for 
gaining a better understanding of perceptual distance dynamics over time. The current research has 
shown that perceptions are indeed dynamic. Also, perceptions do not necessarily converge over the 
duration of a project but may also diverge, at least initially. Hence, this study highlights an often 
found blind spot in research, i.e. the assumption that concepts are static over time or evolve in a 
single direction over time (Lumineau & Oliveira, 2018). Therefore, researchers should be aware of 
what dynamics may play a role in the concepts that they aim to research. Particularly for perceptual 
distance research, a static approach is severely limited and researchers are advised to employ a 
longitudinal approach in studying collaborative relationships in general, and perceptual distance in 
particular. 

Second, the current research showed that an agency orientation (and behavior) and a 
stewardship orientation (and behavior) may be present simultaneously in the collaboration between 
client and contractor. With that we have shown that these two theories are not mutually exclusive 
or competing, but rather complementary and that there is value in considering both orientations 
when studying collaborative relationships (Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). Currently most 
researchers focus on either perspective to underpin their study, most likely based upon the criticism 
that the other perspective receives (cf. Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2012). In contrast, we suggest that 
these theories should not be used separately but collectively to gain a better understanding of the 
dynamics within collaborations between client and contractor, or more generally between buyer 
and supplier. Moreover, our research has shown that these collaborative orientations are not static, 
and that a shift in focus on agency or stewardship behavior can occur over the duration of a project 
(Davis et al., 1997). This implies that the explanatory value of either theory on its own may decrease 
over time, and as a result, provide more room for the alternative perspective. Hence, using either 
perspective alone may limit the explanatory power of studies. 

Finally, the cases that we studied seem to indicate that there is a link between the dynamics in 
the collaborative orientation and the dynamics in perceptual distance. In these two cases, the 
behavior representing the agency end of the continuum seems associated with divergence of 
perceptions, whereas behavior representing the stewardship end of the continuum seems associated 
with convergence of perceptions. The collaborative orientation in the project, and behavior that is 
shown, seem to be related with how client and contractor perceive important aspects of the project. 
Considering that perceptual distance is associated with poorer project outcomes, the current study 
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highlights the importance of the orientation and behavior that team members show, and thus, the 
importance of the human aspect of collaborations. In particular, the combination of agency theory 
and stewardship theory accentuate the role of, among others, empowerment, participation, 
motivation, identification, dealing with conflict, belongingness, openness, and collectivity between 
persons and teams at both sides in the collaboration. Therefore, we advocate a stronger focus on 
these interpersonal aspects in studies on client-contractor relationships in projects (Azim et al., 
2010; Fisher, 2011; Pant & Baroudi, 2008). In future studies, scholars may address the role of these 
interpersonal aspects in order to enhance our understanding of why certain projects fail and others 
succeed.  

4.5.2. Practical implications 

For practitioners, this study implies that evaluating and monitoring perceptions is highly 
relevant in project settings. This is especially true for earlier phases in projects that are based upon 
a project tender negotiation procedure, given the incongruence in goals that is likely to result from 
that procedure. This procedure stimulates a separation between the client and contractor team. This 
is likely to instigate perceptual distance, which may even diverge initially as observed in the current 
study. Furthermore, clients should be aware of conflicting interests within their own organization 
and the importance of the project manager in giving a response to these conflicting interests. 
Eventually, in both projects the response was that the project manager took a stand against these 
conflicting interests, thereby representing the interest of the project and that of the other party. 
Hence, the importance of the project manager for securing project success, as established in prior 
research (Dainty et al., 2003; Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010), was once again supported by the 
findings in this study. However, the specific situation and context and the behavior that was 
observed here, i.e. that the project manager takes a stand against these other departments and 
managers from its own organization, provides an additional perspective on the role of a project 
manager in dealing with contextual factors that may influence a project. This finding corresponds 
with earlier research that has highlighted the project manager’s role in communication at multiple 
levels (Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010) and serves as a response to the limited focus on the 
competence of the project manager that has received critique (Loufrani-Fedida & Missonier, 2015). 
Lastly, the findings of this study suggest that stewardship behavior is necessary in the collaboration. 
Given that this behavior resides in the individual within the project, organizations should be aware 
of the impact of their selection of human resources and the composition of their team on the 
outcomes of a project. In one of the two projects this was done clearly through psychological 
assessments that were done as a selection criterion in the tender. 
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4.5.3. Strengths and limitations 

Our study has several strengths and limitations. An important strength of this study is that we 
have used multiple methods in our approach to deepen our knowledge and understanding of the 
cases. On the one hand, qualitative data was found suitable to gather knowledge on what behavior 
was shown in the project; on the other hand, the use of the quantitative Perceptual Distance Monitor 
allowed us to assess to which extent client and contractor differed in their perceptions. Hence, in 
this study we have combined the strengths of both methods to obtain an answer to our research 
question (Bryman, 2007; Kelle, 2006). Moreover, the longitudinal case study approach that we have 
applied provided us with much information on the dynamics in the projects, on the relationships 
within each project, but also on the influential role of the context and stakeholders in both projects 
(Langley, 1999, 2007). Based upon multiple informants on both sides in the collaboration this data 
was obtained. Next to the fact that this enhanced the reliability and validity of our research, the 
richness of this information allowed us to find meaning for the quantitative patterns that were found 
in the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (Jick, 1979). 

However, our study has some limitations as well. Our foremost limitation is that the analyses 
and results are based on two a-typical projects. Both projects relate to consultancy services and are 
based upon expertise that is brought in by the contractor. As such, the frame of both projects already 
aligns to some extent with the characteristics of collaborations oriented towards stewardship (i.e. 
the role of contractor expertise, involvement of contractor in decisions). Nevertheless, agency 
behavior was still present at the start of the project and with that perceptual distance. Therefore, 
these cases show that certainly in knowledge intensive projects, consistent evaluating and 
monitoring of perceptual distance is relevant. Furthermore, the fact that agency behavior was still 
present despite the orientation on stewardship corresponds with existing literature, i.e. the notion 
that the short-term oriented nature of projects conflicts with the underlying assumption in 
stewardship theory of long-term orientation. Indeed, “a systematic change of governance from 
agency toward stewardship may require a paradigm shift in how obligations are defined and upheld 
within a social context” (Hernandez, 2012, p. 183). Another limitation is that the participants in our 
study changed considerably over time, especially in project Beta. However, all of these changes were 
related to changes in roles and positions within the project team. Therefore, our research provides 
an actual, realistic view upon the ongoing process in projects. 

Although the use of mixed methods strengthens the validity of our research, it also complicated 
the analyses of the different concepts studied. Specifically, in order to link perceptual distance with 
the collaborative orientation, we chose to translate the qualitative data in more quantitative figures. 
The reliability of these figures is debatable as the counting of fragments may overly simplify the 
qualitative data. However, these figures did provide a useful indication for comparing perceptual 
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distance with the collaborative orientation in the project. Furthermore, we aimed to enhance the 
validity of this qualitative data analysis through several means. Firstly, we used an extensive list of 
operational definitions of the collaborative orientation. Secondly, several interviews were coded by 
two coders separately. Thirdly, we aimed to stay as close as possible to the qualitative data by 
calculating the relative occurrences of agency and stewardship orientation and behavior in each 
interview instead of absolute numbers. This provides a more proper indication of the position on 
the collaborative orientation continuum, indicating the relative presence of either an agency or 
stewardship orientation. Raising the analysis to the higher level we treated each interviewee equally 
in obtaining an indication of the relative presence of stewardship and agency orientation at each 
time in both projects. Also, the collaborative orientation was presented on a five-point continuum 
to avoid a feigned accuracy. Moreover, we decided to maintain the narrative in our analysis as a 
valuable aspect of this study. 

Lastly, an important limitation is that we have not been able to find a causal link between the 
collaborative orientation and convergence or divergence in perceptual distance in our study, despite 
the longitudinal approach to the research question. Whereas causality requires the change in both 
variables to occur sequentially, in our study the change occurred in parallel. This may indicate, but 
does not prove, that both variables influence each other in a reciprocal manner.  

4.6. Conclusion 

The relationship between client and contractor is key for a successful project. Earlier research 
has shown that perceptual distance influences the quality of this relationship. Although perceptual 
distance is likely to change over time in a project, it has mostly, if not always been studied statically. 
Therefore, we investigated in this study how perceptual distance changes over time through a 
longitudinal case study. Based upon the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor at several 
moments in time in two projects, we found that perceptions both converged and diverged over the 
duration of a project. Moreover, we connected these developments of perceptual distance with the 
collaborative orientation in the project, presented as a continuum characterized by on the one end 
agency orientation and behavior, and on the other end stewardship orientation and behavior. Based 
upon interviews that were conducted we found that the collaborative orientation and the 
development of perceptual distance showed similar patterns over time. Specifically, agency behavior 
and orientation seemed related to a divergence in perceptions whereas stewardship behavior and 
orientation seemed related with a convergence in perceptions. Based upon these findings and 
symptoms, we suggest that perceptual distance is a phenomenon that needs to be monitored 
regularly in projects. Furthermore, it is important for project success that organization remain 
critical about the orientation and behavior that they display toward the other party in projects.  



The ostrich policy
Why should we evaluate?

Figure 5.0. An illustration of the Dutch expression named ‘the ostrich policy’.



The ‘ostrich policy’ is a Dutch expression that refers to 
the disregarding of negative signs or potential threats. 

Even though ostriches do not actually show this behavior, 
the expression refers to the behavior of ostriches to put 

their head in the sand in order not to see an approaching 
predator in the belief that if they could not see the predator, 

the predator would also not be able to see them.

In the following chapter we discuss the use of evaluation 
tools in client-contractor relationships. Some of the findings 

in this chapter show interesting resemblance with the 
ostrich behavior in the aforementioned expression. We 
discuss among others the barriers to the application of 

evaluation tools. One major barrier is that individuals and 
organizations fear that evaluation tools will bring specific 
problems to the surface that will make them vulnerable 
to critique. However, by not using evaluation tools these 

problems might fester in the collaboration and potentially 
lead to worse project outcomes. Rather, evaluation tools 

should be used to bring about learning and change.

In other words, what’s worse?

Being eaten by a predator or running for your escape?

Being astound by failure or using evaluations to improve?





Chapter 5.
Application of 

evaluation tools in 
projects
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Summary 

In this chapter we reflect on the use of the evaluation tools within projects, based upon our 
experience with the application of the Perceptual Distance Monitor in previous studies. Despite the 
value that evaluation tools offer to projects, they are only limitedly applied. In a focus group 
consisting of experts working in project management we discussed the benefit of evaluation tools, 
the conditions for the application of evaluation tools, the barriers to the application of evaluation 
tools, and the route to overcoming these barriers. From the focus group we can conclude that 
consistent with existing literature, project evaluations seem to facilitate learning within projects, 
and enable a better mutual understanding of each other’s expectations. Furthermore, we found that 
trust and safety were the most important conditions for the application of project evaluations. 
Accordingly, fear of confrontation and potential damage were perceived to be the most important 
barriers. Lastly, organizations should have a long-term focus in achieving organizational change, 
e.g. through supportive leadership, good examples and focusing on development of interpersonal 
skills of employees. Based upon these findings, we formulate in this chapter several design 
propositions that serve as recommendations for practitioners. In developing these propositions we 
relate our findings to literature on psychological safety, cultural change, learning, and interpersonal 
skills.   
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5.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapters we discussed the application of performance reviews in projects and 
the development of a monitor for perceptual distance. As the outcomes of a project are influenced 
by the relationship between client and contractor (Bankvall et al., 2010; Fulford & Standing, 2014), 
we argued that it is important to investigate perceptual distance. In this regard, we showed that the 
application of evaluation tools, especially bilateral, are positively related to better project outcomes. 
Subsequently, we discussed the existence of perceptual distance between client and contractor and 
developed an evaluation tool to uncover differences in perceptions between client and contractor. 
Moreover, over a longer period of time, we followed two projects to discover how perceptual 
distance between client and contractor develops over time and what behavior contributes to this 
development. Altogether, in this dissertation we showed in several ways the benefits of the use of 
project evaluation tools. Specifically, we showed the use of tools that measure different aspects of 
client-contractor relationships at both sides in projects in order to reveal differences in perceptions. 

However, we observed that evaluation tools are only limitedly applied (only about half of the 
respondents in Chapter 2 use project evaluations structurally). This is also what we experienced 
with respect to our own efforts in this area. Even though the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM) 
was received with enthusiasm in the many workshops and presentations that were given, the 
number of applications of the PDM has been limited. Despite all efforts, the PDM was eventually 
applied 28 times in the refinement sample in Chapter 3 (in some projects it was applied multiple 
times over a longer period). In other words, even when evaluation tools are known to be available 
and are known to be advantageous to projects, these tools are still only limitedly used. In this chapter 
we aim to find possible explanations for the reluctance to apply project evaluation tools, and what 
can be done to improve the use of these evaluation tools. The research question that we aim to 
answer in this chapter is formulated as follows: 

Why do we see a reluctance in the application of project evaluations in projects and what 

would increase the use of project evaluations? 

Due to the exploratory nature of the research question, we aim to answer this question through 
a focus group with several practitioners that together have a broad experience with collaboration in 
projects in different industries (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). The focus group is ideal to study such a 
complex question to which the answers are found in the understanding and opinions of individuals 
(Wilkinson, 1998), who represent multiple organizations and projects (Morgan, 1996). Based upon 
the discussion in the focus group, we provide context and perspective for the overall dissertation, 
compared with the current literature. Furthermore, exploratory focus groups are well suited to 
formulate hypotheses or propositions for further research (Fern, 1982; Morgan & Spanish, 1984). 
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Hence, based upon the findings in the focus group we conclude with several recommendations for 
organizations that want to apply project evaluations in their projects. We provide these 
recommendations in the form of design propositions (Denyer et al., 2008; Romme, 2003). Lastly, 
we provide insights that can be promising directions for future research. 

5.2. Background 

The previous chapters in this dissertation have indicated the benefit of evaluation tools in 
reducing differences in perceptions of client and contractor. The possible emergence of perceptual 
distance in any project makes the application of bilateral project evaluations useful to detect and 
subsequently discuss how both client and contractor perceive certain aspects of the project. Without 
these evaluations, project managers are bound to follow their own, potentially biased, perceptions 
regarding project accomplishments (Chan & Chan, 2004; Hughes et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 
2014). Besides its usefulness in detecting perceptual distance, numerous benefits of the application 
of evaluations have been mentioned in the literature. The application of performance evaluations 
allows for continuous improvements (Chan & Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Prahinski & 
Fan, 2007; Simpson et al., 2002), and it supposedly leads to the achievement of project success (Chan 
& Chan, 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004), the fulfilment of customer needs, the creation of value 
(Simpson et al., 2002), and the integration of inter-organizational processes (Gunasekaran et al., 
2004). However, the effectiveness of an evaluation depends on the context in which the evaluation 
is applied (Franco et al., 2004; Gunasekaran et al., 2004). To reap the benefits of the evaluation, 
certain conditions need to be present within the organizations and projects that these evaluations 
are applied in. As far as the authors are concerned, currently no prior studies have focused on the 
conditions that are needed for a successful application of project evaluations. Instead, most studies 
focus on the evaluation itself (e.g., Chan & Chan, 2004; Dainty et al., 2003; Duffy & Thomas, 1989; 
Hughes et al., 2004; Kagioglou et al., 2001; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015), because the content of the 
evaluations is generally considered more important (Kagioglou et al., 2001). Whenever attention is 
spent to the conditions, they are at most mentioned superficially in the discussion section of the 
paper. Within these papers the conditions pertain to the attitude of the team members, such as 
openness, a commitment and willingness to share and express (Gunasekaran et al., 2004; Vaaland, 
2004), and the atmosphere in the organizations, e.g. equality (Vaaland, 2004). Therefore, within this 
chapter we specifically address the conditions that are needed to facilitate successful applications of 
project evaluations. 

Despite the supposed benefits of project evaluations, they are only limitedly applied. 
Apparently, barriers to the application of evaluations are often faced in projects. These barriers 
could be present at different levels in the organization (De Wit & Meyer, 2010). Due to the dynamic 
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nature of projects, and the pressure to deliver on time and within budget (Chan & Chan, 2004; 
Turner, 2009), project managers may experience a lack of time and resources for the application of 
project evaluations (Chronéer & Backlund, 2015). Especially when costs are involved for external 
experts that perform the evaluation (Nalewaik & Mills, 2015). However, the time and resources to 
be spent on an evaluation are a small investment compared to the potential benefits that are 
mentioned in the literature. Potential reasons for not applying evaluations in projects could lie 
among others in the culture of organizations, the shadow of the past, such as fraud and 
opportunism, and believes or assumptions that are held with regard to the collaboration between 
client and contractor (Eriksson et al., 2009; Franco et al., 2004; Ruijter, 2019; Tazelaar & Snijders, 
2010). Although barriers within organizations are regularly discussed, the different ways to 
overcome these barriers have barely been discussed. In this study we aim to provide several 
recommendations to facilitate the correct application of project evaluations in order to further 
improve collaborations in projects between clients and contractors. 

5.3. Methodology 

5.3.1. Research design 

A focus group consisting of several experts was found to be the most suitable method given the 
exploratory character of the research question (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). Corresponding with 
literature mentioned in the previous paragraph, four sub questions were deemed relevant to be 
discussed. These questions are: 

Sub question 1: What is the benefit of evaluation tools (with regard to the collaboration) 

for the project? 

Sub question 2: Which conditions are needed for a good application of these tools? 

Sub question 3: What barriers obstruct the application of these tools in projects? 

Sub question 4: What is needed to overcome these barriers? 

Hence, with our focus group we commenced with discussing the benefits of evaluations to see 
whether their perspective corresponds with the literature, and to have a common ground for further 
discussion. Next, we discussed the conditions that are needed to successfully apply evaluations. 
After the conditions we addressed the barriers that make it difficult to apply evaluations as well as 
how these barriers could be overcome. This focus group discussion took place at the beginning of 
2019. In this focus group, the research team of this dissertation was present and participated, but 
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confined themselves to asking the research questions and some follow-up questions and 
summarizing the debate in order to lead the discussion. 

5.3.2. Participants 

The focus group consisted of eight participants, next to the research team. We selected the 
participants from the network that we established over the past years while conducting the research 
that is presented in this thesis. Furthermore, participants were selected based upon their expertise 
with regard to project collaboration. All participants in the focus group were experienced in project 
management although working within different organizations and in different sectors (i.e. 
infrastructure, rail-infrastructure, residential building, consulting, energy, and IT) in the 
Netherlands. The participants had different levels of work experience, ranging from about 3 years 
to over 30 years, although most of the participants had a high level of experience in project 
management. Several participants had experience in applying project evaluations in their 
collaborations. The different levels of general experience in project management and experience in 
applying project evaluations was deemed relevant for an in-depth discussion with regard to the 
aforementioned research questions. The participants also hold diverse managerial functions, 
including stakeholder manager, project manager, account leader, business consultant, and 
procurement director. Lastly, the focus group consisted of seven men and one woman. This 
proportion is not atypical for project management, especially in these sectors. 

5.3.3. Procedure 

The aforementioned questions were separately discussed in the focus group, and for each 
question we applied the same procedure. First, the question was briefly introduced by providing the 
relevance of the question given the observations that were made in the studies in this dissertation. 
Subsequently, each of the participants wrote a couple of answers to the question on notes. When all 
of the participants were finished, a discussion was started in which one of the participants brought 
in one of the notes. While the note was put on a board, the participant explained the note and the 
other participants were allowed to react or to add any of their notes that were closely related. This 
was repeated until all of the participant notes were on the board. As such, we facilitated that each 
participant had a substantial contribution to the discussion. Subsequently, a debate followed in 
which notes were clustered. These clusters were considered to provide collectively an answer to the 
research question. 

However, the different clusters were likely not equally important in answering this research 
question. Therefore, at the end of the session, we formulated the research questions as questionnaire 
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statements which were put in an online survey tool (see Table 5.1). For each of these statements, the 
clusters were listed in the order that they were discussed in the focus group. Subsequently, the focus 
group was asked to rate each of the clusters on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 
to strongly agree. Based upon the answers, we made a ranking of the importance of each cluster in 
answering the question. These rankings are added to the discussion in the following paragraph as 
figures. 

Table 5.1. Structure of research questions, statements, and input provided by focus group 

Sub question 1 What is the benefit of evaluation tools (with regard to the 
collaboration) for the project? 

 

Questionnaire 
statement 

An evaluation (on among others the collaboration) has 
the following benefit for the project: 

 

 • Clusters of answers (for example based upon 
theory: “continuous improvement”) 

Answer on 7-point Likert-
scale from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree” 

Sub question 2 Which conditions are needed for a good application of 
these tools? 

 

Questionnaire 
statement 

The following conditions are necessary for a good 
application of evaluations: 

 

 • Clusters of answers. Answer on 7-point Likert-
scale from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree” 

Sub question 3 What barriers obstruct the application of these tools in 
projects? 

 

Questionnaire 
statement 

The following is hindering the application of evaluations 
in projects: 

 

 • Clusters of answers. Answer on 7-point Likert-
scale from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree” 

Sub question 4 What is needed to overcome these barriers?  

Questionnaire 
statement 

To overcome these barriers, the following is needed:  

 • Clusters of answers. Answer on 7-point Likert-
scale from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree” 

 

In the following paragraph we summarize the debate that followed upon each of the questions. 
This summary is based upon the notes of all participants that were brought to the board, upon the 
researcher’s notes that were made during the session, and upon the outcome of the ranking that was 
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done through the online survey tool at the end of the focus group meeting. After the summary, we 
discuss the implications of the focus group debate in a separate section. 

5.4. Results 

5.4.1. The benefit of evaluation tools 

According to the discussion in the focus group, the most important benefit of applying project 
evaluations is the opportunity to learn from the results (see Figure 5.1). According to the 
participants, it provides organizations with clear indications on where to improve and adapt, while 
also indicating which good aspects of the collaboration should be maintained. By means of 
evaluating the collaboration, client and contractor will also learn how to best collaborate. 
Furthermore, it was brought to the table that in order to stimulate learning within the project, 
evaluations should be done both during the project (to learn within the current project) and at the 
end of a project (to learn for future projects). The second most important benefit mentioned was 
that evaluations facilitate reflection on the behavior that is shown by companies in a project. 
Participants argued that evaluations stimulate a process of increased understanding and acceptance 
of each other’s behavior and processes; moreover, they facilitate a critical view on one’s own 
behavior. The third most important benefit according to the focus group is that through an 
evaluation more attention is spent on the actual collaboration, whereas normally attention is spent 
on the content, product, technology or problems at hand. The participants mentioned as a positive 
effect of an evaluation that it requires individuals and teams involved in the project to stand still for 
a short moment and pay attention to aspects of the project that otherwise tend to be overlooked. 

Other benefits that were mentioned in the discussion were that an evaluation allows to check 
whether expectations are met and whether the interests of the different parties involved had been 
considerably addressed in the project. Furthermore, the focus group found that evaluations serve as 
an opportunity for the outlet of any frustrations or emotions, and accordingly, an evaluation allows 
to turn over a new leaf and have a fresh start for the subsequent phase. Moreover, within the focus 
group it was mentioned that evaluations can also facilitate the comparison of projects and allow 
companies to analyze where deviations are common and to observe how different people are capable 
to deal with certain issues in the project. Lastly, it was mentioned that for the public sector in the 
Netherlands, evaluations are mandatory to be applied in projects. 
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Figure 5.1. Ranking of importance of different benefits of the application of evaluation tools in projects (scale from 1 
to 7) 

5.4.2. Conditions for application of evaluation tools 

The ranking of the conditions that are needed for the application of evaluations is depicted in 
Figure 5.2. Most importantly, participants found that a feeling of trust and safety should be present 
in the collaboration, as it enables project members to provide and receive feedback in the right way. 
According to the focus group, both client and contractor should have and feel the right to give 
feedback without the fear of any strongly negative repercussions. Furthermore, the skills and 
competences of the project members are important conditions, in particular the skill to ask the right 
questions, the empathic ability to look at themselves from the viewpoint of the other party and to 
be open in providing and receiving feedback without being too normative. Also, patience was 
discussed as an important skill as it may take time to be understood by and to understand the other 
party. 

Next, an important condition for the application of evaluation tools is that both parties are 
aware of the positive benefits of applying evaluations. The reasons why an evaluation is important 
should be well-known and widely spread within both the client and contractor organization. As a 
result, organizations will set priority for the application of evaluations and will facilitate the 
application through their governance, which is necessary because the application of evaluations 
requires resources. Participants mentioned that project managers should be requested to apply the 
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evaluations and to openly share the outcomes; moreover, that projects should be started with 
evaluations and learning from previous projects in order to facilitate learning in projects by good 
examples. These good examples are also found in the leadership of individual project managers 
fulfilling ambassador roles in applying evaluations. 

Finally, some of the participants mentioned that the importance of evaluations should also be 
converted into personal gain that project managers and project members have when they participate 
in evaluations. And, some of the discussants found an external facilitator helpful for a good 
evaluation and feedback process, whereas others believed in the usefulness but not in the necessity 
to have an external facilitator. 

 

Figure 5.2. Ranking of the importance of conditions for a good application of evaluation tools (scale from 1 to 7) 

5.4.3. Barriers to the application of evaluation tools 

Eight barriers to the application of evaluation tools were proposed by the focus group. The 
ranking of these barriers is depicted in Figure 5.3. The most important barrier is the lack of interest 
due to potential damage on the organizational level. It was brought to the table that the application 
of evaluations can arouse issues, problems and contractual deviations that result in claims and 
repercussions. Also on a more personal level, project managers and team members may avoid to be 
confronted with negative outcomes of evaluations that uncover shortcomings of their own 
functioning. Other important barriers are the lack of priority given to evaluations and the lack of 
competences to evaluate. According to the participants, the lack of priority could explain some of 
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the responses that we received when we invited companies to use of the Perceptual Distance 
Monitor (i.e. “being too busy”, “having no time”, “it is not the right time for an evaluation”). 
Participants called these responses ‘poor excuses’ masking the underlying, more fundamental 
reasons shown in Figure 5.3. 

Furthermore, the discussants suggested that a lack of competences within organizations was a 
barrier to the application of evaluation tools. More specifically, they referred to a common 
ignorance of how to give feedback in a proper way and of what should be evaluated and how 
amongst project managers and project members. Another barrier was that the goal of improving 
and adapting in order to get better project outcomes was not perceived as positive by all project 
members. On the contrary, many project members might rather stick to their preferred way of 
working than change it. Moreover, contractors or clients in general may not want to change their 
way of working because they perceive little reason to change (e.g. the other party is dependent upon 
them).  

Other barriers that were mentioned related to the content of the evaluation. One barrier is that 
each situation asks for a different level of evaluation (or ‘formality’ of the evaluation). In other 
words, in some cases project managers may want a thorough evaluation on which much time is 
spent, in other cases a quick scan is more suitable. Accordingly, participants mentioned that project 
managers or organizations sometimes have their own ‘evaluation list’ which is likely suboptimal but 
makes them reluctant in applying more thorough tools. Another barrier related to the content of 
the evaluation is that some tools lack clarity in what is expected from which project members. 

 

Figure 5.3. Ranking of the barriers to a good application of evaluation tools (scale from 1 to 7) 
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Lastly, participants mentioned that the project was regularly approached wrongly. Specifically, 
a reason for contractors not to be willing to cooperate with evaluations is that clients tend to present 
idealistic tender requests that are hard to realize. In such cases, the selected contractor will always 
lag behind and score badly on evaluations due to a lack of realism at the client side. 

5.4.4. Overcoming the barriers 

With these barriers in mind, the focus group was given the task to suggest ways to overcome 
the barriers that were identified. Several paths were suggested and subsequently ranked by the 
discussants (see Figure 5.4). Predominantly, participants agreed that a cultural change was needed 
in projects. They argued that the culture in projects should develop from a ‘blame culture’ to a 
competence-based culture with a focus on competence development (‘learning’). Accordingly, it 
was brought to the table that evaluations should be openly and transparently shared in order to 
allow all project members to learn and further develop their project management. According to the 
focus group, transparency should be at no cost of individuals, i.e. project managers and members 
are not judged based upon the evaluation outcomes (ranked secondly in Figure 5.4). In order to 
obtain these changes, supportive leadership is needed as well as good examples and ambassadors 
that lead the way in this change, which was the thirdly ranked path to overcome the aforementioned 
barriers. More specifically, discussants mentioned that higher management levels in the 
organization should support and encourage the use of project evaluations, for example by giving a 
stage to projects that have successfully applied evaluations to share their story. 

Several other paths that were mentioned in the focus group were related to the people in 
projects. To overcome the barriers identified (i.e. fear and lack of competences) attention should be 
given to the individuals involved in doing the evaluation. Several options were suggested in the 
discussion. For instance, project members should get familiarized with evaluations through training 
in which special attention is given to younger professionals such as students and trainees as they 
will be key in changing the culture for a sustainable future for organizations. Moreover, it was 
discussed that the ‘right people’ should be present during the evaluation session. Here, the 
discussants referred to the common practice that people were selected based upon their position, 
while their evaluation competences (e.g. empathy and collaboration skills) were found to be much 
more relevant. 

Finally, other promising measures to be considered for overcoming the aforementioned 
barriers are to align the set-up of the evaluation with the actual context and needs within the project, 
and to provide certain incentives that stimulate the application of evaluations. A proportionated 
evaluation helps to meet the aforementioned barrier that was raised in the discussion with regard 
to the ‘formality’. Sometimes a quicker and smaller evaluation might be more suitable than an 
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extensive and thorough evaluation. Setting the right incentives for evaluation will realize that all 
participants experience the benefit of evaluations through focusing on a common goal and 
celebrating the successful application of evaluations, according to the participants. 

 

Figure 5.4. Ranking of the different measures to overcome barriers to the application of evaluation tools (scale from 
1 to 7) 

5.5. Discussion 

The focus group was an interesting and lively meeting in which experts discussed the 
application of evaluations. Broadly speaking, the discussion concerned the advancement of the field 
of project management through improving the quality of the collaborations between client and 
contractor in projects. Logically, some overlap was present between the answers to the different 
questions. For instance, several conditions that were deemed necessary for a good application of 
evaluations were at the same time found to be barriers if they were absent in the project 
(organization). The results of this setting delivered interesting insights and new perspectives on the 
observations and findings in the previous chapters in this dissertation. We relate the observations 
from the focus group to the findings from the earlier chapters and to the current literature. 
Subsequently, we formulate several recommendations in the form of design propositions. These 
propositions suggest certain interventions (I) that generate a certain outcome (O) through 
particular mechanisms (M) in a given context (C), following the CIMO-logic (Denyer et al., 2008; 
Romme, 2003). Each of these propositions may be subject to testing in future research. Although 
some of these design propositions seem to state trivial insights, we need these in order to arrive at a 
coherent set of propositions (Romme, 2003). 
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Although better project outcomes was not literally mentioned as a benefit to be gained from the 
application of evaluations, indirectly it was mentioned to be achieved through learning and 
improvement in and across projects, which is consistent with literature (Franco et al., 2004; 
Kululanga & Kuotcha, 2008; Nalewaik & Mills, 2015). Also, the application of project evaluations 
allows to evaluate the extent to which expectations from different stakeholders are met and as such 
facilitate the fulfilment of these expectations eventually. This corresponds with the existing 
literature and with the earlier chapters in this dissertation that address the Perceptual Distance 
Monitor, i.e. an evaluation tool that can be used to address differences in perceptions between client 
and contractor (Hughes et al., 2004; Van der Krift et al., 2019b). Furthermore, one important benefit 
of project evaluations that was discussed was that through the evaluation collaborating partners 
have dedicated attention that they spend on collaborative issues, which otherwise tend to be 
overlooked. Correspondingly, Duffy and Thomas mention that an evaluation forces people involved 
in the relationship to “pause, to take stock and to consider where they are and where they are going” 
(1989, p. 104). Therefore we propose the following propositions: 

Proposition 1: Organizations dealing with projects facilitate learning within and across projects 
through the application of project evaluations. This learning process starts with the 
outcomes of these project evaluations in which issues in the project are revealed on which 
improvement is needed. 

Proposition 2: Organizations dealing with projects can enhance their collaboration through the 

application of project evaluations. Project evaluations force the client and contractor team 
to take stock and critically reflect on collaborative issues in the project that tend to be 
overlooked otherwise. 

Whereas trust and safety are necessary conditions for the application of evaluations, fear of 
confrontation and potential damage are the most important barriers to the application of 
evaluations. Hence, our findings indicate that both the conditions, barriers and the way to overcome 
the barriers mostly rely on human and cultural aspects of projects.  

Currently, the blame-culture that is found in the construction industry prohibits the application 
of evaluations in projects (Chronéer & Backlund, 2015; Onderzoeksraad voor Veiligheid, 2018; 
Tazelaar & Snijders, 2010). During the focus group discussion also the fraud in the construction 
industry was mentioned which came to light in the Netherlands in the beginning of the years 2000 
(Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2002). This fraud concerned mostly price-fixing amongst 
contractors to ensure their margins at the expense of (mostly) public clients. Incidents like this have 
a long-lasting impact on the culture around projects, and specifically the trust that client and 
contractor have in each other (Ruijter, 2019). As a result, organizations that collaborate in projects 
refrain from openness in evaluation based upon negative examples and experiences, even long after 
these experiences. As a result, projects may often be faced with a negative downward spiral in terms 
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of relationships, through control, judgment and reactiveness (Ardon, 2009). Both in academic 
literature and in research reports, authors have advanced to change the focus in the culture from 
failure and blaming to a culture of learning (Onderzoeksraad voor Veiligheid, 2018; Toivonen & 
Toivonen, 2014, p. 1365). Discussants in our focus group agreed upon the need for a cultural change 
and suggested the creation of a safe environment in order to overcome this cultural barrier to the 
application of project evaluations, and in order to break the aforementioned negative cycle, 
consistent with Eriksson et al. (2009). In the following we elaborate on several measures that need 
to be taken in order to realize this cultural change. 

To overcome the fear of confrontation and fear for potential damage, organizations should 
provide a safe and trusting environment for evaluations in projects, according to our findings 
Correspondingly, scholars (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 2014) 
have addressed the topic of psychological safety which should be the first priority of organizations 
when they want to develop a learning environment. In a psychologically safe environment there is 
trust, respect for each other, and people value each other’s competences. In such an environment 
learning is facilitated as people dare to take risks and speak up to higher levels in the organization. 
In this regard, supportive leadership is important in particular to stimulate employees to speak up, 
an essential element of this learning environment (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). This psychological 
safety should be clearly propagated at the higher managerial levels within organizations, which 
should provide an open climate to discuss resistance and according behavior (Ardon, 2009). Given 
the aforementioned fears, leaders should address these valid concerns and feelings that individuals 
may have, while simultaneously convincing employees of the benefit of project evaluations (Ardon, 
2009; Fisher, 2011). Higher managerial layers should bring the processes in place to support and 
facilitate the use of these project evaluation tools to facilitate cross-project learning (Chronéer & 
Backlund, 2015). Furthermore, to ensure a good implementation of project evaluations dedicated 
change agents may be needed (Lines et al., 2015). Next, Lines et al. (2015) suggest that project 
evaluations may first be applied in a selection of shorter projects with the right people that are 
willing to work with project evaluations. As a result, these projects may provide good examples of 
how successful and beneficial the application of project evaluations can be. The findings in our study 
extend on these insights as the experts in the focus group pointed at the relevance of starting each 
project with a project start-up in which learning points from earlier projects is shared. 

Hence, the change can be achieved top-down through leadership and providing a stage for good 
examples of the application of evaluations. However, this top-down approach is more likely to 
succeed if it is accompanied by a bottom-up approach through training and skill-development of 
employees in organizations that aim to change their culture. In this regard, our findings are in line 
with existing literature (Ardon, 2009; Lines et al., 2015). The success of incorporating the 
application of evaluations in organizations depends on corresponding, appropriate training and 
education (Lines et al., 2015). This holds for both the higher managerial layers that need to be 
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trained in realizing the change but also the project teams that have to apply the change (Ardon, 
2009). The success of the application of project evaluations is strongly connected with the quality of 
provision and acceptance of feedback. Hence, attention should be spent on the competences of 
project managers and members in providing and receiving the feedback. Enhancing these 
competences may help in overcoming the cultural barrier to the application of project evaluations, 
and in breaking the aforementioned negative downward cycle. Accordingly, earlier research has 
addressed the importance of interpersonal, social skills in project management (Azim et al., 2010; 
Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015; Steller, 2019). Especially communication is frequently mentioned to be 
an important skill in order to enhance understanding between client and contractor (Azim et al., 
2010; Pant & Baroudi, 2008). But more specifically, in dealing with project evaluations, valuable 
skills are among others the skill to ask the right (critical) questions (Steller, 2019), the skill to be 
open, honest, and supportive, the ability to separate content from people, and the awareness of 
differences in cultures and values between the people involved (Fisher, 2011). 

In conclusion, we arrive at the following three design propositions: 

Proposition 3: In organizations dealing with projects, higher managerial layers should ensure a 
good implementation of project evaluations through a focus on creating psychological 
safety. This should be done by addressing the concerns against the application of project 
evaluations, and facilitating employees to speak up. 

Proposition 4: Organizations dealing with projects should aim for cross-project learning by 

stimulating a focus on evaluation. This can be realized through (a) testing the application 

of project evaluations in a selection of projects, (b) dedicating change agents for the 

implementation of project evaluation methods, (c) requiring projects to start with a project 

start-up meeting in which attention is spend to learnings from previous projects, and (d) 
supporting and facilitating the use of project evaluation methods. 

Proposition 5: Organizations dealing with projects should dedicate the necessary resources to the 
development of interpersonal skills of their employees, as well as higher management and 
the project team members. As a result, their employees become more capable of providing 
and receiving feedback, and asking the right questions to enhance their mutual 
understanding. These competences are needed to facilitate learning within projects and 
alignment between client and contractor. 

Next to these observations that resulted in the design propositions above, our study delivered 
several other insights. Firstly, considering that the focus group mentioned trust and safety to be 
necessary conditions for a good application of evaluations and given that the application of 
evaluations is supposed to enhance project outcomes, our findings may suggest that the application 
of evaluations can function as a mediating variable for the often found correlation between trust 
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and performance. When collaborating parties trust each other they will be open to feedback and 
provide useful feedback which subsequently allows both parties to improve their performance in 
the project that they are collaborating in. This is in accordance with Edmondson (1999) who found 
that learning is a mediating variable between psychological safety (which includes trust) and team 
performance. However, in this study, trust was not specifically addressed on the project-level, but 
on an organizational level, both within the organization and between organizations (i.e. trust that 
the evaluation outcomes would not result in any repercussions). Hence, we cannot draw any specific 
conclusions from this discussion for the relationship between trust in the project, learning and 
project outcomes. Secondly, another interesting finding contradicted earlier research on the 
application of evaluation tools (cf. Duffy & Thomas, 1989; Franco et al., 2004; Nalewaik & Mills, 
2014). The discussion in the focus group showed that an external facilitator may not be necessary 
for the evaluation of projects. Rather, other conditions are more crucial in the application of 
evaluations. If these other conditions are present (see our design propositions above), an external 
facilitator may be unnecessary.  

The method that we have chosen to obtain answers to our research questions in this chapter 
does have some limitations. A first limitation is that the results are mainly provided from the 
viewpoint of practitioners themselves. However, in order to answer such complex, exploratory 
questions, other methods such as individual interviews or surveys are less suitable (Morgan, 1996; 
Wilkinson, 1998). In order to find the answer to the research questions, we needed the collective 
sense-making and interpretations of expert practitioners, making the focus group a much more 
valuable method (Wilkinson, 1998). Another limitation of this method is that researchers have 
limited control over the course of the discussion (Morgan & Spanish, 1984). As a result, certain 
participants might dominate the discussion. However, this was mitigated by allowing every person 
to write their notes down before the discussion started. All notes were eventually put on the board 
and used in the categorization, ensuring that all participants had their contribution in the focus 
group. Furthermore, as a moderator the author made sure that all participants could contribute to 
the discussion. These measures also mitigated another limitation of focus groups, which is that in 
focus groups participants have less input than in traditional interviews (Fern, 1982). By allowing 
each participant upfront to write down his or her own input, we were able to see clearly the overlap 
between the input of different participants, and also the particular input of each individual. In this 
study we aimed to rank the input from the focus group in order to differentiate the most important 
conditions and barriers from the less important. We did so by asking the participants to rank their 
input using a Likert scale. Although this provides us with a valuable indication of the relative 
importance of the conditions and barriers, caution is needed as the ranking is based upon a relatively 
small group of experts. Lastly, as we have selected a group of experts that were mainly working in 
the construction industry in the Netherlands, it could be argued that the findings are only applicable 
to this context. However, construction is a rather broad discipline that overlaps with the energy 
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sector, housing, infrastructure and transport, and so were the experts in the focus group. Moreover, 
also the IT sector was represented in the focus group. Therefore, we believe that similar findings can 
be expected in other industries as well.  

5.6. Conclusion 

In this chapter we answered the question why we see a reluctance in the application of project 
evaluations. Moreover, we studied how the barriers to the application of project evaluations could 
be overcome. We based our answer upon the discussion in a focus group with experts in project 
management. We started the discussion with exploring the benefits of evaluating the collaboration 
in projects. Next, we discussed the conditions that need to be present for the application of 
evaluations, the barriers to the application of evaluations and ways to overcome these barriers. 
Consistent with literature, our findings highlight multiple benefits of evaluations such as learning 
and continuous improvement, the dedicated time for reflection on the behavior of both parties and 
attention for the collaboration. Furthermore, consistent with literature, our findings stress the 
importance of cultural aspects both as conditions but also as barriers to the application of 
evaluations. In this chapter, we extend on this observation by suggesting means to influence the 
culture in order to create the right conditions for a good application of evaluations. Specifically, 
organizations should invest in training of their employees in order to enhance their interpersonal 
competences that are needed for the successful application of evaluations. Moreover, the application 
of evaluations should be stimulated within the larger organization and a stage should be given to 
these applications in order to facilitate learning and knowledge sharing across the organization. In 
no circumstances, outcomes of these evaluations should backfire to the teams or project managers 
that applied the evaluation. Overall, we can conclude that, even though evaluations are beneficial to 
projects and attention has been spend to the content of the evaluations, there is still some change 
and attention needed to ensure that evaluations can be properly applied. 
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The project as a ship
What course to take?

Figure 6.0. An illustration of the project as a ship.

ILLUSTRATION STILL TO BE MADE



Finally, we use the metaphor of a ship that is sailing towards 
its destination. On the way the ship may be faced with many 
difficulties such as sandbanks, rocks, invisible currents, and 
storms. The steersman in the metaphor has two alternatives. 
The first is to direct the ship into the more shallow waters. 

Although these waters may look safe, there is a much higher 
possibility of sandbanks and strong currents. Moreover, a 

storm may straightly direct this ship to lose its direction in 
the currents or to strand on a sandbank. The second is to 

steer into deeper waters with rock formations that may look 
dangerous at first. However, good steersmen are capable 

to guide the ship between the rocks, protected from strong 
currents, sandbanks and potential storms.

How does this relate to project management?

The steersman is the project manager that has multiple 
alternative directions for managing his ship, the project, 

to succesful completion. The shallow waters represent the 
agency direction that looks clear and safe but issues, such as 
perceptual distance, remain dangerous underwater currents 
and sandbanks. The rocky waters represent the stewardship 

direction that may look very dangerous. Parties have to 
be open, and have to trust each other. However, openness 
will get the issues and perceptual distance clearly above 

the water. As a result, the project manager can guide safely 
through these waters. Lastly, the storms represent contextual 
influences, such as culture and higher managerial layers that 
‘blow’ the ship towards the agency waters. The ship needs a 
strong steersman to sail against these winds to get into the 

safer, rocky waters.





Chapter 6.
Discussion and 

conclusion
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6.1. Synopsis 

This chapter reflects on the contributions of this dissertation both to theory and practice, 
specifically to the field of project management and the larger field of inter-organizational 
collaborations. We discuss the strengths and limitations of the studies that have been presented and 
subsequent directions for future research. Before doing so, we elaborate on the answers to the 
research questions that have been formulated in the introduction chapter. Together these answers 
provide a holistic answer to the main research question: how can perceptual distance between client 

and contractor be incorporated in project management in order to obtain better project outcomes? We 
also elaborate upon our findings in a wider picture. 

RQ1a: How are project evaluations currently applied and used in projects? 

To answer this question a survey was sent out to project managers through several professional 
associations (see Chapter 2). This resulted in 81 useful responses. The data showed that about half 
of the respondents (n = 42) replied that their organization applied project evaluations in a structural 
manner. From these respondents only two out of three (n = 27) applied their project evaluations in 
a bilateral manner, meaning that both parties share their views with regard to key issues in the 
project. Thus, one of the main conclusions from this study was that only in one third of the 
organizations from the entire sample the contractor is structurally given the opportunity to evaluate 
in projects. Based upon an earlier discussion meeting with practitioners, we observed that different 
criteria are being addressed in project evaluations. We categorized these criteria using the Input-
Process-Output model (Hackman, 1987; McGrath, 1970; Steiner, 1972). Based upon the survey data, 
we found that project evaluations tend to focus on process criteria (e.g. process, planning, and 

progress and collaboration), and secondly on output criteria (e.g. quality delivered and safety 
incidents), but to a lesser extent on input criteria (e.g. competences and availability of resources). 
Lastly, the data showed that outcomes of project evaluations are often discussed both internally in 
the organization and in meetings between client and contractor.  Based upon this data we concluded 
that organizations have different styles in applying project evaluations, which leaves us with the 
following research question: 

RQ1b: How do differences in the application and use of project evaluations relate to project 

outcomes? 

Based upon the previous survey the most important differences in the application of project 
evaluations were tested for correlation with project outcomes, in terms of project performance and 
relationship quality (i.e. between client and contractor). We found that the application of project 
evaluations is positively correlated with project outcomes, and this is especially true for bilateral 
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evaluations. The application of bilateral evaluations was positively correlated with both project 
performance and relationship quality. Although most project evaluations focus more on the process 
criteria, it is the evaluation of input criteria that is significantly correlated with better project 
performance and better relationship quality. The evaluation of output criteria is correlated with 
better project performance, but not with a better relationship quality. The evaluation of process 
criteria is related with neither. Other characteristics of the project evaluation (i.e. the frequency of 
the project evaluation, and the extent to which the outcome of the project evaluation was discussed 
internally or in a meeting with client and contractor) were not found to have a significant 
correlation with project outcomes. 

To conclude, how a project evaluation is applied seems to matter in terms of its impact on 
project outcomes. Based upon our findings, organizations are strongly recommended to apply their 
project evaluations bilaterally (i.e. that both client and contractor evaluate key issues in the project). 
Furthermore, these project evaluations should certainly include criteria with regard to the input in 
the project (e.g. competences at both sides, resources, and culture) next to the criteria on output 
(e.g. continuous improvement, customer orientation, and quality delivered). The relevance of 
including process criteria in the project evaluation was not supported in this first study. 

RQ2: How can perceptual distance be conceptualized and measured? 

The answer to RQ1b shows that it is beneficial to the project when both client and contractor 
share their views on a project. Whereas bilateral evaluations may be able to indicate that client and 
contractor have different perceptions, single-sided project evaluations certainly cannot. Earlier 
research indicates that client and contractor often have different perceptions in the project (Barnes 
et al., 2007; Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). As a result, these differences in 
perceptions (from here: perceptual distance) negatively affect the relationship between client and 
contractor and with that also the resulting project performance (see Chapter 3; Andersen et al., 

2009; Lavie et al., 2012). Perceptual distance is defined as “differences between collaborating partners’ 
perceptions of key issues in their relationship.” Despite the relevance of perceptual distance, 
companies spend limited time on discussing perceptual distance in their projects. This may be due 
to a lack of proper methods to do so. Perceptual distance has not received much attention, neither 
in theory nor in practice, causing it to be rather poorly conceptualized and without proper 
measurement instruments for valid assessments.  

Therefore, we aimed to develop an instrument that facilitates client and contractor to share 
their perceptions with regard to important aspects of the project and the collaboration, and, as a 
result, offers a valid assessment of the perceptual distance between client and contractor. We call 
this instrument the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). The PDM builds upon data from coupled 
dyads meaning that both the client team and contractor team participate. Based upon different 
literature streams (i.c. teams, interdepartmental cooperation, alliances, and buyer-supplier 
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relationships) we identified several aspects on which perceptions are likely to differ in client-
contractor collaborations, again related to input, process, and output factors of the collaboration. 
Perceptual distance is calculated based upon a formula that includes the team size and standard 
deviations in both teams (i.e. Hedges’ g), and as such, provides us with concrete numbers that 
indicate the level of perceptual distance on the different aspects, while considering the wider picture 
of perceptions that are held in both teams. Thus, this formula combines the strengths of different 
methods that have been applied before (such as mean distance and sample t-tests). 

The PDM was developed in two phases to allow for learning and improvement. In the pilot 
phase, data was obtained from 10 applications of the monitor. In the refinement phase, data was 
obtained from an additional 28 applications. In the latter phase we proved the reliability and validity 
of the PDM, and tested the impact of perceptual distance on the project outcomes, in terms of 
project performance and relationship quality. With the use of structural equation modelling we 
showed that perceptual distance on (a) satisfaction with project objectives, (b) competences project 

manager client, (c) competences project manager contractor, and (d) trust correlated negatively with 
project outcomes. Perceptual distance on (e) management style correlated positively with project 
outcomes. Based upon these findings we conclude that perceptual distance indeed is relevant in the 
client-contractor collaboration, specifically on the aforementioned aspects (a-e) of the project. 
Therefore, project managers should be aware of the perceptual distance that is present in their 
project. We provide project managers with a tool that captures the perceptions of both client and 
contractor and accordingly the perceptual distance between them on important aspects of the 
project. Based upon this tool project managers are better able to address the differences in 
perceptions in their project.  

RQ3a: How does perceptual distance develop over the project duration? 

Given that perceptual distance occurs in projects and that it correlates with the project 
outcomes in terms of project performance and relationship quality, it is relevant to investigate how 
perceptual distance comes about and develops over time. Therefore, two projects were followed 
over a one-year period in which we applied the PDM described above at three moments in time (see 
Chapter 4). Based upon the longitudinal data from both projects we found that perceptual distance 
both converges and diverges over time. This convergence or divergence of perceptual distance over 
time is not the same for the different aspects that we measured (i.e. satisfaction with project 

objectives, competences project manager client, competences project manager contractor, trust, and 

management style). On each of these issues perceptions may both converge and diverge over time. 
Given that perceptual distance on four of these issues is connected with worse project performance, 
the divergence of perceptions should be prevented. Therefore, we argue that perceptions of client 
and contractor should regularly be monitored over time during the project, in order to prevent 
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further divergence. Our findings led us to the question what could explain this convergence or 
divergence in perceptions. 

RQ3b: What explains the convergence and divergence of perceptions in projects? 

We studied what type of behavior among client and contractor influences the convergence or 
divergence in perceptions. Based upon a comparison of agency theory and stewardship theory, we 
defined how an agency-based collaboration and a stewardship-based collaboration would look like 
and what kind of behavior could be expected in both types of collaborations. Briefly, stewardship 
behavior refers to the involvement of a contractor who is able to contribute to the project and who 
is granted authority based on its expertise and knowledge. In a stewardship-based collaboration 
both client and contractor are focused on and are motivated by a long-term collective goal rather 
than short-term oriented, economic goals. Moreover, this type of behavior implies that client and 
contractor identify with each other. In contrast, agency behavior refers to a short-term orientation 
on the project in which both client and contractor are mainly focused on reaching their own 
(economic) goals in the project. In an agency-based collaboration client and contractor act as two 
separate entities where the client holds power over the contractor, and has controls and checks in 
place to monitor the contractor. These two types of collaborations can be depicted upon a 
continuum (Hernandez, 2012; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014). Supposedly, within the stewardship-
based collaboration client and contractor are more likely to identify with each other through long-
term collective goals, and collective successes and failures. Furthermore, they are more likely to 
share information based upon their expertise and knowledge. As a result, stewardship-based 
collaborations are likely to lead to the convergence of perceptions whereas agency-based 
collaborations are likely to lead to the divergence of perceptions (Oosterhuis et al., 2013; Van der 
Krift et al., 2019a). 

In the aforementioned longitudinal study, we also conducted semi-structured interviews at the 
same three moments in time to discuss the collaboration and developments in the project with both 
parties. Based upon clear descriptions of agency-based and stewardship-based collaboration, the 
transcripts of the interviews were coded to be able to analyze the presence of agency and stewardship 
behavior over time during both projects. We found that indeed an increase in stewardship behavior 
is connected with the convergence of perceptions and thus with a decrease in perceptual distance in 
projects. Specifically, in this study we found that this stewardship orientation and behavior may be 
manifested in project managers on either side functioning as advocates of the interests of the project 
and with that of the other party. Hence, both the client and contractor team should aim for a 
stewardship orientation and foster the corresponding behavior on their side in the project in order 
to prevent and reduce perceptual distance.  
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RQ4: What conditions are needed to successfully apply project evaluations in project 

collaborations? 

As shown above, bilateral evaluations are very helpful in leading projects to the outcomes they 
are supposed to deliver. Nevertheless, these evaluations remain limitedly applied within projects as 
the application of project evaluations asks both parties to make themselves vulnerable to the other 
party. Based upon a focus group discussion with experts in project management (see Chapter 5), we 
found that indeed the most important barriers for project managers to apply evaluations were a lack 
of interest, a fear for potential claims and repercussions, and a fear (on the individual level) of being 
confronted with shortcomings in one’s own functioning. Furthermore, we discussed in the focus 
group the conditions that are needed to successfully apply project evaluations. We found that a 
climate of ‘trust and safety’ was the most important condition, followed by ‘skills and competences’ 
and ‘awareness of the benefits’. The client and contractor should experience the freedom to give 
feedback without any potential negative repercussion. Next, the people involved in the evaluation 
should have the right skills and competences that are necessary in the evaluation (e.g. empathy, 
asking the right questions, openness to critique). Based upon our findings from the focus group 
discussion and literature review, we formulated several design propositions. These propositions 
highlight the need to create a psychological safe climate (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Edmondson, 
1999), to change the current blame culture to a culture of (cross-project) learning (Chronéer & 
Backlund, 2015; Toivonen & Toivonen, 2014), and to facilitate the development of interpersonal 
skills (Azim et al., 2010; Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015; Steller, 2019).   

Thus, having provided an answer to all our research questions based upon the studies presented 
in this dissertation, we now turn to answer our main research question, which is:  

How can perceptual distance between client and contractor be incorporated in project 

management in order to obtain better project outcomes? 

Based upon the research presented, we conclude that better project outcomes will be obtained 
when project managers regularly apply project evaluations in which both client and contractor are 
allowed to evaluate and share their perceptions with regard to input, process and output aspects of 
the project. Such an evaluation helps to make both client and contractor aware of whether key issues 
in the project are perceived differently by the other party in the project. Moreover, it enables them 
to critically reflect on their own behavior in the project and how this is affecting the other party in 
the collaboration. Toward this purpose, we propose the use of the Perceptual Distance Monitor 
(PDM). The PDM allows for the assessment of perceptions of project team members both on the 
side of the client and on the side of the contractor through a comprehensive questionnaire that 
covers all relevant topics on which perceptions might differ. Subsequently, the outcome of the PDM 
can be discussed by client and contractor to allow both parties to provide the necessary explanations 
in order to learn and improve within the project. By applying the PDM on a regular basis, project 
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members are able to observe changes in perceptual distance and monitor whether these changes are 
potential risks for the project outcomes. One of the studies presented showed that indeed 
perceptions may converge or diverge over time, making regular application of the PDM relevant. 

Furthermore, clients and contractors involved in a mutual project are advised to aspire a 
stewardship-based collaboration. A stewardship-based collaboration is characterized by a collective, 
long-term goal, involvement, authority and power based upon expertise and knowledge, and 
identification at both sides with the interest of the project and, accordingly, the interests of the other 
party. Our research shows that this behavior stimulates the convergence of perceptions. 

Lastly, based upon a discussion with a group of experts our research points at the attention that 
is still needed for the culture and human aspect in the project in order to get project evaluations 
deeply embedded in the organization. We stressed the need for project managers and higher 
management who facilitate perceptions to be openly shared without any potential negative 
consequences for the client, contractor, or the individual team members. Furthermore, we 
highlighted the importance of a focus on learning over projects through sharing evaluations, and 
through providing the training to develop the interpersonal skills that are necessary for the 
evaluation. 

6.2. Implications 

In the introduction and throughout the dissertation we highlighted the difficulty of building a 
good relationship between client and contractor in projects, due to among others the increasing 
complexity of these projects, increasing number of stakeholders that are involved, and 
interdependency between these different stakeholders (Bankvall et al., 2010; Eriksson, 2015; Fulford 
& Standing, 2014; Segerstedt & Olofsson, 2010; Turner, 2009). In particular, we connected 
perceptual distance with the quality of the relationship between client and contractor. In the study 
presented in Chapter 3 we found that perceptual distance on several aspects of the project is 
associated with lower trust, indicating a reduced quality of the relationship. Accordingly, projects 
had lower performance when client and contractor had larger perceptual distance. Subsequently, in 
our longitudinal study (see Chapter 4), we showed how dynamic the relationship between client 
and contractor is and how a changing collaborative orientation, and changing level of perceptual 
distance play a role in this relationship. These findings are visualized in a model (see Figure 6.1) that 
illustrates the dynamism that is found in client-contractor relationships in projects as opposed to 
more static cause-effect models (Langley, 1999). This dynamism is most evident in the presence of 
two competing cycles, the ‘agency cycle’ with high perceptual distance on the one hand, and on the 
other hand the ‘stewardship cycle’ with low perceptual distance. These competing cycles contribute 



141 
 

to the course of the project in terms of outcomes that are eventually obtained (i.e. relationship 
quality and performance on the right axis). 

Furthermore, in this longitudinal study we found that higher managerial layers and other 
departments, especially in the client organization, also have a major influence in the project, 
highlighting the boundary-spanning role of the project manager (Ancona & Caldwell, 1990, 1992; 
Marrone, 2010). Accordingly, in Chapter 5 we discussed how the broader organizational context 
raises barriers to the application of project evaluations, and with that, to the opportunity for 
discussing perceptual distance. Moreover, within this chapter we explored how this situation can be 
improved. These findings are also included in the model in Figure 6.1. The model shows how the 
context of the project may influence the extent to which the project starts on the stewardship side 
or agency side (on the left axis). Specifically, with context we refer to the culture in the client and 
contractor organization in terms of a desire for learning, room for the development of interpersonal 
skills and the presence of a psychologically safe climate. In such a culture, the project is more likely 
to start on the stewardship end (i.e. high on the left axis). In contrast, the project is more likely to 
start on the agency end (i.e. low on the left axis) when the client and contractor team originate from 
a blame culture. In such a culture there is a lack of focus on learning and development of skills as 
employees fear to be vulnerable, i.c. fear to share their failures and criticism. 

 

 
Figure 6.1. A visualization of the dynamism in the client-contractor relationship in projects, based upon the 

different studies conducted in this dissertation. 
 

In this dissertation we aimed to support organizations to enhance their project outcomes by 
focusing our research on the measurement of perceptual distance through bilateral project 
evaluations. Specifically, we propose the Perceptual Distance Monitor as a useful tool to facilitate 
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the discussion between client and contractor on their perceptions. It is encouraging to see that other 
tools have been developed in the field of project management to measure the performance 
(Rijkswaterstaat, 2015) or the collaboration and relationship (AT Osborne, 2017; Heijmans, 2017) 
in projects. In our endeavor, we have aimed to discover the key issues on which client and contractor 
perceptions differ, and accordingly, we developed a validated instrument that is based upon extant 
literature. We specifically address perceptual distance because it is the basis for conflict and 
deteriorating client-contractor relationships, as we have shown in our studies. Hence, we addressed 
both the behavioral and informational aspect of the client-contractor relationship in our research 
and extended on current endeavors to measure important issues in projects. 

However, the increase in complexity and importance of inter-organizational relationships are 
not confined to projects. On the contrary, in many industries supply chains get increasingly 
complex with more interdependent organizations that are contributing in the supply chain (De 
Vries, 2017; Fawcett et al., 2012). Several changes in the market are reinforcing this cycle, such as 
the change from ‘buying products’ to ‘buying solutions’ (Akkermans et al., 2019). With these 
developments, the relationship between buyers and suppliers within supply chains becomes 
increasingly important, as well as the role of knowledge exchange and the attitudes and behavior of 
the people involved in the relationship (De Vries, 2017). Therefore, although the research in this 
dissertation focuses on collaborations in projects, the contributions and implications may apply to 
supply chain relationships in general.  

6.3. Theoretical contribution 

Within this dissertation we have addressed the topic of perceptual distance that has been 
limitedly researched, despite its supposed relevance in client-contractor relationships. In this 
endeavor, we have used multiple theories as a foundation for our studies as the different foci of our 
studies warranted different theoretical lenses. Based upon these different theories, the various 
studies on the topic of perceptual distance together have a broad theoretical contribution. 

Firstly, we found that also in practice, few organizations take into account the possibility of 
different perceptions of client and contractor through the application of bilateral project 
evaluations. However, our findings supported the relevance of perceptual distance as we found that 
the organizations that did apply bilateral project evaluations had better project outcomes. 
Subsequently, we showed that perceptual distance is an important determinant in predicting the 
quality of the relationship and project performance. This was done through the development of a 
survey that addressed many key aspects in the project on which perceptions of client and contractor 
were likely to differ. This survey builds upon a combination of agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; 
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Ross, 1973) and social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg et al., 1995; Hogg & Terry, 
2000). The combination of agency theory and social identity theory proved useful in clarifying the 
roots of perceptual distance, addressing sociological and informational factors on the individual, 
team, and project level.  

Moreover, the aforementioned study resulted in a validated conceptualization of perceptual 
distance which also functions as an instrument, called the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). 
This conceptualization facilitates researchers and practitioners to detect perceptual distance within 
client-contractor relationships. Through the application of this PDM in a longitudinal research 
design, we found that perceptual distance both converges and diverges over time. Hence, we proved 
that perceptual distance is an issue that needs regular attention over time during a project, and for 
this purpose the PDM is a useful tool. 

Secondly, in this study we connected the convergence and divergence in perceptual distance 
with the collaborative orientation in the project. The collaborative orientation refers to the 
orientation and behavior that client and contractor have with regard to the collaboration and each 
other. This concept is rooted in combining the perspectives of agency theory and stewardship theory 
(Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012). The complementary perspectives of agency theory and 
stewardship theory provided together a strong foundation for studying the collaborative orientation 
of clients and contractors in their collaboration. Corresponding with earlier research we presented 
these two theories on a continuum (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012; Toivonen & Toivonen, 
2014). Moreover, we extended on these studies by concretely observing this collaborative 
orientation in the client-contractor relationship, and, how changes in this collaborative orientation 
evolved over time. Our findings show that the collaborative orientation changes over time, and that 
this change is associated with the development of perceptual distance. With that, we showed that 
the combination of these theories on a continuum provides a useful lens for studying inter-
organizational relationships, in particular client-contractor relationships in projects. 

Lastly, we investigated the wider picture by discussing the role of the organization and the 
context in the application of project evaluations. Even though the effectiveness of the application of 
a project evaluation largely depends upon the context in which it is applied (Franco et al., 2004; 
Gunasekaran et al., 2004), few studies have investigated this context as the content is considered 
more important than the context (Kagioglou et al., 2001). In order to facilitate an impactful 
implementation of project evaluation tools, such as the Perceptual Distance Monitor, we deemed it 
relevant to discuss the barriers and conditions that are needed for its application. Based upon a focus 
group discussion and additional literature review we arrived at several design propositions. From 
the literature, we borrowed useful concepts for these propositions such as psychological safety 
(Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Edmondson, 1999), learning (Chronéer & Backlund, 2015), and 
interpersonal skill development (Azim et al., 2010; Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015). 
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Concluding, we have executed several studies with different foci related to perceptual distance. 
Based upon these studies we have shown that perceptual distance is an important phenomenon that 
needs regular attention over the duration of a project. We connected perceptual distance with the 
orientation and behavior of client and contractor in the project, and with the outcomes of a project. 
Furthermore, we have discussed the current attention for perceptual distance in projects and how 
this could be improved in the future by making use of project evaluations such as the Perceptual 
Distance Monitor. Research on perceptual distance is needed in order to better understand the 
mutual relationship between client and contractor in the project. Overall, the research presented is 
strongly rooted in theory; moreover, it emphasizes the complementarity of these different theories 
and highlights the value that each theory adds to the theoretical landscape and to the research on 
client-contractor collaborations in projects specifically (Kolltveit et al., 2007). 

6.4. Managerial contribution 

Our research has not only highlighted perceptual distance as an important topic for academia; 
on the contrary, the importance of perceptual distance for practitioners has been emphasized 
throughout the entire dissertation. Specifically, we have recommended project managers to (a) 
apply project evaluations bilaterally, meaning that both client and contractor have a say in the 
evaluation, (b) focus on perceptual distance through measuring it e.g. by using the Perceptual 
Distance Monitor, (c) regularly assess and discuss perceptual distance, and (d) reflect stewardship 
in their behavior (e.g. through involvement, a collective orientation and goal, focus on expertise and 
knowledge). Broadly, the challenge can be more integrally addressed on a higher level in the 
organization, in which the project manager has a role as ambassador towards higher management. 
The challenge for higher management is to create a psychologically safe culture that is focused on 
learning and development of skills and competences. In order to achieve this, we have several 
recommendations (see also Figure 6.1). We advise project managers to start their projects with 
dedicated time (e.g. through a project start-up) to discuss what went well in past projects, and what 
should be improved. This would imply that evaluations are accompanied by pragmatic 
improvement plans for both sides in the collaboration. Importantly, the organizational culture 
should foster the open sharing of evaluation outcomes without any negative consequences on the 
individual, project, or organizational level. Therefore, higher managerial levels should advocate this 
focus on learning and promote the use of project evaluations. Next, companies should invest in 
training on interpersonal skills for their employees that may help them to constructively discuss 
project evaluations and to provide and receive feedback.  
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6.5. Strengths 

In this dissertation we have focused on the perceptual distance that is present in client-
contractor relationship in projects. Through different studies we have provided a strong and holistic 
perspective on perceptual distance. The main strengths of this dissertation are in the types of data 
that we have gathered and the methodologies that we have applied. Firstly, in this dissertation we 
build upon different types of data and combine the strengths of each type to obtain valid answers to 
our research questions (Bryman, 2007; Kelle, 2006). More specifically, we have gathered both 
quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data was gathered through surveys, and qualitative 
data was gathered through interviews and a focus group.  

Secondly and accordingly, we approached this phenomenon of perceptual distance using 
methodological triangulation, enhancing the validity of our research (Jick, 1979). For each research 
question in this dissertation we carefully selected the most appropriate method. To investigate how 
project evaluations are currently applied in organizations, we relied on data gathered through a 
cross-sectional survey directed to project managers in different industries. To investigate the 
occurrence of perceptual distance, we gathered as well data through a cross-sectional survey; 
however, the data in this study consisted of coupled dyads with multiple respondents on each side 
of the dyad. Subsequently, we took a longitudinal case study approach to study the development of 
perceptual distance and the collaboration over time in a project, building both upon qualitative data 
from interviews and quantitative data from surveys. Lastly, we obtained in-depth qualitative data 
on the context through a focus group meeting with experts in project management (Morgan, 1996; 
Wilkinson, 1998). Together, the various methodologies have facilitated a diverse perspective and 
in-depth understanding of the topic of research and as such we have combined the strengths of the 
different methods in order to obtain a holistic answer to our main research question. 

Finally, in our research on perceptual distance we aimed to provide a holistic perspective by 
including multiple levels within the organization. Whereas the focus of our research has been at the 
level of the collaboration between client and contractor, where perceptual distance is present, our 
studies included the individual level, the organizational level and the industry level. Specifically, we 
studied the application of project evaluations on the level of the organization, the perceptions as 
they were held by individuals within the project team, the collaborative orientation as it was shown 
by individuals, the teams but also by other departments and managerial layers within the 
organization, and lastly, the barriers and conditions for the application of project evaluations on the 
level of the organization and the industry.  

Hence, our research has strong ecological validity (or analytic generalizability) due to the 
different theoretical lenses that we have applied in our studies (Yin, 2016, 2018) and due to the 
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utilization of different, complementary methods that corroborate each other’s findings (Yin, 2018). 
Moreover, our studies have been executed in the actual circumstances in which perceptual distance 
occurs, including the different levels that play a role in studying perceptual distance. Together, these 
strengths supporting the transferability of our findings in each of the studies, as compared with 
studies based upon experimental settings (Bracht, 1968). 

6.6. Limitations and future research 

In this dissertation we elaborated upon several studies into the phenomenon of perceptual 
distance based upon different research questions and different objectives. Although the interest for 
several of the studies logically followed from the gaps that the preceding studies left, this dissertation 
eventually leaves some gaps. Whereas some of these gaps are considered to be limitations of our 
research, some of them may also provide interesting starting points for future research. Moreover, 
the findings in this dissertation shed light upon several interesting, potential new directions for 
research.  

The first limitation is the sample size of the studies. In each of the studies, a larger sample size 
could have strengthened the internal validity and have better supported claims of generalizability. 
However, the size of the samples can be explained by the dynamism and complexity in projects 
(Brady & Davies, 2014), where project managers and team members are likely faced with many 
unexpected matters and deviations that come up during the execution that need their attention 
(Hällgren & Maaninen-Olsson, 2005; Söderholm, 2008). Accordingly, they often may find limited 
time to focus on the longer term due to the short-term orientation in the project (Eriksson, 2015; 
Fulford & Standing, 2014), and on other important aspects such as evaluation, learning and 
competence development (Chronéer & Backlund, 2015; Madter et al., 2012), let alone that they find 
time to participate in academic research. Therefore, we focused in the fifth chapter on the barriers 
present and conditions needed for the application of project evaluations. We found that among 
others a fear for repercussions and a lack of priority underlies the limited application of project 
evaluations. Similar reasons may explain the low participation in the studies in this dissertation, 
despite the collaboration that we have sought with professional associations, and the interest that 
has been expressed by participants in workshops and presentations that were given at many 
different practitioner conferences and companies. 

Another limitation of this dissertation is the lack of support for causality in the connection 
between the different concepts that have been studied. Based upon the research we conducted we 
cannot claim causal links, despite the correlations found between perceptual distance and project 
outcomes, and similarity in patterns over time of collaborative orientation and perceptual distance. 
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Whereas causality requires the change in both variables to occur sequentially, the methods that we 
have applied only supported registering the concurrence of change in these variables (Sekaran & 
Bougie, 2016). In order to find the causal link between the concepts studied, experimental setups 
may be more suitable.  

Furthermore, within the research in this dissertation several other variables could have been 
included that are deemed important in collaborations in projects. In particular, one potentially 
important factor is the role of the contract in the collaboration. Especially in studying perceptual 
distance it may be interesting to research to which extent the specificity of the terms in the contract 
really help in particularizing expectations and preventing perceptual distance to occur (Carey et al., 
2011; Lumineau, 2017; Sumo et al., 2016; Vaaland & Håkansson, 2003). Another potentially 
interesting factor is power. Although power has been touched upon in the longitudinal study, it 
remains an interesting variable to receive more specific attention in research on perceptual distance 
and the development of the client-contractor collaboration (Chen et al., 2016; Cook, 1977; Lambert 
et al., 1999). A third interesting factor is the complexity of the project. As the increasing complexity 
of projects makes the collaboration between client and contractor more important, perceptual 
distance may be a particular issue in more complex projects affecting the relationship between client 
and contractor. 

Finally, in this dissertation we have focused on projects. Mainly, in our studies we have gathered 
data from the construction industry and IT industry, raising doubts with regard to the external 
validity of the research presented. However, the construction industry is a broad industry with many 
different disciplines, including railways, water management, and construction and renovation of 
utility and residential buildings. Furthermore, IT-projects are also executed in many different 
industries. Although we argue that projects may be especially vulnerable to perceptual distance due 
to among others the often found short-term orientation, it is deemed interesting to extend research 
on perceptual distance to other types of collaborations, in other industries and application fields. 
Potentially interesting fields may be healthcare or home care that are also not uncommonly 
characterized by incongruence of goals and information asymmetry between buyer and supplier 
(i.e. in triads with the client who receives the service; Uenk, 2019), and new product development, 
where earlier research has also pointed at the role of identification between manufacturer and 
supplier, and at the presence of unclear expectations and a short-term orientation (De Vries, 2017). 

Furthermore, an interesting extension to this dissertation would be to research the dynamics in 
the meetings in which project evaluation methods are used. The objective would be to discover how 
such evaluations can be addressed in projects in order to influence the development of perceptual 
distance in a project (based upon the longitudinal study). Moreover, in such a study researchers 
could investigate how participants behave during the application of evaluation methods, and what 
explanatory variables can be found for this behavior (e.g. culture, openness, skills and competences 
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in discussing project evaluations; based upon the focus group study). Such a study may be very well 
suited by an action-research approach, extending the current set of methodologies that have been 
applied (Huxham & Vangen, 2003; Yin, 2016). 

Lastly, both the longitudinal study (see Chapter 4) and the focus group study (see Chapter 5) 
have highlighted the relevance of the project context. Specifically, higher managerial layers have an 
indisputable influence on the project through, for example, the strategic decisions they make that 
influence the project, but also by stimulating or limiting the application of project evaluations. With 
this influence, these higher managerial layers and other departments (unknowingly) jeopardize the 
quality of the relationship between client and contractor, and as a result, may limit the progress in 
the project. Therefore, future studies may further investigate the influential role of the 
(organizational) context of the project (Hällgren & Maaninen-Olsson, 2005; Söderholm, 2008), 
specifically the role of higher management and other departments within the client organization in 
what happens in the project.  

6.7. Concluding remarks 

At the end of the dissertation, I would like to reflect upon the metaphor that I started with in 
the introduction. In the metaphor of ‘the blind men and the elephant’, six blind men have to observe 
what an elephant is. After their observations a dispute follows in which each of the men was 
stubbornly convinced of being right of its own observation. We made a comparison on how client 
and contractor can be convinced of their own perception, based upon the information that they 
have and their identity, which defines their perspective. As a result, conflicts are not exceptional in 
projects. 

Therefore, in this dissertation we have developed the Perceptual Distance Monitor through 
which client and contractor share their perceptions. Based upon these perceptions and the distance 
between client and contractor a meeting can be held in which these findings are discussed. 
Furthermore, by means of a longitudinal study we have shown that monitoring perceptual distance 
remains important over the duration of a project, and that stewardship behavior is associated with 
a reduction in perceptual distance. Lastly, we have addressed the bigger picture of the organization 
in which the monitoring should be applied. This bigger picture showed the need of cultural change, 
the role of leadership and a focus on skills and competence development.  

Based upon these findings and recommendations, I would like to conclude this dissertation by 
rewriting the metaphor of the blind men and the elephant as if we looked back at projects in which 
these findings and recommendations had been applied. Then, the poem would end as follows: 
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“And so the client and contractor, 

Discussed on equal terms, 

Both shared their own perception 

and heard the other firm’s, 

Knowing the distance could be overcome, 

To sustain on the longer term! 

So, it used to be in projects 

That parties were keen, 

Railed on in utter ignorance 

Of what each other mean. 

But now they prate about their Elephant 

And share what they have seen!” 
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Appendix A. Survey used in Chapter 2. 

The survey starts with some general questions with regard to characteristics of the respondent and 
the organization that the respondent works for (industry, size et cetera). Afterwards the following 
questions are asked: 

 Question Answer options 
Go to 
question 

1 The projects and complex services that my organization is involved 
in … 

  

have good financial results (i.e. are within budget) 7-point Likert (strongly 
disagree, disagree, 
slightly disagree, 
neither agree nor 
disagree, slightly agree, 
agree, strongly agree) 

are finished within schedule 

are delivered meeting customer requirements 

In the projects and complex services that my organization is 
involved in … 

client and contractor have a good relationship  

client and contractor trust each other 

communication between collaborating partners is good 

information exchange is good between client and contractor 

2 Are project evaluations* applied in your organization? 
* 'evaluations on current and/or past performance that are done 
(interim and/or after completion) in projects or complex services' 

Yes 3 

No end 

3 Are these project evaluations applied with a standard format (i.e. 
with determined frequency, specified criteria and guidelines)? 

Yes 4 

No end 

4 Are project evaluations applied at specific project milestones (e.g. 
closing of initiation, planning, execution, monitoring and control, 
and closure phase)? 

No  

Yes, at some of the 
milestones 

Yes, at most of the 
milestones 

Yes, at all of the 
milestones 

5 Are interim project evaluations done during the execution phase? 
If so, at what frequency? 

No interim evaluations  

Interim evaluations 
every month 

Interim evaluations 
every 2 months 
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Interim evaluations 
every 3 months 

Interim evaluations 
every 4 months 

Interim evaluations 
every 6 months 

Interim evaluations 
every year 

6 The following items are about the results of project evaluations. To 
which extent are these … 

  

openly shared between both parties 5-point Likert (never, 
rarely, occasionally, 
frequently, always) 

shared with superiors and higher management 

discussed internally in the own team 

on the agenda in the first regular meeting between client and 
contractor, after the evaluation 

discussed in a dedicated meeting between client and contractor 

7 To which extent are the following issues addressed in the project 
evaluation of your organization? 

  

Quality delivered 5-point Likert (not at 
all addressed, slightly 
addressed, moderately 
addressed, 
considerably 
addressed, thoroughly 
addressed) 

Project budget and actual expenditure 

Continuous improvement at contractor's side 

Technological solutions offered by the contractor 

Safety incidents 

Process, planning and current progress 

Change order management 

Documentation, ordering and invoicing 

Competence of project manager representing the client 

Competence of project manager representing the contractor 

Competence of the executing team 

Collaboration between client and contractor 

Cooperation with internal organization and back-office 

Stakeholder management 

Orientation to the client 

Collaboration with other parties (e.g. contractors) 

Subcontractor performance 

Communication (e.g. between client and contractor) 
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Trust in the relationship 

Organizational culture 

Availability of resources (of e.g. personnel, service, equipment 
and material) 

8 Are project evaluations done single-sided (client assesses) or two-
sided (both client and contractor assess)? 

Single-sided 

 Two-sided 
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Appendix B. Variables, definition, operational definition and scale items for the 

Perceptual Distance Monitor, discussed in Chapter 3. 

The table below presents the questionnaires that were used in chapter 3. In the left column the 
questionnaire for the pilot phase is listed; in the right column the questionnaire for the refinement 
phase. All items in this questionnaire are answered on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), except from the scale performance outcomes which is answered on a 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (much lower/shorter) to 7 (much higher/longer). In the second version, 
also the importance of the different aspects of performance outcomes was considered. Words that 
are marked with a $ were adjusted to the respondent with regard to his/her company, project, and 
the client/contractor.  

Pilot phase Refinement phase 

Scale Scale 

Source, reliability and validity in title Source, reliability and validity in title 

Scale items pilot sample with standardized regression weights 
in between brackets (translated from Dutch) 

Scale items second sample with standardized regression 
weights in between brackets (translated from Dutch) 

 
 

Input criteria 

Satisfaction with project objectives  Satisfaction with project objectives  

Self-developed for this research; formative Self-developed for this research; formative 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the budget. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the budget. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the planning.  

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the planning. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the quality standards. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the quality standards. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding sustainability. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding sustainability. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the innovativity (use of innovative 
techniques, processes and products) in the project. 

We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the innovativity (use of innovative 
techniques, processes and products) in the project. 

 We were satisfied with the agreements that we have made with 
$partner regarding the safety standards. 

Competence (knowledge) client / contractor   
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Adapted from Homburg and Jensen (2007); Cronbach’s α = 
0.68 / 0.75; AVE =  0.68 / 0.63 

Changed 

The typical employee at $client/$contractor … 

has much knowledge of his/her field. (0.87 / 0.80) 

has control of many technological skills. (0.78 /  0.79) 

Competence (interpersonal skill) client / contractor   

Homburg and Jensen (2007); Cronbach’s α = 0.85 / 0.88; 
AVE = 0.60 / 0.64 

Changed 

The typical employee at $client/$contractor … 

is well able to work in teams. (0.73 / 0.51) 

has good communication skills. (0.85 / 0.90) 

has good negotiation skills. (0.53 / 0.92) 

is convincing and persuasive. (0.76 / 0.86) 

has a large empathic ability. (0.94 / 0.76) 

 Competence project manager client / contractor 

New Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.86 / 0.93; 
AVE = 0.54 / 0.71 

The project leader at $client / $contractor 

has the (technological) expertise that is needed for the project 
(0.46 / 0.66) 

manages the project well (0.87 / 0.92) 

makes proper assessments and decisions (for instance at 
interfaces of disciplines) (0.80 / 0.88) 

reports and communicates clearly about performance on the 
project level (0.77 / 0.86) 

formulates questions/problems clearly (0.70) / 

understands and complies with the principal's requests (0.87) 

gets all project members involved (0.74 / 0.83) 

 Competence project team client / contractor 

New Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.86 / 0.91; 
AVE = 0.51 / 0.64 

The team members at $client / $contractor 

have the technological expertise that is needed for the project 
(0.50 / 0.57) 

work well together in a (multidisciplinary) team (0.77 / 0.81) 
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communicate clearly (0.81 / 0.92) 

are convincing and assertive (0.65 / 0.86) 

show great empathic ability (0.74) / make a good translation 
from the principal's requests to technological solutions (0.78) 

are good at handling complexity (0.77 / 0.82) 

Importance of regulations   

Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.85; AVE 
= 0.50 

Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.69; AVE 
= 0.33 

The contractual agreements are important to $self. (0.59) The contractual agreements are important to $self. (0.65) 

A contract is an important element of the collaboration. (0.64) Within $self we attach little value to the contract as a tool 
within the collaboration. * (0.47) 

The contract is essential to the collaboration in order to have 
sufficient control on the execution. (0.81) 

The contract is essential to the collaboration to maintain 
sufficient control over the execution. (0.54) 

Within $self people point out to others anything in the project 
that does not pass off in accordance with the contract. (0.65) 

Within $self people point out to others anything in the project 
that does not pass off in accordance with the contract. (0.60) 

$client finds it important to regularly go through the contract 
with $contractor and discuss project matters. (0.64) 

It is important within $self to regularly bring out the contract 
in order to check all project matters. (0.61) 

It is important within $self to regularly bring out the contract 
in order to check all project matters. (0.86) 

  

Management style  

Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.78; AVE = 0.47 Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.72; AVE = 0.41 

$self is an informal organization (has few managerial layers, 
loose control and monitoring; few bureaucratic procedures 
and contracts). (0.63) 

$self is an informal organization (has few managerial layers, 
loose control and monitoring; few bureaucratic procedures 
and contracts). (0.84) 

Decision making within $self is based upon consensus (of 
many people) rather than upon authoritarian decision making 
(by a senior person). (0.79) 

Decision making within $self is based upon consensus (of 
many people) rather than upon authoritarian decision making 
(by a senior person). (0.56) 

Within $self decisions are taken without hidden agendas. 
(0.64) 

Within $self informal communication is preferred over formal 
communication (short presentations and no lengthy written 
reports). (0.63) 

 
Within $self decisions are guided by concrete considerations 
and planned processes rather than by hidden agendas. (0.48) 

Process criteria 

Constructive conflict   

Gibson et al. (2009); Cronbach’s α = 0.72; AVE = 0.50 Gibson et al. (2009); Cronbach’s α = 0.92; AVE = 0.75 

Conflicts between $client and $contractor are resolved 
constructively. (0.79) 

Conflicts between $client and $contractor are resolved well. 
(0.92) 
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We have an open attitude in the search for a solution to 
conflicts. (0.67) 

There is constructive conflict in $project. (0.96) 

There is hostility between the teams in $project. * (0.66) There is cooperative thinking in $project during conflict. 
(0.88) 

 
There is hostility between the teams in $project. * (0.69) 

Decision-making autonomy   

Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.32; 
omitted 

Aiken and Hage (1968); Cronbach’s α = 0.77; AVE = 0.42 

When changes are needed that will affect $client, $contractor 
will always consult $client. 

There can be little action taken by $contractor until $client 
approves a decision. * (0.62) 

$contractor is dependent upon $client in making choices with 
regard to the project. 

If employees at $contractor make their own decisions that 
would be quickly discouraged by $client. * (0.48) 

Decision are made by $client. Even small matters have to be referred to $contractor for a 
final answer. * (0.85) 

There is enough say for $contractor in the project. * $contractor hardly ever has to ask $client for permission for 
anything. (0.48) 

 Any decision made by $contractor has to have $client's 
approval. * (0.73) 

Information exchange  

Heide and John (1992), Nyaga et al. (2010); Cronbach’s α = 
0.54; omitted 

Stephen and Coote (2007); Cronbach’s α = 0.81; AVE = 0.51 

Both parties expect that all information that can help the other 
party is shared.  

Both parties are willing to provide proprietary information if 
it helps each other. (0.78) 

Both parties expect that they keep each other informed about 
any events or changes that may affect either party.  

Both parties keep each other informed about any events or 
changes that may affected either party. (0.70) 

Regularly information was exchanged between $client and 
$contractor besides the predetermined moments.  

Information that was relevant to the project was exchanged 
willingly. (0.62) 

Prior to every change that $client made in the project, $client 
(formally) informed $contractor  

Each party provided proprietary information that was helpful 
to the other. (0.60) 

Prior to every change that $contractor made in the project, 
$contractor (formally) informed $client. 

 

Internal task routines contractor  

Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.80; AVE = 0.55 Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.76; AVE = 0.47 

$contractor is goal focused and achievement oriented. (0.80) $contractor has goal focused and achievement oriented 
employees. (0.71) 

$contractor has employees with a strong work ethic (defy the 
9-to-5 attitude, willing to do whatever it takes to get the job 
done). (0.72) 

$contractor has employees with a strong work ethic (defy the 
9-to-5 attitude, willing to do whatever it takes to get the job 
done). (0.63) 
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Within $contractor, employees are encouraged to make 
decisions themselves. (0.64) 

Within $contractor employees are encouraged to make 
decisions themselves. (0.71) 

Within $contractor teamwork and cooperation (e.g., 
collaboration among individuals from different business 
units) plays an important role. (0.79) 

Within $contractor teamwork and cooperation (e.g., 
collaboration among individuals from different business 
units) is emphasized. (0.68) 

Organizational responsiveness contractor  

Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.84; AVE = 0.62 Lavie et al. (2012); Cronbach’s α = 0.84; AVE = 0.65 

$contractor has an open attitude towards $client in case of 
problem solving. (0.65) 

$contractor has an open attitude towards $client in case of 
problem solving. (0.72) 

At $contractor they are open minded and creative in their 
approach to problem solving. (0.80) 

At $contractor they are open minded and creative in their 
approach to problem solving. (0.91) 

$contractor responds quickly to emerging situations, changes, 
and chances. (0.90) 

$contractor responds quickly to emerging situations, changes, 
and chances. (0.79) 

Flexibility  

Adapted from Heide and John (1992); Cronbach’s α = 0.51; 
omitted 

Stephen and Coote (2007); Cronbach’s α = 0.83; AVE = 0.62 

When unexpected situations arose, we preferred to work out a 
new arrangement with $partner rather than holding each 
other to the original arrangement. 

When unexpected situations arose, we preferred to work out a 
new arrangement rather than holding each other to the 
original arrangement. (0.78) 

We expect that that whenever circumstances change, both 
parties are willing to meet each other in the collaboration. 

In this collaboration, we are able to make adjustments in our 
relationship without significant disputes, conflicts, or 
uncooperative behaviors. (0.54) 

$client is flexible in response to requests made by $contractor 
throughout the course of the project. 

When unexpected events occurred, both parties were open to 
modifying previous agreements. (0.91) 

$contractor is flexible in response to requests made by $client 
throughout the course of the project. 

$partner and $self are flexible in response to requests made by 
each other throughout the course of the project. (0.86) 

Solidarity  

Adapted from Heide and John (1992); Cronbach’s α = 0.64; 
AVE = 0.66 

Stephen and Coote (2007); Cronbach’s α = 0.83; AVE = 0.57 

Problems that arise in the course of the project are treated as a 
joint responsibility of both parties. (0.65) 

Problems that arose in the course of the project were treated 
as a joint responsibility of both parties. (0.77) 

Both parties are committed to do each other a favor. (0.95) Both parties are committed to improvements that may benefit 
the project as a whole and not only the individual parties. 
(0.81) 

 Problems are pushed solely onto one party instead of solved 
together. * (0.68) 

 
The responsibility for making sure that the relationship 
worked for all parties was shared jointly. (0.77) 
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Trustworthiness  

Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.81; AVE 
= 0.46 

Self-developed for this research; Cronbach’s α = 0.82; AVE 
= 0.55 

$client always sticks to the agreements that we have made on 
paper. (0.63) 

They ($partner) always stick to the agreements that we have 
made on paper. (0.84) 

$contractor always sticks to the agreements that we have made 
on paper. (0.76) 

$partner properly establishes oral agreements regarding 
changes in the contract. (0.75) 

$partner properly establishes our oral agreements in the 
contract. (0.80) 

Regularly, $partner tries to circumvent contractual 
agreements. * (0.62) 

Regularly, $partner tries to circumvent contractual 
agreements. * (0.76) 

The execution corresponds to what has been contractually 
agreed upon. (0.73) 

The execution corresponds to what has been contractually 
agreed upon. (0.36)  

 

Output criteria 

Project outcomes (different answer scale, see above)  

Self-developed for this research, formative Self-developed for this research, formative 

The costs within the project are compared to budget * The costs of the project, compared to the budget * 

The project has taken (until now) compared to the planning * The duration of the project (so far), compared to the planning 
* 

The quality that is delivered (until now) is compared to 
expectations 

The quality being delivered (so far), compared to the 
expectations 

In the project is worked more/less sustainably than expected In the project, the work has been more/less sustainable than 
expected 

In the project is worked more/less innovatively than expected In the project, the work has been more/less innovative than 
expected 

 In the project, the work has been more/less safely executed 
than expected 

 Weighting for criteria for ‘project outcomes’ and 
‘satisfaction with project objectives’ 

New Please indicate the importance of the following six 
performance indicators in $project (scale 1-10): 

(1) Costs 

(2) Planning 

(3) Quality 

(4) Sustainability 

(5) Innovativity 

(6) Safety 



180 
 

Trust  

Cronbach’s α = 0.71; AVE = 0.42 Corsten and Kumar (2005); Cronbach’s α = 0.90; AVE = 0.69 

We trust (the employees from) $partner with whom we 
collaborate. (0.75) 

$partner keeps the promises it makes to us. (0.68) 

$client and $contractor both receive a fair share of the revenue 
compared to the contribution they have. (0.62) 

$partner gives sound advice on our business, and our 
company knows it is sharing its best judgment. (0.75) 

$partner is consistent in the procedures for determination and 
execution of changes. (0.68) 

$partner is concerned about $self's welfare, particularly when 
making major decisions. (0.91) 

The promises that are made by $partner are kept. (0.52) We can depend on the $partner's support in matters of 
importance to us. (0.96) 

* Items marked with an asterisk are reversed in the scale 
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Appendix C. Interview questions used in Chapter 4. 

• What has been done within your organization in preparation of the tender for this project?* 

• According to you, what was the goal that was defined at the start of the project, which problems 
had to be solved, what had to be achieved?* 

• To which extent did the plans that were handed in by the contractor link to these goals and 
problems? And, in case it did not, what was the underlying reason?* 

• What were your expectations with regard to the role of both parties in achieving these goal (in 
terms of e.g. process management, autonomy, solutions, stakeholder management, and 
information exchange)?* 

• In the past couple of months in the execution of the project, how would you describe the 
collaboration between client and contractor? 

• How has the collaboration developed over the past period?** 

• What have been the most important activities in the past period in the project? 
• With regard to execution in the past period. Can you recall a specific situation or action where 

the other party (a) acted / (b) did not act in accordance with your expectations? Who played a 
role in this and how did they direct this? 

• With regard to aforementioned roles that you expected from both parties in the project. To 
which extent have both parties act in accordance with these roles until now? Can you provide 
an example of this? Could you also provide an example where it (a) did / (b) did not happen? 

• This research focuses on perceptual distance, with that we refer to how collaborating parties 
have a different perception and view upon, for example, how the project is going, the ways of 
working and how both parties perform in the project. To which extent would you say that this 
has been the case in the project? Could you provide a specific example? 

• Has it occurred that client and contractor had different opinions within the project? Could you 
provide an example? How did both parties go about the conflict? 

• How is the performance in the project? To which extent have the milestones, planning and 
budget been followed, and the quality been delivered? 

 

* These questions were only asked in the first interview. 

** These questions were only asked in the second and third interview. 
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Appendix D. Overview of interviews held in both projects in Chapter 4. 

Project Party Respondent t1 In between t2 t3 

Alpha Client Project manager 32 min. - 36 min. 37 min. 
 Client Engineer 59 min. - 51 min. 55 min. 

 Contractor Contract manager 44 min. - 47 min. 39 min. 
 Contractor Design manager 47 min. - 50 min. 46 min. 

Beta Client Internal client 46 min. * - - 
 Client Program manager (t1), 

project manager (t2, t3) 
55 min. 26 min. + 

39 min.* 
56 min. 43 min. 

 Client Project manager 39 min. * - - 
 Client Program manager - * 66 min. 41 min. 

 Contractor Delivery manager 51 min. 21 min. 42 min. 37 min. 
 Contractor System architect 49 min. - 68 min. 48 min. 

* Switched role, into the project, out of the project or within the project. 
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Appendix E. Tables with frequencies of agency and stewardship statements in Chapter 4. 

Project Alpha, t1 

 

Project Alpha, t2 

 

Project Alpha, t3 

  

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 0 6 6 Agency: 5 4 9

Stewardship: 2 4 6 Stewardship: 6 5 11

Agency: 0 5 5 Agency: 5 1 6

Stewardship: 3 1 4 Stewardship: 4 8 12

Agency: 0 1 1 Agency: 0 1 1

Stewardship: 6 6 12 Stewardship: 6 3 9

11 23 26 22

RailCo
(client)

EngiRail
(contractor)

Total statements per interviewee

RailCo
(client)
EngiRail

(contractor)

Project

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 1 9 10 Agency: 2 0 2

Stewardship: 3 6 9 Stewardship: 5 4 9

Agency: 0 5 5 Agency: 0 2 2

Stewardship: 5 7 12 Stewardship: 3 10 13

Agency: 0 4 4 Agency: 0 1 1

Stewardship: 16 4 20 Stewardship: 17 8 25

25 35 27 25Total statements per interviewee

RailCo
(client)

EngiRail
(contractor)

RailCo
(client)
EngiRail

(contractor)

Project

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 0 2 2 Agency: 0 1 1

Stewardship: 5 2 7 Stewardship: 2 3 5

Agency: 1 1 2 Agency: 0 1 1

Stewardship: 8 5 13 Stewardship: 4 7 11

Agency: 0 1 1 Agency: 0 0 0

Stewardship: 14 16 30 Stewardship: 10 7 17

28 27 16 19Total statements per interviewee

RailCo
(client)

EngiRail
(contractor)

RailCo
(client)
EngiRail

(contractor)

Project
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Project Beta, t1 

 

Project Beta, t2 

 

Project Beta, t3 

 

 
  

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 3 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 5 0 1 6 Agency: 5 5 10

Stewardship: 2 2 2 6 Stewardship: 2 1 3

Agency: 1 1 1 3 Agency: 1 1 2

Stewardship: 1 3 3 7 Stewardship: 6 4 10

Agency: 1 2 0 3 Agency: 0 0 0

Stewardship: 6 5 5 16 Stewardship: 9 6 15

16 13 12 23 17Total statements per interviewee

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

Project

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 5 2 7 Agency: 5 7 12

Stewardship: 8 5 13 Stewardship: 0 1 1

Agency: 0 2 2 Agency: 0 1 1

Stewardship: 6 7 13 Stewardship: 8 10 18

Agency: 0 1 1 Agency: 0 0 0

Stewardship: 12 7 19 Stewardship: 6 9 15

31 24 19 28Total statements per interviewee

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

Project

Interviewee

Behavior or
from

attitude of Interviewee 1 2 Total Interviewee 1 2 Total

Agency: 7 3 10 Agency: 4 2 6

Stewardship: 8 3 11 Stewardship: 3 3 6

Agency: 0 2 2 Agency: 0 0 0

Stewardship: 4 3 7 Stewardship: 3 4 7

Agency: 0 0 0 Agency: 0 0 0

Stewardship: 4 6 10 Stewardship: 7 3 10

23 17 17 12Total statements per interviewee

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

A2B
(client)

Expert-IT
(contractor)

Project
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Managing Perceptual Distance to Enhance Project Outcomes 

The management of projects is a challenging and dynamic task which involves an increasing 
number of different parties. Over the past, many projects have been recognized for going over 
budget, not meeting the planning and/or not delivering according to the requirements. For the 
client, as well as the contractor, this is a major concern. Many of the problems that occur in projects 
are related to the interfaces of different actors in the supply chain and the nature of the relationships 
between the different actors. Despite the attention in research and practical journals to the 
prevention of negative project outcomes, project managers often still face difficulties within 
relationships in their projects. Good client-contractor relationships are not easily established, as 
building cooperative and trusting relationships takes time and effort. A good relationship is believed 
to evolve when collaborating partners share ambitions, vision, goals and drivers for the project. 
These foster the alignment of the partners’ interests and their cooperativeness. Yet, all too often, 
client and contractor experience the opposite due to mismatched perceptions (e.g. differences of 
opinion, unrealistic expectations, and lack of shared goals) and behavior that deviates from 
expectations. 

 In this dissertation, we examined this phenomenon of perceptual distance and its role in 
establishing and maintaining effective collaborative relations. With the term “perceptual distance” 
we refer to “differences between collaborating partners’ perceptions of key issues in their relationship”. 
Our main research question that we aimed to answer in this dissertation is: how can perceptual 

distance between client and contractor be incorporated in project management in order to obtain 

better project outcomes? In order to obtain an answer to this question we investigated the current 
use of evaluations in projects, the measurement of perceptual distance to include it in evaluations, 
the development of perceptual distance in the client-contractor relationship over time, and the 
context for the application of project evaluations that take perceptual distance into account. 

Based on the research we presented here, better project outcomes will be obtained when project 
managers regularly apply project evaluations in which both client and contractor are allowed to 
evaluate and share their perceptions with regard to the input, process and output in the project. This 
helps to make both client and contractor aware of how key issues in the project are perceived 
differently by the other party in the project. Moreover, it gives them a possibility to reflect on their 
own behavior in the project and how this is affecting the other party in the collaboration. Toward 
this purpose, we propose the use of the Perceptual Distance Monitor (PDM). The PDM allows for 
the assessment of perceptions of team members both on the side of the client and on the side of the 
contractor through a questionnaire. Based upon this questionnaire, the PDM provides an overview 
of topics on which the perceptions of client and contractor differ. In particular, our research showed 
that important topics are (a) satisfaction with project objectives, (b) competences project manager 
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client, (c) competences project manager contractor, (d) trust and (e) management style. Subsequently, 
the outcome of the PDM can be discussed in meetings that are held with the client and contractor 
in order to allow both parties to provide the necessary explanations that are needed to learn and 
improve within the project. By applying the PDM on a regular basis, the members are able to observe 
the changes in perceptual distance and whether these developments are positive. Because 
perceptions may converge or diverge over time, regular application of the PDM is deemed relevant. 

Furthermore, team members are advised to aspire a stewardship-based collaboration. A 
stewardship-based collaboration is characterized by a collective, long-term goal, involvement, 
authority and power based upon expertise and knowledge, and identification at both sides with the 
interest of the project and, accordingly, the interests of the other party. This behavior stimulates the 
convergence of perceptions. Lastly, our research indicates that attention is still needed for the 
culture and people in the project in order to get project evaluations deeply embedded in the 
organization. We stress the need for project managers and higher management who facilitate 
perceptions to be openly shared without any potential negative consequences for the client, 
contractor, or the individual team members. We highlight the importance of a focus on learning 
over projects through sharing evaluations, and through providing the training to develop the 
interpersonal skills that are necessary for the evaluation. 
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