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process of learning of project managers, after they have faced 

project failures, through the Experiential Learning Theory. 
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face-to-face, to identify the learning after facing project failures. 

This was done by viewing through the lens of the Experiential 

Learning theory. There were few internal and external triggers 

to the learning, in addition to few external factors which impact 

the process of learning.  

Conclusion:   The authors propose a learning model, which shows how 

managers can contribute to self-learning, organizational learning 
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1 Introduction 

 

“Failure is simply the opportunity to begin again, this time more intelligently “------- Henry 

Ford 

 

Project failures are a reality that most project managers face several times in their careers, but 

even more significant than the failure itself, is what these individuals learn after experiencing 

it (Kerzner, 2013). Project failures can be described as projects that have either been aborted 

or have not been able to deliver desired results or objectives (The Standish Group Report, 

2014). Most of the project management literature focuses on project management processes, 

project stages, project success criterion and reasons for project failures (B. N. Baker, Murphy, 

& Fisher, 2008; Chapman & Ward, 1996; H. R. Kerzner, 2013; Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996), but 

there seems to be a lack of focus on events that unfold after a project fails, that is, the 

‘aftermath’ (Cope, 2011). On the other hand, studies do exist within the entrepreneurship 

literature which analyze failure of entrepreneurial projects (Shepherd & Cardon, 2009; 

Shepherd & Kuratko, 2009). But these are not particularly focused on projects executed 

within organizations and the experiences of entrepreneurs would be different to those of 

project managers within firms, after a failure occurs (Shepherd, Haynie, & Patzelt, 2013; 

Shepherd, Patzelt, & Wolfe, 2011). 

 

Organizations today execute operations in a planned and controlled manner, while 

undertaking assignments as projects, yet firms face continuous internal and external changes 

and a higher exposure to failures (Hitt, 2001). But failure is seen as a nearly vital ingredient in 

the recipe for learning within organizations (Mueller & Shepherd, 2012). McGrath (1999) 

also suggests that advantages can be attained from execution of “high- variance 

opportunities”, even if the chances of failure are greater with this approach. Therefore, 

failures can provide a chance of learning and future improvement of processes and 

procedures, but this may only be achieved if the events that follow a project failure are 

analyzed (Shepherd & Kuratko, 2009).   

1.1 Problem Discussion 

An increasing trend has been seen within organizations to adopt a strategy to execute tasks, 

and assignments, as projects (Kerzner, 2013). A Project is defined as a unique and temporary 

venture with a definite start and end, whereas, project management refers to the undertaking 

of processes, knowledge and skills to achieve the goals of the project (Guide, 2001). Hence, a 

greater number of firms are now working in a project management environment (Golini, 

Kalchschmidt, & Landoni, 2015). Since the birth of the field, research on project management 

and particularly the processes and phases that allow successful completion of projects, has 

been carried out extensively in the past within the project management literature (Joslin & 

Müller, 2015; Jugdev & Müller, 2005).  Although the term ‘success’ may be considerably 

differently for each project, as well as the organization (Jugdev & Müller, 2005), researchers 

talk of the need now for firms, more than ever, to make trade-offs, which may include 

terminating poorly performing projects and allocating their resources to the more promising 
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ones (Shepherd, Patzelt, Williams, & Warnecke, 2014). On the other hand, projects may end 

up at a dead end due to a change in the technology, the changing need in the market or a 

renewal in the company strategy or simply because they need to be exited from due to 

extreme cost or time overruns, therefore, all of these factors may lead to failure of a planned 

completion of a project.  

 

McConnell (1996, p 112) in his article on “Avoiding classical mistakes” cites: “Many 

common management practices are penny-wise and pound-foolish, trading huge losses in 

motivation and morale for minor methodology improvements or dubious budget savings.'. 

Kerzner (2013) describes similar project management practices. Most of the research in the 

literature on project failures focuses on the factors or criteria’s for the execution of successful 

projects or aspects that may affect the successful completion of a project (B. N. Baker et al., 

2008; Mir & Pinnington, 2014; Nixon, Harrington, & Parker, 2012).  As project failures are 

unfortunate realities that organizations have to face, even more today (Kerzner, 2013), project 

managers and teams may be able to learn from such failures, to improve the execution of 

current projects as, well as those in the future. ‘He who fails to study history is destined to 

repeat it. Unfortunately, because few people learn from the past, history often repeats itself on 

projects ‘ (Maxwell, 2013, p 6). Hence, there is a dearth of literature that analyses the 

processes undertaken after a project failure occurs. Particularly there is less focus on the 

experiences that project managers’ encounter and what they are able to take away from such 

occurrences as aspects of learning for themselves, as well as for future projects.  Everyone 

believes that  failures often lead to future successes, but it needs to be understood that future 

success can only be attained if knowledge is captured from the failures that occurred in the 

past (Green, Welsh, & Dehler, 2003; Shepherd & Kuratko, 2009).  

 

Learning is required because it helps to cope with the issues that follow a failure. Aspects of 

learning include self learning, organizational learning and maintaining relationships (Cope, 

2011). These aspects directly or indirectly attribute to the performance of the employees or 

the managers. Some researchers claim to have found several instances where employees take 

responsibility for their past failures and their performance has certainly improved by 

correcting themselves from the previous mistakes (Yamakawa, Peng, & Deeds, 2010). Kolb 

had proposed a theory of learning called Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) (Kolb, 1984). 

The theory is based on the concept of learning through experience and focuses on learning 

through reflection and transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984). It has been scarcely utilized 

in the context of organizational learning. 

 

With globalization and the increase of fierce competition among organizations across the 

globe, projects allow a more planned and fast paced approach (Kerzner , 2013). This is 

accompanied by a dynamic and ever changing environment and failures become an 

unfortunate veracity (Hitt, 2001). Therefore, research in the area of project failures is 

extremely relevant with respect to today’s business scenario and this is even more common 

within the Information Technology sector, being one of the reasons for focusing the study 

within this industry.  
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Considering the experience of the authors in IT and their expertise in the software 

development area and its phases, they are aware of the software development cycle. They 

have also been exposed to the post deployment support undertaken to make sure that the 

product or software has been implemented successfully. This is normally followed by a 

notification to all the stakeholders about the successful deployment. When a failure happens, 

the software revival procedure is handled for which sometimes additional programming is 

required to fix the bug which accounts to the extra manual hours of work and includes 

managers’ notification of the issue to the respective stakeholders. There are also procedures 

which involves the “lessons learnt” document, which is used for future references (Allen, 

Alleyne, Farmer, McRae, & Turner, 2014). The involvement of project managers in the 

learning of the team is highly essential but in practice, after facing such an occurrence, some 

documentation is undertaken but is mostly ignored by the employees when future projects are 

executed. Hence, it is up to the project managers to capture the learning and make sure that 

the learning cycle is complete. Project managers are the key individuals responsible for 

projects as they are closely involved throughout the execution and are the most significant 

actors affected after a project fails (Kerzner, 2013). Therefore, the study explores the 

experiences of the project managers, after facing project failures, in terms of occurrences in 

projects which have resulted in projects being unable to meet initial set objectives and have 

either faced delays (time, cost, other resources, etc), or have been halted or terminated. It 

analyses them in light of experiential learning.  

1.2 Purpose 

The learning practices should be beneficial to all project based companies. There are several 

models for learning practices of which ELT has been widely used and still remains open for 

research and analysis in different types of organizations, in the various phases of a project. It 

is surprising that ELT has not been used in the project management context, especially in the 

area of project failures. Thus, the purpose of the research is: 

 

“To analyse and understand the process of learning of project managers, after they have 

faced project failures, through the Experiential Learning Theory” 

1.3 Research Questions 

According to the purpose of this study, we can formulate following research questions: 

  

1. How does the process of the reflections of project managers, after facing project 

failures, affect their learning? 

2. How can the project managers modify the processes or their style of management, as 

part of their learning, in order to prevent future failures?   

3. How can documentation help to record learning after project failure experiences? 

4. How and why do project managers emotionally react after facing failures and how it 

affects their learning? 
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1.4 Thesis Disposition 

In order to undertake the purpose of this thesis the next section would be the Theoretical 

Framework (Chapter 2) of the thesis, where we will be defining in detail, the terms and 

characteristics regarding the topic and which will lead towards the gaps in the literature. The 

next section would be Research Method (Chapter 3) for our qualitative study, which would 

provide detail of the research design, sample details and the data collection method. 

Following this would be the section of Empirical Findings (Chapter 4), which will include the 

results of the empirical study in detail and the analysis of the findings. The next section would 

be Discussion (Chapter 5) which will include examine the research questions in terms of the 

literature and the findings. Finally the thesis would be completed with the conclusions, 

limitations, contributions of the study and the references. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

¨This section aims to give an overview on the theoretical framework including relevant 

theories and definitions related to Project Failure, its definition, Role of Project Manager, 

and causes, along with Learning including organizational learning, learning from failure and 

Experiential Learning, in order to fulfill the purpose of the thesis.  

2.1 Project and Project Failure 

Project management involves employing capabilities, tools and techniques to the project 

phases in order to achieve the objectives of the project (Guide, 2001). Projects need to be 

undertaken in an organized and planned manner to allow them to succeed. Project success and 

failure is considered an area of significant interest in the project management literature. 

Although, the objective of every project is to succeed but, somehow failure captures more 

attention (Allen et al., 2014).  Failure is considered a complicated event which may have a 

damaging impact (Cope, 2011). Failure is not just  economic failure, it may consist of a loss 

of finances, but it is being unable to go on, a phenomena which stands out (Cochran, 1981). 

Failure may be defined as ‘the termination of an initiative to create value that has fallen short 

of its goals (Hoang & Rothaermel, 2005; McGrath, 1999; Shepherd et al., 2011; Ucbasaran, 

Shepherd, Lockett, & Lyon, 2013). Failure is an agonizing and hurting experience (Whyley & 

Policy studies institute (GB), 1998), it can be costly (Coelho & McClure, 2005) and can also 

leave negative imprints, with respect to the self-esteem and the risk-taking behaviors of those 

involved (Cave, Eccles, & Rundle, 2001) . In an organization, it is important to attain strategic 

transparency which involves removing or putting on hold projects that may not be in line with 

the vision of the organization or may demean it.  This would in turn allow conservation of 

opportunity costs and application of resources on other promising areas (Charette, 2004). 

There is extended literature that is focusing on reducing project failures (Pershing, 2006), but 

there is a lack of research that focuses on capturing benefits, when faced with this occurrence. 

If project failures are methodically managed, the occurrence may also add value to the firm 

(Bolin, 2012). 

2.1.1 Definition of Project Failure 

Definition of a project failure is somewhat subjective in terms of the outlook of a project 

manager and a project sponsor (Bolin, 2012). Linberg (1999) agrees and states that project 

failure has now become a common occurrence.  Even though the vital importance of project 

success is well understood, projects may be considered a failure if they end up not meeting the 

allotted deadline, end up going over budget, do not meeting the desired results or leave the 

customers dissatisfied (Allen et al., 2014). A more stringent definition of project failure from 

Bolin (2012, p 12) refers to “no deviations in the project schedule, budget, or scope”, while he 

also explains views away from the more precise definitions  that consider the factors 

including, “ value-added assessments such as project usefulness, value to the organization and 

learning potential”, when a project is declared as a failure. On the other hand, some 

researchers consider project failure and termination to be similar and state that project 

termination consists of freeing-up of  the resources of the project and assigning the team to 

other tasks (Pinto & Prescott, 1990). Projects may even be considered a partial failure, that is, 
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they are completed, but with some elements absent or not meeting initial objectives, 

particularly with respect to time or cost overruns (Harding, 2012). Overall, project failure is 

usually seen as a slow and steady happening and “we find the seeds of failure sown earlier in 

the project and they mature in the soil of ignorance” (Tinnirello, 2001, p 44). This is due to 

the incapability to recognize and manage failures when they are first identified. Each project 

is unique and therefore the distinct context and timeframe need to be taken into consideration 

(Cule, Schmidt, Lyytinen, & Keil, 2000), both during execution of a project and particularly 

after a project fails. Therefore, project failure may be termed as the inability of the project to 

meet its initially set objectives or goals. 

2.1.2 Identifying Project Failure 

Project failure may be discovered during a strategic analysis, with results pointing to a 

misalignment with the strategy of the firm. Value captured during this analysis can positively 

add to the strategic level planning of the organization. A performance analysis may result in 

enfolding a project failure, which may be due to the incapability of the project to generate 

useful information about performance issues. Value captured at this stage may positively 

affect the firm at the process, system or individual level. A cause analysis focuses on the root 

causes resulting in the downward trend in performance. The importance of regular 

examination and analysis of lost opportunities, errors and unpredictable occurrences is 

significant and its communication all through an organization may lead to learning 

opportunities, yet the occupied managers usually neglect this effort (Cash, 1996).  

2.1.3 Causes of Project Failure 

Projects failures may be caused due to factors which are related to the technical and financial 

aspects of the project, the activities, processes, environment or the people (Lehtinen, Mäntylä, 

Vanhanen, Itkonen, & Lassenius, 2014). The specific factors may include the scope, budget or 

cost overrun or the inability to meet the desired expectation of the customer (Allen et al., 

2014; Bolin, 2012). Projects may also fail due to inadequate “external influence”, a weak 

project manager, undefined scope and unreasonable budget (Allen et al., 2014). The inability 

to secure the management’s commitment may also be a significant factor contributing to 

project failure (Keil, Cule, Lyytinen, & Schmidt, 1998). The role of communication at all 

levels is pivotal during project execution as only ‘tunnel diggers can communicate the work 

that is being done underground’ and inefficient communication may in turn contribute to 

project failure (Glaser, 2005, p 83). Projects may also be faced with occurrences beyond the 

control of the organization or those involved, which also takes us toward the “death by ants” 

expression, “just as no single bite will kill you but thousand will”…..”the organization 

becomes besieged by thousands of small problems” (Glaser, 2004, p 92). Lehtinen et al., 

(2014) and  (Glaser, 2005) argue that the reasons have a casual relationship and the role of 

untimely responses of the management, as well as the team may lead a project towards failure. 

Therefore, the causes of failure include project, technical, inter-organizational issues. 

2.1.4 Role of Project Managers in Project Failures 

Project managers are the key personnel on a project, their involvement is extremely 

significant and they also face the “softer” issues attached to a project failure (Guide, 2001; 
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Harding, 2012). Facing failure and coming to terms with accountability, followed by 

culpableness, is a baffling task (Rogoff, Lee, & Suh, 2004). This may be  accompanied with 

the apprehension with respect to the scars of being stigmatized as the black sheep (Cannon & 

Edmondson, 2005; Savitsky, Epley, & Gilovich, 2001).  It may have financial, emotional, 

physiological, social, professional repercussions (Cope, 2011). Sitkin (1992) argues that 

smaller sized failures have a lesser chance of triggering a negative response. He also mentions 

that actions that extend and modestly challenge existing assumptions, expertise, or strategic 

goals make it possible to learn from failures. Behaviors of project managers including anger, 

greed, envy, lust and sloth which overall effect a project environment, as well as frame the 

“aftermath” of a project failure (Cope, 2011; Kerzner (2012).  

2.1.5 Emotions during Project Failure 

Emotions are triggered due to internal and external stimuli and are built up with experiences 

overtime (Salas, Radovic, & Turnbull, 2012). Understanding the emotional aspect of 

individuals helps to improve work productivity (Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996). They also adds that 

sometimes the manager takes all the blame when there is a failure, in order to face the 

consequences from all the stakeholders and they may let the team enjoy the glory when there 

is a success. Managers also play an important role in bringing out the best from the team. This 

way they may help the employees to help themselves. Bevan, Kipka, & Bartsch (2012, p 254) 

describe in their study that “Emotionally intelligent managers possess a certain degree of self-

awareness and are able to reflect on their actions and behavior”.  But, it is impossible for any 

manager to go into the aspects of personal issues of teams e.g. family issues (Bevan et al., 

2012). Negative emotions often happen whenever there is a failure, sometimes due to fear or 

anger. Research has focused on negative emotions, which happen in the aftermath of a project 

failure and how these can be understood, controlled and managed, thereby reducing the 

chances of future failures (Shepherd et al., 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). 

Failure is celebrated as a “source of learning” (Baumard & Starbuck, 2005; Cannon & 

Edmondson, 2001). Learning from failure is not automatic, in fact it is a journey (Cardon & 

McGrath, 1999; Wilkinson & Mellahi, 2005).  

Following the scope of the research, the area of learning will be addressed, including what 

constitutes organizational learning, learning from failure and experiential learning in order to 

meet the objectives of the study. 

2.2 Learning 

There are many different ways to absorb and learn from the information around us. As a 

human it is a person’s nature to see or observe, to hear, to do something or to feel 

(experience) anything that is preferable to the individual. Sometimes it’s not just one learning 

style that is required but  in fact a group of learning styles is needed (Riding & Grimley, 

1999). Coffield, Moseley, Hall, & Ecclestone (2004) in their critical overview of pedagogy 

suggests that there is no right mix of learning styles but some researchers believe that 

particular types of learning can be associated to particular scenarios. Those who use different 

kinds of learning approaches are people who use multiple intelligence techniques. For 
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example, a school topper could be a person who is well proficient in using the “books” as it is 

the conventional style of learning (Coffield et al., 2004). There could be many toppers if 

“books” were not the only source of learning. While, some researchers believe that learning 

can be acquired through understanding biological cognitive features of mankind (Dunn, 

Griggs, Olson, Beasley, & Gorman, 1995), others believe that it can be acquired through 

practice and gaining the skills through experience and observation (Honey & Mumford, 2000; 

Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 2001). Without understanding how to learn in organizations 

and how employees can improve their learning, it is hard to improve the performance of the 

organization as a whole.   

2.2.1 Organizational Learning 

The notion of the organizational learning gives us an assumption about workshops, training 

and seminars etc. Some of the traditional types of training methodologies which are widely 

observed are case study, games-based training, internship, job rotation, job shadowing, 

lectures, mentoring and apprenticeship, programmed instructions, role-modelling, role play, 

simulation, stimulus-based training, team-training (Martin, Kolomitro, & Lam, 2014). 

Although these are required for the individuals, it is not enough for the team as a whole. 

Organizational learning is an ongoing process that includes the following (Gill, 2000): 

 

1. Assimilating information 

2. Translating information into knowledge 

3. Applying the knowledge to real needs 

4. Receiving the feedback to revise  and reshape the knowledge 

 

In an organization there are three levels of learning which include: individual, team-level, the 

whole organization. Individual learning is when the individual tries to improve the skills and 

competencies which will enable the person to do an activity that will contribute to the growth 

of the company and the individual. Small group or team level learning is when members want 

to improve their knowledge about larger parts in an organization. Whole-organization 

learning is when members of an organization learn and contribute towards the growth of the 

company as a whole (Russ-Eft, 2002). It is important to understand the several phases of 

project failure which the individual experiences and a method that can contribute to 

organizational learning. 

2.2.2 Learning from Failure 

Although there are agreements in the literature with respect to the need to learn from failures, 

most individuals find it extremely complex to undertake it (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005; 

Prahalad & Oosterveld, 1999).  Cope (2011, p 614) states that “it seems there is a complex 

sense-making process at work in recovering from a failure that involves both avoidance and 

confrontation”. (Gartner Inc., 2013) argues that with the ever increasing significance of cost 

management, organizations facing elevated problems should understand the high risk 

associated with struggling to achieve the initial objectives and should acknowledge failure. 

The value added by a failed project can be in the form of experiences that reduce the 

possibility of failure in the future (Bolin, 2012). Charette (2004) argues that project failures 
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are in fact nearly essential for an organization to succeed in the long run. Project failures 

provide the individuals involved, as well as the organization, an opportunity to learn, as at the 

end they both add and confirm experiences of employee. They also provide an understanding 

of the processes and allow mental models to be revised (Shepherd & Cardon, 2009). 

Recovering and rising up from failure is a function of distinctive learning processes that foster 

a range of higher- level outcomes (Cope, 2011). Critical reflection and reflexivity are 

imperative factors that allow failure experiences to be converted into learning (Mezirow, 

1991). Shepherd (2003) argues that in order to attain benefits from the learning gained from 

failures, it must be re-applied, that is, on future projects. Application of the learning gained 

may “restore self-confidence, provide renewed focus and enable failure to be put into 

perspective” (Cope, 2011, p 614). 

 

In an organization, people normally learn from their experiences and tend to grow in a 

specific functional silo. Cope (2011) states that there are five phases that can follow the 

occurrence of a failure. They are: 

 

1) Descent into failure  

2) The experience of managing failure  

3) The aftermath  

4)  Recovery from failure and  

5) Re-emergence from failure  

 

 

Figure 1: Cope’s (2011) definition of phases of learning from failure 

 

The interesting aspect in learning from failure is that there is an inverse-U-shaped relationship 

between the failures and the opportunity identification (Ucbasaran, Westhead, & Wright, 

2009). When there are fewer failures there is a larger chance for motivation and more 

opportunities. But when there are a greater number of failures lining up then the individual is 

disappointed and fails to identify newer opportunities.  

 

The aftermath of failure is followed by the recovery of the failure (Refer Figure 1). This is the 

learning process associated with the rehabilitation. This is the phase where the individual tries 

to step back and see the larger picture after the failure has happened. Sometimes this could be 

Aftermath 
Project 

failure &  
experience 

Recovery 
Re-

emergence 
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a small vacation or a little social chat with friends. In learning terms this can be 

conceptualized to as a “hiatus” sense-making break from routine. This hiatus is normally 

followed by the “critical reflection”. This involves challenges, personal assumptions and 

behaviours and is concerned with the “why” rather than the “how-to” of action, examining the 

reasons for and consequences of what has been done. This is followed by “Reflective action” 

when the individual tries to move on from the failure and thereby contribute a kind of 

“healing” (Cope 2011; Mezirow, 1991) 

 

The re-emergence of failure has 4 kinds of learning which involves the following (Cope, 

2011): 

 

1. Learning about oneself- strengths, weaknesses, skills, attitudes, beliefs, and areas for 

development. Stimulated by “transformative learning” (Mezirow, 1991). 

2. Learning about the strengths and weaknesses, including reasons for the failure. 

Stimulated by “double-loop learning” (Argyris & Schön, 1978). 

3. Learning about the nature and management of relationships, both internal and external 

to the environment. Stimulated by both transformative and double-loop learning. 

4. Learning how to run and control businesses more effective in relation to the wider 

environment. Stimulated by “generative learning” (Cope, 2005).  

 

After addressing learning from failure it is important to understand how to learn (i.e., 

describing how literature says about the effective methods of learning).  

2.2.3 Learning how to Learn 

Cope (2005) had given an outlook about the several types of learning that could be adapted on 

the onset of the failure and its “aftermath”. But it is possible that they all fit into a larger 

learning circle. In order to study the effective learning, it is important to understand the pros 

and cons of the learning styles (Coffield et al., 2004). There are several learning models 

proposed to improve the quality of education in schools and businesses. Dunn et al.(1995)’s 

model explains that learning is achieved using three sensory capabilities of the human brain. 

Visual learning is made through sight or observations of events. Auditory learning includes 

listening, sound patterns and rhythms. Kinesthetic Learning made through gestures and 

touching. This is based on the level of perception of the individual’s motivation and 

responsibility. Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) where Kolb (1984) defines learning as a 

process which is created by grasping experience and transforming it. Kolb (1984) proposed 

four types of learning styles such as accommodating, diverging, assimilating and converging 

which lie in between four different phases which are Concrete Experience, Reflective 

Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation (Refer Figure 2). This 

model is popular both in academia and certain contexts in management as well. This has 

further inspired researchers such as Henry and Mumford who changed the Kolb’s 

terminologies as reflector, theorist, pragmatist and activist (Honey & Mumford, 2000). Inspite 

of all the advancements, Kolb’s (1984) model is still widely used because of its simplicity.  
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2.3 Experiential Learning 

In 1971, David Kolb developed a detailed study about the different styles of learning and 

compiled them into the Learning Style Inventory (LSI) (Kolb, 1971), this was later developed 

and published into book as ”Experiential learning theory” (Kolb, 2014). The model (Refer 

Figure 2) was represented as a learning cycle. This cycle has 4 important stages 

or”experiences”. They are:  

 

1. “Concrete Experience” (feeling) 

2. “Reflective observation” (watching) 

3. “Abstract Conceptualization” (thinking) 

4. “Active Experimentation” (doing)  

 

Kolb has represented a line of axis in which Concrete Experience (CE) and Abstract 

Conceptualization (AC) act as “conflicts” and the other line which has Active 

Experimentation (AE) and Reflective observation (RO)  as “conflicts”. The north-south axis is 

the perception continuum which represents the “emotional response” (or how one feels about 

it) and the east-west axis is the Process continuum (how one approaches a task) (Kolb et al., 

2001).  

 

Figure 2: Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory 

The four types of learning styles which Kolb had discussed are associated with the below 

mentioned characteristics (Kolb, 1984): 
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1. Diverging (feeling and watching CE/RO) - Involves brainstorming and working in 

groups to bring out different perspectives. Learn out of observations and loves people. 

2. Assimilating (watching and thinking AC/RO) - Understand concepts and take time to 

study them as in academia. They are interested more on the concepts and ideas rather 

than people. 

3. Converging (doing and thinking AC/AE) - People who adopt practical style of 

approach and are good problem solvers, innovators and decision makers.  

4. Accommodating (doing and feeling CE/AE) - Rely on others’ analysis to do and act 

on their “gut” instincts. These people rely on trial-and-error methods. 

 

Kolb’s model is based on six characteristic features (Kolb, 1984): 

 

1. Learning is a process irrespective of the outcomes. 

2. It is a continuous process which is grounded in experience. 

3. Learning requires the resolution of “conflicts” between dialectically opposed modes of 

adaptation to the world. 

4. Learning is a holistic process of adaptation of the world. 

5. Learning involves transactions between the person and the environment. 

6. Learning is the process of creating knowledge which is a result of transaction between 

social knowledge and personal knowledge. 

 

Researchers have been studying pedagogy have discussed about concrete experience (CE) 

before and after the publications of Kolb (Dunn et al., 1995; Honey & Mumford, 2000). The 

learning cycle does not necessarily begin with the concrete experience others think that it 

might not (Joy & Kolb, 2009) . Kolb’s model is based on the fact that learning is best when 

it’s from personal experiences.  Experiential learning leads to transformational learning. 

Hence, it’s not just about the experience, in fact it is also about the reflection (Kolb, 1984). 

Reflective observation (RO) is the mode of learning through reflection and observation. This 

is vital especially for project managers. Kolb also suggests that making conclusions about the 

observations, while developing and theorizing certain formulations is the important aspect of 

Abstract conceptualization (AC). After knowing the outcomes of an event or experience, it is 

also human tendency to try something new the next time. Kolb had been analyzing this trying 

to understand how a child learns in its various stages of growth. Active experimentation not 

only improves the analytical ability of the individual, but helps to ponder into new arenas of 

research which is triggered by the brain. 
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3 Research Method 

¨This section describes the research design of the study and the method used to gather data in 

order to achieve the purpose of the study. It includes description of the research philosophy, 

the research design chosen, the data collection methods, the participants of the study and 

considerations with respect to trustworthiness of the study. 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

Research philosophy commences with the choice of the approach, which in turn supports the 

research design and the methods used. Interpretive research allows to develop understanding 

of the social phenomenon and to examine social reality in a unique manner that challenges the 

“taken-for-granted views”. The interpretive approach allows to view society as “ongoing 

interplay between actors that interact in and with different contexts” (Nordqvist, Hall, & 

Melin, 2008, p 5). From this approach, the vague reality may be interpreted to understand it.  

This also allows a focus on the details and complexities as individuals interpret meaning of 

certain actions (Schwandt, 2000). It can therefore be tied to explanation of connotations, 

which eventually leads to understanding by figuring out the meaning of information which is 

explained, felt and aimed by the (Denzin, 2001). This interpretation can be done with respect 

to “actions, events, processes, objects and actors” (Weick, 1995), where researcher and the 

one being researched co-create knowledge as they are involved in a dialogue of 

interpretations. Interpretive approach also allows the researcher to “live” or put themselves in 

the shoes of that being researched (Alvesson & Sköldberg , 2000).  Therefore, taking into 

consideration the interpretive approach, along with the nature and objectives of this study, 

which requires exploration into the experiences of project managers after facing project 

failures, this approach seems most appropriate.  

3.2 Qualitative Research  

Qualitative research allows in-depth exploration of concepts (Haberman & Danes, 2007) and 

it mostly focuses on language and textual data (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015). 

This study follows a qualitative research design, through which in-depth information is 

gathered and it also provides openness with respect to the data collection (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009), which is in line with the purpose of this study. Qualitative research is 

more explorative in nature, consisting more of open ended rather than structured questions 

and responses, and it consists of information gathering in non-numeric form, while interacting 

with the cases (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The interpretative nature of qualitative research 

methods allow data to be collected in its natural setting, followed by interpretation of the 

findings (Norman,& Yvonna, 2005). Therefore, authors were able to move deeper during the 

data collection process, in order to grasp information regarding elusive concepts of 

experiential learning, including: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualization and active experimentation, after project managers face project failures. 

Due to the limited literature available, particularly on project managers experiential learning 

after project failures, the nature of the research is more exploratory allowing to gain insightful 

information regarding the topic  (Lewis, Thornhill, & Saunders, 2007). Therefore, a 

qualitative research would allow insights to be gained considering the scarcity of available 
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literature with respect to experiences of project managers after facing project failures, in light 

of experiential learning, given our focus on the “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 1994).  

3.3 Research Design 

When selecting the research design, it is important that the baseline is the purpose of the 

research (Lewis et al., 2007)  and the synchronization of the research design and the objective 

is tremendously significant. Case study allows an in-depth analysis of one or limited number 

of phenomenon (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).  Yin (2009) states that the case study approach 

allows exploration of a phenomenon in its own real life context. Case study based research 

enables to gain an in-depth understanding of the context, as well as the process or phenomena 

being studied (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In order to ensure efficiency of data collection a 

clear design has been developed, before the data collection, focusing on the purpose, research 

questions, definition of unit of analysis and the procedure for interpretation of data. 

Siggelkow (2007) emphasizes that case studies allow to focus on the significance of particular 

research questions and even one in-depth case can be enough for applying a theory and 

determining its effects or analyzing a phenomena, as in the case of Einstein’s work in 

opposition to Newton’s Theory (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).  “Case Studies can include 

either single or multiple cases, and numerous levels of analysis” and may be undertaken to 

“provide description and test theory” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p 534,535). Easterby-Smith et al. 

(2015) points out few important aspects of constructionist studies for a multiple case study 

approach, which include directly gaining information through known contacts which can be 

done through interviews. Brown & Eisenhardt (1998) & Eisenhardt (1989) explain the 

flexibility in the data collection through use of multiple methods conducting within case and 

across case analysis. Triangulation was also introduced through project documents shared by 

the project managers which helped to provide details about the project and the onset of the 

failure. “Triangulation made possible by multiple data collection methods provides stronger 

substantiation of constructs” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p 538). Also as the interviews were conducted 

by authors of this study and this allowed the information provided to be received from two 

different perspectives (Eisenhardt, 1989). Authors also took notes and observations of the 

interview conversation, which were later shared. “Field notes are an ongoing stream-of-

consciousness commentary about what is happening in the research…overlapping data 

analysis with data collection not only gives the researcher a head start in analysis, but…allows 

researchers to take advantage of flexible data collection” and allows to make adjustments 

through “controlled opportunism” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p 539) . This allows understanding of 

each case in detail, while taking advantage of any new or specific information shared and then 

later productively including in analysis and while conducting cross- case comparisons.  

Hence, based on the purpose and nature of this study, a comparative multiple case study 

interpretative approach seemed the most appropriate choice, with respondents from multiple 

organizations who had one or more than one failure experiences to share.   

3.4 Data Collection 

The preparation of the data collection has been initiated with the development of a sampling 

strategy. This includes determining the participants, informing them and organizing methods 
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for data collection (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015) . Primary data involves first hand collection 

of data and it facilitates in gaining new insights (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), hence, primary 

data was the appropriate choice to allow in-depth yet novel insights to be gained and explored 

in this study.  

In this research, two types of sampling have been used: the purposive sampling and the 

snowball sampling. Purposive sampling is used when the researcher is well aware of the 

sample units required to fulfill the purpose of the study, through the use of judgment, and 

approaches them to check that they meet the criteria (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). In this 

research, purposive sampling facilitates the use of checking against criteria and judgment to 

select some cases, which enables catering to the research questions and the purpose of this 

study. Snowball sampling allows the initially selected participants, which meet the criteria, to 

refer more cases (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Lewis et al., 2007),  who have experienced 

project failures and fulfill the requirements to meet the objectives of this study. 

Before determining the data collection method, it is important to revisit the purpose of the 

study and ensure that the method ties in with the overall objective (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). Qualitative interviews are directional conversations consisting of questions around a 

specific subject matter (Lofland & Lofland, 1984). The questions are directed towards a 

particular purpose and are in a flow that allows in-depth investigation of an area (Charmaz, 

2014). Interviews can allow data to be collected in detail through a flexible and open setup, 

along with the interviewer having the privilege to probe the needed details (DiCicco‐Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006).  Tracy (2013) explains that interviews allow an atmosphere where the 

interviewer and the interviewee can mutually explore, reflect upon and interpret information 

and also explicate lived experiences and perspectives. The main objective of qualitative 

interviews is to understand the interviewees viewpoint and the reason behind it in (King, 

Cassell, & Symon, 2004). This allows the interviewer to comprehend and interpret the 

information with respect to the description given by the interviewee (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009). An important decision before conducting interviews is determining the amount of 

structure in the interviews (Jones, 1985). Semi- structured interviews allow a baseline to be 

developed through an interview guide, yet provide the space and flexibility to gather 

information in greater detail (Flick, 2002). Triangulation through the use of more than one 

method for data collection allows to substantiate data, providing a further detailed view, along 

with providing more validity for the information (Eisenhardt, 1989).  Hence, project 

documentation shared by the project managers allowed understanding the project and gaining 

information with respect to the onset of the failure.  Therefore, in order to undertake detailed 

data collection from project managers regarding an elusive and subjective subject area 

focusing on the experiences of project managers after facing project failures, semi-structured 

in-depth interviews seemed the most appropriate main method for the data collection, in 

addition to the added  project information. 

3.4.1 Interviews 

The interview was conducted by developing an interview guide that revolved around the 

purpose of the study, with sub-topics focusing on categories of experiential learning. 

Exploratory nature of the questions allowed insights of the experiences of the project 
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managers to be gained. All interviews were recorded and transcribed and interviewees were 

informed of this process and their verbal consent gained. Interviewees were initially informed 

about the purpose of the study and that their confidentiality would be kept intact. The 

interview process was set on the road with firstly conducting a test/pilot interview. The 

chosen participant was a project manager, similar to the other cases, meeting the requirements 

of a case for this study. This was initially defined as a test/pilot interview, in order to assess 

the quality of the questions, whether they are understandable by the interviewee, if the 

intended information required is gained through the questions addressed and to determine the 

overall flow and timing of the interview. As the interview was conducted as a real interview, 

it allowed the interviewers to have the complete experience and understand where some 

adjustments were requirements. But, as these adjustments turned out to be minor and the 

information gathered was relevant to the study, therefore the test/pilot was made part of the 

study. After completion of first round of interviews, short follow-up interviews were 

conducted with the participants to allow re- confirmation of some instances of the initial data, 

with respect to the interpretations made. 

A criticism of interviews is the chance to be faced with misleading or hard to interpret data, 

which is mostly due to unclear questions posted by the interviewer (Poulou, 2001).  In order 

to reduce this, the focus was on developing clear and easy to understand questions and the 

data was recorded, to allow the interviews to be reviewed again before the interpretations 

were made. The test/pilot interview allowed most of the possible challenges to be tested out 

before the remaining interviews were conducted and the authors were able to undertake minor 

fine-tuning of the questions. Also they were able to understand what line of questioning was 

needed to be explored in greater detail and determine the overall time required to allow 

interviewees to describe and explain details. Both authors of the study were present at all 

interviews in order to allow a variation of perspective while receiving the information and 

also taking notes. Interviewers kept an open approach, to allow detailed information to be 

gathered and lines of inquiry to be adapted during the interview, as needed, yet with overall 

direction towards the purpose. Laddering up, “to begin to reveal the individual’s value base”, 

and laddering down, exploring into “examples or occurrences of events” (Bourne & Jenkins, 

2005; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p 142 ; Wansink, 2003) techniques were applied 

throughout the interviews, as and when required, along with probes (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015) to explore details from the interviewees. 

3.4.2 Choice of Respondents 

The perspective of this study is from an individual viewpoint, with a sample of six project 

managers from the IT industry in Sweden, with the aim to gather data, which allowed an 

insightful and in-depth analysis of what project managers learn after facing project failures 

with respect to experiential learning. Table 1 provides the detail of the respondents. 

The population of interest consisted of project managers within Sweden and in order to select 

the cases, a few criteria were used including: project managers with an experience of 5- 20 

years, at a middle management level and must have experienced project failure/s in their 

career. This ensured the cases to have faced project failures and also increased the likelihood 

of the cases having the responsibility of several projects during their career, with respect to 
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the purpose of the research, yet an eye on the richness in the data.  Project Managers role and 

position is key for any project, as they are liable for managing the project, while they are also 

involved in communication with the project team, as well as the management (Guide, 2001; 

Kerzner, 2013). Thus, project managers would be an important resource to study after the 

occurrence of a project failure.  

The project managers have been selected from the IT industry, due to the nature of the work 

in this industry, to the extent that every IT professional needs to possess some project 

management skills (Schwalbe, 2015).  Therefore, assignments are continuously executed as 

projects and project managers are working on single to multiple projects in parallel (Kerzner, 

2013). This creates an appropriate environment to examine experience of project managers 

after facing project failures in the light of the experiential learning theory. Below is the detail 

information of each case including their educational and professional background, years of 

experience, nature of business of the organization where the project/s was undertaken, 

organization size, no. of projects undertaken during their experience at that particular 

organization and length of tenure at the organization (Refer Table 1): 
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  Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

Area of Professional 

Background 

Information 

Technology 

Information 

Technology 

Information 

Technology 

Architecture, 

Information 

Architect 

Environmental Science , 

Project Management 

Information 

Technology 

Total Work 

Experience 
8 years 16 years 10 years 20 years 5 years 10 

Projects Discussed Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 & 4 Project 5 Project 6,7,8 & 9 Project 10 

Nature of work of 

the Organization 
IT services IT services IT services 

Information 

Architecture (IT) 
IT services IT services 

Organization size- 

No. Of Employees 
5 12 10 1600 volunteers 6 20 

Role in Organization 
Business 

manager 

Project 

manager 

Project 

manager 
President Project manager Project Manager 

Experience with the 

Organization 
3 years 5 years 3 years 10 years 3 years 2 years 

No of projects 

undertaken 
4 20 15 10 6 4 

Table 1: Information of Cases 
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Case 1:  He is an individual with his education and professional experience within 

Information Technology (IT). Case 1 has an overall work experience of 8 years within the IT 

sector. Case 1 described a single project failure which he faced in an organization, whose 

nature of work was IT services and his role was that of Business Manager in the organization. 

He had been working for 3 years at the organization and had undertaken 4 projects during his 

tenure. 

Case 2: He is an individual with his educational and professional experience within 

Information Technology. He has an overall professional experience of 16 years within the IT 

sector. He described a single project in an organization, whose nature of work was IT services 

and his role was that of Project Manager in the organization. He had worked for 5 years in the 

organization and had undertaken 20 projects during his tenure. 

Case 3:  He is an individual with his educational and professional experience within IT. He 

has an overall professional experience of 10 years with the IT industry. Case 3 described 2 

projects during his experience in an organization where he worked for 3 years and managed 

15 projects. The nature of work of the organization was IT services and his role was that of 

Project Manager.  

Case 4: He has a degree in Architecture but professionally he moved towards IT and has been 

working in this sector as an Information Architect, with an overall experience of 20 years. He 

explained a single project for an organization which was a non-profit institute. The nature of 

work of the institute revolved around seeking global volunteers and connecting them digitally 

to undertake tasks, for example deployment of information at conferences, creating global 

awareness etc, the goal being to support information architecture, in order to manage data and 

enhance the digital experiences of users. His role was that of the President at the institute and 

he was responsible for 10 projects during his 10 year tenure.  

Case 5: He is an individual with a degree in environmental science but moved into project 

management early on and most of his professional experience of 5 years is within the IT 

sector. He described 4 projects during his experience in an organization whose nature of work 

was IT services and his role was that of Project Manager. He worked for 3 years at the 

organization and managed 6 projects during his tenure. 

Case 6: He is an individual with his education and professional experience within IT. He has 

an overall experience of 10 years within the IT sector. Case 6 described a single project 

failure which he faced in an organization, whose nature of work was IT services and his role 

was that of Project Manager in the organization. He had been working for 2 years at the 

organization and had undertaken 4 projects during his tenure. 

3.5 Data Analysis   

Through the case study based research, data may be classified, understood, interpreted  and 

conclusions may be made (da Mota Pedrosa, Näslund, & Jasmand, 2012). The data in the 

study was analyzed through a two step process (Kammerlander, Dessì, Bird, Floris, & Murru, 

2015). The first step involved analysis of each single case. For this, we organized the 

information regarding the case in terms of themes including: the project/s challenges, the 
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onset and aftermath of the failure, the reflections done, conclusions drawn and actions taken 

or changes implemented/proposed with respect to future projects. The project documentation 

shared was added into this information. This consisted of a document developed with the 

mentioned information regarding each case, which was then translated into a table to provide 

a neat overview of the case. During this step, authors were involved in categorizing the 

information into themes based on the four phases of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning 

model, that is, concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and 

active experimentation and then reassessing the information to ensure correct mapping of 

information to the phases. The authors then independently accessed the themes which 

emerged from the data regarding each phase and then jointly worked on assigning titles to 

each theme, e.g. ‘Declaration of Failure’, etc.  

In the second step, the cross case analysis was conducted. This allowed a comparison to be 

undertaken between the responses of the cases, which led patterns to emerge from the themes. 

The interview transcripts were again consulted, in order to include the exemplary quotes. This 

then allowed analysis and understanding of emerging patterns of influencing factors that were 

reported by the projects managers, which could seen to be classified, as either internal or 

external to the project and the organization. These were then further classified with internal 

triggers seen in the light of Organizational issues & Human Resource / Team issues, while the 

external triggers seen as Client issues. While analyzing the data, the authors also triangulated 

it through the review of the project documentation shared by the project managers and also 

went back to the Experiential learning theory. This allowed the authors to extend the theory 

with respect to the experiences of project managers after facing these project failures. 

Considering the extensive data, we used Excel in order to organize our findings.  

3.6 The Interpretative Approach 

In this study the authors have categorized experiences of project managers after facing project 

failures, in terms of the four phases defined by Kolb (1984), including concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. The open nature 

of the style of interviews was intended to allow the individuals to openly share their 

experiences and views in these phases. 

The results have been interpreted according to the information provided by the interviewees. 

For better interpretation of the results, the data has been summarized in tables that includes 

each interviewees response which not only provides a clear picture but allows to view 

consistencies and analyze the themes and patterns that emerged from the within case and 

cross case analysis. Specially, during the phase of Concrete Experience of ELT internal 

triggers included patterns of organizational issues and human resource issues, and external 

triggers, including pattern representing client related issues. In Reflective Observation, the 

themes have emerged as self reflection, with patterns in terms of pre project requirements, 

communication, resources and organization, and the team discussions, with patterns in terms 

of meetings conducted or little discussions undertaken. During Abstract Conceptualization the 

themes have emerged as theories and conclusions post reflection, with patterns in terms of 

prevention of failure by self or through organization and application of failures by managers, 
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with patterns of delegation, analysis and governance. In Active Experimentation, themes have 

emerged with respect to changes in processes and management, with patterns including within 

the manager’s power and those not in the managers power. These themes were depicted in the 

tables that have later been used for development of the models. 

3.7 Trustworthiness 

It is significant for the authors to ensure the quality and trustworthiness of their research to the 

readers (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). In order to ensure quality of the research all 

interviews that were undertaken in the research were recorded to allow the authors to go back 

to the information and ensure no details were missed. Each respondent was informed for this 

before the interview and their authorization was received. Both authors were present as 

interviewers during all interviews, allowing a variation in perspective to be included as notes 

were also undertaken by the interviewers, while conducting the interviews and were later 

referred to during the analysis. This allowed the validity of data to be secured, along with 

maintaining a richness of data. 

Before initiating the interviews, the interviewees were consulted if they would prefer to 

remain anonymous, and due to their preference, their identities have not been disclosed and 

they have been assigned titles, that is, Case 1-6 and their confidentiality has been kept intact. 

This also allowed the level of trustworthiness to be increased, as interviewees felt more at 

ease and this reduced chances of bias with respect to the interviewee or their response 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009) 

The authors initiated the interviews by initially ice breaking and introducing themselves and 

clarifying the purpose of the research, as well as the passion the authors possessed towards 

this topic. This allowed the interviewees to more actively share the insights of their 

experiences. Interviewers were also observant and respectful if interviewees were slightly 

hesitant towards any particular detail and in such cases the interview discussion was moved 

on in the flow, but later such topics were brought up within the discussion, as was required. 

Interviews were conducted in English and although all respondents fluently spoke and 

understood the language, but still questions were asked in a simple and clear manner to ensure 

that the questions were completely understood.  

As mentioned before the test/pilot interview conducted in the beginning allowed the questions 

to be fine-tuned, improving their quality and also improving overall flow of the interview. 

After each interview, discussions were also done between the interviewers regarding the 

overall responses of the interviewees and immediate impressions were also noted down, 

which were also referred to later to allow richness of data (Saunders et al., 2009). 
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4 Empirical Findings  

This chapter presents the empirical findings which includes the data collected from the six 

interviews, conducted with project managers regarding their experiences after facing project 

failures. The results have been categorized and mapped to the Experiential Learning 

Theory and within-case analysis has led to the emergence of themes, further leading to 

patterns appearing after cross case analysis.  

 

“The modern discovery of inner experience, of a realm of purely personal events that are 

always at the individual’s command and that are his exclusively as well as inexpensively for 

refuge, consolidation and thrill, is also a great and liberating discovery. “  

— (Kolb, 2014) 

 

The results of our thesis have been divided up according to the interviews undertaken with the 

cases. In the following subsections the readers can first understand a brief overview about the 

different projects described by the cases. This is followed by elaboration of findings that 

correspond to each of the phase of Experiential Learning Theory, that is,   
 

1. Concrete Experience  

2. Reflective Observation  

3. Abstract Conceptualization  

4. Active Experimentation  

 

The case wise data has been interpreted into summary tables containing the findings of the 

analysis, which can be observed in the respective subsection of the corresponding phase.  

 

Below is the detailed description of the projects which the cases had reported:  

 

Case 1: The project described by Case 1 was the development of a mobile application that 

could work both on Apple and Android platforms, with the help of a recently introduced 

technology. His role was that of Project Manager in the firm. He described that although he 

felt the project was challenging from the start, due to the need to apply a technology which 

was recently introduced, yet somehow he assumed it is doable.  

 

Case 2:  The project which Case 2 managed as the project manager was to develop the 

database of product codes of retail products for a client. The project seemed fairly simple and 

achievable to him in the beginning. He said,   

 

“Both the customer and we considered this a small project”,  

 

Case 3: Two projects were described by Case 3, details of whom are explained below:  

 

Project 1: The first project was the development of a GPS messaging system. The system 

would send a message to receive the location of an automobile and would receive an SMS 

back with the details of the location. The project seemed simple and easy to develop from the 
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requirements communicated by the customer, but there were slight apprehensions due to the 

customer only half heartedly agreeing to purchase the hardware.   

 

Project 2: The second project was the development of a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) 

system. The system would allow the user to conduct telephonic conversation over the internet. 

The project was seen as fairly uncomplicated, he said,   

  

“It was a simple project which just required us to somewhat replicate an earlier project of 

similar nature”   

 

Case 4: A single project was described by Case 4, which was the re-vamping of the website of 

the institute he was associated with and he was the Project Manager for the project. He felt 

that it was a matter of analyzing the content and then moving forward with revamping the 

website. He said,  

 

 “It was basically the idea of reassessing what the institute had in terms of content of 

information”.   

 

But he believed in taking a step by step approach, he said,  

 

 “ By staging the structure...going through iterations and see how it goes”.   

 

But, the focus of the organization’s board was solely on achieving the end product, which the 

project manager did not completely agree with personally.  

 

Case 5: Four projects were described by Case 5, details of whom are explained below:  

 

Project 1: The first project was development of a carbon foot print calculator. The project was 

for a large multinational customer, therefore was considered important for future prospects. 

Although case 5 tried to convince the customer to also get the website developed from 

them, plus the web tool and the mobile apps as a package, but the customer preferred another 

company for development of the website. The project overall seemed simple and achievable. 

 

Project 2: The second project described was development of a mobile card payment system. 

The customer initially wanted them to develop the software and purchase the hardware, but he 

convinced the customer to take responsibility of the hardware and they half heartedly agreed. 

The project seemed like a small project.   

 

Project 3: The third project was development of a lifecycle assessment platform. There 

seemed to be some ambiguity with respect to the requirements in the beginning but work was 

anyhow started.  
 

Project 4: The fourth project was development of a new website for a customer and it was a 

task he was very much familiar with and easily agreed to it.   
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Case 6:  The project described by case 6 was the development of a clone website which was a 

bug tracking system. Some of the requirements were vague and unclear when the project 

started.  

4.1 Concrete Experience  

With respect to this study and from the interviews conducted, Concrete Experience revolves 

around the raw initial experience of the project manager, as the project moved from the 

introduction or stable execution phase into the failure zone. It includes what the project 

managers feel and experience before and during the onset of the failure. In the following 

subsections the readers can view the concrete experience in terms of: 
 

1. Project challenge  

2. Point of  realization  

3. The declaration of failure   

4. Aftermath  

 

The “project challenges” section will elaborate on the kind of challenges that each of the 

managers underwent. This section also describes how each manager perceived the project 

before and after accepting the projects. The “point of realization” section describes the 

moments when the managers came face to face with the fact that a problem had risen in the 

project where the project could face challenges and could not continue further. “Declaration 

of failure” elaborates who declared the project a failure and the stage of the project at the 

time of this occurrence. The “Aftermath” describes the events that followed and if any 

solutions were thought of by the managers and their application.   

4.1.1 Project Challenges  

From the interviews, majority of the project challenges are seen to be pre-project failure 

factors that create difficulties and obstacles during the project execution. In the cases 

chosen for the study, some of these challenges were also the initial trigger points, from where 

on the project started facing complexities.   
 

Before project work began some project managers had no pre-apprehensions regarding the 

projects, while some had some doubts or uncertainties. Most of the cases reported the 

project/s to seem to be fairly simple, easy and achievable at the beginning, specifically 

before the project work began. One manager reported undertaking a similar project for 

another customer in the past and this meant some replication.  One manager felt that although 

he was required to develop a mobile application in a uniquely new technology and he had 

limited knowledge or experience of it, yet he felt somehow that he might be able to achieve it, 

showing his confidence in his work and his experience. Another manager was slightly 

apprehensive at the start as he had to work extra hard to convince the client to 

handle the hardware purchase, as his past experience had taught him that it could be 

troublesome. Although the customer agreed half heartedly, the manager felt uncertain. He 

said,  
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“Because we knew we would then need to get it from China, which would be cheaper but we 

had no idea if that would work fine or not”.  
 

The managers mention that the challenges eventually grew and became reasons for the 

projects to not meet the initial objectives. These reasons are both within the 

organization, including: lack of knowledge specific to the project, resource retention, lack of 

organizational support and the inability to negotiate with the client, as well as outside  the 

organization, including: delay by client in making data/hardware 

available and communication / collaboration gaps.  
 

Project & Organizational Issues: Challenges from within the organization 

included challenges with respect to the software used and organizational structure. One 

manager reported a different view of the Board of the organization, in opposition to the view 

of the project manager and the team.  Another manager reported that he had limited 

knowledge and experience of a new technology that the project demanded and he had 

undertaken little research to access the possibility of working on it.  Insufficient time, lack of 

resources for the project and lack of knowledge of a particular technology were the common 

issues that came up. Many managers agreed that the issues faced during the project could be 

traced back to the pre-project phase. This makes it evident that in most of the cases 

the analysis was not sufficient to see if the project is doable or not.  
 

Human Resource Issues: Lack of resources was reported as a challenge both within the 

organization, as well as on the customer end. One manager reported the resource on the 

project quitting right after project kicked off. He said,  
 

“The contract with the developer was not proper… it did not mention any notice period, so, 

the developer left instantly”.   
 

While, one manager reported the customer to have limited funds available for the project and 

therefore, little chances of getting more resources. Another manager mentioned that the entire 

work was required to be undertaken by volunteers, which was the biggest challenge to start 

with. That also got complicated as a single person was to manage a team as large as 

1600 volunteer members.  
 

Client Issues: In terms of the responses from the cases, most of them reported project issues 

to be associated to the lack of information or data from the client. These data were to be 

sourced before project work was initiated. This was made clear as some managers reported 

this data was a key input needed for project execution, while some mentioned that it was 

needed at the final stage to complete the project. Two managers reported lack of project 

research, in association with client, before project work began, while one of them mentioned 

that the requirements presented by the client were somewhat vague. One manager reported no 

issues from pre-project related work or data as it was only during the project that updated 

logos, fonts and related designs were required to develop the appropriate web tool 

of the client’s website. With respect to these pre-project requirements, most managers 

reported a dependency on the client with respect to requirements, data or hardware. Yet, this 

dependency led to issues in the project at a later stage. One manager reported no dependency 

as requirements were made available by the client and the task was then associated with 
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development of generic software. In one case, the manager reported the client was unable to 

continuously provide clear requirements, while for another it was the inability to provide the 

updated Graphical User Interface (GUI). Challenges from the client side not only included 

those with respect to requirements and data but also regarding the collaboration and 

communication gaps which led to delays in providing updated data/hardware. One manager 

mentioned that the client delayed the purchase of the hardware and eventually asked the 

manager to source the hardware needed for the project.  

 

 

 

  

Figure 3: Project Challenges overview 

 

 

Figure 3 shows an overview of all the challenges within and outside the organization in terms 

of project planning, team, organizational challenges and client challenges.  

 

Table 2 shown below describes in detail the challenges faced by each of the individuals the 

separate cases.  
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Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

 
Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Concrete Experience 

Project Challenges 

Challenges 

Software:  

- New technology to 

be installed on two 

platforms , only 

theoretical 

understanding;  

Resources:  

- Lack of resources 

with expertise;  

- Lack of funds and 

knowledge; 

Data 

related:  

- 

Unstructured 

data was 

provided 

which did not 

meet initial 

expectations; 

Client 

Requirements  

- Prototype Did 

not seem 

viable to client 

Resources:  

- Project 

Resource quit 

due to failed 

negotiation of 

salary raise 

Organization 

Structure:  

- Company's 

organization 

structure;  

-  Working with 

volunteers  

-  Board was not 

agreeing to the 

end product 

Collaboration:  

- Client 

approaches two 

companies for IT 

services and one 

finishes before the 

other; 

Hardware:  

-  Dependency on 

client for hardware, 

Later purchased  

hardware 

themselves but was 

not compatible;  

- Client wanted 

refund and 

Company had to pay 

developers; 

Client 

Requirements:  

- Did not seem 

viable to client  

- Developer on leave 

during project 

Data:  

- Actual data 

about real estate 

was not available 

and client got 

occupied with 

other projects 

 Client Requirements: 

Requirements were 

unclear 

Size of project was 

underestimated 

Reasons 

Lack of Knowledge:  

- Accepting offer 

although lack of 

knowledge and 

experience of 

technology  

Inability to negotiate 

with client:  

- Flexibility on 

estimation  

-  Unexpected 

outcomes due to new 

technology  

Lack of resources:  

- Limited funds on 

client end  

Coordination 

problems:  

-not provided GUI 

Delay in 

Providing 

Data:  

- Delay from 

client in 

providing 

data  

providing 

data in 

unworkable 

format 

Incomplete 

Requirements:  

- Did not meet 

all 

requirements 

of the client 

Inability to 

retain resource:  

- Contract issue 

related to notice 

period and 

therefore, 

,unavailability of 

resource 

Lack of 

organizational 

support:  

- Lack of 

collaboration 

and approach 

adopted by 

project manager 

did not gain 

support of Board 

Communication 

gap:  

-Lack of 

communication 

from client end.   

- Client website 

being developed 

by another 

company, that  

changed the 

design formats, 

logo, color 

scheme, which 

were not provided 

Hardware Purchase 

problem:  

- Accepting the offer 

without hardware  

- delay by client to 

purchase hardware 

and later refusing to 

buy 

Incomplete 

Requirements:  

- Vague 

requirements 

provided by client  

- client accepted 

unfinished product 

and  they felt it was 

not exactly as 

desired  

- Developer went on 

short leave during 

project 

Communication 

Gap:  

-Lack of 

communication 

from client end 

and client unable 

to provide data 

 Incomplete 

Requirements: 

Details of requirements 

were not initially 

provided by client 

Table 2: Cross Case Analysis; Concrete Experience - Project challenges 
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4.1.2 Point of Realization    

In the study, this is the point where the cases are faced with a situation which is a turning 

point for the project and from where its takes a turn for the worse. This includes the first 

reaction of the project managers when they are faced with an extremely complex situation and 

they gain information that requires them to step up. It also includes the detail regarding the 

phase of the project when this situation arose and what the project managers saw and felt.  

 

Some managers reported point of realization coming forth due to an internal trigger. 

These Internal triggers are stimuli generated from within the organization.   

 

Project & Organizational Issues: These included organizational decisions that indicated a 

turnaround in the project. One manager described that the project after initiation had come to 

the mapping stage of the data and there seemed to be lack of resources, but more importantly, 

the board preferred a different approach to the project and their lack of support was slowly 

made more obvious.  He said,   

 

“..we don’t know if we have enough resources …but what we had was a map of 

the content....”.   

 

Human Resource Issues: These included the identification of the lack of resources on the 

project. One manager referred to the obvious delays and lack of resources on the project for 

sometime which, eventually led to a management decision to halt the project. Another 

manager reported a resource quitting from the project, right at the first phase of the project, he 

felt that the project would be tough to complete in time, as it would take time to assign 

another resource to it. He said,  

 

 “The contract with the developer was not proper… so, the developer left instantly”.   

 

The point of realization for most of the managers was reported to come forth due to an 

external trigger. These external triggers are stimuli generated from outside the organization, 

that is, client directed issues.  

 

Client issues: These external triggers included a negative feedback by the client resulting 

in the project being halted, client not providing the data/ hardware as promised and also in the 

form of silence from the client side. One manager explained that it was during the third 

milestone stage when the client initially obstructed their access to the servers. Project was 

already one month delayed and client was not responding to their emails. That is when he 

realized that the project is in trouble. Another manager mentioned the focus of 

the senior management being directed to move on to other projects, which makes the negative 

feedback from the customer obvious, he said,  
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“They ask you to focus on another project…. So it becomes obvious that the last project will 

not go on”.  

 

As the managers were faced with these varied point of realizations, they experienced various 

emotions. Most of the managers first emotional reaction was negative, including the feeling of 

being a loser, confusion, frustration, annoyance, disheartened, powerless and feeling of 

insecurity regarding whether the customer felt that they were unable to produce, or they felt 

lack of creativity in the output. One manager reported that after the resource quit the 

project, he felt unable to control the situation and that he was “helpless”.   

 

On the other hand, two managers uniquely reported positive emotions at the point of 

realization. One mentioned feeling relieved as he could see the project struggling due to lack 

of resources and he himself stepped up in the meeting to stress on the fact that time and 

resources should not be wasted. He said,  

 

“You are always prepared for such things”  

 

While, the other mentioned hope to improve, he said,   

 

“We hoped to make changes as the customers wanted”.   

 

Most of the projects described by managers were in the final or near completion stage when 

faced with this situation, which perhaps was more stressful for the project managers 

and therefore the larger number of negative reactions.  

4.1.3 Declaration of failure   

The declaration of failure of the project played a significant role in the experience of the 

project manager. This consists of who declared the project a failure, that is, who took the 

decision on halting work on the project, as well as why the project was stopped or considered 

completed/finished/halted, that is, the reasons behind the failure given by the customer.   

 

Some of the managers mentioned the declaration of the failure to be initiated 

from inside the firm, that is, as an organizational decision. 

 

Organization: One manager reported that he initiated the declaration of failure himself after 

he felt that resources were being wasted on further project work, as work was not progressing 

as planned. He described that the board then declared no further work on the project during a 

meeting held nine months into the project and he himself had active participation in it, 

explaining the importance of not wasting time and effort of the resources.  
 

Managers in general mentioned the declaration of the failure to be initiated from outside the 

organization, that is, from the client.  
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Client: Managers mostly reported the client to have communicated a decision, leading to 

changes to be made, or project worked to be halted for some time or stopped altogether. One 

manager responded that the customer had informed the management that the product did not 

meet their requirements, he said,  

 

“ We did discuss in one meeting and were told by the head of department that it was not 

caught on with the customer and therefore was put on hold”.   

 

In general, managers reported the reasons provided by the clients for projects to be halted or 

stopped including, unacceptable delays and the inability to meet the requirements. One 

manager mentioned the lack of awareness of the client with respect to 

their own data, which they had to provide, he said,  

 

“We contacted the customer and they understood and said like ok we assumed the data would 

be more structured”.   

 

Most managers reported the declaration of an issue to be formally communicated by 

the customer. But, one manager mentioned that it was just silence and lack of response from 

the customer end. The most common mode of communication for passing on this information 

was through emails, but telephonic conversations and meetings were also undertaken.    

 

4.1.4 The Aftermath   

Following the point of realization, this includes the steps taken by the project manager in 

order to rectify the damages caused so far and also undertake an effort to get the project back 

on track.  It also includes the detail of the solutions, if any were generated and implemented 

and the events that followed.  

 

A common first step which was taken by the managers after the point of realization involved a 

discussion with either their management or the customer to bring forward the issues and to be 

able to develop a way forward. For most of the managers these discussions resulted in some 

decision. These discussions were done in meetings, through emails and telephonic 

conversations.  In general, managers reported that they 

initiated this communication firstly being internal, that is, within the organization.   

 

Organization:  This included the first steps of undertaking a discussion with their 

direct manager or the management to make them aware of the situation and to decide the way 

forward. One manager reported his initial discussions with the management, he said,  

 

“…how should we handle this? How should we approach the customer, because we started to 

see then that this project is not near what has been decided?”  

 

Another manager reported that he took the initiative to setup a meeting with the head of 

department to inform him about the need for another resource to be assigned to the project. 
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But, all of the resources were pre-occupied with other tasks and therefore this got delayed. He 

said,  

 

 “I also told them to get another resource into this project …by the time we got a resource, the 

client cancelled the project”.  

 

Some managers reported that they directly communicated with the client, that is, external or 

outside of the organization.   

 

Client: This included emails or meetings done with the client. One manager reported that 

contact was directly made with the client through emails and telephone calls but there was 

silence from the client side for a long time. The client finally came back with the decision to 

cancel the project and also did not agree to the financial compensation for the work done.    

 

The aftermath further involved the events that unfolded after these initial steps were taken. 

The managers reported the projects were Terminated, decision of no further work to be 

carried out on the project; Halted, project may be re-started after revisions in requirements; 

Completed, projects were eventually finished. Most of the managers reported the projects to 

be terminated. One manager explained that the unavailability of the resource eventually led 

the client to terminate the project and another manager reported that the client decided to find 

a solution to develop the system in a way that they could continue to update it themselves in 

the future.   

 

Managers mostly reported to have suggested solutions to resolve the issues being faced. But a 

mix of successful and unsuccessful solutions can be seen, as some faced internal barriers, 

while most managers mentioned that the client did not agree or no further work was 

conducted. One manager reported a difference of opinion with the board, he said,  

 

“From my perspective it’s a good thing, but from the board’s view we didn’t get what 

was expected”.   

 

Two managers reported a delay to re-start the project work from client end, one manager 

said,  

 

“Honestly, we still have not had that meeting we were supposed to and it’s been months”.  

 

Some managers also reported that no solution was applicable, as the client had discretely 

chosen termination. Therefore, only some reported that their projects were completed after 

facing delays. The managers also reported a mix of the status of their relationship with 

the clients, after facing these project failures. Some had no further relationship with 

the client, some had not had a further contact but their relationship was not affected, while 

two managers mentioned that they continued to have a smooth relationship with the client.   
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Figure 4: The Aftermath 

 

This aftermath brought forward some of the external factors which affected this phase of the 

project learning including, trust, relationships, risk and fear (Refer Figure 4). Trust issues 

appeared when the client lost confidence on the respective companies and also 

between the management and the employees. It is also evident that most employees do not see 

what managers observe and sometimes vice versa. This hampers the relationship between the 

managers and the employees. When pushing the frustration over the employees, these 

managers are sometimes putting the organization into risk at the verge of losing 

employees. This frustration also gets passed on to the client side. At the same time, most 

managers are forced to push the employees due to the fear of losing the projects 

and the project funds. Small companies therefore have issues in retaining client trust to get 

more projects down the line.  

  

The following Table 3 provides an elaboration of the findings that correspond to the point of 

realization, declaration of failure and aftermath of the failures.  
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  Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

  Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Concrete Experience 

Point of Realization 

Point of 
Realization 

(POR) 

External 
Trigger:  Client 
did not 
respond 

External 
Trigger:  
When client 
sent 
unstructured 
data 

External 
trigger: 
Head of 
dept lost 
trust in the 
project 
progress 
after 
negative 
feedback 
from client 

Internal 
Trigger:  
When the 
developer 
abscond 

Internal 
Trigger:  
Meeting 
with board 

External 
Trigger:  
When client 
informed 
web tool was 
already 
developed 

External 
Trigger: 
When they 
finished 
project, 
requested the 
client for 
hardware but 
the client 
asked to find 
it in market 

External Trigger:  
When customer did 
not give positive 
feedback 

External 
Trigger:  
When the 
client delayed 
in providing 
actual data 

 Internal 
Trigger: Team 
realization that 
project would 
not be 
completed in 
the agreed 
time 

Emotional 
Reaction 

Feeling of 
being loser, 
thought of 
alternative 
solutions, 
feeling a big 
loss 

Felt Confused Feeling of 
Frustration 

Frustration 
to lose a 
project 
and 
colleague, 
helpless 

Feeling 
relieved that 
its over 

Feeling of 
lack of 
creativity 

Disappointed 
and insecure 
(client may 
have felt they 
were unable) 

Hope to make 
someimprovements 

Felt Annoyed  Felt Frustrated 

Stage of 
Project at 

POR 

Third milestone 
after 70% 
completion 

90% complete 
reached end 
of product 
which was to 
be tested 

First 
milestone 
not 
successful 

First 
milestone 
not 
successful 

Developed 
structure but 
did not do 
the actual 
development 

Final 
milestone 
completed 
but web tool 
was already 
developed by 
the other 
company 

Software part 
was complete 
but did not 
get hardware 
to test 

First milestone not 
successful 

final stage, 
real data to 
be inserted 

 Secondphase 
20% work 
completed 
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` Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

  Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Declaration of Failure 

Who 
declared 
failure 

Client Company Client Client Company/Board Client Client Client Client Client 

Reasons of 
Failure by 

client 

 the project 
was 
unacceptably 
delayed  
 unable to 
meet its 
objective 

Client not 
being 
aware of 
real format 
of data and 
project 
would take 
more time 

Did not meet 
client 
requirements 

Unacceptable 
delay 

Time being 
wasted due to 
lack of 
resources 

web tool 
developed by 
another 
company 
working on 
website was 
more 
appropriate 

-Client 
declared that 
they were   
unable to 
purchase 
hardware; 
Client 
mentioned 
delays 

Did not meet 
client 
requirements 

Client unable 
to provide 
data 

 Delay and no 
possibility to 
increase 
resources 

The Aftermath 

Initial steps 

Internal: 
Discussion 
with board, 
team, salary 
settlements 
of developers 

Internal: 
Discussion 
with 
manager 
and 
meeting 
undertaken 
with client 
to resolve 
data 
format 

Internal: 
Discussion 
with Head of 
dept during 
team 
meeting 

Internal: He 
set up 
meeting with 
head of dept 
to inform of 
need of a 
replacement 
of resource 

External: 
Agreement with 
board to 
terminate 
project 

External: 
Discussion 
with client 
and email to 
review 
possibility to 
accept 
webtool 

External: 
Telephonic 
conversation 
with client to 
discuss and 
resolve 

Internal: 
Discussion with 
manager and 
team to make it 
more user 
friendly 

External: 
Contacted 
the client to 
provide the 
real data 

Internal: 
Discussed with 
team mate 
and senior 
management 
to renegotiate 
requirements 
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` Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

  Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

The Aftermath continued 

Aftermath 

Terminated: 
Even after 
repeated 
attempt, client 
continued to 
not respond, 
leading to end 
of project  
;Client did not 
agree to 
financial 
compensation 
for the work 
done 

 Completed: 
First reaction 
from Client 
was to 
maybe stop 
the project 
 ;Later Client 
accepted 
that project 
would go on 
till 
completion  

Halted: 
Senior 
management 
informed 
that client's 
feedback 
was not 
positive 

Terminated: 
Delay in 
recruiting 
resource  

Terminated: 
Tried to 
change 
organizational 
structure(But 
voted down) 

Terminated: 
Client 
confirms that 
the webtool 
developed by 
the other 
company is 
more 
appropriate 
for the 
website and 
that would 
be used 

Terminated: 
Hardware 
bought was 
not 
compatible 
;Payment 
issues ; Client 
went off to 
develop the 
product from 
another 
company for 
half the price 

Halted: Client 
requested 
revamp of 
product 

Completed: 
Client 
occupied with 
other 
projects and 
payment also 
got delayed 

Halted: 
Discussions 
were 
undertaken 
with the 
customer but 
re negotiation 
failed and 
client decided 
to put the 
project on hold 

Solution 

Not applicable Client in 
association 
with 
company 
tried to 
create a 
format  
which client 
could later 
maintain and 
update  

To conduct 
meeting with 
client to 
improve 
product 
(never 
happened) 

Getting new 
developer 
onboard 
(got 
delayed) 

Not 
applicable 

Not 
applicable 

Disagreements 
with client 
over financial 
settlements as 
no other 
solution was 
possible then 

Meeting with 
client(never 
happened) 

Put some 
basic  general 
info from 
internet and 
handover 

 Client was 
contacted to 
agree on 
revised 
resources and 
requirements 
but it was not 
productive 

Client 
relationship 

No further 
Relationship 

Continued 
smoothly till 
end of 
project 

No further 
contact, but 
relationship 
not affected 

No further 
Relationship 

not provided Smooth 
relationship 
continues 

No further 
Relationship 

No further 
contact, but 
relationship not 
affected 

No further 
contact, but 
relationship 
not affected 

 No further 
contact 

Table 3: Cross Case Analysis; Concrete Experience - Point of realization, declaration of Failure and aftermath
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4.2 Reflective Observation  

With respect to the study and after the interviews conducted, Reflective Observation revolves 

around the observations of the project managers and what they have seen.  This includes the 

reflections made by the project managers which consist of the self reflection as well as the 

team discussions or group reflections which is explained in the subsequent subsections.   

4.2.1 Self Reflection  

The interviews provided information regarding project managers’ reflective behavior and how 

they sat down to think of explanations or why certain events happened, what the 

circumstances were and what went wrong. It consisted somewhat of a self catharsis of what 

was done that led to the events that unfolded in the future towards a project failure.   

 

The self reflection of most managers was regarding pre-project requirements, 

including; missing information or data/hardware or lack of analysis, and also on the lack 

of resources and communication gaps. Some mentioned the lack of pre-project research 

of the requirements or assessment of what was needed to undertake the project. One manager 

said that he should not have accepted the offer, considering it was beyond the available 

resources, but he did due to lack of initial research. Others explained their reflections on their 

inability to access data / hardware before project work began. Managers also mentioned their 

reflections with respect to lack of resources and communication gaps with the customers. One 

manager said,  

 

“If the other company had not delayed website development and provided us the logos in 

time, then our web tool would have had the same color scheme” 

 

But one manager’s description was different than the rest as he strongly felt it was his right 

decision to terminate the project at that point, he said,  

 

“I did sketches and design...I also proposed suggestions but they didn’t happen...it would’ve 

been time consuming...not worth it”.  
 

4.2.2 Team Discussions  

The interviews also provided information on the group reflection done, mostly through 

informal discussions of the project manager with the team members, both telephonically and 

face to face, where they talked about the reasons and circumstances of the project challenges 

faced in the project.  

 

The managers explained that mostly discussions were conducted informally with the team to 

talk about the outcomes of the project and reflect on them. These informal discussions also 

brought forward the overall atmosphere within the team. Some team members felt 

disappointed, but also realized that more research was needed before project was initiated 

and that the project faced lack of resources.  
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Two managers reported discussion conducted through formal meetings to reflect on the 

project. One manager described that the team felt the project was overly optimistic, he said,  

 

“It’s impossible to do magic and that I must understand”.  

 

Some managers also reported that although the team shared their views but little 

discussion was undertaken with the team with respect to reflections on the project. This was 

mostly due to the fact that in those particular projects, the team considered the project work 

completed from their end.  One manager reported that the team's focus had been on their 

colleague leaving the organization and the revision of the contracts, which also affected them, 

rather than the project termination itself.  

 

The following Table 4 lists the findings with respect to the cross case analysis of Reflective 

Observation phase.  
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  Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

  Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Reflective Observation 

Self 
Reflection 

Pre project 
Requirements: 
Lack of Analysis  
Knowing that the 
requirements were 
difficult for them to 
undertake, yet 
taking the decision 
to move on with it 
and pushing the 
team to perform in 
hope of gaining 
more projects from 
the client 

Pre Project 
Requirements: Data 
not accessed  
Client had promised 
to provide the data in 
a format but didn’t 
which was a totally 
wrong approach on 
the client’s part ; 
Manager had 
completed the task 
assigned to him and 
this was in fact 
something out of his 
control;  He reviewed 
the data very late 

Pre Project 
Requirements: 
Lack of 
Analysis  
Little research 
was done 
before project 
began 

Resources:  
Had done his job 
by informing the 
head of 
department 
about resource 
absconding; 
Company  was 
unable to stop 
the resource 
from quitting  

Organizational: 
Sometimes it 
may be better 
to exit from a 
project without 
putting in any 
further effort or 
cost; Initial 
expectation 
may be 
different; Team 
management in 
the project was 
complex 

Communication:  
Considering the 
presence of 
another company 
developing client 
website, 
communication 
gaps existed 

Pre Project 
Requirement
s: Hardware  
Could have 
chosen to 
purchase the 
hardware at 
the beginning 
and tested it 
early on;   
Delays on 
both sides  

Pre Project 
Requirement
s: Lack of 
Analysis ; 
Planning 
phase was 
not thorough 

Pre Project 
Requirements: Da
ta not accessed ; 
Request for data 
was delayed 

 Pre Project 
Requirement
s: Lack of 
Analysis; 
Detailed 
analysis of 
the 
requirements 
and an 
appropriate 
plan was not 
developed  

Team 
Discussions 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Meetings  
Project was overly 
optimistic; 
Should be bold 
when negotiating 
with client 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Meetings  
Start development 
after getting the real 
data 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Informal  
Initial feeling of 
disappointmen
t; Need for 
more research 
before work 
began 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Informal  
Feeling of loss as 
colleague left  
(team was also 
affected with 
change in 
contracts) 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Skype & 
Telephonic  
 Disappointed; 
 Lack of 
resources  
 More time 
required 

Little Discussions: 
Client paid for 
complete 
functionality  

Little 
Discussions:  
Software part 
complete for 
team 

Discussions 
Conducted: 
Informal  
detailed 
requirements 
were 
important 

Little Discussion:  
Basic website was 
completed for 
team 

 Discussions 
Conducted: 
Informal 
Project 
expectations 
were 
unrealistic  

Table 4: Cross Case Analysis; Reflective Observation – Self Reflection & Team Discussions
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4.3 Abstract Conceptualization  

The conclusions made from the reflections within self, other management or within the team 

following the “Aftermath” are abstract conceptualizations.  This includes the process changes 

following the issue, the steps that managers may do when a similar situation happens later, 

including documenting conclusions on how this can help in the future. 

The following subsections describe the theories and conclusions that were made followed by 

application of the failure experience into another experience. 

4.3.1 Theories and conclusions post the reflections 

The failure experiences have been different in all the different cases and so were their 

realizations. In most cases, the managers had been reflecting by self and also with the team to 

understand the issue. When it came to the issues, they had taken the blame all to themselves 

and had to face the trauma of the situation.  Their conclusions relate to accepting 

underestimated time from clients, using time and resources when technology is rare or when 

hardware wasn’t available. The primary conclusions were to avoid inappropriate effort, not to 

commit to low budget and avoid thinking that it was achievable without appropriate analysis. 

This can be done by suitable project planning and negotiating with the client for more time 

and resources, after spending quality time on the project analysis. The patterns which came up 

from the analysis were based on how the solutions can be executed by the manager or through 

the organization. Finding management solutions for team issues and inefficient resources also 

drag the delays to a larger extent. Employee retention becomes an issue when the contractual 

agreement with the employee is not sound. Therefore, contractual changes with respect to 

employees must be strong enough.  

Some of the managers tend to accept the information from the clients as God-word and that it 

can’t be wrong. While one manager misjudged the expertise of the client thinking that he was 

an expert, another manager faced a client who refused to provide hardware as initially 

promised. In another scenario clients may cheat or terminate all communications with the 

company, approach a different company at the same time leaving these managers to risk the 

employees and in some cases the organization itself. This forces the management to look at 

the client with skepticism. One manager had come to the conclusion that the client cannot be 

trusted. Also he concluded not to commit to development without hardware. The contract had 

helped them receive their compensation amount. The hardware was something they could not 

handle at that moment, but he said that the delay from the client for about 6 months could 

have been avoided. He said, 

“We should always follow the time line with client and not delay… We must choose project 

with the resources available.” 

Other conclusions about the client issues were to have a single point of contact, to view with 

skepticism that the clients are not always experts. 
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Finally, on an organization level, one manager seemed to realize that the structure of the 

organization was hindering the management activities. He concluded by choosing a 

management style which is more of monitoring, like a benevolent dictator. 

4.3.2 Applying the failure experience 

Since the study is focused on the learning aspects, it is ideal to note how one experience has 

contributed to the learning of the other. From the interviews, the interviewees are noted to 

have applied their experiences to a certain extend. The major patterns that came up as a result 

of their “experience” were in terms of delegation, analysis and governance.  

Most of the managers could not resonate on a particular project where they had applied their 

learning. For one manager, his experience made him to do some background research about 

the project before accepting. This person had been able to reflect on the events during the 

failure and has been able to use the experience into another project which was ongoing at the 

time of interview. The contract with the new project happened at the mid of the then current 

project which was going towards failure. He seemed to have done some background research 

about the project before accepting and is very cautious when promising the effort required. 

Another manager learnt that most of the failures can be fixed in the project planning phase 

itself. Managers can adapt to communication building with client, doing reviews and rechecks 

after the project planning and documenting the experiences. This could prevent delays which 

are due to effort and resource unavailability.  

Issues within the team had disrupted the project progress, but the managers were keener to 

step in and avoid such issues. Without proper planning, the management can end up allocating 

less number of resources for a large project which later results in unhappy employees. Some 

managers believe that this can be avoided with proper discussions with the team and later with 

the client, after thoroughly understanding the complexity of the requirement. With the loyalty 

of the clients being promised, it’s possible to avoid a majority of loss by timely negotiations 

and follow-up meetings.  

Recording the events in terms of documents and follow-up meetings were among the 

questions that were required for the study to know if the learning has been saved and shared. 

This might help in the future for a similar situation for another employee or a manager. But 

from the data it is evident this purely depends on the type of size of the organization, type of 

failures and priority of the needs. Many managers disagreed to document such kind of failures 

because it was not the company’s need and not the client expectation. This is also because 

most of these failures do not repeat and also the kind of projects they were doing. One 

manager says that follow-up meetings are more beneficial irrespective of the consequences of 

the project. He says that such discussions give more knowledge to the people involved in the 

project which they would later share with the others. He also adds that this will work as long 

as the company is smaller, but for bigger organizations where they face increased employee 

attrition, documentations always come in handy. 

The following Table 5 provides an elaboration of the findings that correspond to the cross 

case analysis of Abstract Conceptualization phase.   
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Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

 
Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Abstract Conceptualization 

Theories and 

conclusions 

post 

Reflections 

Prevention by self 

To avoid accepting 

future projects 

without detailed 

analysis/limited 

resources/lack of 

knowledge 

Prevention 

through 

company: 

Never Trust 

customer; 

Customer is not 

always right and 

therefore it is 

good to have 

mental check 

points; 

Contractual 

changes 

Prevention by self 

Details were 

insufficient to 

meet the customer 

requirement; 

Project research 

plays a significant 

role 

Prevention 

through 

company: 

Importance 

of clauses 

in 

Employee 

contract 

Prevention 

through 

company: 

Team has to 

be smaller; 

Organizational 

structure 

needs to be 

changed 

Prevention by 

self: 

Frequent 

communication 

with client;  

client 

contractual 

changes to 

improve clarity 

of work shared 

with other 

organizations;  

research to 

avoid waste of 

time and 

resources 

Prevention by 

self: 

Underestimated 

hardware 

purchase; 

project delay 

could have 

been avoided; 

choose projects 

with resources 

available 

Prevention 

by self: 

More time 

on planning 

phase could 

have been 

spent 

Prevention by 

self: 

Shouldn't have 

delayed in 

asking 

customer; 

More 

communication 

is required 

Prevention 

by self: 

Should 

have 

analyzed 

carefully; 

Allocate 

time to 

perform 

analysis 

before 

going 

ahead 

Applying the 

Failure 

Experience 

Delegation 

New project viewed 

with skepticism 

Background research 

done 

Analysis 

Future projects 

were taken after 

making sure data 

was provided 

Things are in the 

"mind" 

Analysis 

A more detailed 

research was done 

for future projects 

Delegation 

Backup 

resource 

planning 

was done 

Delegation 

New 

proposals 

were done to 

achieve 

Assigning 

work as per 

team 

capability 

Governance 

Was vigilant 

with the client 

requirements 

through 

communications 

Analysis 

A more detailed 

research was 

done for future 

projects; 

Governance 

They 

ensured to 

gain access 

of required 

data and 

hardware 

beforehand 

Analysis 

A more 

detailed 

research was 

done for future 

projects; 

Analysis 

A more 

detailed 

research 

was done 

for future 

projects 

Table 5: Cross Case Analysis; Abstract Conceptualization – Theories and Conclusions post Reflection 
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4.4 Active experimentation  

After the ponderings and discussions, comes when the managers, execute their power and 

authority to change processes or provide improvements to avoid future similar issues. From 

the data, the interviewees have made changes to the contract with the client or seem to have 

modified their style of management because of the issues. In a larger picture we can see that 

there are some things which the manager can control and some which they cannot.  

In the following subsections we can see how these managers perform changes in processes, 

management practices and also using certain internal/external software practices to share and 

transform their learning as they move towards experimentation. 

4.4.1 Changes in Processes 

Some of the interviewees had been able to make some changes in the processes. One manager 

specified that they made changes to the legal contract with the client/employee and the 

changes ensure that such situations would be avoided in future. However, this is totally not in 

his control as such kinds of proposals are sometimes not visualized by senior management or 

Board of directors. For example, one manager had proposed to change the organizational 

structure but it was voted down. In another case, the manager stated that the process changes 

were more of informal nature. This had changed their view on schedules when the client was 

trying to push with a stringent timeline. A factor which the manager cannot control was client 

loyalty as this has been an issue for most of the cases. Changes in processes also depend on 

the type of project, company and also the kind of information they are dealing with. For 

example, in a two layered organization such as a volunteer based organization, it is difficult to 

impose processes to the volunteers who contribute their valuable time.  

4.4.2 Changes in Management 

While some believe that there must be changes in the processes, a few believe that the change 

must happen to the way things are handled. The data reveals that this could be managing 

communication, negotiations or the team itself in reaching the specific goal. Most managers 

agree that it’s in their role to make sure that things are going on properly. One manager 

seemed to have changed his management styles from a democratic to an autocratic style. He 

was seen to have improved his management aspects of negotiation skills, with the clients, 

when moving from one project to the other. Such negotiations are critical in the beginning of 

the project and times. Another manager believed that considering it was a volunteer 

organization and working with volunteers was a challenging aspect which could only be 

managed by individually monitoring the resources. In another perspective we can observe 

couple of aspects from a manager’s view point. One is the ability to make it happen and the 

second is the willingness. In some aspects we can see that the managers have the “ability” of 

making changes but are unable to do it. Other way is the manager has the willingness to do 

the changes but do not possess the control over it.   
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4.4.3 Management through Softwares 

In order to track the changes the company had some management tools installed where it’s 

possible to raise concerns during the progress of the project but even that may fail when 

clients are unresponsive. One manager says 

“So then end story, whatever we do it is important when your client is responsive. If they 

don’t, then all your struggle of introducing methods doesn’t work.” 

Another manager however has alternative solutions for documentation to resolve the 

uniqueness of his projects. Using online public archives everyone can access in order to know 

about the issues but again time appears to be the biggest constraint for volunteer based 

organizations. But in this case the information is not sensitive as compared to the other cases. 

Another alternative he suggests are Basecamp, social media, etc. He adds 

“You just publish them. You allow people to search either through keywords to read about 

such disasters…or it’s not worth it.” 

The following Table 6 provides an elaboration of the findings that correspond to the cross 

case analysis of Active Experimentation phase.   
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 Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6 

 Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 Project 4 Project 5 Project 6 Project 7 Project 8 Project 9 Project 10 

Active Experimentation 

Changes in 

Processes 

Within manager's 

power 

Pre-assessment of 

project 

requirements 

Not in 

manager's 

power 

Contractual 

changes to start 

after availability 

of actual data 

N/A Not in 

manager's 

power 

Employee 

contractual 

changes were 

done 

Not in manager's 

power 

Manager 

suggested 

proposal's for 

organization 

structure; 

Not in 

manager's 

power 

Client loyalty 

was ensured 

and binding to 

contract 

Not in 

manager's 

power 

Contractual 

changes to 

start after 

availability of 

actual data 

and hardware 

N/A N/A Not in 

manager's 

power 

Proposed Pre-

assessment of 

project 

requirements 

Changes in 

Managame

nt 

Within manager's 

power 

 - Backup resource 

planning to help 

avoid future 

surprises of 

resource 

unavailability 

- Client 

negotiations 

carried out in 

detail beforehand 

N/A Within 

manager's 

power 

Improved 

client 

negotiations 

and 

communicatio

n 

Within 

manager's 

power 

Backup 

resource 

planning to 

help avoid 

future 

surprises of 

resource 

unavailability 

Within manager's 

power 

Negotiations with 

Board 

N/A Within 

manager's 

power 

Improved 

client 

negotiations 

and 

communicatio

n; 

Strengthened 

purchase 

policy 

Within 

manager's 

power 

Improved 

client 

negotiatio

ns 

Within 

manager's 

power 

Meet scheduled 

deadlines; 

Only share 

milestone 

results to client 

Unfinished 

prototype 

should not be 

shared to 

customer 

Within 

manager's 

power 

Pre-

assessment of 

project was 

done; 

Scheduled 

enforcement 

of milestones 

Table 6: Cross Case Analysis; Active Experimentation – Changes in Processes & Changes in Management
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4.5 Anomalies and Learning styles  

Kolb (1984) insisted that learning styles are effective when the individual undergoes the 

complete cycle of learning. Which implies that the learner touch all bases like experiencing, 

reflecting, thinking and acting. While reflection is quite evident in all the cases, observation is 

not so evident.  And the findings also reflect the same. One manager uses informal coffee 

breaks and lunch breaks to discuss issues of colleagues. So even without the onset of the 

failure, this individual has gained experience. In practical realities many individuals have their 

“preferred way” of choosing among the learning styles. In some cases, the individual can 

jump from “Reflective Observation” to “Active Experimentation”. This is evident as many of 

the managers denied the requirement for documentation to conceptualize and insisted that 

they make contractual changes instead.  One manager states, 

“The general feeling is that maybe a formal document is not always the primary resource but 

that you discuss with people involved, discuss about what worked and what didn’t work and 

take experience from that even if it isn’t written down in a formal document but you should 

have some kind of follow-up on a project” 

However, the authors have summarized the reasoning why the managers are converging, 

diverging, accommodating and assimilating and in what ways they are not, presented in the 

following subsections.  

4.5.1 Converging 

These managers are experts in Abstract Conceptualization and Active Experimentation. An 

interesting finding about the managers with respect to their learning is based on the 

organization size. As the organization size in all the cases is small and therefore, this is also 

perhaps why experimentation becomes more achievable. Since the majority of managers have 

not conceptualized, finding alternative solutions and their consequences to problems, the 

managers do not come under this category.    

4.5.2 Diverging 

When s/he is best in Concrete Experience and Reflective observation, s/he is said to be 

diverger. From the results it appears that most of the interviewees follow diverging style of 

learning because they take charge of the situation at the onset of the failures and reflect over 

the situation. At this point, almost all of the managers had been closely monitoring the time, 

resources and how to fix the issue/s. Some of the managers insisted in negotiation for finances 

and resources in order to achieve what had been the outcome of their recent analysis. Most are 

always good in coming up with ideas from brainstorming. The authors conclude that the 

managers are diverging. 

4.5.3 Assimilating 

Group of managers who fit in this category are experts in Abstract Conceptualization and 

Reflective Observation. Although, few managers have managed to make conclusions and 

theories post the reflection, the data proves that many did not want to conceptualize from the 

learning. Most of the managers interviewed were following conventional methods of 
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identifying solutions because they wanted to be on the safer side. The managers could have 

adopted strategies that competitor companies or even other departments have been using 

under similar scenarios. Hence, the conclusions that have been made are mostly for self 

learning rather than for the organization as a whole. The authors conclude that the managers 

were not assimilators.   

4.5.4 Accommodating 

These managers are experts in Concrete Experience and Active Experimentation. The 

managers are risk loving, experimental and love to see quick results as per Kolb’s (1984) 

study. From the empirical results, the readers can visualize a certain level of risk which the 

managers undertake during these situations. Some of the managers had to push the employees 

when the progress was far from the scope of completion. In addition, these managers are also 

ready to take up additional new experiences that come along the way. This implies that their 

learning styles are more accommodating.  

4.6 Summary of Empirical Findings 

The Figure 5 serves to overall summarize the empirical findings mapping them to the four 

phases of experiential learning, while also classifying them based on triggers received with 

respect to the project, which may be internal or external to the project, as well as the 

organization and were experienced by the project managers during each phase.  

 In the Concrete Experience phase both internal and external triggers were found. 

 The first internal trigger was issues with respect to project planning. This included 

factors including; problems caused due to a novel technology, cost of the project, 

effort required and requirements of the project. The second was the team issues, which 

included factors; team management and team size. Third, was the organizational 

issues, which included factors; overall organization structure and disagreements 

among stakeholders.  

 The External triggers during Concrete Experience include client issues, and factors 

that affect this are customer expertise in the project area and communication gap 

between the client and the project manager / organization. 

 During the Reflective Observation phase the activities and experiences reported by 

the project manager were more internal to the organization and therefore, only 

generated internal triggers.  

 These included self reflections of the project managers, as they contemplated about the 

project activities and outcome and the team reflections, which have been undertaken in 

the form of formal and informal discussions among the team and with the project 

manager.  

 During the Abstract Conceptualization phase both internal and external triggers have 

been found.  

 The internal triggers could again be seen with respect to firstly, project planning 

issues. These include factors, that is, role of background research, requirement 

gathering, review of data / hardware and document development. Secondly, are the 

team issues, which include the factors that affect, that is, planning of resources, 



 

 
48 

employee contracts and measures taken for retention of employees. Thirdly, are the 

organizational issues and the factor that affects is the proposals made by the project 

managers.  

 The external triggers during this phase include the follow-up meetings undertaken 

with the client and the negotiations conducted.  

 The Active Experimentation phase was amalgamation of internal and external 

triggers. These included changes proposed and undertaken with respect to 

management styles and processes, which are both internal, as well as external to the 

project/ organization.   

 There were external factors in terms of emotions, relationships and risks involved in 

this. Additional factors included organization size, type of project, type of information 

being used, repetition of issues etc. Some of these were also reasons why the project 

managers do not document such experiences.  

The authors assumptions of documentations of project failures was happening only with 

larger organizations, but the cases chosen were smaller organizations. Also to the managers’ 

defense there was the lack of repetition of these issues. Although Kolb (1984)’s model of 

learning is irrespective of the outcomes, it is evident that outcomes and learning are associated 

to each other when it comes to projects. There is a learning for projects irrespective of success 

or failure. The learning differs for the outcomes but it exists in reality. The experimentation 

comes when the manager tries to use his authority to do something that will contribute 

towards learning. So the results confirm that there are process and management changes in the 

organizations as a result of future failure prevention. But this is not entirely within the 

manager’s capability. Sometimes there are paradoxes which does not let the manager to do 

what they initially intended to do. 
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Figure 5: Phases of Learning after Project Failures 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
50 

5 Discussion 

In the following sections the four research questions of this thesis are answered based on the 

analysis and interpretation of this empirical study’s results and in terms of the previously 

discussed theoretical framework in order to provide a complete and precise picture of the 

topic. 

5.1 Answer to Research Question (1): How does the process of the 

reflections of project managers after facing project failures affect their 

learning?  

Based on the results of the thesis study, the project managers reported reflections with respect 

to four different areas, including; pre-project requirements, resources, communication and 

organizational factors. 

Wang, Xu, & Li (2009) explain that pre- project requirements is multifaceted and includes 

assessment of resources and the technology to be used, while keeping in mind the market, as 

well as any regulations. They also mention that this phase is associated with a high amount of 

risk with respect to future success of the project. In this crucial phase, the project scope is 

defined with a focus on the requirements. A feasibility analysis is conducted, and 

incompleteness of this stage causes a project to be unsuccessful (Gibson & Gebken, 2003). 

Our findings are in line with these studies as it can be seen that most of the project managers 

report the lack of pre project research. They also mention lack of access to the data / hardware 

beforehand, which played a key role in causing some of the projects to not meet their initially 

set objectives. These reflections led the project managers to conclude preventive measures, 

which included ensuring a detailed planning phase, pre project research and avoidance of 

initiating project work before the pre-project activities were undertaken. Hence, in the 

projects that followed, project managers had been more detailed orientated when gathering 

requirements and undertaking research to assess the project needs and enforced that the client 

made the data / hardware available before project work began. Therefore, project managers 

were able to learn the importance of gathering and being aware of pre-project requirements 

and in turn have applied this to the projects undertaken afterwards.  

Resources are non imitable, unique and can allow a firm to attain a sustained competitive 

advantage (Barney, 1991). Scheduling consists of allocation of resources to undertake tasks 

(Baker, K. R., 1974). Human resource allocation is a key process in project management (e 

Silva & Costa, 2012).  Our findings are in line with these theories as it can be seen that the 

project managers report the lack of resources in the project and that it leads to the client’s 

decision to terminate the project. Communication is another important factor in the execution 

of projects. Scholars suggest that high collaboration and communication between the project 

manager and the client, allows superior performance in the project, as well as positive 

outcomes (Turner & Müller, 2004). Diallo & Thuillier (2005) have stated that communication 

and collaboration, with all members involved in a project, leads to the successful completion 

of a project. Our findings are in line with these studies as it can be seen that the project 

managers report communication gaps between them and the client, due to which data/ 

hardware is delayed, affecting the final project outcome.  
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The team reflections play a significant role, and the project managers reported that 

discussions were conducted with the team formally, through meetings, or informally, where 

their observations further confirmed the reasons for the issues faced in the projects. In some 

cases they may not be as important due to the nature of the role of the team and the assigned 

work, which means that work may be completed for them but, the project may not have met 

the completion as was initially set at the start of the project.  

Therefore, project manager’s reflections, in combination with the team discussions, on 

resources, communication and organizational support led the project managers to ensure that 

in the projects undertaken afterwards, the planning phase was thorough and all requirements 

were accessed and attained. Project managers also reported being more aware of risks 

associated with projects, which they would ensure to assess before initiating projects in the 

future.  

5.2 Answer to Research Question (2): How can the project managers 

modify the processes or their style of management, as part of their learning, 

in order to prevent future failures?   

Based on the results of the thesis study, the project managers reported changes in processes 

and management with respect to two different aspects, including; within the manager’s power 

and not in the manager’s power.  

After a project is concluded procedures may be undertaken in the form of “process- based 

methods, that is, on a procedural approach to capture key leanings from a project” and 

“Documentation-based methods serve as appropriate representation formats or structures for 

project insights” (Schindler & Eppler, 2003, p 1). In order to analyze project outcomes, 

project managers have undertaken approaches , including Earned Value Management (Lipke, 

Zwikael, Henderson, & Anbari, 2009), which can then lead to proposing and making changes 

to processes, as well as the management styles. In line with these studies, most project 

managers reported changes in processes as being not in their power. They mentioned 

proposing changes with respect to contractual documentation, which would allow more 

effective resource management. Also client contractual changes were reported, which would 

bind the client to provide data / hardware, before project work was initiated. Pre-assessment 

of projects was undertaken and conducted for future projects, where it was in the manager’s 

power, but where it was not within the manager’s power, this was proposed to be applied to 

future projects. Some of these proposed changes were actually reported to be implemented by 

the organization. Some managers reported no proposed changes with respect to processes. 

The authors are able to view that two of such projects reported by two cases, were in the first 

phase and perhaps that did not allow them to conclude aspects to the extent that they could 

later undertake changes in processes.  

Most managers have reported changes to have been undertaken with respect to the 

management styles. Project Managers mentioned improvements undertaken for better 

resource allocation and backup. They also reported putting in more time and effort for 

detailed negotiations with clients, as well as ensuring a constant and on-going 
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communication. While some mentioned more monitoring in order to meet milestones and 

deadlines.  

 Most of the literature of project management still views projects to be similar, that is, a one 

size fits all approach (Shenhar, 1999). But, in fact different aspects of learning are absorbed 

by the project managers and they undertake changes, where they have the authority to do so, 

or propose changes, with respect to processes, documentation and the overall management of 

projects. Some managers mentioned that implementation of these changes have allowed the 

projects that followed to not face similar situations, while some hoped to apply this learning 

to future projects and allow projects to be efficiently executed.  

5.3 Answer to Research Question (3): How can documentation help to 

record learning after project failure experiences?  

Project Management literature mentions the need to analyze the factors affecting the 

outcomes of a project in order to limit future failures (Sutherland et al., 2010). Based on the 

results of the thesis study, most project managers reported that no documentations were 

formally undertaken generally after project completions. Similarly, with respect to the 

experiences of projects that did not meet their initially set objectives, no documentation was 

formally undertaken after facing such scenarios. We can believe one of the reasons for this 

was due to the smaller size of these organizations, where there is a lack of formal documents. 

On the other hand, when project managers were inquired about the benefits of such 

documentation to record experiences after facing project failures, most reported that it would 

be helpful to record details of the projects. This may include the phase accomplishment, 

challenges and eventually reasons due to which the projects were halted, terminated or faced 

delays.  

Some project managers also mentioned that rather than employing resources in the 

development of such large documentation, the far more important aspect would be to focus on 

quicker solutions of recording experiences. These may firstly include sharing the experiences 

within the organizations to allow everyone to gain benefit from it. This could be done 

informally or formally in meetings. Another way could be to make use of social media, e.g. 

blogs, to briefly put down the experiences in an informal manner, which may serve the real 

purpose.  

Overall, whatever method of documentation is adopted, documentation was seen as an 

outcome that would be a positive contribution to the learning from project failures. Although, 

in the cases, the benefit from this was not seen to have been gained, but as mentioned, that 

was perhaps due to the size of the organization and the nature of the projects. Yet, all 

managers agreed to its significance. 

5.4 Answer to Research Question (4): How and why do project managers 

emotionally react after facing failures and how it affects their learning? 

Based on the results of the thesis study, the project managers reported emotional reactions 

with respect to two different categories, that is, positive emotions and negative emotions. 



 

 
53 

Emotions are seen in a different light across different parts of the world, while certain aspects 

are considered to be more universal (Brundin & Nordqvist, 2008; Ekman, 1992).  Expectancy 

theory discusses that the behavior of an individual is based on various individual and 

environmental factors and there is a significant role of the experiences, expectations and 

perceptions, with respect to the emotional reactions of the individuals (Pondy & Leavitt, 

1968). Often individuals are seen to make the effort to develop a balance between positive 

and negative emotions (Leu, Wang, & Koo, 2011). The results of the study are in line with 

these theories and research, indicating that most project managers reported a negative 

emotional reaction at the point of realization, while some have also mentioned a more positive 

emotional reaction. The project managers who reported a negative reaction are seen to have 

felt so due to their perception at the beginning that the project was simple and achievable. For 

some, this also just meant reapplication of several tasks which they had undertaken during 

their past experiences. They also reported their expectation before the project was that it 

would be easily executed and be accepted by the client. This reaction was also due to certain 

communication and coordination gaps experienced during the project.  

On the other hand, a few cases reported positive emotional reactions at the point of 

realization. These positive emotions included those of relief and hope. The reasons that led to 

the emotions of relief could be seen in the case due to the built up tension in the 

organizational climate. The manager reported the lack of organizational support combined 

with the lack of resources that led him to feel that anymore work done on the project would 

only be a waste, as he did not see the project meeting its objectives. Therefore, the obvious 

end of a project, that is, to be left incomplete, led the manager to decide to terminate the 

project and hence he felt respite and relief. Meanwhile, the emotion of hope was seen as the 

project manager had perceptions that the project would surely be completed with the available 

resources. The project manager was also seen to have a more positive personality, which may 

also be the reason behind the emotions of hope, although the project seemed to be facing 

issues. 

Overall, the role of emotions was briefly touched upon in this study from the aspect of 

reasons contributing to certain emotional reactions of project managers, when at the point of 

realization, at the onset of a failure. But, (Shepherd et al., 2013) believes that learning reduces 

the chances that future projects will fail and thus reduces the negative emotions that might 

arise. Some of the managers, who had applied their failure experience in future projects 

reported a more stable and controlled emotional reaction with respect to any issues arising. 

This in turn is an indication of their learning in terms of emotional reactions, as their negative 

emotions seemed to have been reduced. These emotions may not be conclusive with respect to 

emotions in the aftermath and they also would require more analysis of multiple factors that 

project managers face while experiencing project failures. But, they do help bring to light, two 

main classifications of emotional reactions from project managers, when faced with situations 

when projects seem to move against the initial set objectives and indicate learning of the 

project managers with respect to how they react emotionally. 
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6 Conclusion 

The analysis of the empirical data gives us some interesting findings regarding the project 

managers in various organizations and their role in the learning process at the onset of project 

failures. The authors had found that the project managers had roles within and beyond the 

organization. Under the context of project management, project failures must be handled both 

internally and externally. The readers can now visualize how the different phases of project 

failure fit into the experiential learning cycle and how this can help the project managers to 

cross examine and improve their learning. In the following subsections the authors will 

provide their conclusions on  

1. Process of Experiential learning from project failures 

2. Contributions to learning: a tentative model of learning from project failures 

6.1 Process of Experiential Learning from Project Failures 

The following are the conclusions which the authors have made in an overall diagram (Refer 

Figure 5), which map the experiential learning from project failures to the experiential 

learning model of Kolb (1984).  

 Over the course of the project failure the project managers faced the realization, 

declaration of failure and facing the aftermath. Therefore, going through the issue 

itself is a part of learning.    

 Following the aftermath of the experience, the project managers tend to switch 

between the modes of reflection like self reflection and team reflection. Several 

discussions on pros and cons about temporary and cost-effective solutions must to 

done to fix such project failures.  

 Reflective observation is not complete without the observation from other’s 

experiences. This primarily enables the transforming of experience. Therefore, the 

managers must forsee into future irrespective of the company size, organizational 

expectations and dedicate their time and effort for future planning of the company 

through this. Seminars, discussions and recording of events are common solutions. 

Infusing the customer need and demands to the team and organizations will help the 

company move towards the same goal.  

 Although majority of the managers did not prefer to document such experiences, 

unofficial discussions did happen in the office premises where experiences were 

shared. But with the recent technical advancements a lot of different alternatives are 

found in many competitive companies. The managers must go beyond the 

organizational boundaries and prepare themselves ahead of the competitors. 

 Short term and long term solutions must evaluated for every project failure because 

this can save future project budget issues, when the issues might repeat. 

 Team management and process changes had not been difficult in the case of many 

managers. However, thorough understanding of future customers must be done to 

avoid such customer issues. 

 Cost effective improvement to the customer requirements might be done without 

blindly taking up as it is.  



 

 
55 

 

Figure 6: Overall process cycle for learning from project failure with respect to ELT 

 

6.2 A Tentative Model of Learning from Project Failures 

The study enabled a view into the learning gained by project managers from project failures. 

Figure 7 depicts this learning, which may lead project managers to undertake certain actions 

that may allow future success of projects. As project managers face issues that arise in the 

projects, which eventually cause the projects to face delays, be halted or terminated, the 

managers contemplate over the events that result in these outcomes. They may also undertake 

discussions with the team over the events that unfolded in the project. Such reflections may 

allow identification of problems and root causes of the issues faced during the projects. The 

self reflection adopts a form of self learning, as project managers may ponder over personal 

aptitude, capabilities, as well as decisions undertaken in the past and draw conclusions of 

what actions may have been overlooked or what may require personal abilities to be further 

built in areas including, management or technical details. This is in line with the self learning 

definitions by Cope (2011). As the self reflections are extended to the team reflections, they 

become more effective when there are cross departmental and cross company transformation 

of experiences. These reflections eventually may lead to organizational level learning that 

may involve follow-up meetings and documentation to be developed in order to conceptualize 

the issues, as well as the solutions proposed. These documents may be referred to and be 

accessed in the future when projects are undertaken to gain from the learning each time. 

These may in turn also contribute to the changes to be proposed / made to processes and the 

management style and therefore, allow managers to experiment through proposals and 
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improvements. This is in line with the description of organizational learning by Russ-Eft 

(2002). Therefore, an outcome of the project in terms of a project failure situation may very 

well contribute both towards self learning of the project managers, as well as organizational 

learning, which may lead to success of future projects undertaken. Therefore there is a loop 

from experimentation phase to back to the failure stage as this helps during future failures and 

gives the sufficient confidence to brave them every time it happens. The final word from the 

authors is that “sometimes we just learn” because what matters is the experience and learning 

more than the failure and therefore we suggest that you prepare yourself and your company by 

thinking big and looking beyond the horizon.
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Figure 7: Learning from Project Failures 

 

 

 



 

 
58 

7 Contributions, Limitations & Future Research 

The study contributes to the theoretical and the literature perspective, as well as the 

practitioners. It adds on to the project management literature in terms of experiences of 

project managers after a project fails and how that leads to the learning that the managers gain 

from such failures. This is significant considering the lack of focus currently in this area 

within the literature. The study also adds to the learning literature, particularly the 

Experiential Learning literature, with the focus on experiences of project managers after 

facing project failures. This not only provides a new avenue for studying Experiential 

learning, it also gives project managers a direction for handling future project issues with 

confidence. The study may also benefit practitioners, as an understanding of the learning that 

project managers can gain from project failures. This can allow organizations to introduce 

changes with respect to processes and management, which capture the experiences of project 

managers and may be applied to projects executed in the future. Therefore, appropriate 

actions may be undertaken in order to gain learning and benefit from it to be able to improve 

the execution of future projects in firms. Lastly, this research could help managers cope with 

the learning that follows a project failure.  

 

Some limitations were identified with respect to the study, which include: First, the focus is 

on individuals (project managers) rather than the organization as a whole. Therefore, the data 

collected, findings and the conclusions have been from the experiences shared from an 

individual perspective.  Second, the focus is on project managers in the Information 

Technology industry and the findings and results would be more relevant for this particular 

industry, as factors influencing the project environment, as well as working styles and 

conditions is somewhat specific in this area. Third, the study mainly focuses on the 

application of ELT for project failures. Although Kolb’s model is not delimited to any 

particular event, there is a possibility that the outcome of all events might not be the same. We 

can observe that all the limitations that apply to Kolb’s model can also be applied for this 

study. Fourth, analysis will only be from the Top-down perspective considering the vitality of 

project management. Fifth, the data collected is from within Sweden and it would be most 

relevant to this particular domestic context, providing a European perspective and mostly 

within the Western world, due to the similarities in working styles and conditions.  

 

Further research may be undertaken within this area with studies conducted from the 

organizational perspective and with the involvement of the managements view, as well as the 

team. Studies may also be undertaken from a process standpoint, e.g. employing ethnography, 

and research may analyse projects end to end, to be able to record information along the way, 

while also recording the environmental factors. It may also be interesting if these outcomes 

vary in different geographical regions or in different cultures, therefore, comparative studies 

may be undertaken, to analyse the learning of project failures between different regions or 

cultures. The study made an attempt to develop a model to depict the process of learning, but 

this model may be applied to other scenarios to further explore all the identified factors. 

Although the study briefly touched upon the role of emotions and why managers show a 

particular emotional reaction, but an in-depth study may be done, understanding the 
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manager’s personality, the environmental factors and the nature of the project to further 

understand this area. Such studies may even be tied to emotional intelligence studies in order 

to gain a complete picture on the project managers’ perspective.  

The body of knowledge on experiential learning in the light of project managers’ experiences 

after facing project failures is still a very nascent area. Hence, the authors put effort to connect 

these, in order to contribute to this field and a lot more can be explored in the future. We 

initiated the study understanding that project failures may been mostly seen negatively as a 

moment of  loss and defeat, but our intension was to view it through a positive lens, that is, 

learning from project failures, which may eventually be employed to future projects to 

prevent such occurrences. Therefore, the authors step into this area and further contribute in 

understanding the learning from project failures. The final word from the authors to the 

managers is that “sometimes we just learn” because what matters is the experience and 

learning more than the failure and therefore we suggest that you prepare yourself and your 

company by thinking big and looking beyond horizons! 
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9 Appendix 

9.1 Interview Guide 

 

This interview is being conducted as part of a Master’s thesis study on exploring the learning 

of project managers after facing project failures in the light of experiential learning theory.  

The findings and conclusions will be part of only the academic thesis. 

 The interview will be audio- taped and transcribed. Confidentiality of all information will be 

taken into consideration. 

For the purpose of this study, below is how a project failure is defined: 

Project Failure: Projects that have been terminated, exited, left incomplete or delayed due to 

reasons including: financial, strategic, market need, new technology, other resources, etc. 

Therefore, project failure is the inability of the project to meet its initially set objectives. 

 

Introduction 

1) Please explain the nature of your job? 

2) Explain briefly about the organization/company you work at? (Just an overview) e.g. 

nature of business, size of company in terms of number of employees, etc.  

3)  How long have you been working with this organization and in this position? 

4) How do you feel about your current position and the nature of work? 

About Project Experience in general 

5) How many projects have you been involved in to date? 

6) What are the normal procedures which you handle after completion of a project? 

7) What are some aspects you consider when managing tasks in a project? 

a.  And when managing people? 

8) How would you define a successful project? 

a. Does your organization have a similar criteria? 

If not then:  

Do you personally agree with their criteria? 

Project Failures 

9) Explain about the chosen project / s which did not meet the initial set objectives? 

What was the project about, its goals and objectives? 

10) Was this project undertaken in the current organization, if not then briefly explain the 

nature of business of that organization, size of company in terms of number of 

employees, etc.? 

11) How did the project start off? And did you feel in the start that this was something that 

could be achieved with the resources you had? 

12) What was your role in these projects? 
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13) Why the project/s was/were considered a failure?  i.e. what led to this failure 

situation? 

14) At what stage was the project declared a failure?  How much was the time delay in the 

project from the original schedule?  

15) Who declared the project a failure? Was it formally communicated and what channels 

were used? Email, telephonic conversations, meetings? 

16) Did the project have a closure at the end? Was the customer satisfied? 

 

Experimental learning 

Concrete Experience 

17) Explain the overall time when you felt the project started facing difficulty, how did 

you feel? Till the time the project was considered a failure? 

18) How did you feel after facing the failure/s? First reaction? Emotions later? 

19) What first step did you take? How did you handle the situation? Did you think about 

solutions to fix the problem/s?  What was your approach? What did you do? Did you 

seek help from other sources inside or outside the organization? 

20) Did you apply any of these solutions? If yes then, what were the results? If no, then 

why not? 

21) Were there any other extra ordinary approaches you thought of or applied? 

22) How do you think your team felt when experiencing the failure? 

23) What was the most challenging thing regarding the situation? How it make you feel? 

What did you do about it? 

24) What were the different roles you stepped into on the occasion of a failure? What 

initiatives you took on? 

Reflective Observations 

25) When you understood that the project was in a difficult position, what did you think 

should have been done then?  

26) Did you think about the reasons for the failure and what steps you could have taken 

beforehand?  

27) Did you dig in to find explanations and clarifications?  

28) Did you discuss with your team about how the failure could have been avoided? What 

were the discussions about? What were the outcomes? 

29) What do you believe you gained after facing this project failure? 

Abstract Conceptualization 

30) Did you think about improvements in processes or procedures for future projects?  

What was your approach? What did you do? Did you seek help from other sources 

inside or outside the organization? 

31) Did you have a formal document in the organization with the purpose to capture 

valuable knowledge and experience that can be used in future e.g. a lessons learned 

document? If yes, then what did it include? How was it shared in the organization? 
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32) Did you refer to a previous lesson learned document? 

33) Do you maintain any records of project failures / issues faced which a future employee 

could use or it can be referred to during future projects? 

34) Did you get to use the experiences from one project to another? If not, then what will 

your approach be in the future? How has it changed from before? 

35)  Were there any other extra ordinary approaches you thought of applying in the future? 

Risk contingencies etc? 

Active Experimentation 

36) If faced multiple failures: did your approach to managing and working on projects 

change for the projects you took up after facing the project failure? How? What was 

different?  

If faced single failure: Do you think your approach to managing and working on 

projects will change in the future? How? What do you think will be the changes? 

Other  

37) Did you have any problems with the team or management or any other individuals 

when you went through failures? 

38) Do you think the time during the project failure affected your personal life? Were 

there any changes to your personality or behaviour? How were interactions with 

friends and family during this time? 

39) How do you think you felt after facing the project failure? What were your thoughts 

later? Did it overall affect/change the way you work or manage tasks or people? 

40) Did you ever think of changing your profession or nature of work when you faced 

failures? 

41) What do you believe negatively affected you, both professionally and personally?  

Conclusion 

42) Is there anything more you would like to add? Any event or experience or anything you 

remember which we have not talked about so far? 

43) Do you have any questions from us regarding the study? 

 

 


