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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic has created new social, environmental, and economic challenges for
organisational routines, and a multilevel perspective of project management processes and decision
making is required to untangle the complex nature of projects and phenomena. This research hence
aims to investigate reframing of traditional project failure reasoning in pressurised situations by
adopting a wider organisational view of the causation of failure using models from high-risk industries
which support good decision-making practices and highlighting the project, programme and
organisational structures which inherently position a project manager to fail in conditions with
cognitive overload, limitations, and constraints. Through an institutional perspective, both individuals
(the project managers) and organisations are considered under the influence of normative and
cognitive pressures, and both are sources of change.
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Introduction

Projects are embedded in their institution fields, as
well as interact with the institutions (Winch &
Maytorena-Sanchez, 2020). There have been many
studies into the effect on decision making in high-risk
industries such as those of aircraft pilots (Dacre et al.,
2020) and Fire Service Incident Commanders. As a
result, there have been theories and models created
to try to prevent critical decision making from
becoming compromised (Clarke & Miles, 2012;
O’Hare & Smitheram, 1995; Okray & Lubanau, 2004;
Schriver et al., 2008; Williams-Bell et al., 2015),
originally based on the work by Klein (2001) on
naturalistic decision making and later reviewed and
adapted, based on live incident decision making data,

by Cohen-Hatton et al (2015). The UK Fire Service
has developed a functional and effective decision-
making model in an attempt to control situations that
are often characterised as having low resource
availability, either one or two key decision makers,
high information inputs from multiple sources, short
process times and a moral or life-threatening event
that acts as both a motivator and a blocker to clear
thought and planning. However, the Covid-19
pandemic has created new social, environmental, and
economic challenges for organisational routines
(Sonjit et al., 2021), and a multilevel perspective of
project management processes and decision making
is required to untangle the complex nature of projects
and phenomena (Howard-Grenville, 2020; Miiller &
Klein, 2020).
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This study therefore aims to investigate reframing of
traditional project failure reasoning in pressurised
situations by adopting a wider organisational view of
the causation of failure using models from high-risk
industries which support good decision-making
practices and highlighting the project, programme
and organisational structures which inherently
position a project manager to fail in conditions with
cognitive overload (Dacre et al., 2020), limitations,
and constraints. Through an institutional perspective
(Dong et al., 2021), both individuals (the project
managers) and organisations are considered under
the influence of normative and cognitive pressures,
and both are sources of change (Corbett et al., 2018;
Dacin et al., 2002; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Teo et
al., 2003).

Research Approach

This research adopts an autoethnographic
methodology, which is being applied in research on
project and organisation topics (Addyman et al.,
2020; Hsu et al., 2021; Pentland & Feldman, 2008;
Pink et al., 2013) to achieve in-depth understanding
of the re-creation of patterns of actions through
interview and ethnographic observation (Reynolds et
al., 2019) combined with the researcher’s personal
longitudinal experience (Anderson, 2006; Jones et
al., 2013).

Sourcing information directly from the first author’s
own experiences across high-risk incident command
and business change project management roles, this
paper outlines the potential benefits to both project
professionals and organisations that could be
realised through the application of decision making
models and risk management strategies, typical of
high-risk industry, at an organisational level as a
means to alter the existing dynamics and
institutional pressures in project management
practices to enable project professionals to manage
decision making in a more consistent evidence-based
manner and reduce the risk of command indecision
and project failure.

Discussion & Future Research

Previously the symptoms of decision-making failure
have been attributed to a more general experience of
internalised stress which, this paper proposes, has
worked to obfuscate the underlying causational
factors at play and, in many cases, is a misapplied
correlation of information. In other words, a project
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manager is effectively acting as a fuse in the system,
and significant issues are only highlighted when they
fail. It is this study’s proposition that these models
are equally applicable to environments where the
moral or personal threat is less visible and time
constraints are artificially created, as in the contexts
of most non-emergency, life-saving projects, but
remain a significant motivator, as in both situations,
the decision maker reaches a point of saturation that
either affects their ongoing decision making
capabilities or cause them to freeze entirely,
preventing any decision making from taking place,
and that many people in their day to day occupation
suffer from what is known as command indecision or
‘Helmet burn’ because of this (Beaton et al., 1999),
leading to poor mental wellbeing and ineffective
working practices, which are crucial to project
success (Lindsjern et al., 2016). The command
indecision effect, if not addressed, continue to impact
the individual project manager’s ability to perform
effectively and will have a cumulative degradation
effect on all future decision making until the source
of or sources of input acting on the decision maker
have been removed.

Extant research has also used the factor of moral and
life-threatening impetus to rationalise the short
decision timeframes and the additional mental
pressure this causes to separate decision making in
these situations as distinct from everyday decision
making, this study suggests that this is in many cases
a facility and that the internal pressures upon project
professionals can feel as real as those a firefighter
would feel at an incident. In the example of the
project manager, though it is mostly not the potential
harm or loss of another individual’s life that is faced
as the result of a good or bad decision, they have to
take responsibilities for important decision making
for their projects (McAvoy & Butler, 2009; Taylor,
2016), while facing a perceived threat to their own
wellbeing or condition whether that pressure is felt
like a direct threat to their bonus from an
underperforming project or as a wider, more
expansive corrupting threat of career-ending,
financially bankrupting personal fears from
underperformance in the eyes of the profession,
employer or peers.

Project managers often need to play boundary
spanners or institutional entrepreneurs (Aldrich &
Herker, 1977; Biesenthal et al., 2018; Uzzi, 1997).
They need to deal with multiple tensions of projects
and institutions ‘arise as the shadow of the past
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(legacies of previous projects) and create tensions
for continuity’ (Uriarte et al., 2019, p. 321) and speak
up for themselves and their project teams against
institutional pressures (Corbett et al., 2018; Taylor,
2016). In this situation, deferring or passing that
responsibility to another who may be in a better
position to them make the judgement call is also
likely to be delayed or prevented by the individual
who feels personal or moral threat from the situation.
Therefore, from a relational perspective (Garud &
Gehman, 2012), this research aims to look at how the
structure and systems surrounding a project may
cause the single point of failure (the project manager)
to reach a point of failure by design, given that the
identified causational relationship that a project
professional who experiences stress is the cause of
failure and reverse this relationship.
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