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Abstract

In the last years the issues of strategy and strategic management have been addressed frequently in
the literature on project management. The notion about the role of project management in achieving
business success is accepted broadly (Shenhar et al., 2001), and the search for more deep understanding
of key elements of strategic project management is gradually becoming an important subject of research
(Anderson and Merna, 2003). However, although the discussions on the significance of strategic
orientation in project management are extended, there is still lack of a clear definition and common
understanding of project strategy as well as of a coherent framework of strategic project management
(Artto et al., 2008, Patanakul and Shenhar, 2012). Moreover, it seems that there is a disparity in the level
of the theoretical development and practical understanding of the mentioned terms: project strategy or
strategic project management.

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate and discuss the results of empirical research conducted
among Polish project management practitioners and oriented towards recognizing their viewpoints. The
research questions were related to the understanding of mentioned concepts — project strategy, strategic
project, strategic project management as well as the interpretation of the difference between strategic and
operational project management. Not only the opinions, but also the differences in perceptions as well as
the sources of such dissimilarities were investigated.

As research results indicate, although the concept of project strategy is seen as very important, it is
still ambiguous. There is a vast variety of opinions as to the most important components of project
strategy and strategic management processes, as well as to the role of project managers in strategic
processes. The influence of knowledge and experience along with social impact are observed.
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Introduction

Even the brief literature analysis reveals that in the recent years the matters of strategy
and strategic management were discussed frequently in the project management publications.
The opinion about the significance of project management in organization’s SUCCESS iS
legitimate, as well as the pursuit of better understanding the essential elements of strategic
project management process create an interesting research topic. Despite numerous discussions
about the role of strategic orientation in project management, still there is no theoretical
unification whatsoever. The definitions of project strategy, strategic project management or
strategic project are still unclear and the differences between strategic and operational project
management have not been exhaustively explained so far. Similar problems with the proper
understanding of those concepts and their application in the business practice are common for
managers which are working in everyday project implementation.
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The aim of the article is to present the perception of the importance and understanding of
such concepts as project strategy and strategic project management. In the first part of the
article, on the base of the literature review, the fundamental ideas of project success, project
strategy and strategic project as well as strategic project management are characterized briefly.
In the second, empirical part of the article, the results of the research are presented and
discussed. The discussion is focused not only on the explanation of the level of interest and
acquaintance of the analyzed issues, but also on the determinants of perception and beliefs of
Polish project management practitioners.

Literature review

The deliberations about the project strategy and the strategic project management should
begin with the analysis of the importance of projects in contemporary strategic management.
With no doubt, this is an important tool in the process of value initiation and creation and, what
is more, in achieving competitive advantage (e.g., Jamieson and Morris, 2004, Anderson and
Merna, 2003, Artto et al., 2007). In traditional, simplified approach, a successful project is
implemented in planned time, with scheduled budget and with achievement of all intended
goals. Nowadays, multidimensional approach in analyzing the sources of project’s success —
with the consideration of dynamics, complexity and uncertainty of the environment, implies the
necessity of effectiveness of the project, the significant influence of the client, business and
organizational success and its further relevance (Shenhar et al., 2001).

According to various authors (e.g., Milosevic, 1989, Grundy, 2000, Shenhar, 2004,
Srivannaboon, 2006) identification of the strategic projects is essential for achieving and
supporting long-term goals of the organization. Strategic projects are the basis of the company’s
development, attaining profits and effective implementation of changes; they are often
connected with a considerable uncertainty, but their success is a source of attainable profits and
long-term incomes. According to Asrilhant et al. (2004) strategic project has to possess
particular characteristics, such as ability to a practical application and full supervision, the best
reflection of business realities and the accordance with company’s mission and vision. In terms
of foregoing assumptions, strategic project could be demonstrated as a theoretical and practical
description of mechanisms which are providing the realization of the strategy.

Strategic project management is a complex process focused on efficient usage of business
opportunities and their translation into the feasible activities oriented towards value creation
with reference to achieving long-term success of the organization. In this interdisciplinary
approach, the main goal is to achieve the competitive advantage through differentiation and
concentration on strategic goals by using project management strategy (DyReyes, 2008).
Heerkens (2007) defines strategic project management as a sequence of patterns, mechanisms,
processes, tools and behaviors which, together, help to determinate the scope in which the
organization establishes effective relations between good practices in project management
process and good practices in process of strategic goals implementation. According to Amram
and Kulatilak (1999), the strategic project management is a two-stages process: the development
and the control stage. If both stages are successfully implemented, the planned goals can be
executed. Strategic project is properly managed when both phases are accomplished and as the
result, the financial success is achieved (Asrilhant et al., 2004). After Stanleigh (2006), the
important assignment for the organization is to conciliate the key information which could be
used to identify and quickly implement those projects which do not have particular strategic
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significance. Those type of projects do not demand specific attention, are not fundamental for
the chosen business strategy, however they may generate costs, absorb resources and discourage
the company’s client. Strategic project management should be based on the specific
methodology which includes selecting projects from the strategic plan level through the analysis
of possible significance of a particular project resulting from the evaluation of its influence on
strategic goals and tasks. The methodology also includes the analysis in terms of implementing
projects on various organizational levels in relation to the strategy as well as the integration of
the leadership in project management, the competences and knowledge in organizational context
(Jamieson and Morris, 2004).

Although it could be presumed that not every project has a strategic importance for an
enterprise, every project could be connected with the concept of the strategy. Project strategy
might be defined as a specific perspective, position or a compendium of a directions regard to
the project, which enable the indication and concentration on the main purposes of the
organization and the ways of successfully and effectively achieving those objectives (Patanakul
and Shenhar, 2012). According to the mentioned concept, project strategy should be considered
in three main directions: the ,,why’’ perspective (e.g. business background, business goals,
strategic concept), ,,what’’> position (e.g. product definition, value/competitive advantage,
potential success/ failure criteria) and ,,how’’ instructions (e.g. project definition, strategic
concentration). Anderson and Merna (2003) claim that project strategy is an advanced and
complex plan which enables achieving project’s goals. Project strategy could also be understood
as a project’s direction, which election provides the success of the project (Artto et al., 2008).
This approach helps to analyze the strategy of a project in terms of the position which every
project could achieve in the environment. Based on his analyses, Morris (2004) pointed at the
important elements in the process of creating project’s strategy: processes of planning and
integration, implementation of those plans and effective utilization of possessed knowledge and
expertise. Project strategy is a missing component in project’s creation and implementation.
Every project has its own, individual strategy that is a perspective, position and activities
absolutely essential in defining what and how it should be done, to achieve competitive
advantage and the best results of all the actions (Longman and Mullins, 2004). Project strategy
should include following components: business perspective, assumptions, product, value,
success and failure criteria, project definition and main strategic goals (Shenhar et al., 2007).

As far as there were several attempts to unambiguously define the project strategy (Artto
et al., 2008, Patanakul and Shenhar, 2012), the discussion about strategic project management
is multi-dimensional: they are about success, value creation or competitive advantage and they
are quite generally focused on the successful implementation of project’s strategy. According to
Green (2005), the implementation of strategic project management needs an interdisciplinary
approach which would provide the success of the whole process through its accurate and
understandable definition, the alignment of project strategy and business strategy, the proper
project portfolio management oriented towards the maximization of project value, and the
achievement of leadership in project management. As a result of those referred activities,
organization could achieve the balanced development and its competitive advantage. In the
traditional approach to project management focused on operational perspective, the crucial issue
was associated with the effectiveness of realization of goals; it was presumed that project could
be described as a set of necessary activities which have to be done. In the new concepts, for
instance Strategic Project Leadership based on adaptive approach, there is a clear concentration
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not only on efficacy but also on effectuality (Shenhar, 2004). While applying Strategic Project
Leadership concept in the practice, there are seven rules to be followed: leadership, strategic
portfolio management, strategic project definition, creating vision and substance of a project,
integration and knowledge.

Similar approach towards the rising role of strategic project management was represented
by numerous project management researchers. Meskendahl (2010) emphasizes the mutual
influence of strategy on project management success and project management on the
organization’s success. Anderson and Merna (2003) indicate a marked research gap in
explaining how business strategy should be translated into projects. They also recognize the
tendency to comprehend the strategic project management as a specific process linked to the
project strategy concept which usually refers to the higher-level plan for achieving project’s
goals. In this opinion strategic project management (selection, management and maintenance for
many projects) enables the company’s development through the strengthen of its market
position and the maximization of shareholders’ value.

Summing up, the development and the evolution of strategy-focused approach to projects
as well as strategy-oriented approach to project management allows to confirm the point that
long-term success of the organization depends on the project’s success. Projects and strategic
goals of an enterprise are mutually connected—projects and the basis of the changes in the
organization associated with its strategic objectives. Therefore, strategic objectives need to be
successfully translated into projects’ goals.

Research method

The study presented below is based on the results of empirical research conducted
periodically in five consecutive years 2011-2015. The research sample comprised project
managers or members of project teams, as well as people regarding them as working for project-
oriented companies. It means that the participants of the survey defined themselves as ‘project
management practitioners’. The discussion about the project strategy was conducted online by
the usage of a tool which allows the effective communication, i.e. a dedicated discussion board.
The selection of the sample was based on a simple assumption—the participation in the
discussion was possible for every interested person, which on their own and voluntarily declared
their will to participate and to share their observations and comments. In total, in the research
participated 53 project management practitioners. The discussion on the online forum was
moderated by one of the Authors of this paper, however her main role was more likely to watch
over and to disallow moving away from the discussion’s subject or to encourage participants to
continue the discussion. The moderator never suggested any given answers or has not shared her
own beliefs about the subject.

The aim of the empirical research was to learn about the interest and familiarity with the
analyzed issues, as well as about the perception and beliefs of Polish project management
practitioners. The set of opinions of project management practitioners which were gathered as
the result of formulated questions concerned their understanding of such concepts as project
strategy and strategic project management. The question was about: do project management
practitioners notice the necessity of understanding the strategy and identifying strategic
problems? Does every project have a strategy? What is a project strategy? What components do
make a project strategy? What is the difference between strategic and operational project
management? What is the role of project manager in strategic project management? Which
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domain is the strategic project management — the manager’s or the other stakeholders (the
sponsor of the project or the PMO)?

The recognition and the systematization of the collected options allowed to recognize
some parts of the project management practice as well as to identify the plurality of the views,
their determinants and the possible gap between theoretical deliberations conducted in literature
of the subject and the opinions of project management practitioners.

Research results

In the first part of the inquiry, project management practitioners were asked about the
necessity of understanding the project strategy and about the importance of the identification of
strategic matters. It has to be underlined, that many of the debaters at the beginning of their
statements emphasized the importance and the meaning of strategic issues in project
management (In my opinion there is the lack of discussions on such important issue ...)* and
recognized this topic as very inspiring for studying (I have read the opinions above and I have
to admit some of them need my rethinking.). While trying to answer these questions, respondents
emphasized the fact that they could not give the unambiguously respond (I do not know how to
be clear in what I would like to express ...), or when trying and explaining the matter, they tend
to move away from the subject. Moreover, they often presented even contradictory arguments in
their opinions. Summing up, in those parts of the discussion which were related to the main
issue: ‘does the project have a strategy?’ three main plots could be recognized:

1. Many participants have emphasized the fact that every project has its objectives, so it also
requires having the main idea of implementing these objectives, in other words: it requires the
strategy;

2. Not every project has its own strategy; it is conditioned by the size and the scope of the
project; large projects should have the strategy, but there are also smaller and less significant
projects, (for instance the repair of the engine), here the term of project strategy is an
overstatement;

3. The term ‘project strategy’ is often overused, for instance when the external stakeholders are
considered, it does not create a sufficient condition to use the term ‘strategy’ properly.

It should be underlined however, that many interlocutors were very easily mixing and
confusing two terms: project strategy and strategic project, they used them jointly, regardless of
the context.

It seems to be interesting that in the discussions, many different ways of defining project
strategy were applied. Table 1 includes the comparison of the most important definitions, as
well as some illustrative opinions connected with these types of interpretation of the strategy.

'® Quotations from online discussion in italic.
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Table 1

Project strategy definitions according to the interviewees

No. The nature of the project strategy

according to the interviewees

Illustrative opinions

1. | The goal — the strategy is an idea, way of
achieving the project’s objectives.

Strategy always means a plan to achieve goals.
Each project manager has to know the direction —
without the strategy it would not be possible to
define goals and to find the way how they could
be achieved.

2. | The environment (project’s environment)
and the need to form the relations between
the project and the environment.

The strategy must be about stakeholders and
about their satisfaction, otherwise it would not be
possible to think of business goals.

There is a need to listen and react to the changes
in the environment.

3. | Success — strategy includes defining what is
a project’s success and the ways of
achieving it.

We need a strategy to know our goals and when
we achieve the goals we can celebrate project
SuCcess.

4. | The necessity of adaptation to the
environment’s conditions — implementing
the project in the environment’s changing
conditions requires adaptive activities, the
scope and the methods of the adaptation
needs the rules of reaction: the project
strategy.

We have to be flexible nowadays, but we need to
know the limits of our elasticity.

Each project, when it starts, never has all the
needed information, it is based on assumptions.
And in order to minimize the risks the strategy
should be followed.

5. | The set of the key decision — strategy is a set
of important, long-term settlements, such as:
choosing the suppliers or the technology.

The role of project manager is to take decisions.
Some of them are operational, but there are
important matters, such as choosing the proper,
eco-friendly, socially responsible supplier we can
cooperate on long-term conditions.

Source: authors’ construction

The participant of the discussion emphasized the fact, that it is easier to discuss about the

project strategy in the case of large projects (strategic projects) — it these cases they could
perceive the project strategy more clearly. The similar situation could be seen in the case of the
organizations which are even established for implementing only one project (project finance) or
for one particular large project (for example: Linux system).

The discussion about the project strategy frequently included the answers related to the
issue of the components of a strategy. The review of presented opinions and the brief analysis of
its contents is provided by the following list:

1. Defining the project’s goals, performance objectives or performance targets,

2. Defining the success of the project on a different way than traditional understanding of the
success: time, budget and scope,

3. The scope of the project’s changes, including the principles of permitting the initiation of
the whole project or its consecutive stages,

4. Fundamental decisions about the scope and the quality, including the decisions as to
technologies used or suppliers selected,

5. The set of project’s implementation scenarios.
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It should be emphasized that both: in defining strategy and justifying individual definition
of strategy — including the most important components of the project strategy — interviewees
hardly ever referred to any definition quoted from the subject’s literature. The main reason of
this behavior seems to be rather unofficial nature of the discussion and no judgment (appraisal)
of the statements. Generally, the most dominant trend to refer to the individual and gathered
experience or to some previous statements, rather than the publications.

The next issue discussed during the research was about the strategic project management:
do the strategic and operational project management should be distinguished? In respond to this
guestion, in most cases the answer was positive, i.e. confirming the existence and importance of
the strategic project management. In further part of the discussion, the interviewees pointed at
the substantial activities (elements, stages) of building the strategic project management. The
most important references are presented in the Table 2.

Table 2
The essence of strategic project management according to the interviewees
The most important actions or Exemplary statements (citations)

their context

1. | Making the strategic decisions — the

No.

Always there are possible variants of the project

stakeholders.

phase of conducting project’s | execution; it is not difficult to formulate scenarios,
decisions,  analyzing  different | however — from my experience — much more difficult to
scenarios or variants of the | choose the proper one.
decisions.

2. | Determining the rules of | There are various expectations from the customers,
cooperation with the project’s | suppliers, team members etc., and it is a part of strategic

management to balance them properly.

3. | Decision making in the conditions | All the time we have to choose, to estimate, to select, and
of the limited resources and with the | to make our choices understood.
restricted decision’s making margin.

4. | Superior  phase in project | There are various levels of decision making in the
management which is connected | company. The higher level takes the strategic decisions
with decision making process from | and then controls if they are implemented by project
the control units. managers.

5. | Maximizing the performance - | We could not forget about the most important thing, i.e.
initiating the activities which would | about money (!). The shareholders (owners) expectations
provide the highest profits from the | have to be fulfilled.
project, stakeholder’s satisfaction,
better organizational image, etc.

6. | Choosing the right project to | In my company each project is verified from the point of
implement. company’s business goals and only the projects that are

aligned are further considered for implementation.
Strategic project management is about making choices as
to the scope of project portfolio.

Source: authors’ construction

It has to be underlined that in this part of the discussion, references to the role of the
project manager were observed quite frequently. The possibility of his/her independent key
decisions or the role of other stakeholders in the process of creating project strategy was
deliberated. According to the participants, the following points of view should be indicated:
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- strategic decisions are made by project managers; the decisions have very complex
nature; and they need the consideration of various determinants, not only
economical but social as well,

- project manager does not have the own self-reliance in making strategic decisions,
moreover some of the respondents declare that ‘the project manager should not
make those decisions on his/her own’,

- strategic decisions belong to the Project Management Office or to the superiors of
project managers.

According to the quoted opinions, the points of view as to the project managers’ role are
fairly diverse: from the total independency of the manager to the main role of PMO or the other
stakeholders. One of the reasons of this variety of declarations might be the difference in the
experience of the interviewees: their formal or informal position, years of working experience,
or their role in the organization (employee, manager, PMO executive).

Research conclusions and discussion

The research results allows for many interesting conclusions. First, according to Author’s
predictions, those participants who decided to take part in the study willingly, emphasized the
importance of the project strategy and strategic project management and depicted them as
interesting and inspiring matter. Simultaneously, they described these topics as a quite
ambiguous and hard to produce straightforward or clear notions, sometimes even (according to
the interviewees’ opinions) inclining them to modify their previous opinions. In every asked
question there is a significant variety of answers and opinions, what is more, some
misunderstandings or misconceptions are quite common, e.g. the concepts of project strategy
and strategic project are often confused. Obviously, the mistakes in understanding those
concepts were not common for everybody; sometimes the interviewees, even on purpose,
differentiated those notions while focusing on the need of creating the clear, straightforward
definitions.

The interviewees indicated the important components which could be useful in defining
project strategy: the scope, success, relations with the organization’s environment (adaptation,
stakeholders’ expectations), the importance and long-term scope of the decisions. Likewise, the
opinions about strategic project management could be summarized as follows: analyzing the
options or the scenarios, making decisions about not only the projects as such but also about the
possible alternatives of its realization, suppliers or technology, creating and maintaining the
relations with the stakeholders, orientation on achieving project’s success criteria, including
intangible criteria, such as for instance, the reputation of the organization.

As it was mentioned before, in the collected opinions, the references to the literature were
scarce; in the statements of discussion’s participants the typical vocabulary, such as e.g.
competitive advantage, value creation etc. were uncommon. The main reason of those
circumstances might be an informal character of the online forum. However, the important point
is that the participants delivered very interesting points of views and very often, their opinions
were in accordance to the definitions and views presented in the subject literature. There were
gathered some significant observations about the relation between project strategy and the
strategy of the organization, implementation of the strategy as the result of the projects and even
the interpretation of the creation of organization strategy as a specific, peculiar project. On the
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other hand, in the interviewees’ opinion, there were many clichés, unclear judgments such as
‘temporary strategy’ or ‘the person, who controls if the manager makes the right decisions’.

Taking into consideration the determinants of participants’ judgments and opinions, it
should be strongly emphasized that this type of the online research does not include the typical
demographics part or the interviewees’ characteristics. According to the declared opinions and
examples, the information about the represented sector was quite clear, especially in those
opinions which concerned construction industry or IT. However, at this stage of the research it
would be difficult to recognize and conclude about the influence of the sector, in other words, to
determine the influence resulting from the specificity of the project the interviewees took part
in. It should also be underlined that in the gathered comments, the fact that the opinions are
based on the individual experiences was emphasized strongly and frequently — it could be seen
as a peculiar assurance from considering personal views and beliefs as an unquestionable or
general truth.

In this study, more noticeable was the influence of the professional background and
certification. Especially the knowledge of a particular project management methodology (for
instance PRINCE2)—apparent references to some specific methodological concepts— were to be
noticed. What is more, in those cases, the common practice was to use the rhetoric, which could
be described as ‘an expert’s rhetoric’: someone who knows all the answers and who does not
hesitate to announce it at any point.

Conclusions

Project strategy and strategic project management seem to be an interesting and inspiring
subject, not only for research oriented towards theoretical investigations, but also based on
surveys or case studies revealing the perception of these concepts by the practitioners of project
management. The research presented in this paper, offers an inside into the opinions and
declarations of Polish practitioners who willingly participated in the online survey. The variety
of their opinions indicates the possibility of further research oriented towards recognizing the
contingencies or determinants of their perception as well as the changes resulting from the
development and popularization of project management knowledge.
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