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Abstract
Project scholarship suggests that an increasing volume of activities in organizations, economies, and societies occurs in the form 
of temporary projects. Drawing on research on project value, we aim to build a contextual understanding of why business orga-
nizations choose to participate in projects. Discussing value creation, capture, and destruction patterns for the owner, project- based 
firm, and the temporary project domains of project organizing, we develop a typology of project value domains for business 
organizations. We contribute to the theory and debate in project studies, integrating the conversations on the projectification 
of economies and societies with the stream of work on project value.
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Article

Introduction
Motivated by the challenge to extend theory and debate in proj-
ect studies, the aim of this article is to re- engage with one of the 
foundational questions of the field: Why do business organiza-
tions choose to participate in projects? The broad motivation 
for this question stems from research that focuses on the prolif-
eration of projects in organizations (Fred, 2015; Godenhjelm 
et al., 2015; Maylor et al., 2006; Midler, 1995; Müller et al., 
2016; Söderlund & Tell, 2011). This proliferation has led to the 
emergence of complex project business entities (Artto & 
Kujala, 2008; Artto & Wikström, 2005; Wikström et al., 2010), 
which, through repeated interactions with individuals, other 
public organizations, and private firms, are becoming institu-
tionalized as the project society (Jensen et al., 2016; Lundin 
et al., 2015; Lundin, 2016). Along the same lines, recent 
research indicates that projects contribute to approximately 
one- third of the gross domestic product (GDP) in a typical 
Western economy transitioning from an industrial to a post- 
industrial setting (Schoper et al., 2018).

While the stream of work describing and theorizing trends 
of projectification provides invaluable insights into how organi-
zations, businesses, and societies engage in projects, extant 
research underplays the importance of the why question in their 
phenomenon of interest. The assumption of a steady progres-
sion of industries, economies, and societies toward temporary 
organizational forms and practices based on projects is prob-
lematic because it falls short of adequately explaining why 
organizations choose to undertake projects in the first place. It 

is also problematic when projects, as a category of organizing 
economic production, have been repeatedly criticized for their 
poor track record in performance compared with other organi-
zational forms (Flyvbjerg, 2006), and when project scholarship 
has found it difficult to gain traction among the ranks of general 
organization and management research (Jacobsson & 
Söderholm, 2020). The aim of this article is therefore to revisit 
the foundational question around organizational participation 
in projects to reinvigorate the debate and theoretical discus-
sions in project studies (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018; Geraldi 
et al., 2020) and help maintain the relevance and meaningful-
ness of project studies as a maturing scholarly field in line with 
Alvesson and Sandberg (2011).

Before continuing with the development of the argument, it 
is important to clarify the scope and theoretical focus of our 
discussion in this article. First, we delimit the scope of the 
argument to participation of business organizations in projects. 
We understand such business organizations as actors operating 
in a market economy where commercial interests are an 
important driver for the project activity. Second, we 
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operationalize our interest in the organizational participation in 
projects as fundamentally a value question in the form of a 
rationale that project actors adopt to justify their participation 
in projects as a key organizational outcome of interest (Svejvig 
& Andersen, 2015; Winter & Szczepanek, 2008). We continue 
by developing our argument grounded in these two conceptual 
points of departure.

The extensive research stream on project value has gained in 
both prominence and volume in the past decade, encompassing 
aspects of context, creation, co- creation, delivery, and capture 
of value (Martinsuo et al., 2019). Along these lines, research 
explored how value creation occurs through a variety of inter-
actions among the core project actors (delivery coalition) and 
other stakeholders during the project front end (Edkins et al., 
2013; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Morris, 2013) or execution 
(Artto et al., 2016). Similarly, projects have been explored as 
constellations where value is created by the different actors col-
laborating and interacting supported by the mutual alignment 
of goals (Artto et al., 2016; Laursen & Svejvig, 2016). Recently, 
in project studies, there has been an emphasis on project value 
creation phenomena, acknowledging the sophistication in 
which project organizations generate value through interac-
tions with their contexts and other actors (e.g., Kujala et al., 
2010; Laursen & Svejvig, 2016; Martinsuo & Killen, 2014). 
Research on value in organizational and strategic management 
literature emphasizes the interactions among different actors 
(such as firms, supply chain, end users, and customers) and the 
multiplicity of levels (individuals, teams, organizations, societ-
ies; Bowman & Ambrosini, 2010 ). Similarly, research has 
focused on the co- evolution of different aspects of value (value 
creation and capture; Pitelis, 2009) to understand the form and 
structure of the value phenomena (e.g., Lepak et al., 2007).

While the extant work on project value (Artto et al., 2016; 
Fuentes et al., 2019; Green & Sergeeva, 2018; Invernizzi et al., 
2019; Pargar et al., 2019; Svejvig et al., 2019; Willumsen et al., 
2019) covers a variety of empirical settings—with implications 
for project value in the broad sense of the term—we could not 
identify research expanding on project value as a rationale that 
informs the decision on whether or not the organization should 
take part in the project. Such additional nuance to the under-
standing of project value would not only inform the argument 
on organizational participation in projects but would also con-
tribute to the long- standing conversation in project scholarship 
on why projects exist (Söderlund, 2004). It would also recog-
nize that value ultimately materializes for permanent organiza-
tions that continue to exist beyond the project life cycle of 
temporary organizing (Bos- de Vos et al., 2019).

In line with Martinsuo (2020), we seek to develop an argu-
ment on project value in its organizational context, recognizing 
that different types of organizations participating in projects are 
likely to have different value rationales. To this end, we build 
on Winch (2014) and the three- domain framework as a useful 
representation of the most common business organizations that 
take part in project organizing: owners, project- based firms, 
and temporary project organizations. Focusing on project value 

from the perspective of the typical organizational actors, we 
further develop project value domains to differentiate between 
value created by permanent organizations in the project setting 
and value created by the project organization, combining the 
value contributions of various participating actors. We discuss 
the genesis, dilemmas, and ambiguities across the different 
domains to understand value destruction as the downside of 
project value. Expanding on the value creation, capture, and 
destruction in different organizational contexts begins to unveil 
the business rationale for organizational participation in proj-
ects, thereby informing our research question. We consolidate 
the argument by proposing a typology of project value domains, 
concluding with its implications for advancing theory and 
debate in project studies and suggesting several avenues for 
potential future research in this area.

Project Value in Business Organizations
Projects are widely understood to be significant, nonroutine 
efforts deploying substantial resources in an aspiration to reach 
a future state by achieving tangible goals (e.g., Winch, 2015). It 
is the notion of value based on future benefits realization (for 
example, growth, competitive advantage, or sustained quality 
of service provision for the organization in question) that moti-
vates a project client to undertake a project (Morris, 2013). 
Along similar lines, the project valuation practice is understood 
as being an economic argument based on the calculation of the 
ratio between the anticipated future benefits of the project 
weighted against the present costs needed to achieve those ben-
efits (Laursen & Svejvig, 2016).

Recent research broadly describes project value as a process 
occurring among multiple organizations aligned in their inter-
ests and working (Artto et al., 2016) on common project out-
puts (Svejvig & Andersen, 2015). Similarly, there is increasing 
coverage of the diverse aspects and facets of project value. A 
recent collection of contributions differentiates between con-
cepts of value as worth (underpinned by engineering and eco-
nomics) and value as ideals (underpinned by the social 
sciences) (Martinsuo et al., 2019) to address a variety of value 
considerations in projects. Examples include value in context 
(Green & Sergeeva, 2018; Invernizzi et al., 2019; Riis et al., 
2019), value creation (Pargar et al., 2019; Willumsen et al., 
2019), value co- creation (Fuentes et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019), 
value delivery (Svejvig et al., 2019; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 
2019), and value capture (Bos- de Vos et al., 2019). In this way, 
the extant studies explore a myriad of specific theoretical and 
empirical phenomena, which have implications on project 
value in a broad sense (Laursen & Svejvig, 2016; Martinsuo 
et al., 2019). As the most recent contribution to this debate, 
Martinsuo (2020) suggests that understanding value as a set of 
beliefs held by multiple stakeholders has the potential to allevi-
ate the multiplicity, dynamics, different priorities, and tensions 
as the main challenges associated with the concept of project 
value.
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While current studies acknowledge the complexity of project 
value phenomena, the use of the term project value itself can be 
problematic as it can acquire a number of different meanings, 
depending on the phenomenon this term is used to describe and the 
analytical level it assumes. This situation creates several conceptual 
problems, including the inability to address the temporal and rela-
tional disconnect in the project value needed for the development of 
a more nuanced understanding of this phenomenon. More specifi-
cally, project value occurs across different time frames (project life 
cycle versus operations and use), whereby a project client or owner 
can only realize the value of the project in the operations and use 
phase of the asset, which is beyond the remit of the temporary orga-
nization often used as the empirical setting for project value studies. 
This generates a discontinuity in project value flows and calls for an 
alignment of incentives and agency between the project organiza-
tion and permanent organizations that undertake it (Zerjav, Edkins, 
et al., 2018). A similar issue pertains to the multiorganizational set-
tings, which represent a large and important segment of project 
organizing (Ahola, 2018; Sydow & Braun, 2018); there is a diver-
sity of actors involved in project organizing, including the client, 
project- based firms, supply chain, and a variety of stakeholders and 
users. This diversity of actors makes the distribution of value cre-
ation and capture asymmetrical in that the set of actors who create 
value (delivery organization) often do not coincide with actors who 
capture value (users and stakeholders), creating tensions as value 
creators will also want to capture their share of the value. Moreover, 
the involvement of a variety of actors with competing and conflict-
ing interests in project organizations, and a temporal disconnect 
between project and business as usual, suggest that value translation 
mechanisms are needed to establish the rationale for participating in 
a project based on the projected future value.

This problematization calls for the development of a more 
nuanced understanding of project value, including an organizational 
contextualization of where and how project value is generated and 
captured. Delimiting our focus on projects in a market setting, we 
draw on the conceptual framework proposed by (Winch, 2014), 
suggesting that (1) owners and operators, (2) projects and programs, 
and (3) project- based firms form distinct organizational domains of 
project organizing. The conceptual framework is useful for our 
organizational contextualization of project value in business set-
tings because it integrates the role of permanent organizational enti-
ties (owners and suppliers) within the temporary organizational 
context (projects and programs). This framework helps address the 
problem of the temporal and relational disconnect in extant concep-
tualizations of project value, informing the decision on whether an 
organization should participate in a project or not.

Toward a Typology of Project Value for 
Business Organizations
To establish our conceptual model, we adopt the contextual 
position of projects as temporary configurations where perma-
nent organizations are assembled to deliver specific outputs. 
We establish the three- domain model as a typology (Baden- 
Fuller & Morgan, 2010) based on the notion of the Weberian 

ideal type as a scientifically formulated generalization of 
empirical observations that extracts the basic idea of a complex 
empirical category. Our approach thus takes the perspective of 
typical business organizations that participate in projects and it 
adopts the assumption that they comprise actors who are self- 
interested in that they will only participate in a project based on 
a favorable assessment of the value that this participation will 
bring to them. Moreover, we assume that actors will continue to 
stay involved with the project for as long as they are able to 
appropriate a proportion of value created. In this way, we derive 
and elaborate the different organizational domains of project 
value, addressing the business rationale that justifies actors’ 
participation in projects. To better understand the roles and 
relationships among the types of project value in different orga-
nizations, we explore the mechanisms of value destruction for 
the types identified. In this way, we structure this section con-
trasting the business rationale of value creation and capture 
with the value destruction within the given rationale. Thus, we 
focus on the good and the bad of project value, to explore the 
extremes of the value phenomenon, while at the same time 
acknowledging that value creation, capture, and destruction are 
entangled and form part of the larger phenomenon of project 
value that is experienced and acted upon differently by project 
actors.

Project Owner
The first organizational type of project value pertains to the 
owners as permanent organizations that operate through the 
continuous provision of services but undertake projects to 
upgrade or expand their business infrastructure. While the role 
of the project owner in some respects overlaps with that of a 
project client, it is important to make a conceptual distinction 
between the two. A project client is a tactical role focused 
mainly on the purchasing of services leading up to the project 
delivery, whereas a project owner is a strategic role often with 
long- term involvement with the business to which the project is 
contributing. As a result, a project owner typically owns the 
asset after the project has been completed, whereas there is no 
such expectation for project clients. Moreover, as projects are 
typically not the core business and operational model for owner 
organizations, organizational designs are based on an owner 
committing resources and selecting a core team and dealing 
with stakeholders and the market to deliver on the demand 
requirements. As a result, the context of project owners rep-
resents the business organizational domain where projects are 
negotiated, defined, and finally sanctioned (Winch, 2014)

Value Creation and Capture: Investment Into Assets. 
The basic idea behind the owner’s valuation of projects is based 
on the notion of project outputs as important assets, which 
expand business infrastructure for the owner (Winch & 
Leiringer, 2016). This notion builds upon the idea that projects 
are realizing an investment in long- term operational outcomes 
through the delivery of project outputs (Morgan et al., 2008). In 
this way, project outputs are treated as prospective assets for 
owners (Winch, 2001). The main property of such assets is that 
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they can be controlled, traded, and capitalized on as long- term 
revenue streams (Birch & Muniesa, 2020). In this way, projects 
become a class of assets for the owner organizations from 
which value can be claimed. The process of turning outputs 
into assets can take different forms, but it involves the owner/
operator holding ownership and control rights over project out-
puts that will allow them to extract rents from the assets over 
the long- term in line with research by Baldwin (2015) and 
Jacobides and Tae (2015). While the value creation entails the 
generation of assets that expand business infrastructure, value 
capture is based on operational improvement (Godsell et al., 
2018), expansion, or commercial success of the project output 
(as in the case of manufacturing or new product development). 
Project owners work with project- based firms, and this rela-
tionship is mediated commercially through the translation 
mechanisms between use value and exchange value as sug-
gested in the context of permanent organizational settings by 
Lepak et al. (2007) and Bowman and Ambrosini (2010). The 
owner organization exchanges the prospective use value of the 
project for exchange value that is used to finance the project. 
While the main idea behind the owner’s project value is sum-
marized by the logic of investment and production of assets 
that facilitate the improvement of commercial or operational 
performance, next we suggest some common patterns of value 
destruction in this context.

Value Destruction: White Elephant Syndrome. Value 
destruction in the owner- organizational context can be summa-
rized with the white elephant syndrome, which occurs when the 
investment value rationale breaks down. Typically, white ele-
phant scenarios involve the generation of large- scale physical 
assets that are difficult or impossible to redeploy for purposes 
other than those intended (Williamson, 1996). The most prom-
inent characteristic of a white elephant asset is that project 
value does not materialize for the owner as envisioned when 
the project was sanctioned for execution. This often occurs 
through the lack of understanding of the process through which 
the artifact can be turned into an identifiable property with use 
value. This situation can, for example, lead to projects produc-
ing a large volume of outputs, which do not materialize into 
assets but remain artifacts or even liabilities, as elaborated on 
by Ansar et al. (2016) in their work on infrastructure expansion 
in China. A project leading to a likely white elephant asset can 
be identified as one that is significantly over budget (compared 
to the original business case) or one whose original purpose 
became obsolete due to delivery time scales (e.g., the Motorola 
Iridium project) or an external event (e.g., expansions of airport 
capacity during a global pandemic). A wide body of literature 
investigates how and why white elephant projects occur, look-
ing at, for instance, planning issues such as optimism bias and 
strategic representation, which create a misalignment between 
plans and their realization (Flyvbjerg et al., 2009). Many exam-
ples of white elephant assets come from the domain of infra-
structure, where projects often cost more and need more time to 
start generating returns than what owners had envisioned. 
Some notable projects that have been labeled as white 

elephants include the Channel Tunnel Rail Link that was 
famously accused of making the UK economy worse off due to 
a large disparity between benefits realized compared to costs 
incurred (Anguera, 2006). The Sydney Opera House is a proj-
ect that suffered similar controversy because it was completed 
with enormous time and cost overruns, regardless of the iconic 
status of the asset it produced. While a number of other infra-
structure megaprojects are referred to in the same context 
(Flyvbjerg, 2014), it is important to note that the white elephant 
label depends on the assessment of the ratio between actual 
costs incurred compared to benefits that the project generated at 
a given point in time. This assessment is context- dependent and 
time- sensitive, such that projects once criticized as being white 
elephants can later be praised for bringing iconic or critical 
value to the societies they were delivered to. This is true for 
both the Channel Tunnel Link and Sydney Opera House men-
tioned earlier. To differentiate between apparent and actual 
white elephant projects, it is important to acknowledge the 
unfolding nature of projects that often causes their outcomes to 
drift away from initial plans, refocus our attention on project 
practices fitting ideals rather than the other way around 
(Kreiner, 2020), and emphasize project success rather than 
project management success (Ika, 2018).

Project-Based Firm
The second organizational type of project value pertains to the 
project- based firm that engages in projects as their main opera-
tional and business model (Davies, 2004; Gann & Salter, 2000; 
Whitley, 2006). The project- based firm is a permanent type of 
organization hired by the owner to supply services for their 
commissioned projects. As a result, project- based firms tend to 
be suppliers of specialist services for external clients on a 
project- by- project basis.

Value Creation and Capture: Provision of Project- Based 
Services. The fundamental idea behind the project- based firm’s 
valuation of the project is based on assessment of the estimated 
value of transactions among economic agents operating on the 
market (Winch, 1989; Winch, 2001). This notion builds on the 
principal- agent model, which describes the relationship 
whereby a principal (project owner) hires an agent (project- 
based firm) to perform a task for them (Zwikael & Meredith, 
2018). Project value for the project- based firm becomes its 
business success, which does not need to coincide with project 
effectiveness and efficiency, or indeed owner’s success criteria, 
due to agency (Eisenhardt, 1989) and information asymmetry 
(Lofgren et al., 2002) problems. This situation necessitates 
governance through contractual arrangements and provisions 
to ensure commitments are credible (Williamson, 1983). The 
unit of analysis is a contractor or supplier firm and its execution 
of the contract over a series of projects (Winch, 2009). An 
important strategy for value capture within this model is the 
creation of so- called bottlenecks, understood as strategic points 
for value appropriation in line with research by Jacobides and 
Tae (2015), in that the overall system cannot function without 
them and there is no good way around them (Baldwin, 2015). 



Zerjav 5

In a project setting, the bottleneck problem implies a project- 
specific path dependency, whereby the more resources project 
actors use in the project, the more difficult it becomes to untan-
gle the relationship between the owner and project- based firm 
or between various firms supplying the project with services.

Value Extraction. Value extraction occurs through uninten-
tional or intentional misuse of the commercial provision of ser-
vices rationale and is aligned with adverse selection and moral 
hazard agency problems in line with work by Akerlof (1970). 
This scenario is more likely to occur in fragmented industry 
segments where actors focus on maximizing individual busi-
ness success at the detriment of the other actors occupying the 
field (Strebel & Cantale, 2014). Value extraction happens in the 
context of the principal- agent problem, where the supply side 
and the owner side are involved in an idiosyncratic relationship 
that cannot be easily redeployed (Chang & Ive, 2007; Zwikael 
& Meredith, 2018). The economic and utility- maximizing 
nature of the relationships in this model suggests the separation 
of interests between actors leading to incentives for opportunis-
tic behaviors. Principal- agent theory suggests this can lead to 
the situation in which some actors can extract value from other 
actors, leading to poor cooperation, unwillingness to make 
commitments, and adversarial relationships. It is also important 
to note that such value extraction practices are not necessarily 
limited to the relationship between the owner and project- based 
firm, as adversarial opportunistic behaviors can be pervasive 
among project- based firms participating in the supply side of 
the project.

The ultimate outcome of the scenario is the inability of all, 
but the actors with the most market power in the supply chain, 
to capture value through participating in the projects. Actors 
with positional power can therefore capture value regardless of 
whether the project has achieved its asset value or not. Project 
literature abounds with empirical examples of structural chal-
lenges and issues pertaining to the hold- up problem, where par-
ties fail to cooperate due to the perceived risk of opportunistic 
behaviors by their business counterparts (e.g., Chang & Ive, 
2007)—a phenomenon also linked to poor performance of 
industries such as, for example, construction (Green, 2011).

In the past several years, industries with business models 
based on outsourcing have shown to be examples of value 
extraction practices. In particular, the construction contracting 
industry in the United Kingdom has been prone to failures due 
to systemic problems with fragmentation and poor cooperation 
leading to poor financial and innovation performance (Smyth, 
2018). A notable example of this is Carillion, the second largest 
UK- based construction company that collapsed in 2018, which 
led to large- scale repercussions across its supply chain and cli-
ent base. This ultimately called for government intervention in 
the form of a change of attitudes toward the Private Finance 
Initiative (PFI), a procurement model used for contracting proj-
ects in social infrastructure (Zerjav & Vine, 2018). The value 
extraction process took the form of the company taking on 
more and more new project contracts, which they could not 
deliver on, resulting in major losses for the organization. This 

situation was exacerbated by late payments to the supply chain, 
aggressive accounting practices, and payments of high divi-
dends to shareholders, despite poor performance of these proj-
ects (Hajikazemi et al., 2020). Consequently, the illusion of the 
business success of the company was fabricated as a result of 
value extraction practices in relation to both the project owners 
and the supply chain.

Temporary Project Organization
The final organizational type of project value pertains to the 
temporary project and program organizations (Lundin & 
Söderholm, 1995), which are key for the creation of value for 
project owners, suppliers, and other stakeholders. We specifi-
cally define projects and program organizations as configura-
tional (Winch, 2014) and contextual settings (Grabher & Ibert, 
2011) for the value creation by owners, project- based firms, 
and other stakeholders. Projects and programs provide a tem-
porary organizational context where project actors and stake-
holders work on joint outputs (Manning, 2017; Ahola, 2018), 
assembled around a network governance model (Jones et al., 
1997), polycentric governance (Gil & Pinto, 2018), or even a 
common goal without traditional economic contracts (Gulati 
et al., 2012; Spillman, 2018). Collaboration- based organiza-
tional designs emphasize contractor, supplier, and stakeholder 
engagement by focusing on multiparty and interorganizational 
interactions, which necessitates considerations of stakeholder 
management, trust, team integration, and other relational mech-
anisms (Carson et al., 2006; Henisz et al., 2012; Jeffries & 
Reed, 2000).

Value Creation and Capture: Collaboration on Joint 
Outputs. The value creation for the temporary organization 
becomes the achievement of the system- level goal in a network 
constellation (Manning, 2017; Steen et al., 2018), alliances, or 
repeat partnerships (Holloway & Parmigiani, 2016). Although 
the creation of value is based on the production of a common 
goal, temporary organizing becomes an important organiza-
tional form for innovation and organizational learning (Sydow 
et al., 2004). It allows organizations to develop strategic capa-
bilities by engaging in projects and then utilizing those capabil-
ities as operational capabilities (Davies & Brady, 2016) to 
achieve organizational ambidexterity in exploring a new 
knowledge base while exploiting the existing knowledge base 
(Turner et al., 2014). This suggests that value capture partially 
happens beyond the remit of the temporary organization. In 
other words, project value comprises temporary and permanent 
dimensions. The former is about the realization of joint outputs 
in the remit of the project, whereas the latter is about long- term 
value captured by organizations in the project afterlife of oper-
ations and use. The tensions between these two dimensions of 
value are captured in the broken agency value destruction 
scenario.

Value Destruction: Broken Agency. Broken agency 
occurs with deterioration of the collaboration value, where 
organizations act within their narrow sector segments instead 
of cooperating toward a common system- level goal. The 
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concept of broken agency is aligned with the theoretical 
notion of the collective action problem, where actors who 
would otherwise benefit from cooperating fail to do so 
because of conflicting interests and self- interest, which can 
create large- scale problems, such as the tragedy of the com-
mons (Hardin, 1968). The collective action problem in the 
broken agency can be observed in the polycentric gover-
nance of infrastructure megaprojects, whereby the complex-
ity and lack of hierarchical structure of the project 
organization give rise to the internal conflicting interests 
among the stakeholders, which stifles consensus and the 
decision to take action (Gil & Pinto, 2018). It is important to 
note that the broken agency scenario is distinct from value 
extraction as it does not involve deliberate opportunistic tac-
tics but rather is a result of the process and social complexity 
of the project.

There are numerous examples of the broken agency sce-
nario in projects. Perhaps the most notable example is the 
Berlin Brandenburg Airport, where planning issues, techni-
cal difficulties, and management changes contributed to a 
nine- year long delay in the opening of the airport (Fiedler & 
Wendler, 2016; Financial Times, 2020a). Another example is 
Crossrail—the East- West London high speed underground 
line that suffered systems integration problems between sig-
naling systems and tracks, adding just under £4 (US$5.5) 
billion to the original £14.8 (US$20.5) billion budget 
(Financial Times, 2020b).

This section derived theoretical types for project value 
that affect permanent and temporary business organizational 
entities and thus inform their decisions to participate in proj-
ects. Permanent organizations expect returns based on the 
capture of their investment value or transaction value in the 
principal- agent relationship. The temporary organization, on 
the other hand, realizes project value through collaborative 
production of joint outputs in the project setting. The value 

types come with their common problems and issues, as we 
illustrated through the white elephant and value extraction 
syndromes in the permanent organizational settings and the 
broken agency in the temporary organizational setting.

A Typology of Project Value Domains
Next we propose a conceptual model that summarizes our argu-
ment on the domains of project value for business organiza-
tions. To this end, Table 1 presents a typology (Baden- Fuller & 
Morgan, 2010) as a collection of ideal types foregrounding 
some organizational features of project value while back-
grounding others. Our typology of project value domains inte-
grates the previous argument as a conceptual framework in line 
with that of Shapira (2011), which helps us understand the phe-
nomenon of project value contextualized in the domains of 
business organizations.

The typology of project value domains helps in the develop-
ment of a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of 
project value that explicitly acknowledges the organizational 
context in the creation, capture, and destruction of project 
value, following the recommendation by Winch (2014) to con-
sider projects as temporary configurations of permanent organi-
zational entities. Moreover, the typology associates the project 
value type in each organizational domain with its upside and 
downside to allow a more comprehensive understanding of the 
strategic choices for organizational participation in projects. 
Such an understanding can inform qualitative project valua-
tions that can be used by project actors in different stages of the 
project life cycle to revisit the participation rationale based on 
the project value perspective. Similarly, it can be used to inter-
pret the tensions and trade- offs among the different project 
actors as conflicts between the dominant business rationales 
they represent in the given project context and point in time, 
thereby helping to resolve the temporal and relational discon-
nect in the project value flows.

Table 1. Typology of Project Value Domains

Domain of Project 
Organizing Owner Project- Based Firm Temporary Organization

Organizational 
design

Owner committing resources and 
assembling a project team to work  
on the project

Specialist organizations operating  
through projects as the main  
business model

Temporary project network or a 
meta- organization to deliver a 
specific goal

Value creation Expanding business infrastructure 
and turning things into identifiable 
properties or assets

Provision of services on the market 
of owners, innovation to maintain 
competitive advantage

Working on a common goal and 
capability building in the one- off 
project network constellation

Value capture Future revenues/benefits based on 
operational or commercial  
properties of assets created

Monetary compensation for provision of 
services, capturing a proportion of the 
owner’s use value translated into an 
exchange value to finance  
the project

Monetary compensation, forming 
partnerships, acquiring new 
knowledge capability

Value  
destruction

Focus on the generation of artifacts  
that fail to be converted into assets 
and thus do not deliver operational or 
commercial benefits

Actors with more power benefit at  
the detriment of other actors through 
deliberate tactics of opportunism

Actors fail to cooperate due to 
process/structural complexity and 
polycentric governance issues
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Contributions to Advancing Theory and 
Debate in Project Studies
Motivated by debates about the increasing proliferation of proj-
ects in organizational, economic, and societal activities, this 
article focused on the long- standing question of why business 
organizations participate in projects. We develop an argument 
that distinguishes among the project value created, captured, 
and destroyed by project owners, project- based firms, and tem-
porary project organizations. Perhaps, unsurprisingly, our argu-
ment elaborates on why participating in projects can make 
sense for business organizations: to invest in assets to support 
their business infrastructure, to offer services in the market of 
projects, and to collaborate with others on joint outputs. More 
interestingly, however, our focus on the why rather than the 
how of organizational participation in projects helps begin to 
understand some of the drivers behind large- scale processes of 
the projectification of organizations (Fred, 2015; Godenhjelm 
et al., 2015; Maylor et al., 2006; Midler, 1995; Müller et al., 
2016; Söderlund & Tell, 2011) and societies (Lundin et al., 
2015). Moreover, focusing on value patterns for the most com-
mon constellation of business organizations in project organiz-
ing provides a useful starting point for theorizing what can be 
seen as a core element for the project economy (Schoper et al., 
2018). This point begins to uncover a much wider research 
agenda about the inner workings of such a project economy, 
focusing on the project organizations that create it.

To provide counterbalance for the rather enthusiastic out-
look on project organizing espoused through the value creation 
and capture, our discussion of value destruction equally identi-
fies pitfalls and deterioration patterns in the value rationale as 
reasons for why business organizations should not participate 
in projects. In such a way, we hope to have derived an argument 
that provides a summary of the good and the bad of organiza-
tional participation in projects, thereby enriching our under-
standing that projects are omnipresent in our economy, society, 
and lives (Jensen et al., 2016). Specifically, our analysis on 
value creation, capture, and destruction broadly implies that, at 
the aggregate level of economic sectors and markets, invest-
ment into assets relates to economic growth; service provision 
relates to increases in productivity; and collaboration value 
leads to the development, transfer, and recombination of knowl-
edge and services leading to innovation of products and service 
bases. Conversely, the white elephant, value extraction, and 
broken agency scenarios lead to market bubbles (in which a 
large number of projects are initiated without an asset value 
justification), and low- productivity industries that will detract 
the best players from participating in them. Although it was 
beyond the scope of this article to engage extensively in the 
development of this argument, future research should engage 
with the macro- level argument on project fields, industries, and 
economies alongside their functional mechanisms and 
pathologies.

We suggest that the primary contribution of this article is to 
motivate future debate and theorizing of drivers and mechanisms 

behind the projectification of organizations, the project society, 
and projects as a human condition to elaborate not only how but 
why these phenomena occur. We hope this will initiate a debate 
questioning the extent to which projects should be everywhere, 
based on a reflection and balanced understanding of not only what 
projects are and what they can become but, equally, what they are 
not and what they cannot become.

Additionally, informing our study with the research on proj-
ect value and using the domains of project organizing frame-
work to contextualize the concepts in their respective 
organizational settings, this article also contributes to two other 
streams of conversation in project studies: project value and 
domains of project organizing. In line with the recognition of 
the need for more studies on project value in context (Martinsuo 
et al., 2019), we provide a macro- level contextualization of 
project value, focusing on organizational contexts within which 
project value occurs. By distinguishing among the different 
types of project value in the different domains of project orga-
nizing, we speak to the recent discussions about the need to 
acknowledge the multiplicity of project value espousing chal-
lenges with different priorities, tensions, and dynamics 
(Martinsuo, 2020). This extends the current studies on project 
value by offering a framework to integrate thus far disparate 
theoretical concepts, such as value creation, capture, and 
destruction, thereby addressing the identified need for expand-
ing the theoretical understanding of value in projects (Laursen 
& Svejvig, 2016; Martinsuo et al., 2019). We also contribute to 
the discussion on domains of project organizing by extending 
this useful conceptual framework beyond the setting of eco-
nomic infrastructure projects where it was originally devel-
oped. Moreover, by introducing the discussion on project value 
that materializes through interactions among actors, we con-
tribute to the debate on the governance, commercial, and 
resource interfaces among the domains, identified as an import-
ant area of research (Winch, 2014). While our choice of the 
three- domain framework was informed by its simplicity and 
representativeness of key business organizations in a project 
setting, future research can use other frameworks of project- 
based organizing to expand on other contextual dimensions of 
project value. In particular, we see a number of opportunities 
for conceptual development building on the project business 
(Artto & Kujala, 2008; Artto & Wikström, 2005; Wikström 
et al., 2010) and project society (Lundin, 2016) frameworks. 
Whereas in this article we focused on value creation, capture, 
and destruction within each organizational domain, future 
research should provide an in- depth exploration of the trade- 
offs, interfaces, and overlaps among the different project value 
types and associated interactions among actors that typically 
co- occur in project settings. Similarly, we suggest there is a 
considerable opportunity in continuing to explore the good and 
the bad of organizational participation in projects, focusing on 
value destruction patterns that can materialize from the ten-
sions and ambiguities inherent in different value types.

As the aim of the article was to provoke interesting future 
debate rather than to provide a definitive elaboration of 



Project Management Journal 00(0)8

organizational participation in projects, we expect that future 
work will challenge some of the ideas presented in this article. 
We contend for example that our typology may be viewed as 
providing a rather simplistic and, in some ways, limited view of 
project value, which has been repeatedly acknowledged as a 
multifaceted, context- dependent, and subjective phenomenon 
(Martinsuo, 2020). While we wanted to provide a parsimonious 
and theory- informed conceptual framework in this work, future 
work should revisit the multiple levels and perspectives of 
organizational participation in projects. Future work should 
include organizations beyond the conventional business setting 
taken as the scope of the argument covered in this article. 
Examples of these include public, non- governmental, and other 
kinds of organizations, which should be included in the analy-
sis to take into account the various types of value that motivate 
a variety of actors to participate in projects. We also acknowl-
edge the importance of the diverse range of stakeholders in the 
definition of project value. For this reason, future work should 
also address the stakeholder aspects of project value, following 
the important stream of work on stakeholder values in projects 
(e.g., Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019). Although we chose project 
value as the best- suited theoretical framework to approach the 
research question, we do not preclude the suitability of other 
angles that might illuminate the phenomenon of organizational 
participation in projects. Finally, empirical studies should com-
plement the conceptual work in this article to generate a com-
prehensive debate on organizational participation in projects 
and project value in context.

In conclusion, we argue that this article raises a number of 
interesting questions that the project scholarship community 
should address to continue to advance the theory and debate in 
project studies (Geraldi et al., 2020). This research should 
revisit long- standing questions and controversies (Kreiner, 
2020), thus helping our scholarly community to solidify its 
traction in the mainstream scholarship on management and 
organizations (Jacobsson & Söderholm, 2020) as well as in the 
community of practitioners and policy makers.
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