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Abstract 

Project managers who fail to apply strategies to prevent counterproductive work behavior 

in information technology projects could negatively affect users, budget costs, timelines, 

or projects. The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore strategies that project 

managers used to prevent counterproductive work behavior that put project success at 

risk. Social learning theory was the conceptual framework for this study. Data were 

collected through document review of published Project Management Institute (PMI) 

material as well as semistructured interviews with 10 project managers who were 

members of a PMI chapter in the southeastern United States, and who held a project 

management professional certification or an agile certified practitioner certification. Data 

were analyzed using Yin's methodology and consisted of transcribing, organizing, and 

coding the interview data, as well as triangulating the interview data in relation to the 

PMI literature. Five themes emerged from the data: (a) participant communication, (b) 

proactive planning, (c) personal impact, (d) participant engagement, and (e) issue 

management. The implications of the study for positive social change include the 

potential to increase the occurrence of conflict-free and healthy project environments, 

which could lead to satisfied and motivated project participants resulting in productive 

and engaged members of the community. 
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study 

Activities with the purpose of undermining organizational objectives, commonly 

known as counterproductive work behavior (CWB), are hard for employers to detect 

before the damage is done (Bowling & Lyons, 2015; Klotz & Buckley, 2013). If 

management does not take measures to prevent CWB, organizations risk negative 

financial consequences, such as lost revenue and efficiency (Ahmad & Omar, 2014; 

Al-A’wasa, 2018; Bowling & Lyons, 2015; Tuna, Ghazzawi, Yesiltas, Tuna, & Arslan, 

2016). In a software project setting, CWB can cause project failure resulting in wasted 

information technology (IT) resources and lost opportunities for organizational growth 

(Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018; Jørgensen, 2014; Zhang, Luo, Liao, & Peng, 2015). Project 

managers need strategies to prevent CWB in projects to ensure project success leading to 

organizational well-being. 

Background of the Problem 

Failed software projects often have an adverse impact on organizations: the users 

are not satisfied with delivered functionality; the project exceeded budget and timeline; or 

the project never completed at all (Jørgensen, 2014). Projects continue to fail on a regular 

basis despite advances in methodologies for improved project performance (Haji-Kazemi, 

Andersen, & Klakegg, 2015; Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015). Work behavior not aligned 

with project objectives, such as CWB, can cause project failure (Pinto, 2014; Sharma, 

2018; Zhang et al., 2015). The result of employees deliberately engaging in behaviors 

harmful to organizational priorities is a decline in efficiency and profitability resulting in 

corporate financial losses (Ahmad & Omar, 2014; Jørgensen, 2014; Shaffer & Darnold, 
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2018). Project success is dependent on participants' individual willingness to contribute 

and to commit to the same objectives driving the project itself (Bhoola & Giangreco, 

2018; Müller & Martinsuo, 2015; Verburg, Bosch-Sijtsema, & Vartiainen, 2013; 

Verner, Babar, Cerpa, Hall, & Beecham, 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). 

Problem Statement 

Despite continuous improvements in project management methodology, the 

percentage of failed IT projects in 2011 remained significant with losses in the billions of 

dollars (Stoica & Brouse, 2014). In 2013, 61% of software projects failed, as they were 

not completed on time, did not stay within budget, or did not fulfill requirement 

specifications (López-Martín & Abran, 2015). The general business problem was that a 

high rate of unsuccessful software projects affects companies' financial sustainability. 

The specific business problem was that some project managers lack strategies to prevent 

CWB in projects that put project success at risk. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to explore strategies 

project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. The 

population group constituted of project managers who were members of a Project 

Management Institute (PMI) chapter in the southeastern United States, and held a project 

management professional (PMP) certification or an agile certified practitioner (ACP) 

certification. The project managers must have been involved in at least one software 

project completed within the last 5 years. The study’s contribution to social change is that 

because failed software projects are a threat to organizations' financial sustainability, 
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increased rates of project success will lead to increased employment opportunities and 

charitable donations to the community. 

Nature of the Study 

This study on project managers' strategies to prevent CWB from putting project 

success at risk was a qualitative, multiple case study. In qualitative studies, the focus is 

on individual experiences from a contextualized perspective (Lyons et al., 2013). 

Qualitative research subjects influence the direction of the study by the nature of their 

responses (Fassinger & Morrow, 2013). The qualitative methodology was the ideal 

choice for this study because I explored PMI project managers' personal experiences with 

preventing CWB in their projects, and via their responses, the PMI project managers 

contributed to the discovery of data trends. The quantitative methodology was not 

appropriate for this study because the intent was to explore personal experiences and not 

to measure the frequency of variables. The purpose of quantitative research is to measure 

the frequency of an occurrence or a phenomenon to identify relationships between 

variables (Rasinger, 2013). Mixed method studies combine quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies so the researcher can quantify the frequency of variables as well as 

explore underlying reasons for a specific behavior (McManamny, Sheen, Boyd, & 

Jennings, 2015). Because this study did not contain any measurement of variables in 

combination with qualitative exploration, the mixed methodology was not a suitable 

alternative.  

The study had a multiple case study design because I conducted interviews in 

conjunction with exploring PMI documentation to discover what strategies PMP or ACP 
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certified project managers use to prevent CWB. The case study design is more flexible 

than other qualitative designs as it allows for a focus on the individual cases with the 

support of multiple data sources (Hyett, Kenny, & Dickson-Swift, 2014). In 

phenomenology, human engagement and consciousness are the focal points for 

researchers exploring how participants perceive experiences (Tomkins & Eatough, 2013). 

Phenomenology was not a suitable design for this study as the focus was not on perceived 

experiences. In ethnography, direct observation of the research subject is the only means 

of data gathering (Goldstein, Gray, Salisbury, & Snell, 2014; Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). 

Given that this study used numerous data sources, the ethnographic design was not an 

appropriate choice. In narrative research, participants' storytelling is the only source of 

data (Stephens & Breheny, 2013). As data collection for this study did not include 

storytelling, a narrative research design was not fitting.  

Research Question 

I used the following research question for this study: What strategies do project 

managers use to prevent counterproductive work behavior in projects that put project 

success at risk? 

Interview Questions 

The interview questions were as follows: 

1. In projects, what participant behavior and activity have you experienced that put 

project success at risk? 

2. What strategies have you used to prevent participant behavior and activity that put 

project goals and success at risk? 
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3. Which of these strategies worked best and why was it successful? 

4. How did you make sure the strategies to prevent counterproductive work behavior 

worked in the project? 

5. When applying the strategies to prevent counterproductive work behavior, what 

obstacles did you encounter and how did you overcome them? 

6. How did project participants react to the implementation of the strategies? 

7. Do you have anything else to add about preventing counterproductive work 

behavior among project participants? 

Conceptual Framework 

In this study exploring strategies used by project managers to prevent CWB from 

putting project success at risk, I applied the social learning theory (SLT) as the 

conceptual framework. Actions classified as CWB are voluntary activities by employees 

with the purpose to undermine organizational objectives (Bowling & Lyons, 2015; 

Marcus, Taylor, Hastings, Sturm, & Weigelt, 2016; Martínez-Córcoles & Stephanou, 

2017; Sharma, 2018; Tuna et al., 2016). In 1963, Bandura (1972) presented SLT stating 

that individuals can learn new behavior via modeling, which consists of observation and 

imitation of others. Furthermore, Bandura claimed that in a mutual affiliation, the 

surroundings influence the person and the person influences the surroundings. Per 

Bethards (2014), the SLT's model of observational learning consists of four core 

components: (a) attention, (b) retention, (c) motor reproduction, and (d) motivation. 

Miller and Morris (2016) explained the SLT concept as individuals learning new 

behavior by observing and copying the behavior of other individuals considered role 
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models. The cognitive state is a vital part of an individual's learning process of new 

behavior, as the individual will have to be motivated to learn the new behavior (Miller & 

Morris, 2016). 

The SLT was applicable as the conceptual framework for this study because it 

provides an understanding of why individuals engage in certain behaviors, which will aid 

project managers in establishing strategies used to prevent CWB in projects. In 

organizations, individuals are influenced to engage in CWB by observing others profiting 

from activities not aligned with established business objectives (Priesemuth, Arnaud, & 

Schminke, 2013). Per the SLT, individuals learn the CWB from organizational role 

models displaying the unethical behavior (Boddy, 2014; Priesemuth et al., 2013; Sharma, 

2018; Wu, 2017). Ignoring CWB will only encourage the activities, and in line with SLT, 

only facilitate its existence, which threatens organizational performance and success 

(Boddy, 2014). 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

In a study, assumptions are notions the researcher cannot control and takes for 

granted as being true without supporting evidence (Lips-Wiersma & Mills, 2014). In this 

study, the first assumption was that via the PMP and ACP certification, project managers 

had gained the skills to prevent CWB activities from putting project success at risk. The 

second assumption was that a multiple case study design was appropriate for an in-depth 

exploration of the research question with the multiple data sources yielding sufficient 

material. The third assumption was that the participants spoke and understood English. 
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The fourth assumption was that participants would provide honest answers and not adjust 

the responses to what they thought the interviewer wanted to hear. 

Limitations 

Study limitations are factors that can potentially weaken research findings but are 

out of the control of the researcher (Henderson, 2016). The first limitation of this study 

was that the findings might not apply to geographical areas other than the southeastern 

United States. The second limitation was that the results might not apply to other case 

settings than a PMI chapter. The third limitation was that the choice of research design 

might have imposed limitations due to the inherent restrictions of the qualitative case 

study methodology.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations are restrictions to the study scope imposed by the researcher (Davis, 

Golicic, Boerstler, Choi, & Oh, 2013). The first delimitation for this study was that the 

geographical location of the southeastern United States. The second delimitation was that 

I only interviewed project managers with PMP or ACP certifications. Project managers 

without these certifications might have had strategies to prevent CWB in projects, but I 

excluded them as participants in this study. The third delimitation was that the scope of 

the study excluded strategies addressing other project management issues than CWB. 

Operational Definitions 

Counterproductive work behavior: Voluntary and deliberate actions by employees 

undermining and contradicting organizational goals and objectives (Bowling & Lyons, 

2015; Marcus et al., 2016; Martínez-Córcoles & Stephanou, 2017; Tuna et al., 2016). 
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Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore strategies project managers use to 

prevent CWB that puts project success at risk. It can be difficult to detect CWB before 

the impact to organizational profitability and efficiency is too severe to remedy (Ahmad 

& Omar, 2014; Bowling & Lyons, 2015; Klotz & Buckley, 2013; Tuna et al., 2016). The 

results of this study might add value for project managers and other business leaders as 

they can apply the strategies to mitigate CWB in their projects and avoid costly project 

failure. 

Contribution to Business Practice 

The study might aid project managers and other organizational leaders in 

preventing CWB activities in projects at an early stage. When the CWB becomes an 

organizationally accepted norm, it can be destructive to business practices as corrupted 

employee competencies interfere with productivity (Tuna et al., 2016). In a software 

project setting, CWB can cause project failure, wasting IT resources and growth 

opportunities (Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018; Jørgensen, 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). 

Academic research on strategies preventing CWB can help managers deal with team 

members whose behavior is threatening project success (Moore & Gino, 2015). The 

findings of this study might provide insights to project managers struggling with 

preventing CWB from jeopardizing project success. 

Implications for Social Change 

Academic researchers have described CWB in different ways (Fida, Paciello, 

Tramontano, Fontaine, et al., 2015; Tuna et al., 2016). Regardless, its consequences 
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affect organizations and individuals alike (Resick, Hargis, Shao, & Dust, 2013). The 

results of this study might indirectly lead to positive social change as a healthy project 

environment leads to happy and motivated participants, resulting in more productive and 

engaged members of the community. When employees deliberately engage in behaviors 

harmful to their organization, corporate efficiency and profitability decline, leading to 

financial losses and workforce reductions (Ahmad & Omar, 2014). A work environment 

that is accepting of CWB activities such as aggression, conflict, and sabotage, is harmful 

to workers' motivation and cognitive well-being (Tuna et al., 2016). The stress of an 

unhealthy, uncertain work situation may put a strain on employees' personal relationships 

resulting in family breakups and financial struggles. For individuals engaged in a project, 

a healthy work climate free of CWB activities may lead to more time volunteering and 

other activities supporting their local community. 

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature 

This literature review is the result of an exploration of peer-reviewed articles and 

business books relating to the research question of what strategies project managers use 

to prevent CWB from putting project success at risk. The conceptual framework for the 

examination of the research question consists of the SLT. There is a gap in the literature 

for strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects. I did not find any 

literature directly addressing the research question. To conduct a comprehensive review 

of the literature covering the research topic, I expanded the search to include all terms 

that describe deliberate actions employees take with the purpose of undermining 

organizational goals. Researchers use the terms counterproductive, deviant, and unethical 
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to describe behavior that in some way is contradictory to organizational policies and 

norms as well as harmful to organizational objectives (Hollinger & Clark, 1983; 

Robinson & Bennett, 1995; Shoss, Hunter, & Penney, 2016). The literature review covers 

CWB as well as unethical or deviant behavior consistent with CWB activities. I only 

included the references in which the researcher(s) used the terms deviant or unethical 

work behavior to describe CWB activity. 

The literature review begins with an overview of SLT as the conceptual 

framework for the proposed study, followed by a review of the PMI's role in academic 

research. The literature review continues with an analysis of CWB as well as CWB in 

projects. The section for CWB in projects includes coverage of strategic 

misrepresentation, optimism bias, and risk management. After that, the literature review 

addresses theories and concepts relevant to the study of CWB: (a) normalization of 

deviant behavior, (b) transactional and transformational leadership theory, (c) social 

exchange theory, (d) attribution theory, (e) social disorganization theory, and (f) social 

control theory.  

I retrieved articles from the following academic databases: Business Source 

Complete, Google Scholar, ProQuest Central, PsycINFO, Sage Journals, Science Direct, 

Academic Search Complete, Taylor & Francis, Emerald Management, and EBSCO Open 

Access. Search words used included project, project management, social learner, risk, 

social learning theory, social exchange theory, attribution theory, transformational 

leadership, optimism bias, planning fallacy, CWB, behavior, deviant, transactional, 

transformational, counterproductive, and strategic misrepresentation. In the study, there 
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are 281 works cited, of which 267 (95.0%) are peer reviewed, and 234 (83.3%) are 

published within the required 5-year range between 2014 and 2018. In the literature 

review, there are 136 works cited, of which 128 (94.1%) are peer reviewed, and 116 

(85.3%) are published within the required 5-year range between 2014 and 2018. 

Conceptual Framework: Social Learning Theory 

In this study, I used the SLT as the conceptual framework for exploring what 

strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects. In SLT, human behavior is 

the result of continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, behavioral, and 

environmental elements (Bandura, 1972). Per SLT, this means that individuals learn a 

certain behavior by observing and imitating others (Hanna, Crittenden, & Crittenden, 

2013; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015; Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018). Bandura developed the 

theory of social learning while researching how to cure phobias (Bandura, 1978). 

Bandura (1978) realized the influence of observing and modeling in the learning process 

of a specific behavior. The core concept of SLT includes the interaction between the 

individual and the social context in which the behavior is displayed (Hanna et al., 2013). 

The idea of SLT is that individuals engage in observational learning within a social 

context by displaying positive reactions to a specific behavior (Bethards, 2014). 

According to SLT, individuals can learn both positive and negative behavior through 

observation (Hu, Hung, & Ching, 2015). By understanding how individuals learn a 

behavior, project managers can strategize how to prevent CWB in projects. 

There are four core components in the SLT's model of observational learning: (a) 

attention, (b) retention, (c) motor reproduction, and (d) motivation (Bethards, 2014). 
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Bandura (1978) theorized that a person watches a specific behavior, remembers the 

behavior, and mimics the behavior, and the environment responds to the behavior. If the 

response is positive and rewarding, the person is more inclined to repeat the behavior 

(Bandura, 1978). If the response is negative and punishing, the person is less likely to 

replicate the behavior (Bandura, 1978). When understanding what motivators drive 

CWB, project managers can better prevent the behavior in projects. 

In project management, the concept of social learning can be a tool for 

understanding what went wrong in a project and how to prevent it from happening again 

(Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). Social interactions and practices trigger social learning, 

manifested in project-based organizations as the individual and social context of a project 

(Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). Social interaction is the basis for social learning (Brunstein, 

Jaime, Curi, d’Angelo, & Mainardes, 2015). Hartmann and Dorée (2015) stressed that 

project managers gathering cross-project knowledge should not treat individual projects 

as isolated islands and instead focus on the overall social context within the project 

community sharing organizational goals, practices, and resources. According to 

Hartmann and Dorée, the social learning aspect is ideal for project managers wanting to 

learn from past projects. By examining the reasons for past project failures, project 

managers can gain important knowledge to ensure success in future projects. 

In social learning, individuals gain new ways of thinking and acting by imitating 

others (Brunstein et al., 2015). Little of human knowledge derives from personal 

experience; to survive, individuals would learn from each other via instruction or 

imitation (Bossan, Jann, & Hammerstein, 2015). Per SLT, individuals learn by observing 
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and imitating views and behavior of role models (Resick et al., 2013). By copying role 

models with the most successful result, social learners are likely to experience the same 

positive consequences (Bossan et al., 2015). Individuals can learn all types of behavior 

via the concepts of SLT (Miller & Morris, 2016). By exploring CWB-preventing 

strategies through the lens of SLT, I got an in-depth understanding of the research topic. 

Several researchers have applied SLT in their studies. Brown, Treviño, and 

Harrison (2005) used SLT as the conceptual framework for studying ethical leadership. 

Per SLT, ethical leaders motivate positive employee behavior by being an inspiring role 

model (Brown et al., 2005; Ferreira, 2017; Gill, Lapalme, & Séguin, 2014; Wu, 2017). 

The SLT concept of modeling entails that individuals learn behavior through observation, 

imitation, and identification (Bandura, 1972; Brown et al., 2005; Wu, 2017). Employees 

look to managers for ethical guidance in work-related matters (Kalshoven, van Dijk, & 

Boon, 2016). Reinforcement of ethical standards and ethical decision-making are two 

means via which leaders can make an impact on employees' moral principles (Kalshoven 

et al., 2016). In accordance with SLT, employees with ethical leaders should be less 

likely to engage in behavior undermining organizational goals (Kalshoven et al., 2016). 

On the other hand, unethical behavior displayed by managerial role models will 

encourage employees to mimic the conduct of their leaders (Ben Sasson & Somech, 

2015). Employees can learn CWB from peers as well as leaders. 

The leadership capabilities of a project manager can influence team behavior and 

create a project climate encouraging or discouraging of CWB. Strategies to prevent CWB 

may include the leadership characteristics of the project manager. Wu (2017) argued that 
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a decrease in CWB under the influence of ethical leaders does not necessarily lead to 

increased levels of ethical employee conduct. In a study on ethical sales behavior, Wu 

suggested that the ethical climate in an organization might function as a mediator 

between ethical leadership and the moral conduct of the sales personnel. Belschak, Den 

Hartog, and De Hoogh (2018) looked at ethical leaders’ ability to manage employees 

with CWB tendencies and found that high levels of ethical leadership reduced the 

frequency of CWB activities. Ferreira (2017) used SLT to explain how ethical leadership 

influences job embeddedness moderated by unethical peer behavior. Job embeddedness 

refers to employees' sense of attachment to an organization and their willingness to stay 

with the employer (Ferreira, 2017). Perceived unethical conduct by coworkers has a 

negative impact on ethical leaders' ability to inspire high levels of job embeddedness 

(Ferreira, 2017). Ferreira's study solidified the relationship between SLT and employee 

attachment. Employees model moral behavior by observing both managers and peers 

(Ferreira, 2017). Deviant work behavior affects everyone in an organization (Gunia & 

Kim, 2016). An ethical organizational climate promotes ethical employee behavior 

(Ferreira, 2017; Wu, 2017).  

Project Management Institute and Academic Research 

Created in 1969, the PMI is one of the largest, global professional organizations 

working for the standardization and education of project management (Bredillet, 

Tywoniak, & Dwivedula, 2015; Pinto & Winch, 2016). Through certification programs, 

professional organizations often educate their members on industry best practices 

(Bredillet et al., 2015; Escoffery, Kenzig, & Hyden, 2015). PMI is continuously involved 
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in academic research to enhance the field of project management (Bendoly, Perry-Smith, 

& Bachrach, 2010; Escoffery et al., 2015; Mahaney & Lederer, 2006; Molena & Rovai, 

2016; Poston & Richardson, 2011). Researchers have used interviews to consult PMI 

members for their expertise (Mahaney & Lederer, 2006; Marion, Richardson, & 

Earnhardt, 2016; Sheffield & Lemétayer, 2013). Sheffield and Lemétayer (2013) studied 

environmental factors indicative of project success in a software development context by 

interviewing experienced PMI project managers. In addition, researchers have reviewed 

PMI documentation to help answer their research questions (Byrne, Keys, Schaffer, & 

Solic, 2014; Daniel & Daniel, 2018; Gray, 2005; Kutsch & Hall, 2009; Marion et al., 

2016; Porananond & Thawesaengskulthai, 2014). Through case studies related to the 

PMI, qualitative researchers have explored various project management topics such as 

project program roadmaps (Byrne et al., 2014), project risk management (Porananond & 

Thawesaengskulthai, 2014), and academic project management programs (Poston & 

Richardson, 2011). Academic researchers have relied on the expertise of PMI members to 

explore and explain issues facing project management professionals.  

Counterproductive Work Behavior 

Researchers have noted the need for means to prevent CWB and reduce its impact 

on projects and organizations (Ahmad & Omar, 2014; Al-A’wasa, 2018; Dittes, Urbach, 

Ahlemann, Smolnik, & Müller, 2015; Dwivedi et al., 2015; Pinto, 2014; Talet, Mat-Zin, 

& Houari, 2014). In the social context of a team, project managers create and nourish 

environments in which shared worldviews trigger predictable behavioral patterns 

working towards a common goal (Aronson, Shenhar, & Patanakul, 2013). The results of 
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this study might provide project managers with strategies to prevent CWB in their 

projects. By preventing the CWB, project managers can address the activities and 

diminish the impact on project success. 

IT projects continue to fail on a large scale despite research efforts to find 

explanations and solutions (Standing, Standing, & Kordt, 2016; Stoica & Brouse, 2014). 

Because of the potential for financial losses, organizations have an interest in reversing 

the trend of unsuccessful IT projects and CWB (Dittes et al., 2015; Dwivedi et al., 2015; 

Shoss et al., 2016; Talet et al., 2014). The effects of CWB are harmful to organizations 

and its members because of the negative impact on their financial and emotional well-

being (Al-A’wasa, 2018; Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli, & Farnese, 2015; 

Sharma, 2018). Activities classified as CWB can target the organization as well as its 

members with for example theft, substance abuse, sabotage, workplace violence, 

retaliation, aggression, rudeness, and absenteeism (Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, 

Barbaranelli, et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2015; Marcus et al., 2016; Matta, Erol‐Korkmaz, 

Johnson, & Biçaksiz, 2014; Shoss et al., 2016). Amongst all behaviors potentially 

classified as CWB, the common factor is the harmful effect rather than the motivational 

factor (Marcus et al., 2016; Shoss et al., 2016). By preventing CWB, project managers 

can take steps to mitigate the effects of the behavior on the project and the organization 

as a whole. 

In a study on employee theft, Hollinger and Clark (1983) used the terms 

counterproductive behavior and deviance interchangeably. Hollinger and Clark 

distinguished production from property deviance behavior. Production deviances include 
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tardiness, substance abuse, and wasting resources, whereas theft and sabotage are 

examples of property deviance (Hu et al., 2015; Marcus et al., 2016). To explain the 

CWB phenomenon and its internal structure, researchers have developed several models 

using various dimensions (Marcus et al., 2016). Per Shoss et al. (2016), researchers are 

trying to understand who engages in CWB enactments and when. Robinson and Bennett 

(1995) categorized deviant behavior into four areas: (a) production deviance, (b) property 

deviance, (c) political deviance, and (d) personal aggression. Directed towards co-

workers, political deviance manifest itself through favoritism and blaming, whereas 

personal aggression has an undertone of violence expressed via harassment, abuse, and 

assault (Hu et al., 2015). Bennett and Robinson (2000) presented a two-category model of 

organizational deviance versus interpersonal deviance. Spector et al. (2006) used a 

five-dimensional model to explain CWB activities: (a) abuse, (b) production deviance, 

(c) stealing, (d) withdrawal, and (e) sabotage. Gruys and Sackett (2003) presented a 

model with 11 factors for explaining the relationship between various CWB activities: (a) 

stealing, (b) destroying property, (c) misusing information, (d) misusing resources, (e) 

unsafe behavior, (f) attendance, (g) quality of work, (h) alcoholism, (i) substance abuse, 

(j) inappropriate verbal activities, and (k) inappropriate physical activities. 

Regardless if the CWB manifests itself towards the organization or individuals, it 

is widely agreed that a stressful work environment functions as a trigger for the behavior 

(Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli et al., 2015; Golparvar, 2016; Meier & Spector, 

2013; Pinto, Dawood, & Pinto, 2014; Shoss et al., 2016). Meier and Spector (2013) 

described the trigger factors as work stressors placing individuals in a vicious cycle in 
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which CWB activities harm both the target for the adverse behavior and the individuals 

conducting them. Repercussions for the CWB actions could generate additional work 

stressors, which in turn escalates the situation and continues the cycle (Meier & Spector, 

2013). Meier and Spector stressed the reciprocal relationship between work stressors and 

CWB as a factor to consider when examining employee behavior. Deviant behavior, 

expressed via CWB actions, is a way for employees to release tension and avoid 

emotional exhaustion (Golparvar, 2016). On the other hand, the individuals being the 

target for CWB can experience stress and job dissatisfaction, increasing the negative 

consequences for an organization (Cohen, 2016). Activities classified as CWB constitute 

a threat to organizational as well as individual well-being (Cohen, 2016). Project 

managers may consider stress as a factor to look for when preventing CWB in projects. 

Matta et al. (2014) studied how significant work events can trigger CWB activity 

as well as how perception and negative feelings can feed into the response. Matta et al. 

found that events involving employee and managers caused a high level of negative 

response. The employee's perception of the event as fair or unfair influences the CWB 

response (Matta et al., 2014). Al-A’wasa (2018) studied the relationship between 

organizational justice dimensions and CWB with results showing that high levels of 

perceived unfairness in the organization triggered CWB. Examples of organizational 

injustice included unfair distribution of financial incentives and management neglecting 

to involve employees in work-related decisions impacting their job responsibilities 

(Al-A’wasa, 2018). 
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The approach to use both situational and personality factors to predict CWB 

enactments incorporate organizational constraints as well as individual coping styles 

(Shoss et al., 2016). Shoss et al. (2016) studied styles to cope with disengagement as a 

motivational explanation for CWB triggered by a stressful work environment. Coping 

strategies are addressing either the stressor causing the problem or the negative emotion 

brought on by the stressor (Shoss et al., 2016). Individuals can negate the emotional 

response to a stressor by engaging in retaliation, withdrawing from the situation 

involving the stressor, or conserving resources and efforts (Shoss et al., 2016). Shoss et 

al. used self-assessments in their study allowing the researchers to evaluate how 

participants perceive their CWB engagement and emotional response. However, Shoss et 

al. recognized the usage of participants' perceptions as the only data source as a limitation 

to the study. Still, there are uncertainties if others can accurately gauge an individual's 

behavior and perceptions because those persons are tainted themselves by their personal 

bias and perceptions (Shoss et al., 2016). 

The degree to which an individual fits into the work environment can have an 

impact on the likelihood of CWB activity (Harold, Oh, Holtz, Han, & Giacalone, 2016). 

Harold et al. (2016) described the person-environment (P-E) fit as a motivational factor 

for CWB. Environmental fit includes several organizational elements such as the 

organization itself, the supervisor, and the work team (Harold et al., 2016). Employees 

can experience a high fit with some elements and a low fit with other elements 

simultaneously (Harold et al., 2016). Harold et al. stated that a low P-E fit causes 

frustration, which turns into CWB activities. To prevent CWB, Harold et al. suggested 
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targeted interventions as a mean to address the organizational elements with a low P-E fit 

factor. 

By targeting stress factors, project managers can mitigate the effects of CWB. 

Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli et al. (2015) conducted a study on how self-

efficacy can mitigate the effect of a stressful work environment and reduce the likelihood 

of CWB. Not all individuals react the same way when exposed to work stressors (Fida, 

Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli et al., 2015). Personal characteristics such as self-

efficacy can mitigate the effects of stress triggers and the negative feelings caused by the 

stressful environment (Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli et al., 2015). Fida, 

Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli et al. found that individuals with a high sense of 

capability and perseverance during adverse work conditions are less likely to engage in 

CWB activities. Employees with the perception that they can cope with negative feelings 

are less prone to engage in destructive behavior (Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Barbaranelli 

et al., 2015). Ng, Lam, and Feldman (2016) found in their study on gender differences in 

CWB that women were less likely to engage in deviant work activities. However, in the 

study, the differences in intensity and frequency between men and women were only 

slight indicating that gender is not a strong predicative factor for CBW engagements (Ng 

et al., 2016). Ng et al. supported their findings with self-reporting as well as non-self-

reporting data sources. Another mitigating factor for CWB activities is an individual's 

level of emotional intelligence (Karim, Bibi, Rehman, & Khan, 2015). Karim et al., 

(2015) suggested emotional intelligence development training as a mean to reduce CWB 

engagement amongst employees.  
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Another perspective on what triggers CWB is the connection with organizational 

citizenship behaviors (OCB). Yam, Klotz, He, and Reynolds (2017) looked at self-

perception and deviant behavior from an entitlement perspective. Employees, who felt 

obliged by their employer to engage in OCB, got a sense of entitlement justifying deviant 

behavior towards the organization (Yam et al., 2017). OCB is positive employee behavior 

contributing to organizational improvements and considered the opposite of CWB 

(Bolino & Klotz, 2015; Ng et al., 2016). Bolino and Klotz (2015) presented five factors 

explaining why OCB can lead to CWB: (a) resource depletion, (b) moral licensing, (c) 

injustice and anger, (d) citizenship pressure, and (e) impression management. Lim and 

Loosemore (2017) explored the relationship between perceived justice and OCB in a 

project context and found that perceived injustices could trigger CBW activities. 

Particularly the perception of interpersonal injustice could trigger project participants to 

engage in CWB activities (Lim & Loosemore, 2017). The interpersonal aspect refers to 

how individuals consider themselves treated with respect and courtesy (Lim & 

Loosemore, 2017). Schulte-Braucks, Baethge, Dormann, and Vahle-Hinz (2018) 

suggested that individuals engage in CWB as a coping strategy when conducting work 

deemed unnecessary or unreasonable. When asked to perform tasks they do not agree 

with, employees feel stress and use CWB to restore a sense of justice (Schulte-Braucks et 

al., 2018). 

Activities classified as CWB can be encouraged via peers and managers. As a role 

model for employees, managers can both inspire and prevent CWB (Ben Sasson & 

Somech, 2015; Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2016; Wu, 2017). When studying 
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the impact of ethical leadership on deviant work behavior, Kalshoven et al. (2016) found 

that ethical leadership could inspire unethical conduct if the behavior benefits the 

organization. Kalshoven et al. theorized that employees might rationalize deviant 

behavior by believing their actions are in accordance with organizational expectations. In 

a study on organizational silence, Monzani, Braun, and van Dick (2016) established that 

authentic leadership could lead to decreased deviant work behavior by encouraging 

employees to report issues to management. Organizational silence refers to employees 

not reporting work situations violating individual, ethical, or judicial standards (Monzani 

et al., 2016). 

Just a few individuals, not all members of an organization, cause most actions of 

CWB (Gunia & Kim, 2016). Still, when news of deviant work behavior becomes public 

knowledge, it implicates everyone associated in some way with the organization (Gunia 

& Kim, 2016). For example, the child molestation scandal at Penn State University 

damaged the reputation of the university impacting even employees not involved with or 

aware of assistant couch Sandusky's abusive behavior (Gunia & Kim, 2016). Gunia and 

Kim (2016) referred to the employees not involved with CWB as the nondeviants. In a 

study exploring how CWB affects the nondeviant members of an organization, Gunia and 

Kim concluded that the non-offending employees responded by working harder only if 

the level of organizational identification is high. The consequences of CWB affect all 

members of an organization, making the need for preventative measures imperative. 

Psychological characteristics can influence CWB tendencies (van Zyl & 

de Bruin, 2018). Palmer, Komarraju, Carter, and Karau (2017) studied the relevance 
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between CWB and the dark triad traits narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. 

These three personality traits manifest themselves in aggressive and manipulative 

behaviors, expressed in an organizational context via CWB activities (Belschak 

et al., 2018; Cohen, 2016; Palmer et al., 2017). Narcissistic persons regard themselves as 

superior to their surroundings whereas psychopaths lack empathy and Machiavellian 

persons strive to manipulate others (Belschak et al., 2018; Cohen, 2016; Palmer et al., 

2017). In many instances, researchers group narcissism, Machiavellianism, and 

psychopathy under the terms corporate or successful psychopathy (Cohen, 2016). For 

individuals with these personality traits, CWB is a mean to control and dominate the 

social context in a work setting (Palmer et al., 2017). Palmer et al. showed that the 

perception of a supportive organization works as a mitigating factor to CWB, even for 

employees with the dark triad personalities.  

Cohen (2016) stated that there is still little understanding of the relationship 

between dark traits and CWB. To bridge the gap, Cohen presented a model of mediating 

and moderating factors between dark traits and CWB. The mediating factors are 

perceived organizational politics and perceived accountability (Cohen, 2016). The 

moderators are political skill, organizational transparency, organizational politics, and 

organizational culture as well as climate (Cohen, 2016). The moderating constructs 

restrain the relationship between the mediating factors and CWB (Cohen, 2016). Yıldız, 

Alpkan, Sezen, and Yıldız (2015) identified moral disengagement as the moderator 

between Machiavellianism and deviant workplace behavior. Castille, Buckner, and 

Thoroughgood (2018) studied the relationship between Machiavellianism and unethical 
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employee behavior protecting an organization’s public image. Castille et al. found that 

individuals with Machiavellian traits had a higher tendency to engage in activities 

violating ethical standards but protecting the organization’s positive reputation. 

Blickle and Schütte (2017) focused on psychopathy in the workplace and 

identified self-centered impulsivity as a dark trait directly linked to CWB targeting the 

organization. Individuals with self-centered impulsivity are prone to disregard rules and 

avoid responsibilities (Schütte et al., 2016). In individuals with little education and low 

levels of intrapersonal influence, the psychopathic trait of fearless dominance is a strong 

predicative factor for CWB activities (Blickle & Schütte, 2017). Persons with the fearless 

dominance trait are self-centered and put their needs before anyone else's (Schütte et al., 

2016). Galić and Ružojčić (2017) found that self-control could mitigate aggressive 

tendencies resulting in individuals holding themselves back from engaging in CWB 

activities.  

In contrast to intentional CWB brought on by the dark traits narcissism, 

Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, there may be individuals who are unaware that their 

behavior is counterproductive (Hu et al., 2015). When being the norm in an 

organizational setting, unintentional CWB activities become part of the everyday routine 

(Hu et al., 2015). If employees are constantly late, avoid responsibility, spread rumors, 

and so forth without any repercussions, the CWB actions become accepted, and other 

employees will mimic the behavior (Hu et al., 2015). 

Another group of personality traits that researchers have examined in correlation 

with CWB is the big five-factor model: (a) extraversion (sociable, outgoing), (b) 
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agreeableness (empathic, pleasant), (c) conscientiousness (organized, dependable), (d) 

neuroticism (tense, negative), and (e) openness (curious, open-minded) (Ferreira & 

Nascimento, 2016; Le, Donnellan, Spilman, Garcia, & Conger, 2014). Le et al. (2014) 

found that the big five personality traits assessed in adolescence could predict CWB in 

adulthood. Per Le et al. (2014), adolescent agreeableness and conscientiousness were the 

two traits most related to CWB engagements later on in life. Ferreira and Nascimento 

(2016) found that agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism related to CWB 

amongst Brazilian workers. 

 Counterproductive Work Behavior in Projects 

From a project management perspective, CWB can jeopardize project success. 

Failed projects can provide valuable lessons for improving the chance of success in future 

projects (Dunkley & Franklin, 2017). One aspect of the project management field is to 

improve the rate of project success, or rather the prevention of project failure 

(Anthopoulos, Reddick, Giannakidou, & Mavridis, 2016). For decades, researchers have 

attempted to understand why projects fail (Janssen, van der Voort, & van Veenstra, 2015; 

Jørgensen, 2016; McConnell, 1996; Nelson, 2007; Padalkar & Gopinath, 2016). At 

conferences and in seminal papers, researchers have discussed how to improve the 

success rate of software implementations (Dwivedi et al., 2015). Yet over time, the same 

factors continue to cause failure in software projects: lack of management support, 

shortcomings in project participants, unfamiliar technology, scope creep, and inadequate 

project management practices (Jørgensen, 2016). 
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Project participants have a tremendous impact on projects. Nelson (2007) 

categorized classic project mistakes causing failure into four categories: (a) people, (b) 

processes, (c) product, and (d) technology. Among those categories, people and processes 

were more often cause for the failure than product or technology (Nelson, 2007). Project 

success is dependent on individual effort, making people a relevant factor for the project 

outcome (Standing et al., 2016). Uncontrolled problem project participants are one of the 

people factors putting projects at risk (Dwivedi et al., 2015; Wang, Kunc, & Bai, 2017). 

Issues with project participants can trigger CWB activity in IT projects, increasing the 

risk for project failure (Zhang et al., 2015). Conflicts between personal and professional 

lives may negatively impact the behavior of project participants, and indirectly project 

performance (Xia, Zhong, Wang, & Tiong, 2018). Bhoola and Giangreco (2018) 

emphasized that conflicts in a project may not all be problematic if the team reaches a 

successful solution through collaboration and agreement. However, conflicts centered 

around relational issues between project participants can be a risk to project success 

(Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018). 

The characteristics of the project setting can be a factor for CWB. Projects are a 

temporary gathering of individuals working together to accomplish a specific task during 

a specific period (Ligthart, Oerlemans, & Noorderhaven, 2016; Tyssen, Wald, & 

Heidenreich, 2014). Within IT and software engineering, projects are common due to the 

temporary nature (Soomro et al., 2016). As a vital factor in IT project success, the team 

climate is a reflection of the accepted, informal behavioral norm (Tyssen et al., 2014; 
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Zhang et al., 2015). If the deviant behavior is accepted, the team climate does not 

represent the official, organizational objectives (Zhang et al., 2015). 

How project participants work together has an impact on project success. One of 

the strengths of a project team is the gathering of individual expertise with the purpose to 

solve the issue at hand collectively (Savelsbergh, Poell, & van der Heijden, 2015). 

Effective interpersonal interaction is vital for a successful collaboration within a project 

team (Savelsbergh et al., 2015). Pinto and Patanakul (2015) brought attention to the 

impact of narcissism in project champions on project success. Project champions have a 

key role in supporting a project when interacting with the stakeholders and the rest of the 

organization (Pinto & Patanakul, 2015). Because the project champion role is integral to 

project success, detrimental personal characteristics such as narcissism can negatively 

affect project governance causing project failure (Pinto & Patanakul, 2015). Soomro et al. 

(2016) extended the potential impact of individual personality traits on project success to 

include all project participants within a software engineering context. Even the project 

manager's emotional resources can have an impact on project success (Gallagher, Mazur, 

& Ashkanasy, 2015). The leadership style of the project manager is influential to the 

performance level of the project participants (Gallagher et al., 2015). Bhoola and 

Giangreco (2018) stressed the importance of emphatical capabilities as a mean for project 

managers to successfully engage with project participants and build relationships. An 

emotional skill set, including empathy, is a key factor for a successful IT project manager 

(Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018). 
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Ligthart et al. (2016) studied how the temporariness of projects affects participant 

behavior and found that it enabled a sense of operational flexibility and urgency. The 

time aspect caused a sense of urgency as well as time pressure to complete the task on 

time (Ligthart et al., 2016). Participants displayed the flexible behavior through 

compromises and consent (Ligthart et al., 2016). Dittes et al. (2015) distinguished 

between intentional and unintentional CWB, as employees are not always aware that they 

are not following company policy. Bringing awareness to practices can reduce 

unintentional behavior causing harm to projects (Dittes et al., 2015). Per Naess, 

Andersen, Nicolaisen, and Strand (2015), there is a fine line between intentional and 

unintentional CWB in projects as desirable outcomes can guide deliberate strategic 

misrepresentation and oblivious optimism bias. Actions of strategic misrepresentation are 

deceptive in nature, whereas optimism bias is a manifestation of delusion (Winch & 

Leiringer, 2016). 

Strategic Misrepresentation 

Intentional misrepresentation of project artifacts is contradictive to organizational 

objectives. For the longest time, strategic misrepresentation has been standard in projects 

taking place in the public sector, yet not openly discussed (Flyvbjerg, 2014). The trend is 

changing, as a public discussion about the phenomena is underway triggering actions 

from governments to take steps to stop runaway project costs (Flyvbjerg, 2014). Private 

investors in public projects make their own forecasts, challenging the project managers' 

models (Flyvbjerg, 2014). Flyvbjerg (2014) explained that project managers face 

stakeholders with different estimations than their own during the planning phase. 
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Intentional misrepresentation of project documentation and reporting can take 

place at any stage in a project (Pinto, 2014). Consulting firms competing to win project 

contracts often submit low estimates in the bidding phase knowing that additional funds 

will be required once the project is underway (Eik-Andresen, Landmark, & Johansen, 

2015; Pinto, 2014). In projects, consultants provide expertise the client is lacking, making 

the client depending on the consultants being realistic in their proposals (Pinto, 2014). 

Once a project has already started, it is more likely the supporting organization will 

continue to provide funds to complete the project (Pinto, 2014).  

Naess et al. (2015) studied issues with traffic forecasting in infrastructure 

projects. When asked directly about strategic misrepresentation in a questionnaire, few 

participants willingly admitted to deliberately manipulating estimates (Naess et al., 

2015). Naess et al. contributed the low occurrence levels to participants' unwillingness to 

portray themselves negatively. However, when asked about practices related to strategic 

misrepresentation that could lead to erroneous forecasting, a higher percentage of the 

participants gave affirmative responses (Naess et al., 2015). The respondents included in 

these practices approving projects already unofficially selected, satisfying stakeholders, 

and compensating for bias in other areas of the project planning (Naess et al., 2015). 

Naess et al. contributed economic or political reasons for deliberately accepting or 

ignoring incorrect estimations. Naess et al. recommended more transparency and less 

complexity in the estimation process as means to discourage strategic misrepresentation 

in projects. Once the project has started, assumptions about exaggerations from a 

scheduling perspective can cause unrealistic timelines: project managers assume team 
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members will exaggerate time estimates; as well as top management not agreeing with 

the schedule presented by the project managers (Pinto, 2014). If organizational practices 

are too complex to adhere and perceived as a hinder, employees are more likely to by-

pass them (Dittes et al., 2015). However, if employees are part of establishing the 

practices and get a chance to provide their opinions, deviant behavior is less likely to 

occur, as the employees feel part of the process (Dittes et al., 2015). 

Optimism Bias 

Optimism bias is a CWB activity as its effects can be harmful to an organization's 

financial well-being. As a CWB in projects, optimism bias can cause project failure 

(Locatelli, Mancini, & Romano, 2014; Naess et al., 2015), as participants tend to promote 

positive outcomes rather than negative ones (Pinto, 2014). Bias is relevant for researchers 

evaluating the project implementation process, as human behavior affects every aspect of 

a project implementation (Wang et al., 2017). Optimism bias manifests itself in the 

overestimation of positive results or underestimation of negative results (Stingl & 

Geraldi, 2017; Taylor, Brice, & Robinson, 2016). The optimistic behavior is common in 

projects with large budgets because of the amount of money involved (Flyvbjerg, 2014). 

Consultants tend to downplay risks, as they want the client to give them the project 

contract (Pinto, 2014). During the planning phase, in which decision-makers are 

considering funding a project, the cost is underestimated to make the project attractive 

(Eik-Andresen et al., 2015). Planning fallacy is a manifestation of optimism bias where 

project managers and other participants make project plans intentionally too optimistic 

with the purpose to secure funding (Eik-Andresen et al., 2015). When reviewing project 
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plans during the planning phase, managers' optimism bias may prevent them to see flaws 

in the project (Féris, Zwikael, & Gregor, 2017). Because of managers' optimism 

regarding project performance, managers approve faulty project plans when they should 

not have (Féris et al., 2017). 

Project participants are jeopardizing project success when believing their project 

is less at risk despite indications of the contrary (Pinto, 2014). Participants tend to think 

that if the negative outcome has not happened in the past, it will probably not happen in 

the future either (Taylor et al., 2016). In failing projects, project participants display 

optimism bias by assuming additional resources or increased commitment will ensure 

project success (Meyer, 2014).  

Project decision makers are often too confident in their own ability to influence 

project outcomes (Meyer, 2014; Rolstadås, Pinto, Falster, & Venkataraman, 2015). 

Meyer (2014) categorized optimism bias into two areas: in-project bias and post-project 

bias. When participants know the cost to reach project completion will be greater than the 

original estimation, but believe in their ability to deliver the project on time and budget, 

they display in-project optimism bias (Meyer, 2014). Project participants display post-

project optimism bias when they believe the project will provide better returns for 

business users than initially thought, regardless of ability to substantiate the claim 

(Rolstadås et al., 2015). Project participants with optimism bias tend to acknowledge 

evidence supporting a positive outcome while ignoring evidence indicating a negative 

outcome (Taylor et al., 2016).  
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Taylor et al. (2016) suggested the cause for the optimism bias behavior be a lack 

of sufficient knowledge needed to do an accurate risk evaluation. To counter optimism 

bias, researchers recommend taking the outside-view perspective, which entails looking 

at past projects as indicators for future risk, cost, and performance estimations rather than 

considering the particulars of the current project (Dutta & Bose, 2015; Shmueli, Pliskin, 

& Fink, 2016). Shmueli et al. (2016) found the outside-view approach especially 

beneficial for mitigating the effects of optimism bias in software development projects. If 

project managers do not identify and address the behavior in time, optimism bias may 

have a devastating impact on projects and organizations (Eik-Andresen et al., 2015; 

Taylor et al., 2016).  

Risk Management 

Activities classified as CWB constitute a risk that project managers need to 

address in their efforts to bring projects to success. The inability to reverse the trend of 

unsuccessful IT projects can cause financial strain on an organization (Dwivedi et al., 

2015; Talet et al., 2014). Deviant work behavior can also be a costly experience for 

organizations (Dittes et al., 2015). A way to control the cost is to control the risks 

associated with deviant behavior in projects (Dittes et al., 2015). How project managers 

anticipate and assess risks is essential for project success (Fabricius & Büttgen, 2015). 

Overconfident project managers diminish the likelihood of risk scenarios actually 

happening and what the impact would be to project success (Fabricius & Büttgen, 2015). 

The lack of preparation for what needs to happen if a risk scenario is taking place could 

be the cause for the project failing (Fabricius & Büttgen, 2015). Project managers 
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estimating the risk impact instead of just the risk probability are better equipped to 

minimize harmful impact to project success caused by CWB (Fabricius & Büttgen, 

2015). Trust between project participants is another relevant factor to handle risk 

situations without jeopardizing project success (Swärd, 2016).  

Consulting firms downplay risks, as their intent is to win a project contract (Pinto, 

2014). In contractor-client relationships, differences in risk perception open up for one 

party to take advantage of the other party (Pinto, 2014). However, if the consulting firm 

is engaged in a long-lasting, multi-project relationship with the client, the consultants are 

motivated to act in the client's best interest (Pinto, 2014). Still, the client's organizational 

attitude for risk-taking affects the likelihood for projects succeeding or failing regardless 

of the actions of the consulting firm (Arashpour, Wakefield, Lee, Chan, & Hosseini, 

2016). Instead of viewing project risks as accidents, project managers should anticipate 

and plan for risk scenarios as if they are certain to occur (Liu & Tsai, 2016). In a perfect 

scenario, the estimates for completing a project on time, on budget and within scope 

should suffice for a project manager to deliver a successful project (Allen, 2015). In 

reality, risk elements affecting the timeline, cost, or scope in the project context will pose 

a threat to project success (Allen, 2015). Managing risks is a challenging, yet crucial, task 

for project managers to ensure project success (Allen, 2015). Here follows an account of 

concepts and theories pertinent to the topic of CWB. 

Normalization of Deviant Behavior 

When members of an organization accept CWB as a standard norm, it can be a 

challenging task for project managers to find strategies preventing the activities. Deviant 
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work behavior constitutes actions violating organizational directives jeopardizing the 

well-being of the employer as well as employees (Yıldız et al., 2015). In a study on 

employee theft, Hollinger and Clark (1983) applied the terms counterproductive behavior 

and deviance interchangeably. Deviant work behavior can be costly for an organization 

due to, among many things, decreased productivity and damaged reputation, all resulting 

in loss of profits (Yıldız et al., 2015). Deviant work behavior happens in all types of 

organizations (Zhang et al., 2015). 

In 1996, Vaughan used the term normalization of deviant behavior to describe the 

organizational culture at NASA causing the Challenger disaster (Hall, 2016; Pinto, 2014; 

Price & Williams, 2015). Challenger was a space shuttle that exploded in 1986, 73 

seconds after take-off (Hall, 2016; Pinto, 2014). Investigators identified leaking O-rings 

on the rocket booster as the reason for the explosion; the O-rings came loose after take-

off, piercing the fuel tank, thus causing the explosion (Hall, 2016; Pinto, 2014). NASA 

and the contracting firm had known about the faulty O-rings for several years, but the 

error had become an expected occurrence despite the engineers applying a solution for 

the issue (Hall, 2016; Pinto, 2014). Hall (2016) described a conference call with 

representatives from the managerial and engineering teams taking place the evening 

before the Challenger launch. The engineers expressed concerns over whether the O-rings 

were holding up in the cold temperatures on the launch pad, referring to damaged O-rings 

in an incident taking place a year before under the same freezing weather conditions 

(Hall, 2016). The managers dismissed the engineers' concerns referring to the lack of 
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proof of how the faulty O-rings would affect the mission given that the errors had been 

present for several years; hence the launch moved forward (Hall, 2016). 

When deviant behavior turns into the norm, unexpected events gradually become 

expected and accepted (Hall, 2016; Pinto, 2014). The term normalization of deviant 

behavior is referring to how individuals inside an organization little by little become 

accustomed to and accepting of risky and destructive behavior; a pattern of conduct they 

would otherwise not tolerate (Edwards, 2017; Haji-Kazemi et al., 2015; Hall, 2016). 

Employees get used to common deviant behaviors and fail to see them as 

counterproductive (Hu et al., 2015). Regularly exposed to deviant behavior, individuals 

will eventually mimic the actions and engage in CWB themselves (Hu et al., 2015). 

Deviant behavior could include illegal actions with serious, legal repercussions for the 

organization (Bradshaw, 2015). In a corporate environment accepting of deviance, 

employees overlook or misinterpret signs of danger that could have catastrophic 

consequences (Reiman, Rollenhagen, Pietikäinen, & Heikkilä, 2015). 

Over time, organizational members grow insensitive to deviant tendencies due to 

the lack of direct consequences for the behavior; individuals are getting away with 

deviant behavior (Price & Williams, 2015). If project participants perceive a lack of 

accountability for CWB, the motivation to engage in such conduct increases (Pinto, 

2014). Dittes et al. (2015) suggested that employees would be less likely to engage in 

deviant behavior if they were aware of the negative consequences on a personal and an 

organizational level. Individual benefit is a significant motivator for engaging in deviant 

behavior (Dittes et al., 2015). In the example with NASA, management considered it a 
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waste of resources to look into a permanent fix for the leaking O-rings, seeing as many 

previous flights displaying the same error had ended successfully (Hall, 2016). The 

problem with the leaking O-rings had become an expected issue accepted by management 

(Hall, 2016). Pressure to carry out the launch according to schedule created a project 

culture in which spending time on expected issues, such as the leaking O-rings, was not 

encouraged or prioritized (Hall, 2016). 

The normalization of deviant behavior occurs in all types of industries (Bradshaw, 

2015; Price & Williams, 2015). In project management, the gradual acceptance of deviant 

behavior manifests itself in scope adjustments and changes to control documentation 

(Pinto, 2014). It is the gradual acceptance of expected negative results. As organizations 

gradually drift away from established practices and embrace deviant results as the new 

norm, the acceptance of corporate misbehavior grows as well (Pinto, 2014). Employees 

develop bad, unsafe habits in organizations where deviant behavior has become the 

normal (Edwards, 2017). Factors contributing to the normalization of deviance include 

lack of resources, pressure to deliver, untested technology triggering false alerts, and 

intolerance of disagreeing opinions (Reiman et al., 2015). 

It is a difficult task transitioning an organization back from accepted deviance to 

following established policies and practices once again (Price & Williams, 2015). 

Awareness of the concept normalization of deviant behavior is fundamental for all 

preventative efforts (Price & Williams, 2015). When deviant behavior is the norm, the 

organizational leadership shows a high level of tolerance for CWB (Edwards, 2017). To 

transform the organizational culture, the leadership has to show that deviant behavior no 
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longer is accepted and such activities have severe consequences (Edwards, 2017). When 

implementing these changes, organizational leaders have to be considerate of the human 

aspect, so people are on board with dropping old habits and creating new, safe routines 

(Edwards, 2017). Organizational leaders, such as project managers, need to create an 

environment where CWB is not accepted. 

Transactional and Transformational Leadership Theory 

The leadership abilities of project managers are influential to project participant 

behavior and CWB. In projects, participant commitment and team building are essential 

for successful results (Aga, Noorderhaven, & Vallejo, 2016; Tyssen et al., 2014). In a 

study on the impact of transactional and transformational leadership styles in projects, 

Tyssen et al. (2014) found that both leadership styles are successful in soliciting 

commitment in participants, but transformational leaders are more effective. Aga et al. 

(2016) identified team building as a mean for transformational project managers to 

inspire participants to work towards a holistic goal resulting in project success. The 

project manager's leadership style is a key factor to project success (Aga, 2016; Aga et 

al., 2016). 

How project managers lead the project team can be a factor for CWB. 

Transactional leaders manage their teams through supervision and control elements (Aga, 

2016). By setting expectations and rules, transactional leaders can enforce compliance 

from their subordinates as well as monitor performance (Aga, 2016; Masa'deh, Obeidat, 

& Tarhini, 2016; Zhu & Kindarto, 2016). In transactional leadership theory, reward and 

punishment are tools used to direct followers to complete their task, which in turn, will 
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lead to a successful result (Aga, 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016; Tyssen et al., 2014). In 

contrast, transformational leaders influence the participants to take ownership for their 

own work as well as build a vision benefiting both individual and project (Tyssen et al., 

2014). The transformational leadership theory constitutes four general aspects: (a) 

idealized influence, (b) intellectual stimulation, (c) inspirational motivation, and (d) 

individualized consideration (Aga et al., 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016). Leaders with 

idealized influence easily attract dedicated followers who identify themselves with the 

persona of the leader (Aga et al., 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016). Intellectual stimulation 

refers to a leader's ability to make followers identify issues as well as find solutions, 

whereas inspirational motivation manifests itself in visions shared by the leader 

encouraging followers to take on challenges (Aga et al., 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016). 

Individualized consideration constitutes the leader's personal attention and support to 

each follower (Aga et al., 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016). 

Project managers influence their teams by the manner in which they motivate the 

participants. A transactional leader monitors the project participants' completion of tasks 

as a way to ensure progress and success, whereas a transformational leader aligns the 

participants' goals with the project objectives to motivate individuals (Aga et al., 2016; 

Tyssen et al., 2014). In project teams with high tenure diversity, transformational leaders 

are especially successful in motivating individual participants to perform their best 

(De Poel, Stoker, & Van der Zee, 2014). Through team building activities, project 

participants learn about project goals as well as everyone's area of responsibility, while 

enhancing their skill set in communication, collaboration, and problem-solving (Aga et 
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al., 2016). Per Aga et al. (2016), all these factors lead to increased project success. 

Nevertheless, the transactional leadership style can also promote project success through 

the punish-and-reward attribute (Aga, 2016). Aga (2016) found that a clearly defined 

project goal along with rewarding encouragement, allowed transactional leaders to lead 

projects to success.  

Zhu and Kindarto (2016) proposed that leadership style and decision structure are 

predicative factors for success in IT projects. Per Zhu and Kindarto, transactional 

leadership represents a hierarchical decision structure whereas transformational 

leadership constitutes a participative approach to management. In a study of government 

IT projects in Indonesia, the transformational leaders proved themselves more efficient in 

achieving project success in comparison with leaders applying a transactional style (Zhu 

& Kindarto, 2016). Shao, Feng, and Hu (2016) questioned the notion to apply the same 

leadership style throughout the life cycle of an enterprise resource system. Instead, Shao 

et al. suggested a combined model with a transformational leadership style during the 

planning phase and a transactional approach during the implementation stages. During 

the assimilation phase after go-live as well as the extension phase for the next steps, Shao 

et al. proposed to apply a combination of the two leadership styles to achieve a successful 

result for the enterprise resource system. Afshari and Gibson (2016) acknowledged that 

both the transactional and transformational leadership styles could promote positive 

employee behavior. However, due to the popularity of the transformational approach, 

researchers have neglected to explore how transactional leaders achieve employee 

engagement, motivation and successful results (Afshari & Gibson, 2016; Aga, 2016.) 
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Masa'deh et al. (2016) studied the impact of transformational leaders on job 

performance including the occurrence of CWB. Masa'deh et al. found that 

transformational leaders have a strong correlation with positive job performance levels 

and thus fewer instances of CWB. Mekpor and Dartey-Baah (2017) explored how 

transactional and transformational managers can influence employee participation in 

OCB and CWB. Both leadership styles have a positive impact on OCB, with the 

transformational approach having a slightly stronger correlation (Mekpor & Dartey-Baah, 

2017).In regards to CWB, transformational managers are less likely to have employees 

engaging in deviant behavior comparison with transactional managers (Mekpor & 

Dartey-Baah, 2017). However, there are instances where transformational leaders might 

trigger CWB responses from their employees by causing perceived injustices 

(Brimecombe, Magnusen, & Bunds, 2014). Individuals are more prone to engage in 

CWB if the leader is unable to steer them towards a common goal (Brimecombe et al., 

2014). Aga (2016) stressed the importance of a well-defined, well-communicated project 

goal as a factor with a strong link to project success.  

Depending on how the CWB manifests itself, project managers can, through 

different leadership styles, mitigate the impact from putting project success at risk. What 

leadership style is the most efficient to handle CWB, may depend on the organizational 

context. Martínez-Córcoles and Stephanou (2017) found that in a military context with 

high levels of standardization and routinization, transactional leaders were very 

successful in establishing a safe environment with little deviant behavior regarding 

following safety procedures and engaging in risky activities. On the other hand, Sechudi 
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and Olivier (2016) established how the transformational leadership style increased the 

engagement of OCB in a South African military unit. Low levels of OCB can lead to 

CWB (Bolino & Klotz, 2015). Belschak, Den Hartog, and Kalshoven (2015) showed that 

transformational leaders are better equipped to handle employees with Machiavellian 

traits via work autonomy and individual motivation aligned with organizational 

objectives.  

Social Exchange Theory 

When SLT theorists explain behavioral learning through observation, motivation, 

and modeling, advocates of the social exchange theory emphasize individual perception 

as a driving factor for learned behavior. Per the social exchange theory, individual 

perceptions and attitudes shape how a person behaves (Yıldız et al., 2015). Perceptions 

form attitudes that in turn form behavior (Yıldız et al., 2015). Social exchanges between 

individuals rely on the notion that past actions resulting in rewards will yield the same 

response in the future (Beauregard, 2014; Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; Rupp, Shao, 

Jones, & Liao, 2014). People will repeat behavior with a previously rewarding outcome 

(Beauregard, 2014; Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014). However, when persons perceive 

themselves as mistreated, they will reciprocate with the same behavior towards the source 

of their ill-treatment (Beauregard, 2014; Hunter & Penney, 2014). Per the social 

exchange theory, individuals do a cost versus reward evaluation before deciding to 

engage in a social exchange (Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). If the perception is that the 

rewards precede the costs, the individual will engage in the social exchange (Aubé & 

Rousseau, 2014). 
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In a workplace, individuals can have social exchanges with their team members, 

their supervisor, or with the organization itself (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014). A 

negative employee perception of the managerial ethical standards may cause deviant 

work behavior (Beauregard, 2014; Yıldız et al., 2015). In a project team setting, 

individuals evaluate the level of personal reward before collaborating with team members 

(Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). When CWB occurs within a project, team members perceive 

collaboration as a threat to individual success and advancement (Aubé & Rousseau, 

2014). The perceived costs of collaborating with team members trump the benefits (Aubé 

& Rousseau, 2014). As with SLT, the motivational aspect is relevant for learning a new 

behavior per the social exchange theory.  

The social exchange aspect can enlighten the relationship between CWB and 

psychological characteristics. Yıldız et al. (2015) used the social exchange theory to 

explain how moral disengagement is the mediator causing careerism, relativism, and 

Machiavellianism to result in destructive deviant work behavior. Moral disengagement 

refers to individuals' ability to ignore their own moral standards by convincing 

themselves that ethical norms do not apply to their person in a particular context 

(Eriksson, 2016; Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Fontaine et al., 2015; Yıldız et al., 2015). 

Careerism is the tendency to seek career progression through other means than 

performance (Yıldız et al., 2015). Relativism refers to an individual's inclination to ignore 

general moral norms when making ethical decisions (Yıldız et al., 2015). Persons with 

Machiavellian characteristics are manipulative, callous, and self-centered with little 

interest in the need of others (Yıldız et al., 2015). Yıldız et al. suggested that the level of 
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moral disengagement in an individual can be a predicative factor for how likely it is that a 

person engages in deviant work behavior. Fida, Paciello, Tramontano, Fontaine et al. 

(2015) found that employees use moral disengagement to cope with stressful events or 

perceived wrong-doings without compromising their own moral framework. Unlike SLT 

where individuals imitate observed rewarding behavior, the social exchange theorists 

stress the cognitive inclination to disregard individual moral standards as a coping 

mechanism for CWB. 

Also applying the social exchange theory, Chernyak-Hai and Tziner (2014) 

looked at perceived organizational distributive justice and climate as factors predicting 

CWB. Distributive justice refers to how employees experience the organization in terms 

of fair and just treatment, adequate support and information as well as ample recognition 

and rewards (Beauregard, 2014; Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014). Organizational climate 

is the social environment manifested in a workplace via norms, policies, and standards 

(Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014). When employees perceive their organization as just and 

ethical, they were less likely to engage in CWB (Beauregard, 2014; Chernyak-Hai & 

Tziner, 2014; Rupp et al., 2014). Per the SLT, individuals get CWB tendencies from 

observing peers and managers engaging in rewarding behavior contradicting to 

organizational goals without repercussions. On the other hand, the social exchange 

theorists emphasize the perception of unfairness as a driving factor for CWB.  

Guay et al. (2016) used the social exchange theory to explore the relationship 

between the big five-factor model of personality traits, organizational commitment, and 

CWB. The personality characteristics are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
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neuroticism, and openness (Le et al., 2014). Guay et al. aimed to fill a gap in the literature 

about how the big five personality traits influence deviant behavior in a workplace, 

particularly exploring the role of organizational commitment as mediator. A low level of 

commitment to the organization is an indicator of a prowess for CWB (Guay et al., 2016). 

Guay et al. suggested the social exchanges in a workplace cultivate and enforce 

organizational commitment, thus motivating employees to engage in positive work 

behavior and aligning with organizational objectives. Of the five traits, agreeableness and 

conscientiousness showed a negative relationship with deviant work behavior via 

organizational commitment (Beauregard, 2014; Guay et al., 2016). 

The organization may not always be the target for employees engaging in CWB. 

Hunter and Penney (2014) showed that employees dealing with difficult customers are 

likely to direct their CWB activities towards the customers and not the organization. In 

accordance with the social exchange theory, employees with less interaction with 

demanding clients are less prone to engage in deviant actions against the clients (Hunter 

& Penney, 2014). The core concept of the social exchange theory is individuals' 

perception of themselves, their surroundings, and the social context in which they find 

themselves as an influence for CWB. In comparison, the SLT focus on CWB as a learned 

behavior from observing others benefit from specific activities despite the 

counterproductive nature.  

Attribution Theory 

Advocates of the attribution theory explain individual behavior as a result of 

cognitive predisposition towards a specific outcome. Researchers applying the attribution 
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theory look at individuals' tendency to explain success or failure in a specific event as an 

indicator for future performance expectations in for example a project management 

context (Chen & Mykletun, 2015; Standing et al., 2016; Zuber, 2015). The two 

attribution styles - optimistic and depressive - are indicative of an individual's 

predisposition for job performance and satisfaction (Standing et al., 2016). The 

attributions of a person influence the feelings and behavior of others within a team (Chen 

& Mykletun, 2015). The attribution theory can explain why some individuals engage in 

CWB when exposed to negative events (Raman, Sambasivan, & Kumar, 2016; Zuber, 

2015. In comparison, SLT contributes the social learning aspect to all individuals 

regardless of cognitive penchants.  

There are three elements of the attribution theory: (a) personal or situational 

causality, (b) controllability of the behavior, and (c) mitigating circumstances explaining 

the behavior (Wated & Sanchez, 2015; Zuber, 2015). The causality aspect of the 

attribution theory manifests itself in an internal or external cause for an event to take 

place (Wated & Sanchez, 2015). A person causes internal attributions, whereas 

circumstances tribute to external attributions (Wated & Sanchez, 2015). Per the 

attribution theory, if a person is the cause for the event, and the person is in control of his 

or her behavior with the absence of mitigating circumstances, then the person is 

responsible for the deviant behavior (Zuber, 2015). 

Standing et al. (2016) proposed to apply the attribution theory when exploring the 

impact of individual emotions and behaviors on project success. Project participants with 

depressive attribution styles tend to experience a self-serving bias where a negative 
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attitude affects other team members' levels of motivation and performance resulting in 

project failure (Standing et al., 2016). Because attributions are self-perceptions, there will 

always be a degree of personal bias to consider (Zuber, 2015). Similar to the social 

exchange theory, the attribution theory emphasizes the relevance of individual perception 

as a driving factor for CWB. Individuals may fail to recognize their own involvement and 

fault in project failures and place the blame on situational instead of personal factors 

(Zuber, 2015). In order to prevent deviant work behavior, management should encourage 

an organizational climate in which CWB activities do not lead to further CWB activities 

(Zuber, 2015). In addition, members of the organization should receive training to bring 

awareness to personal bias in a CWB situation in an effort to control deviant work 

behavior (Zuber, 2015). Unlike the social exchange theory and the attribution theory, 

SLT does not contribute individual perceptions as a reason for a new behavior. Theorists 

applying the SLT stress observation, imitation, and motivation as a basis for engaging in 

new behavioral patterns. 

Social Disorganization Theory and Social Control Theory 

The concept of social disorganization theory includes environmental explanatory 

factors as the reason for behavioral tendencies. Davis and Holland-Davis (2015) used the 

social disorganization theory to apply a structural explanation to CWB. Often used to 

explain criminality, Davis and Holland-Davis extended the application of the social 

disorganization theory to address organizational conditions triggering counterproductive 

activity. Per the social disorganization theory, characteristics of a community can affect 

the likelihood of deviant behavior (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015; Emerick, Curry, 
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Collins, & Fernando Rodriguez, 2014). Communities with a low-income, transient, and 

racially heterogeneous population are more likely to have a higher crime rate (Davis & 

Holland-Davis, 2015; Klein, Allison, & Harris, 2017). Broken home situations is another 

influential factor causing social disorganization (Klein et al., 2017). These factors cause 

social disorganization, which leaves the population more vulnerable to the influence of 

deviant behavior (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015; Emerick et al., 2014; Klein et al., 2017). 

Unlike the social disorganization theory, SLT does not factor in societal parameters in the 

social learning concept. 

Davis and Holland-Davis (2015) suggested that the same conceptual framework 

used to account for crime rates in communities could explain deviant behavior in a 

corporate context. By identifying characteristics affecting the organizational climate, 

Davis and Holland-Davis applied a social context in the research for what motivates 

deviant workplace behavior. Workplace marginality, high turnover, and employee 

heterogeneity lead to workplace disorganization, which prevents an organization to 

recognize and address CWB (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). Marginal jobs have low 

wages, poor benefits, little career development, inconvenient work schedules, unrealistic 

workloads, or poor employee appreciation (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). Workplaces 

with a high employee turnover struggle to create a committed, connected workforce 

(Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). In a diverse workforce in terms of age, gender, and race, 

employees experience different norms and attitudes to deviant work behavior (Davis & 

Holland-Davis, 2015).  
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In an organizational setting, CWB can have two types of triggers: lack of 

standards and conflict of standards (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). The lack of 

behavioral standards in an organization leaves employees without guidance on how to act 

at work (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). A conflict of standards takes place when there is 

ambiguous communication to employees on how to conduct themselves (Davis & 

Holland-Davis, 2015). Davis and Holland-Davis (2015) pointed out a gap in the existing 

research on deviant workplace behavior where there has been no previous exploration of 

the effectiveness in applying informal and formal control elements as means to address 

CWB. The social disorganization theory and the SLT differ on the aspect of what factors 

trigger CWB. Supporters of the SLT stress observed behavior with rewarding attributes 

as an influence for CWB, whereas social disorganization theorists emphasize societal 

factors and lack of organizational guidance as the driving force behind CWB activities. 

Social control theory is another conceptual framework used by researchers to 

explain why individuals engage in criminal behavior (Donner, Maskaly, & Fridell, 2016; 

Meer & Tolsma, 2014). Donner et al. (2016) applied the social control theory to explain 

deviant behavior in law enforcement communities - police misconduct. Police 

misconduct is an expression of CWB manifested in various behaviors that violate 

department regulations and ethical standards as well as potentially break the law (Donner 

et al., 2016). From a juvenile criminological perspective, social control theorists 

contribute pro-social tendencies to the strength of social control elements such as parents, 

teachers, and other school representatives (Donner et al., 2016). According to the social 

control theory, when individuals feel connected to society, they are less inclined to 
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engage in deviant behavior (Donner et al., 2016; Meer & Tolsma, 2014). Similar to the 

social disorganization theory, the social control theory contributes societal elements as 

influential factors for learning new behaviors. Through the lens of SLT, individuals learn 

new behavior by observing others benefit from their actions. 

There are four elements to the social bond between individuals and their 

community: commitment, involvement, attachment, and belief (Donner et al., 2016). 

Attachment refers to the extent an individual cares about what others think, whereas 

commitment represents an individual's perception of having something to lose or not 

(Donner et al., 2016). The social bonding element of belief represents an individual's 

faith in rules and regulations, whereas involvement refers to the notion that individuals 

occupied with pro-social activities have less time to engage in deviant behavior (Donner 

et al., 2016). Similar to the social control theory, in the social disorganization theory 

formal and informal control elements are essential to prevent deviant behavior (Davis & 

Holland-Davis, 2015; Meer & Tolsma, 2014). Social networks strengthen the informal 

control of a community by connecting neighbors with each other creating an attachment 

(Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). Formal control manifests itself in the social networks' 

ability to engage public resources such as collaborations with local law enforcement 

agencies (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). When the social disorganization theory and the 

social control theory require social control elements to prevent CWB, theorists applying 

the SLT emphasize the motivational aspect as a mean to control unwanted behavior. Per 

the SLT, if the behavior is not beneficial, individuals will not imitate it. 
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The concept of social bonds functioning as a deterrent to deviant activities is 

relevant to occupational counterproductive behavior as well (Donner et al., 2016). 

However, the involvement aspect of social bonding is not applicable as a deterrent to 

CWB in a workplace setting (Donner et al., 2016). The other elements of social bonding - 

attachment, commitment, and belief - are still working as constraints of CWB (Donner et 

al., 2016). Job satisfaction is an example of an indicator of connectedness to the social 

community that the workplace represents (Donner et al., 2016). Donner et al. (2016) 

found in their study that police supervisors with a high level of social bonding were less 

likely to engage in CWB such as running an unauthorized record check, fixing a ticket for 

a friend or relative, or failing to report excessive use of force. Supporters of the social 

control theory use social bonding as discouraging tool for addressing CWB, whereas SLT 

practitioners stress motivation as a way to prevent CWB. 

Transition 

Section 1 of the study began with a description of the background of the problem, 

which is that some project managers lack strategies to prevent CWB in projects that put 

project success at risk. Then, I clarified the problem and purpose statement, followed by 

an account of the nature of the study and the research question. Subsequently, I listed the 

interview questions as well as explained the conceptual framework of the study. After the 

conceptual framework, I covered operational definitions, assumptions, limitations, and 

delimitations of the study. The subsection significance of the study contained two areas: 

contribution to business practice and implications for social change. In the review of the 
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professional and academic literature, I analyzed current literature on CWB and project 

failure. The review also covered theories and concepts relevant to the study problem.  

Section 2 will address the following areas: purpose statement; role of the 

researcher; participants; research method and design; population and sampling; ethical 

research; instruments and technique used during data collection; data organization 

technique; data analysis; reliability; and validity. In Section 3, I will present my findings 

and demonstrate how they apply to professional practice and implications for social 

change. Section 3 will end with recommendations for action and further research. 
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Section 2: The Project 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify what strategies project 

managers use to prevent CWB in projects. In Section 2, I will address the purpose 

statement, the role of the researcher, the selection of participants, the choice of research 

method and design, the data collection and analysis, as well as the reliability and validity 

of the study. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to explore strategies 

project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. The 

population group constituted of project managers who were members of a Project 

Management Institute (PMI) chapter in the southeastern United States, and held a project 

management professional (PMP) certification or an agile certified practitioner (ACP) 

certification. The project managers must have been involved in at least one software 

project completed within the last 5 years. The study’s contribution to social change is that 

because failed software projects are a threat to organizations' financial sustainability, 

increased rates of project success will lead to increased employment opportunities and 

charitable donations to the community. 

Role of the Researcher 

In this multiple case study, I was the data collection instrument, as I interviewed 

PMP or ACP certified project managers using semistructured, open-ended questions and 

reviewed PMI documentation. Case study researchers are directly involved in all aspects 

of data gathering (Boblin, Ireland, Kirkpatrick, & Robertson, 2013; Yu, Abdullah, & 
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Saat, 2014) and data interpretation (McCusker & Gunaydin, 2015). For the past 12 years, 

I have been involved in software projects from a business standpoint as well as an IT 

perspective. Additionally, my roles in the projects have been both that of a participant 

and that of a leader. In my current position, I am a manager of a software engineering 

team responsible for leading development work and projects pertaining to human 

resources applications. Because I was a business analyst early in my career, my 

professional skill set includes retrieving information from users via various means and 

interpreting that data into technical design instructions. In my managerial role, I lead a 

team of nine employees and contractors, which gives me an insight into the procedures of 

project management as well as the motivational aspects of leadership. The leadership, 

data gathering, and analytical abilities served me well as a researcher. My leadership 

experience allowed me to manage and organize my research project efficiently. My 

proficiency in collecting information was applicable to the data-gathering phase, and my 

aptitude for analyzing data was beneficial when reviewing the data and identifying 

themes. 

In this study, the relationship between researcher and participants was limited to 

being members of the same professional organization, PMI. Dush (2012) argued that 

researchers could get too close to participants jeopardizing the authenticity of the study 

because participants' wish to please the researcher, which could result in tainted 

responses. If the study findings are in line with the researcher's expectations, the results 

are obvious; but if the conclusions differ slightly or considerably, then the results are 

interesting or radical (McBeath, 2015). Participants with a close relationship with the 
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researcher could tailor their responses to avoid harming their personal association 

(Dush, 2012). To avoid personal bias during the interview, I was aware of my own 

potential impact on the interview setting and the participant.  

I did not consciously apply any personal bias upon the data gathered and 

analyzed; also, I did not purposely ignore findings not aligned with my expected results. 

Researchers need to be aware of their own impact on the quest for knowledge, caused by 

bias derived from personal experience (Berger, 2015). Still, even on an unconscious 

level, researchers can apply bias when processing information due to cognitive 

expectations derived from ego and opinions (Lloyd & Schweizer, 2014). As a researcher, 

I continuously had to evaluate how my position influenced participants as well as 

analytical conclusions. Known as reflexivity, this exercise of self-evaluation is vital for 

quality qualitative research (Berger, 2015). Research objectivity is essential for obtaining 

a realistic, fact-based comprehension of a study subject (Lloyd & Schweizer, 2014).  

When initially agreeing to contribute to a study, participants are not always aware 

of how that decision could potentially compromise their confidentiality and privacy 

(Johnson, 2014). As a researcher, I needed to keep the participants safe from harm during 

the entire study process and to ensure their responses and identities were kept safe. It is a 

researcher’s responsibility to protect the participants and to safeguard their privacy 

(Johnson, 2014). Only once I had received approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at Walden University and the PMI chapter, I conducted the study. The purpose of 

the IRB is to safeguard the rights of study subjects and to ensure the research procedure is 

not damaging to the participants (McEvenue, Hofer, Lista, & Ahmad, 2016). I followed 
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the research procedures listed in the Belmont report. The principles included in the 

Belmont report constitute the foundation for how ethical researchers conduct their work 

in a responsible way (Marrone, 2016). 

When I interviewed the PMP or ACP certified project managers, I followed a 

predetermined interview protocol to ensure my data were reliable. Even experienced 

interviewers can benefit from interview protocols to ensure best practices strategies are 

applied (Benia, Hauck-Filho, Dillenburg, & Stein, 2015). Using a protocol, the 

interviewers have a quick guide to each step, and they can focus on getting as much 

information out of the participants as possible (Benia et al., 2015). I started the interview 

by introducing myself and describing my background. Next, I explained the rules of the 

interview to the participant. During the main data-gathering phase, I asked open-ended 

questions without any suggestive insinuations. Before ending the interview, I reminded 

the participants about their privacy rights. After the interview was completed, I 

summarized the information shared by the interviewee and asked him or her to confirm I 

had captured it correctly. Researchers refer to this process as member checking and use it 

to assure data saturation (Abma & Stake, 2014; Harvey, 2015). In addition to the 

interviews, I reviewed PMI documentation for what strategies project managers should 

use to prevent CWB in projects. 

Participants 

The purpose of this study was to identify the strategies project managers use to 

prevent CWB in projects. The participants, whose contributions provided information to 

explore this research question, were experienced PMP or ACP certified project managers 
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who were members of a PMI chapter in the southeastern United States. The participants 

had to have completed at least one software project within the last 5 years. The PMP and 

ACP certification requirement ensured that the study participants possessed the required 

experience needed to answer the research question. Professional associations usually 

offer various ways to educate their members on industry best practices and skills required 

for professional development including certification programs (Escoffery et al., 2015). 

Researchers have relied on the expertise of the PMI for exploration of the project 

management field (Bendoly et al., 2010; Escoffery et al., 2015; Mahaney & Lederer, 

2006; Molena & Rovai, 2016; Poston & Richardson, 2011). Project managers with 

credentials supported by professional associations are enforcing industry best practices 

(Bredillet et al., 2015). During the last three decades, the PMI organization has grown 

into a global leadership position concerning project knowledge and has set the standard 

for university curriculum related to project management (Pinto & Winch, 2016). Because 

participants selected for this study were PMP or ACP certified, they were qualified 

contributors for exploring strategies used to prevent CWB in projects that put project 

success at risk. 

The geographical location of the participants was a PMI chapter in the 

southeastern United States area. Researchers have used case studies related to the PMI to 

explore project management topics (Byrne et al., 2014; Porananond & 

Thawesaengskulthai, 2014; Poston & Richardson, 2011). The case study design is 

suitable for exploring the experiences of members of a professional organization 

(Messikomer & Cirka, 2010). To facilitate access to participants, I joined the PMI 
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chapter, contacted the administrators of the local chapter via email, and explained the 

purpose of the study. When I received their approval, I asked if an authorized 

representative of the chapter could send out a notification to the members of the chapter 

inviting them to participate in my study. The email included my personal contact 

information, and the interested parties communicated with me directly without the 

involvement of the PMI chapter. Once I had established the participants' credentials and 

they had agreed to contribute to the proposed study, I sent them an informed consent 

form via email.  

To facilitate the establishment of a working researcher-participant relationship, I 

shared details of my professional and academic background already during the initial 

contact. Additionally, I explained the research question and the reasons why I was 

interested in studying this topic. By sharing personal details, researchers can build 

familiarity and rapport with participants, which will assist the process of information 

sharing (Wang, 2013). Nonetheless, the relationship between researcher and participant is 

explicit, and its nature can jeopardize the study result by being too personal or too distant 

(Haahr, Norlyk, & Hall, 2014). The data quality is dependent on the qualitative 

researcher's ability to balance the researcher-participant relationship while establishing 

trust within ethical boundaries (Haahr et al., 2014). Limiting personal information to 

employment and education history is a way to maintain a professional relationship 

between researcher and participant (Robards, 2013). 
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Research Method and Design 

Beacuse the purpose of this study was to explore CWB preventing strategies via 

interviews and PMI documentation review rather than via measurements of variable 

frequency, the qualitative methodology was the appropriate choice. Qualitative 

researchers focus on the individual lived experiences in a specific context (Lyons et al., 

2013), whereas quantitative researchers use statistics to explain relationships between 

variables (Rasinger, 2013). The study had a case study design, as I used two data sources 

to study a contemporary business problem in a specific situation. Yin (2013) described a 

case study as an in-depth exploration of a specific phenomenon in a real-life setting. 

Multiple data sources allow for a deeper understanding of qualitative research questions 

(Kaczynski, Salmona, & Smith, 2014). 

Research Method 

The three choices for research methods were a qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 

method. The nature of the research question guides what research method and research 

design are appropriate (Kaczynski et al., 2014). In this study, I used the qualitative 

research method to explore what strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in 

projects that put project success at risk. In qualitative studies, the intention of the 

researcher is to gain an in-depth understanding of complex social connections and 

contextualized lived experiences via inductive reasoning (Bhati, Hoyt, & Huffman, 2014; 

Kaczynski et al., 2014; Lyons et al., 2013). Qualitative studies have a focus on the depth 

and quality of the collected data with the purpose of exploring a phenomenon 

(Anyan, 2013). In this study, I explored the lived experiences of projects managers to 
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gain an understanding of what strategies they use to prevent CWB in projects, making the 

qualitative research method the most suitable option. Interviews of a few selected project 

managers, in conjunction with a review of PMI documentation, allowed me to gain a 

deep understanding of the phenomena and draw general conclusions applicable to a wider 

context, hence the selection of the qualitative methodology. 

In quantitative studies, researchers achieve objectivity via detachment and 

distance from the participants, whereas qualitative researchers, aware of their personal 

bias, engage directly with the individuals in the study (Kaczynski et al., 2014). 

Quantitative data has a numeric nature because the purpose for quantitative researchers is 

to explore casual relationships and test hypotheses statistically (Anyan, 2013; Bhati et al., 

2014; Kaczynski et al., 2014; Smith, 2014). The quantitative method was not suitable for 

this study, beacuse I engaged the participants directly with face-to-face interviews to 

explore their lived experiences and not to test any hypotheses. 

Mixed method researchers apply both quantitative and qualitative methods to get 

the best of both approaches (Cameron, Sankaran, & Scales, 2015; Pluye & Hong, 2014). 

In a mixed method study, researchers use qualitative means to explore a phenomenon and 

solidify the findings with quantitative measurements to explain relationships between 

variables (Zhang, De Pablos, & Xu, 2014). The mixed method approach is suitable when 

one method does not suffice to gain a conclusive comprehension of the research topic. In 

this study, the mixed method was not appropriate, because the qualitative method 

adequately addressed the research question.  
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Research Design 

The research design for this qualitative study was a multiple case study, beacuse I 

used several data sources to explore what strategies project managers use to prevent 

CWB in projects. In a case study, the focus is on one or a few research items in a specific 

time and place context, and the researcher generalizes the result when using it to explain 

a larger set of similar items (Baškarada, 2014; Rauch, Doorn, & Hulsink, 2014). The case 

study is a probing exploration of a specific case within its natural setting (Yin, 2013). 

Qualitative researchers have applied the case study design in studies on project 

management, because case studies best highlight underlying reasons for a phenomenon 

(Lappe & Spang, 2014; Vieru & Rivard, 2014). Abma and Stake (2014) argued that the 

meaning of experiences varies based on the perspective in which the researcher analyzes 

them. By using multiple perspectives, or data sources, the case study researcher gets a 

fuller understanding of the case (Abma & Stake, 2014). In this study, I conducted a 

multiple case study of what strategies PMP or ACP certified project managers use to 

prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. The case setting was a PMI 

chapter in the southeastern United States. The case study design was appropriate for this 

study, because it allowed me to explore a contemporary business problem using several 

data sources, interviews of project managers and review of PMI documentation. 

In qualitative studies, data saturation occurs when no more new information 

emerges, or more often when there are no more resources to investigate (Abma & Stake, 

2014). However, the lack of available resources does not necessarily mean the researcher 

has obtained data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Regardless of sample size, the 
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researcher has reached the data saturation point when no new data and no new themes are 

emerging (Abma & Stake, 2014; Fusch & Ness, 2015). One way to reach the data 

saturation point is to do member checks for each participant (Abma & Stake, 2014). With 

member checking, the participants confirm that the researcher has recorded their 

experiences accurately and that the participants have no more data to share (Harvey, 

2015). In this study, I used member checking to ensure no new data or themes were 

emerging, at which point I considered data saturation obtained. After an interview 

concluded, I provided the interviewee with a summary to allow him or her to provide 

additional information, as well as ensure that I did not interpreting anything incorrectly. 

Other qualitative research design options were not suitable for this study, because 

they did not allow for an in-depth exploration of a contemporary business problem in a 

real-life setting using multiple data sources. In the ethnographical design, observation is 

the primary source of data (Pfadenhauer & Grenz, 2015; Spencer, 2014), whereas in the 

study I used interviews and documentation review as data gathering methods. In 

phenomenological studies, the focus is on exploring cognitive meanings of lived 

experiences and individual perceptions using primarily interviews (MacKenzie, Baadjies, 

& Seedat, 2015; Toprak & Genc-Kumtepe, 2014; Ziakas & Boukas, 2014). Because I 

used multiple data sources in the study, the phenomenological design was not 

appropriate. Storytelling is the primary data gathering technique in narrative research 

(Molloy, 2015; Paschen & Ison, 2014; Wang, Koh, & Song, 2015). Because the data 

gathering technique was not storytelling, the narrative research design was not fitting for 

this study. 
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Population and Sampling 

The population for this study was project managers who were members of a PMI 

chapter located in the southeastern United States. To be included as a potential 

participant, the project manager had to meet the following criteria: (a) have an active 

PMP or ACP certification and (b) completed at least one software project within the last 

5 years. By signing the consent form, participants confirmed that they met the required 

criteria for the study. Through this population, I strived to investigate what strategies 

project manager use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. 

For this study, the sampling selection was purposeful as this sampling method is 

common in qualitative case studies (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg, & McKibbon, 2015). The 

purposeful sampling method allows for a deliberate selection of participants who are 

likely to have knowledge or experience of the phenomenon in which the researcher is 

interested (Bungay, Oliffe, & Atchison, 2016). Additionally, via purposeful sampling, the 

researcher can ensure the participants are sufficiently diverse (Ford et al., 2016). I 

purposely selected project managers with PMP or ACP certification who were members 

of the PMI chapter in the southeastern United States and completed a software project 

within the last 5 years. 

In case studies, the sample size may vary from less than ten participants 

(Chowthi-Williams, Curzio, & Lerman, 2016) to more than ten interviewees (Abbott, 

Fuji, & Galt, 2015; Hart & Warren, 2015). In a study, the sample size is an important 

factor that can affect the reliability level of the results (Tharenou, 2015). Still, large 

sample sizes do not necessarily increase the level of accuracy in a data set (Morris, Vesk, 
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McCarthy, Bunyavejchewin, & Baker, 2015). Having fewer than 10 interview 

participants can be sufficient, because in qualitative research the focus is more on the 

quality of the data, the wealth of information from the interviewee, and the nature of the 

study than the size of the study population (Dworkin, 2012; Guest, Namey, & McKenna, 

2017; Roy, Zvonkovic, Goldberg, Sharp, & LaRossa, 2015). For this study, I interviewed 

ten PMP or ACP certified project managers who were members of a PMI chapter in the 

southeastern United States. 

I achieved data saturation when no new data or no new themes were emerging 

(Fusch & Ness, 2015), and when the findings linked together to form a holistic view of 

the research topic (Finfgeld-Connett, 2014). In qualitative research, a large sample size 

with a lot of information may hinder the discovery of data themes and the achievement of 

data saturation as the data analysis process becomes very complex (Roy et al., 2015). For 

qualitative researchers, a challenge before even beginning the study is to estimate an 

adequate sample size that will reach data saturation (Marshall, Cardon, Poddar, & 

Fontenot, 2013). 

For the study, I determined the criteria for study participation based on the 

objective of the research question. The research question for this study was to explore 

strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at 

risk. To be unambiguous, the researcher should explicitly define the criteria for 

participation, as this will strengthen the validity of the study (Bungay et al., 2016; 

Gentles et al., 2015). In addition to the inclusion requirements, the researcher should also 

establish criteria to exclude participants from the study (Ogden, 2014). Yet, inclusion and 
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exclusion criteria too ardent in nature could be a cause of bias in the study (Lepage et al., 

2016). To avoid selection bias and to ensure a diverse study population, the researcher 

should not exclude otherwise eligible participants perceived to have less relevant 

information and experience than other more information-rich participants (Crocker et al., 

2015).  

By insisting that the participants were PMP or ACP certified, I ensured that the 

study participants were experienced project managers. The PMI organization is 

continuously engaged in research of the project management field (Escoffery et al., 2015; 

Molena & Rovai, 2016) and its certification programs embody the methodology and 

procedures produced by the study findings (Bredillet et al., 2015). The PMP or ACP 

certification ensured the participants had the relevant background to contribute to the 

study of what strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project 

success at risk. 

I interviewed the participants in a private setting where they felt at ease sharing 

personal experiences. Interviewing, on a one-on-one basis, is a proven method for getting 

participants to share personal experiences that are private or confidential in nature 

(Abbott et al., 2015). In a case study by Pallas, Khuat, Le, and Ruger (2015), participants 

selected the interview locations. In other qualitative studies, the researchers made sure the 

interview location felt private and safe for the participant, allowing sensitive or personal 

experiences to be more easily shared (Harris, Boggiano, Nguyen, & Pham, 2013; Johnson 

& Easterling, 2015)  



65 

 

Ethical Research 

An informed consent form is a tool that researchers use to make project 

participants aware about their rights as study subjects as well as gain consent to partake 

in the study (Schrems, 2014). The informed consent form used in this study included a 

brief description of the study topic and sample interview questions as well as what the 

participants could expect from the researcher regarding expectations, protection, and 

payment. Once I had established that the participant met the criteria, I emailed a copy of 

the informed consent form to the participant. Not until I had received an email back that 

the participant consented, did I schedule the interview. 

At any time before the data analysis phase, the participants could withdraw from 

the study without any repercussions by sending me an email. To build trust between 

researcher and participant, there should be a clear understanding of the inform consent 

process as well as the ability to withdraw participation without any harm (Drake, 2013). 

Upon study completion, each participant will receive the abstract via email.  

To protect the confidentiality of the participants, I used code names so no one can 

deduce their identity. Unique identifiers are a tool to maintain the anonymity of 

participants (Welsh, Nelson, Walsh, Palmer, & Vos, 2014). After the study completed, I 

will keep the research data and the participant information confidential. In addition, I did 

not deliberately fabricate or misinterpret data to fit into the study. As participants are 

concerned about private and sensitive data falling into the wrong hands, researchers must 

be protective from both a procedural and practical point of view (Johnson, 2014). I abode 

by all research requirements per the Walden University IRB. The Walden IRB approval 
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number is 03-07-18-0317359. I will keep all research data, including audio recordings, on 

an external hard drive in a locked safe, for 5 years. After the 5 years, I will destroy all 

research data. 

Data Collection Instruments 

For this qualitative, multiple case study, I was the primary data collection tool for 

exploring what strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects. Functioning 

as human instruments, qualitative researchers are directly involved in the data collection 

procedure resulting in control of direction and interpretation (Kaczynski et al., 2014). 

Because qualitative researchers are active agents in the data gathering procedure, data 

collection methods, such as interviews, provide researchers with the opportunity to get a 

personal feeling for the participants and their environment (Mansfield, 2014). When 

qualitative researchers gather data, they strive to establish a personal yet unbiased 

relationship with the participant (Hedlund, Börjesson, & Österberg, 2015). I engaged 

directly with the participants of this study to get a personal feeling for their lived 

experiences as project managers. 

For data sources, I used semistructured interviews with open-ended questions 

(Appendix A) in addition to review of PMI documentation. In case studies, interviews are 

a common choice of method to gather data, because it helps solidify themes emerging 

from other sources (Hedlund et al., 2015). For interviews to function as an effective data 

gathering tool, the researcher should use semistructured, open-ended questions which will 

allow the participants to share what they feel is important (Hart & Warren, 2015; Riera et 

al., 2014). One advantage of interviews is that the researcher can ask the participant to 
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elaborate on vague statements or topics about which the interviewer suspects the 

interviewee has more to contribute (Gastmyer & Pruitt, 2014; Hart & Warren, 2015).  

The interviewer should primarily take a listening role and let the participant freely 

share what they feel is relevant for answering the questions in order to take best 

advantage of the open-ended nature of the questions (Gastmyer & Pruitt, 2014; Hart & 

Warren, 2015; McIntosh & Morse, 2015). The idea behind semistructured interviews 

with open-ended questions is to get the participants to share their perceptions relevant to 

the research topic enabling researchers to understand lived experiences (McIntosh & 

Morse, 2015). In qualitative studies, project management researchers have utilized 

semistructured interviews as a data-gathering tool (Hodgson & Paton, 2016; Pinto, 2014). 

In this study, I used semistructured, open-ended interview questions to get project 

managers to share freely their lived experiences on the strategies project managers use to 

prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. 

In addition to interviews, the other data source in this case study was review of 

PMI documentation. Review of organizational documentation is a common data source in 

case studies on project management topics (Wiewiora, Trigunarsyah, Murphy, & Coffey, 

2013). Data from organizational documentation can constitute a detailed and solid 

account of a case when used in conjunction with interviews (Gillespie, Dietz, & Lockey, 

2014). Besides the actual content, documentation may also reveal details regarding 

organizational communication strategies as well as organizational self-images 

(Hungerford, 2014). By using interviews with projects managers and review of PMI 

documentation, I gained an in-depth understanding of my case study of what strategies 
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project managers in a PMI chapter use to prevent CWB from putting project success at 

risk. 

Once I received IRB approval from Walden University and the participating PMI 

chapter, I started collecting data for the study. A representative of the PMI chapter in the 

southeastern United States sent a request to all members of the chapter to participate in 

the study. Interested members replied to me directly, and I determined if they met the 

participation criteria. If the requirements were satisfied, I emailed the participant the 

consent form for review and signature. The participants returned their signed consent 

form via email. Once I had received the consent from a participant, I scheduled the 

interview. Kuah, Wong, and Tiwari (2013) indicated that a well-structured data collection 

plan could save time and money for the researcher. Stratton (2016) stressed the 

importance of a well-defined data collection plan for qualitative studies. To ensure 

academic rigor, the researcher should develop the data collection strategy carefully 

(Tickle-Degnen, 2013).  

Data collection instruments and data analysis strategies are vital components for 

ensuring reliability and validity in a study (Zhou & Baptista Nunes, 2013). Given its 

humanistic nature, academic rigor in qualitative research is determined differently than in 

quantitative studies (Houghton, Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). Member checking is a 

common tool for enhancing reliability and validity in qualitative case studies (Houghton 

et al., 2013). In this study, I ascertained reliability and validity via member checking. 

After I concluded an interview, I emailed a summary of the transcription to the 

participant. The participant could determine if my interpretation was in accordance with 



69 

 

his or her own perception of the data provided during the interview. Via member 

checking, the researcher gets an opportunity to extract more information from the 

participants by allowing them to review and provide feedback to their own interview 

summary (Abma & Stake, 2014). Boblin et al. (2013) indicated that member checking 

increases the credibility of the data and therefore strengthens the reliability and the 

validity levels of the study. 

Data Collection Technique 

Once Walden University provided IRB approval, I commenced with the face-to-

face interviews using the questions listed in Appendix A. Semistructured interviews are 

the cornerstone in the data gathering process for quality qualitative research (Campbell & 

Göritz, 2014; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). Interviews are a common mean for 

collecting data in case studies (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014). 

By interviewing the participants face-to-face, I was be able to build a personal 

relationship with the project managers allowing them to feel comfortable to share their 

insights on what strategies they use to prevent CWB in projects. Liu and Wang (2015) 

indicated that respondents are more inclined to provide honest answers during face-to-

face interviews. Researchers can provide motivation and clarification to participants via 

the interaction in face-to-face interviews, (Simmons & Bobo, 2015). The quality of the 

interview data is heavily dependent on how the researcher and participant interact in 

person (Chen, Lei, Li, Huang, & Mu, 2015).  

The interview locations varied based on the participant's preference. Jhang and 

Lynch (2015) concluded that the choice of interview location influences the respondent's 
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willingness to participate. The atmosphere of the location will affect how keen 

participants are to share private or sensitive details in response to the interview questions 

(Mellor, Ingram, Abrahams, & Beedell, 2014). Pinsky (2015) indicated that the choice of 

location is vital for the quality of data provided during the interview. 

The interviews with the project managers took up to 60 minutes. Holmberg, 

Farahani, and Witt (2016) indicated that 30 minutes is the minimum length for 

semistructured interviews in qualitative studies. Knight, Worrall, and Rose (2015) 

demonstrated that in semistructured interviews 30 minutes is enough time for participants 

to share their insights. Though interview times may vary, semistructured interviews 

average 30 minutes (Chipchase et al., 2014).  

I recorded the interview with the participant's permission. Knight et al. (2015) 

indicated that in qualitative studies recording is a common mean to document the 

interview. Recording an interview will allow researchers to retrieve details provided by 

the participant after the session is over (McIntosh & Morse, 2015), and researchers can 

use the recording to analyze the collected data thoroughly (Drabble, Trocki, Salcedo, 

Walker, & Korcha, 2015). 

The quality of qualitative research depends on the researchers' own ability to stay 

neutral and unbiased (Chen et al., 2015). Personal bias during interviews is a threat to an 

academically sound data collection process (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014). Cronin (2014) 

indicated that in case studies, researchers have to stay unbiased and neutral when 

gathering data. Because of the human interaction aspect in face-to-face interviews, 

respondents may be less willing to share opinions they know are controversial or 
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contradictory to the researcher's own beliefs (Liu & Wang, 2015). Participants may not 

be truthful in their responses in order to avoid a negative reaction from the interviewer 

(Liu & Wang, 2015). Simmons and Bobo (2015) indicated that social attitudes might 

influence interviewees' responses when facing the researcher. To keep the interaction 

positive, interview participants may attempt to please the interviewer by adjusting their 

responses (Cronin, 2014). During the interviews with the project managers, I remained 

unbiased to allow the interviewees to share their insights on the research topic without 

judgment, thus encouraging honest answers. 

Along with interviews, I collected data from published PMI documentation on 

how project managers can prevent CWB in projects. In case studies, documentation is a 

common way to corroborate findings from other data sources (De Massis & Kotlar, 

2014). Wiewiora et al. (2013) indicated that via organizational documentation the 

researcher could gain a deeper understanding of the study subject. Qualitative researchers 

can utilize documentation to solidify a holistic understanding of data gathered from 

multiple sources (Gillespie et al., 2014). Interviews and review of PMI documentation 

allowed me to explore the research question from multiple perspectives. 

The quality of the data collected via documentation is dependent on the 

availability of the documents as well as how the researcher determines what documents 

to include (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014). Gillespie et al. (2014) indicated that case study 

researchers could be limited to the type of documentation made available by the 

participating organization. When documentary data contradicts findings from other data 

sources, the researchers have to consider if additional, unavailable documents could have 
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yielded a different result (Hungerford, 2014). I reviewed all PMI documentation available 

to me to get a holistic and honest understanding of the research topic. 

Utilizing member checking after a completed interview, I provided each 

participant with a summarized account of the data provided during their session. This 

gave the interviewees opportunity to correct any misrepresentation I might have 

inadvertently stated in the summary. Boblin et al. (2013) stated that member checking 

strengthens the credibility of a case study by having participants review the researcher's 

description of the information provided during the interview. Member checking is an 

important aspect of solidifying study findings (Abma & Stake, 2014). By reviewing a 

summary of the interview, respondents can confirm that the researcher has accurately 

depicted their insights (Houghton et al., 2013). 

Data Organization Technique 

First, I transcribed the interviews using Microsoft Word. Then, I copied the 

information to Microsoft Excel to organize and code the data. Ose (2016) presented an 

academically proven process to efficiently organize and code interview data using 

Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel. By using basic functionality in easily accessible 

office programs, researchers can structure, code and analyze qualitative data in a 

low-cost, simple, yet efficient way (Ose, 2016). Microsoft Office programs are suitable 

data organization tools for qualitative researchers (De Felice & Janesick, 2015; Moylan, 

Derr, & Lindhorst, 2015).  

With the participant responses transcribed and coded, I organized and categorized 

the data in reoccurring themes. When analyzing interview data, researchers may 
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categorize data with similar meaning into main themes with several subthemes for a 

comprehensive understanding of the information (Ose, 2016). Cooper, Courtney-Pratt, 

and Fitzgerald (2015) indicated that during the analysis phase researchers continuously 

develop data categories as additional findings emerge. While building their understanding 

of the dataset, qualitative researchers may review interview data several times using 

various theme-based perspectives (Lovatt et al., 2015). 

To keep the participants' identities anonymous, I applied unique identifiers while 

coding the responses: participant 1 as P1, participant 2 as P2 etc. For ethical researchers, 

keeping respondents' information and responses confidential is crucial (Morse & 

Coulehan, 2015). In qualitative research, disguising the names of participants is a 

common way to preserve privacy (Morse & Coulehan, 2015). Reuter, Ludwig, Kaufhold, 

and Spielhofer (2016) indicated that qualitative researchers might tag responses with 

unique identifiers as an aid in organizing and safekeeping data. By utilizing identifiers as 

a way to ensure privacy, researcher can convince hesitant respondents to contribute to the 

study (Raymond-Flesch, Siemons, Pourat, Jacobs, & Brindis, 2014). 

During this study, I kept a research journal to help organizing thoughts and 

reflections emerging during the data collection and analysis phases. Reflective journals 

constitute a mean for qualitative researchers to record impressions and findings while 

gathering data (Young & MacPhail, 2015). Successful researchers engage in journaling 

and constant critical evaluation of themselves, the participants, and the data (Cowan, 

2014). The reflective and analytical nature of the journal writing deepens researchers' 

comprehension of the study topic (Wyatt & Márquez, 2016). I store the collected data on 
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several external hard drives as backups. All external hard drives will be stored in a 

fireproof safe for 5 years, after which I will destroy them. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative researchers analyze data gathered during interviews to identify 

emerging themes (St. Pierre & Jackson, 2014). To achieve methodological triangulation, 

I (a) interviewed PMP certified project managers, (b) interviewed ACP certified project 

managers, and (c) reviewed PMI documentation. Using multiple data collection sources 

provides researchers with a comprehensive understanding of the same phenomenon while 

applying methodological triangulation (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & 

Neville, 2014; Joslin & Müller, 2016). Qualitative researchers employing methodological 

triangulation can compare emerging themes from different sources strengthening study 

accuracy (Braaf, Riley, & Manias, 2015). 

Qualitative researchers analyze data to discover themes that can answer their 

research question (Yin, 2014). In this study, the objective of data analysis was to discover 

what strategies project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success 

at risk. PMP and ACP certifications represented different approaches to achieve project 

success. The documentation review included published PMI material such as the Book of 

Knowledge (PMBOK) and practice guides. Themes discovered during data analysis 

provide a framework for addressing the research question (Houghton, Murphy, Shaw, & 

Casey, 2015). 

Data analysis followed the 5 stages described by Yin's methodology for 

qualitative analysis: compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and 
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concluding data (Vale, Branco, & Ribeiro, 2016). I used Microsoft Word and Excel to 

compile, disassemble, and reassemble the interview data into meaningful themes. Per Ose 

(2016), standard office programs come equipped with functionality ideal for organizing 

and coding qualitative research data. Moylan et al. (2015) list Microsoft Office programs 

as a viable, cheaper alternative to expensive data analysis programs. Qualitative 

researchers many times disregard Microsoft Excel® as mean for organizing and code data 

despite its vast capacity for arranging information (De Felice & Janesick, 2015).  

Per Yin's data analysis methodology, the next step was to interpret the themes and 

their meaning (Vale et al., 2016). I made sense of the data themes within the context 

defined by the business problem. In this study, the business problem was that project 

managers lack strategies to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. 

Finally, I drew conclusions addressing the research question, by examining the 

relationship between the themes established during the interpretation step (Houghton et 

al., 2015). The conclusions were fundamental for answering the research question. 

Results from the data analysis steps form the basis for understanding the findings of the 

research study (Cooper et al., 2015). I analyzed the data using the methodology of SLT as 

the conceptual framework. By examining strategies used by project managers to prevent 

CWB in projects through the lens of SLT, I compared and analyzed the gathered data 

using a relevant model to answer the research question. 

Reliability and Validity 

In qualitative studies, the terms reliability and validity refer to the characteristics 

of the findings (Fan, 2013). The qualitative researcher explores individual experiences to 
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explain a particular phenomenon. Hence, the collected data has to be a true depiction of 

the individuals' view and experiences for the study results to be credible (Cronin, 2014). 

The academic rigor of a qualitative study depends on its level of trustworthiness 

(Houghton et al., 2013). The most common model used by qualitative researches for 

ensuring trustworthiness is the criteria applied by Lincoln and Guba (Houghton et al., 

2013). The model has four aspects: (a) credibility, (b) dependability, (c) confirmability, 

and (d) transferability (Cope, 2014; Morse, 2015). 

Reliability 

The term reliability refers to the extent research findings can be easily replicated 

(Morse, 2015). As reliability is a quantitative measurement, qualitative researchers use 

dependability to demonstrate trustworthiness in a study (Elo et al., 2014; Houghton et al., 

2013). Dependability pertains to the reliability of the data over time and in different 

contexts (Cope, 2014; Elo et al., 2014). Qualitative researchers can use various strategies 

to ensure dependability such as applying member checking and using case study 

protocols (Cope, 2014; Cronin, 2014). Member checking is a common tool to solidify 

research findings (Abma & Stake, 2014). Interview protocols can increase the level of 

reliable data obtained from participants (Benia et al., 2015). 

Qualitative researchers can link dependability and confirmability together because 

the means to establish them is similar (Houghton et al., 2013). Confirmability refers to 

the objectivity of the researcher and the absence of personal bias in a study (Cope, 2014; 

Morse, 2015). The study findings need to be firmly rooted in the participant data without 

any part invented by the researcher (Elo et al., 2014). In addition to member checking, 
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researchers can use a reflective journal to create an audit trail ensuring confirmability by 

avoiding bias (Cope, 2014; Morse, 2015). Reflective journals constitute a tool for 

qualitative researchers to record observations, analytical findings, and emerging themes 

throughout the study process (Young & MacPhail, 2015). 

In this study, I utilized interview protocol, member checking, and reflective 

journaling to establish dependability and confirmability. For each interview, I followed 

the same interview protocol (Appendix A) to use the same data collection method, used 

the same introduction, and asked the same questions. In qualitative case studies, a 

rigorous interview protocol will increase the reliability of the findings (Cronin, 2014; 

Enguidanos, Coulourides Kogan, Schreibeis-Baum, Lendon, & Lorenz, 2015). After the 

interview, I sent a synthesis of the transcription to the participant to validate that my 

interpretation was correct and contained all information the participant wanted to share. 

With member checking, the interviewees have the opportunity to confirm the accuracy of 

the researcher's depiction of their experiences (Harvey, 2015). Throughout the research 

process, I used a reflective journal to gather insights about collected data, emerging 

themes, and analytical decisions. 

Validity 

Quantitative researchers strive to ascertain academic rigor via validity whereas 

qualitative researchers focus on credibility and trustworthiness (Cope, 2014). The level of 

trustworthiness in a qualitative study is imperative for ensuring academic rigor 

(Houghton et al., 2013). Qualitative researchers use the model by Lincoln and Guba to 

assess trustworthiness: (a) credibility, (b) dependability, (c) confirmability, and 
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(d) transferability (Cope, 2014; Houghton et al., 2013; Morse, 2015). Credibility refers to 

the level of believability of the study findings (Houghton et al., 2013), and the 

appropriateness of the selected methodology, processing, and sampling design (Leung, 

2015). Methods to ensure credibility include triangulation and member checking (Berger, 

2015; Houghton et al., 2013; Morse, 2015). Credibility refers to internal validity whereas 

transferability pertains to external validity (Morse, 2015). How well study findings apply 

to other contexts or groups is the key factor determining transferability or generalizability 

(Elo et al., 2014; Houghton et al., 2013; Leung, 2015). Transferability refers to with what 

details the researcher describes the participant selection and data gathering process so 

other scholars can replicate the study in a different context getting the same results 

(Elo et al., 2014). Confirmability pertains to the degree of objectivity in the researcher 

and the absence of personal bias in a study (Cope, 2014; Morse, 2015). 

Data saturation is an import aspect of data rigor and validity. When the 

interviewees were giving the same answers as I had already collected, and no new 

information was emerging from the responses, I had achieved data saturation. In studies, 

the researcher has reached the data saturation point when no new data and no new themes 

are emerging (Abma & Stake, 2014; Fusch & Ness, 2015). I applied member checking to 

ensure data saturation. Each interviewee received a summarized version of the interview 

to certify I had captured the data correctly and gave the interviewee the opportunity to 

provide more information. Abma and Stake (2014) list member checking as a mean to 

reach the data saturation point. Researchers accomplish data saturation when no new 

themes are emerging (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Houghton et al., 2013). I continued to 
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interview participants until there was a redundancy in the collected data and no new 

discoveries were apparent. 

In addition to member checking, I applied methodological triangulation to achieve 

credibility in this study. I (a) interviewed PMP certified project managers, (b) interviewed 

ACP certified project managers, and (c) reviewed organizational documentation. 

Qualitative researchers strengthen study accuracy by employing methodological 

triangulation comparing emerging themes from different sources (Braaf et al., 2015). I 

ensured transferability with thick and rich descriptions of the study participants and the 

research context. Readers are able to determine for themselves the level of 

generalizability in my study. The trustworthiness of study findings depends on the 

availability of rich, appropriate, and well-saturated data (Elo et al., 2014).  

Transition and Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore what strategies project 

managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. Selected via 

purposeful sampling, the participants were PMP or ACP certified project managers who 

had completed at least one software project within the last 5 years. The data collection 

methods consisted of conducting semistructured interviews and reviewing published PMI 

material. I used Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Word to organize, code, and analyze the 

data. Methods to ensure study reliability and validity included following an interview 

protocol, member checking, reflective journaling, and applying methodological 

triangulation. 
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Section 2 included a discussion of the role of the researcher, the selection of 

participants, the choice of research method and design, the data collection and analysis, 

and the reliability and validity of the study. In Section 3, I will address (a) the 

presentation of findings, (b) the application to professional practice, (c) the implications 

for social change, (d) the recommendations for action and future research. To conclude, I 

will summarize the study and present my conclusions. 
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to explore strategies 

project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. CWB 

activities are difficult to detect before the harm is done (Bowling & Lyons, 2015; Klotz & 

Buckley, 2013). The consequences for not preventing and addressing CWB include lost 

revenue, missed opportunities, and reduced productivity (Ahmad & Omar, 2014; 

Al-A’wasa, 2018; Bowling & Lyons, 2015; Tuna et al., 2016) 

The ten participants were PMP or ACP certified project managers who had 

completed at least one software project within the last 5 years. The data collection 

methods consisted of conducting semistructured interviews and reviewing published PMI 

material. I used Microsoft Word and Excel to analyze and compile the data. Five themes 

emerged from the findings: (a) participant communication, (b) proactive planning, (c) 

personal impact, (d) participant engagement, and (e) issue management. The themes 

constitute the strategies the project managers use to prevent CWB in projects. 

Presentation of the Findings 

The research question for this study was as follows: What strategies do project 

managers use to prevent counterproductive work behavior in projects that put project 

success at risk? I collected data for this study via interviews of PMI-certified project 

managers and review of published PMI documentation. The PMI documentation 

consisted of the Agile Practice Guide (PMI, 2017a) and A Guide to the Project 

Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK guide; PMI, 2017b). Using Microsoft Word 
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and Excel, I analyzed and compiled the data into meaningful themes and sub-themes. I 

categorized the strategies into 5 themes: (a) participant communication, (b) proactive 

planning, (c) personal impact, (d) participant engagement, and (e) issue management. I 

will discuss the findings derived from the interviews along with the results from the 

documentation review. The discussion will also cover findings related to CWB activities 

and the efficiency of the strategies. To avoid confusion with the term project participant, I 

refer to the individual interviewees as P1-P10. 

Theme 1: Participant Communication 

The concept of participant communication covers (a) expectations, (b) status 

reporting, (c) explanations, and (d) communication tools (see Table 1). Communication is 

crucial for successful IT project managers (Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018). In the agile 

project methodology, the idea of servant leadership includes the team members needing 

an understanding of the purpose of the project (PMI, 2017a). Agile project managers 

gather the team around the purpose of the project (PMI, 2017a). When participants are 

aware of project objectives and everyone's area of responsibility, it leads to increased 

project success (Aga et al., 2016). Without a common goal, project participants are more 

inclined to engage in CWB (Brimecombe et al., 2014). If employees do not understand 

organizational decisions impacting their work responsibilities, it can trigger CWB 

(Al-A’wasa, 2018). Explaining the purpose of the project is key in agile project 

management (PMI, 2017a). 
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Table 1 
 
Theme 1: Participant Communication 

Subtheme 
 

Response frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Clear expectations 9 90% 
Reporting 7 70% 
Explain why 7 70% 
Communication tools 6 60% 

 

Nine out of ten interviewees (90%) stressed the importance of having clear 

expectations as a mean for preventing CWB. In the interviews, the participants discussed 

various aspects of clear expectations: (a) be on the same page, (b) manage expectation, 

and (c) be transparent. Without guidance from management on what to expect, employees 

are left without proper direction (Davis & Holland-Davis, 2015). With all project 

participants knowing the purpose of the project, they can assess on an individual level 

how each person can contribute to the project success (PMI, 2017a). 

In an application development context, P1 stressed the importance of the 

developer needing a clear understanding of the purpose of the application to avoid wasted 

efforts. P5 explained the importance of bringing everyone involved with a project, 

including direct reports to the project participants, together on the same page via an 

online communication depository. P3 talked about awareness and responsibility: 

Make sure everybody is aware up front as to what you are going to deliver, how 

you are going to deliver it, who the proper roles are in a project, and if there are 

any issues, who really is in charge of making the decisions. 
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IT project managers need to be effective communicators to ensure successful 

projects (Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018). P5 agreed with the general perception that project 

managers spend most of their time communicating. Transparency is vital for successful 

change management in an organization because it reduces disruptiveness caused by the 

change (PMI, 2017a). Project managers can discourage strategic misrepresentation by 

being transparent with project estimates and timelines (Naess et al., 2015). Organizational 

transparency could moderate the effects of CWB (Cohen, 2016). P8 talked both about 

setting expectations and being transparent stating that “if you are transparent and 

straightforward with folks, it is really appreciated.” P8 blamed the lack of established 

expectations for project participants falling short because they would not know what they 

should be striving towards to do a good job. P5 explained how managing expectations 

ties into a successful end result: 

What is this individual's expectation? In the part of project success and how can I 

help manage that? If it is off line, if it is not aligned with project success, how can 

I manage? How can I help bring him back into alignment so they are now in flow 

with the rest of the team for the success of the project? 

Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) stressed the importance of explaining to the 

project participants why things are done a certain way. P2 stated, “the most important 

thing to me is always explain the goal or the intent of why we are doing something.” P1 

explained that changes are sometimes outside the project manager’s control. In those 

situations, P1 explained the circumstances for the change to ease tension amongst the 

participants. P7 talked about how not explaining the value of a project can trigger CWB: 
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Another technique is to describe the value of why you are doing all this and the 

outcomes and a lot of times people do not. Then there is resistance to trying new 

things and change. Then of course recognizing and announcing to people about 

the success of the change. 

P7 talked about setting expectations with the participants on what they will be 

doing on the project to ensure the right persons are in the right positions. P7 emphasized 

that it could mean giving a participant a new role. Setting expectations about one’s role 

and responsibility ties into the theme of proactive planning and having the right resources 

on the project.  

Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) used reporting as a means to prevent CWB in 

their projects. Strategic misrepresentation of project documentation and reporting is 

detrimental to a project manager’s ability to successfully govern a project, and can take 

place anytime during a project (Pinto, 2014). Having meetings with engaged participants 

is a way for agile project managers to strengthen the level of teamwork (PMI, 2017a). 

Through project reporting, stakeholders and participants share information relevant to the 

project (PMI, 2017b). P6 talked about the importance of kick-off meetings to establish 

project roles and responsibilities, so everybody knows from the start what is going on. P6 

stressed that a project manager needs to follow up with scheduled periodic meetings to 

continue to enforce the message. To increase accuracy, P2 made participants provide 

status updates with specific percentage milestones (10%, 25%, 50%, 75%, or 90%) 

because “everything else in between that really does not matter.” 
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Six out of ten interviewees (60%) talked about different ways they ensure 

efficient communication with a project. A communication management plan establishes 

planning, implementation, and monitoring of project communication to ensure 

effectiveness (PMI, 2017b). P3 explained that in large projects a communication plan is 

established from the very beginning. The communication plan tailors to the various 

audiences and types of communication involved in the project. Also, P5 talked about 

agreeing on communication lines and who communicates what to whom. P5 linked 

efficient communication with increased trust amongst project participants. P5 

distinguished between over- and under-communicating in a project and considered both 

areas a concern for project managers. P5 described over-communication as participants 

derailing conversations or going off topic in status meetings, and under-communication 

as participants reluctant to provide any updates at all. To address these communication 

issues, P5 stressed that project managers have to identify these behaviors early on and 

address them by managing participants’ level of participation in status meetings. Early 

detection of issues ties into the theme of issue management and project managers needing 

to be aware of potential issues.  

Theme 2: Proactive Planning 

With proactive planning, project managers can prevent CWB from putting project 

success at risk. Insufficient project management practices can cause failure in projects 

(Jørgensen, 2016). To ensure that the team does not overcommit, agile project managers 

plan for the coming cycle, deliver, and evaluate the results before planning for the next 

cycle (PMI, 2017a). Under the theme proactive planning, seven subthemes emerged from 
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the findings: (a) contractors, (b) training, (c) right resources, (d) lessons learned, (e) pay 

for performance, (f) change format, and (g) change contingency (see Table 2).  

Table 2 
 
Theme 2: Proactive Planning 

Subtheme 
 

Response frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Contractors 5 50% 
Training 5 50% 
Right resources 3 30% 
Lesson learned 3 30% 
Pay for performance 2 20% 
Change format 1 10% 
Change contingency 1 10% 

 

Half of the interviewees (50%) talked about using contractors as well as providing 

training as ways to prevent CWB in projects. According to P2, the advantage of using 

external resources is that if the vendor signed a contract that this work should be done by 

a specific time, the vendor could add more resources to meet the deadline. P2 continued 

that if a project only includes internal resources, a project manager cannot always easily 

add resources to a project due to budget and resource constraints. P3 talked about the 

challenges of changing vendors if they were not to work out, as that becomes a 

contractual issue. P3 pointed out faulty third-party technology as a threat to project 

success:  

You are halfway down a project then you realize that the technology is not going 

to do it. We have at that time changed how we are approaching the project which 

is certainly impacting the dollars and the time. We have actually dragged this 
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thing out, not doing the implementation according to what the original estimation 

was. Because we could not. The vendor was not able to deliver. We encountered 

things no one knew of at the time. 

P5 and P9 stressed the importance of effective communication between 

contractors and the employees on the project team. P5 recommended early in a project 

determining responsibility and establishing the communication channels to avoid 

confusion about what is reported to whom by whom at what time. In project teams with 

contractors in different time zones, P9 suggested rotating the timing of the status 

meetings so not just one team gets the uncomfortable start time. P9 recommended 

altering the schedule, so the meetings are held both in the morning and in the evening. 

Training as a technique to prevent CWB refers not just to expanding participants’ 

skill set. Training can prevent future CWB activities. Training for project managers can 

raise the awareness of CWB and the impact of personal bias (Zuber, 2015). P6 talked 

about providing training to participants as a response to CWB if the participants did 

something they should not have because they did not know better. P7 stated that training 

sessions are a way to refresh everybody on what is coming. P1 pointed out that project 

managers need training as well to handle different situations and personalities. P2 

stressed that a project team moving to the agile methodology needs training to understand 

the new concept of application development and rapid releases. P5 explained that every 

quarterly review meeting with all project teams includes a training session covering a 

topic relevant to issues the teams are faced with at the moment such as risk management, 

time management, and contract management. P5 use this strategy to improve participant 
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behavior as well as provide training: “I look for the trends that are off-setting our goals, 

and then try to use that on a quarterly basis.” 

Three out of ten interviewees (30%) talked about having the right resources on a 

team as well as using lessons learned sessions to avoid repeating mistakes in future 

projects. P3 and P6 talked about the necessity of having experienced resources. P3 stated 

that project managers depend on “the experience of the resource” to achieve project 

success. By looking at failed projects, project managers can learn valuable lessons for 

ensuring project success (Dunkley & Franklin, 2017; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). Instead 

of focusing on individual projects, projects managers should look for cross-project factors 

within an organization to see common issues and obstacles (Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). 

P1 described the purpose of an after-action review to evaluate “What was supposed to 

happen? What happened? What was right or wrong? How can we do it better next time?”. 

P10 stressed the importance of lesson learned meetings as they provide insight on why 

mistakes happened. P10 continued “everyone that comes to those types of meetings 

might be able to better explain exactly what was the risk, and why did we have this issue, 

and why was not the risk identified earlier on in the project.” 

Out of the ten interviewees, 20% mentioned pay for performance as a way to 

prevent CWB. P3 and P5 talked about tying project performance to employee bonus 

payout as a motivational factor for not engaging in CWB. Amongst the ten interviewees, 

only one person (10%) talked about changing up the format as well as having a 

contingency in the budget to account for changes. P7 declared that the strategy is to 

change the routine as it keeps participants alert. P7 explained that when teams work 
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together a long time, participants start to anticipate questions and answers resulting in 

that “people are not actively thinking anymore.” Contingency reserves can be set aside 

for rework or unknown factors impacting the project (PMI, 2017b). Per P7 having budget 

money to account for changes gives the project manager freedom to add or change 

resources based on small scope changes without having to cut through red tape each time.  

Theme 3: Personal Impact 

In a project context, the social interaction between participants is the basis for 

learning new behaviors (Brunstein et al., 2015; Hanna et al., 2013). Participants can learn 

both positive and negative behaviors through observation of social interaction between 

team members (Hu et al., 2015). A manager’s personal attention to team participants and 

their needs can empower the individuals to take ownership of their work which is 

beneficial to project success (Aga et al., 2016; Masa'deh et al., 2016). Through 

conversations, project managers can detect interpersonal issues within the team 

(PMI, 2017b). The theme personal impact includes (a) one-on-one’s, (b) personal 

socialization, (c) team support, (d) acknowledgement, and (e) work with everyone 

(see Table 3). 

Table 3 
 
Theme 3: Personal Impact 

Subtheme 
 

Response frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

One-on-One's 7 70% 
Personal socialization 7 70% 
Team support 7 70% 
Acknowledgement 4 40% 
Work with everyone 4 40% 
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Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) described how they prevent CWB by 

handling issues with participants on a personal level in one-on-one meetings. Shoss et al. 

(2016) suggested addressing the issues causing stress for individuals as a coping strategy 

for managers with disengaged employees. P6 stated “I always believe in praise of public, 

punish in private.” P5 learned from experience that addressing issues in public will make 

people defensive and not resolve the issue at hand. Instead, P5 approached the individuals 

in private about helping them achieve their goals. 

Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) talked about how personal relationships can 

alleviate CWB in projects. Project managers’ emphatical capabilities are critical for 

building relationships and emotional rapport with project participants (Bhoola & 

Giangreco, 2018). Project participants evaluate the expected personal reward and the 

benefits of collaborating with other team members (Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). When 

participants perceive collaboration as a threat to individual success and advancement, 

they engage in CWB activities (Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). Fitting into the project culture 

and getting along with other team members can be deterrents for CWB tendencies 

(Harold et al., 2016). Effective team interaction is vital for a successful project result 

(Savelsbergh et al., 2015). Informal conversations are one mean for an agile project 

manager to encourage collaboration within a project team (PMI, 2017a). 

P8 suggested taking the project team out to lunch as a way to build relationships 

and strengthen team collaboration. P8 explained that with a strong sense of team 

belonginess, participants go out of their way to support each other. If project managers 

cultivate the relationships within the team, P8 believed they can “get all that goodness 
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that comes out of a team”, which leads to successful projects. P6 talked about participant 

communication and how they need to see each other” as people first and co-workers 

second.” P6 explained that “we learned everything we need to know in kindergarten”, 

and that participants should “be nice to each other and then we can all make it work.” P8 

stressed the importance of harmonious project teams and stated “the troops, keep them 

happy, I say it jokingly, but it really is the core of it, the relationships.” 

Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) mentioned how they as project managers 

need to show participants how they support the team. In the position as a role model, 

managers impact employees’ tendencies for engaging in CWB (Ben Sasson & Somech, 

2015; Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2016; Wu, 2017). Employees with a 

perception that the manager mistreats them un have a higher tendency to engage in CWB 

activities (Al-A’wasa, 2018; Lim & Loosemore, 2017). Being empathic and engaging 

with the project team is essential for a successful IT project manager (Bhoola & 

Giangreco, 2018). Agile project managers focus on facilitating collaboration instead of 

managing the coordination of the project (PMI, 2017a).  

P7 talked about being a role model and helping project participants: “If you want 

people to talk more, then do more questioning. If you want people to listen, then listen 

more.” When asked to perform tasks they do not agree with, employees use CWB to cope 

with the stress (Schulte-Braucks et al., 2018). P1 stated “do not ask your team to do 

stupid things” and explained that participants need to have trust in the management’s 

support of the team. P2 focused on keeping participants motivated, engaged and well-

informed as a way to support the team.  
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Four out of ten interviewees (40%) stressed the importance of acknowledgement. 

P2 and P5 both talked about participants worrying they would not get credit for the work 

they put into a project. P2 and P5 recommended acknowledging achieved milestones and 

recognizing a job well done as ways a project manager can motivate the team as well as 

prevent disgruntled participants. P9 talked about communicating achievements to the 

whole project team and making the supervisor of the participants aware of their 

accomplishments. In a project setting, participants do a cost versus reward evaluation 

before engaging in the social exchange (Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). If the participant 

perceives the personal rewards to outweigh the costs, the individual will be engaged 

(Aubé & Rousseau, 2014). P5 analyzes the behavior and needs of the participants to 

match up with the individual’s contribution to a project. P5 looks at what drives a 

participant and aims to put the participant in a position where the contribution matches 

the individual’s aspirations.  

Four out of ten interviewees (40%) discussed that project managers need to be 

able to work with everyone. All project participants can impact the project performance 

with their personal characteristics, including the project manager (Gallagher et al., 2015; 

Soomro et al., 2016). The project participants’ emotional intelligence is essential for 

handling changes and issues impacting the project thus increasing the chance of success 

(PMI, 2017a). P1 stressed the importance of versatility in a project manager and 

continued “you need to understand how to approach someone, and what they are good at, 

and what they are not good at.” P9 emphasized the importance of getting to know the 

good and bad habits of each participant and use that as a way to build trust and show 
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support of the team “making them feel that you have their back.” P10 talked about 

successful project manager being able to connect with both with the project participants 

as with the stakeholders on an executive level to get the project objectives across. P10 

recommended learning different leadership styles to better handle different personalities 

and connect with them on their level.  

Theme 4: Participant Engagement 

The people factor is often behind project failure (Nelson, 2007). Individual 

contributions are essential to project success (Standing et al., 2016). Problems with 

project participants are one of the people factors putting projects at risk 

(Dwivedi et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2017). By engaging all project participants, project 

managers can create a culture in which everyone contributes and cares about the results. 

The team climate is critical for project success (Tyssen et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). 

The theme participant engagement covers (a) engage stakeholders and (b) participant 

input (see Table 4).  

Table 4 
 
Theme 4: Participant Engagement 

Subtheme 
 

Response frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Engage stakeholders 5 50% 
Participant input 4 40% 

 

Half of the interviewees (50%) talked about the importance of engaging 

stakeholders in the project. Managing stakeholder engagement is to work with 

stakeholders to meet their needs and requirements (PMI, 2017b). With engaged 
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stakeholders, project managers can ensure their support for the project and address 

potential change resistance (PMI, 2017b). P3 and P6 expressed how business 

representatives need to agree to the scope, so there are not any misunderstandings of what 

the project team is delivering. P8 recommended getting all project participants, including 

business users, on the same page early in the project to ensure everyone is driving 

towards the same goal. The organizational culture can act as a moderator for CWB 

activities (Cohen, 2016). P8 emphasized that project managers should avoid a situation 

where IT is pitched against the business by creating an us-versus-them culture. P8 

explained that project managers should work for a mutual appreciation and understanding 

of each other’s work between IT and the business area. This concept ties into the theme 

of participant communication.  

Scope creep is a factor that cause project failure (Jørgensen, 2016). Project 

managers can manage scope creep by having stakeholders agree to the project scope in 

the beginning of a project (PMI, 2017b). P9 stressed the importance of project managers 

explaining to the business users why IT needs clear requirements as well as a continuous 

engagement with the end users, and that stakeholders cannot “just give us a napkin with 

writings on and then walk away until we deliver.” P5 explained that he/she invites project 

stakeholders to the status meeting to motivate the project team by reinforcing the 

commitment from the business as well as celebrating achieved milestones. 

Acknowledging accomplishments ties into the theme of personal impact.  

Four out of ten interviewees (40%) stressed participant input as a key to 

successful results. P1 explained how brainstorming sessions allow participants to share 
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creative ideas. Estimates made by other participants may differ from the project 

manager’s forecasts (Flyvbjerg, 2014). P2 stressed the importance of letting participants 

provide their own estimates and that “as a project leader, I am not putting words in 

someone's mouth or giving them timelines that they did not agree to and sign up for.” P8 

and P10 contributed “the lack of buy-in from the team” as a vital factor for CWB 

activities. P8 explained that buy-in has to come from everyone involved with the project 

because “if the tech lead or any team member are not on board, they do not think it is a 

good use of their time, you may have trouble getting quality work out of them.” 

Theme 5: Issue Management 

Conflicts in project contexts are unavoidable and successful project managers 

depend on their conflict resolution skills to achieve a positive conclusion to the conflict 

(PMI, 2017b). Conflicts with a positive ending result in creative solutions and stronger 

personal relationships, whereas a negative ending destroys work relationship and 

threatens project productivity (PMI, 2017b). Project managers can ease the financial 

impact of CWB by managing the risks associated with the project (Dittes et al., 2015). If 

the project manager allows CWB to become an organizational accepted norm, successful 

project results will be at risk (Tuna et al., 2016). Project managers that anticipate and 

assess risks are better equipped to handle issues, thus minimizing the threat to project 

success (Fabricius & Büttgen, 2015). Three subthemes emerged from the findings 

regarding how a project manager can manage issues: (a) escalation, (b) early action, and 

(c) change resources (see Table 5). 
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Table 5 
 
Theme 5: Issue Management 

Subtheme 
 

Response frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Escalation 7 70% 
Early action 6 60% 
Change resources 6 60% 

 

Seven out of ten interviewees (70%) talked about the need to escalate to resolve 

CWB. The communication management plan should include a strategy for the escalation 

process (PMI, 2017b). As a conflict resolution technique, project managers can withdraw 

from the situation and have others, who are better positioned, address the issue 

(PMI, 2017b). For P10, escalation is the last resort as P10 tries to work with the 

participant on an individual basis first. P6 described how a project manager sometimes 

needs to work with the supervisor of the participant to resolve issues: 

Some things you can deal with yourself. But some things are a little bit out of 

your scope as a project manager because they are actually managed by someone 

else, only on loan to you for the purpose of that project. Sometimes dealing with it 

is having somebody else deal with it.  

Six out of ten interviewees (60%) mentioned that project managers need to 

identify and address issues at an early stage to contain the damage. If project managers do 

not address CWB on an early stage, the behavior will become accepted and spread to 

other individuals (Hu et al., 2015). There has to be trust between project participants so 

project managers can handle issues without jeopardizing project success (Swärd, 2016). 
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P1 and P9 talked about the fear to tell the manager the truth causing an individual to wait 

with sharing bad news which could end with negative consequences for the individual. 

Instead, employees tend to tell their managers what they think they want to hear. CWB 

can constitute withholding information. P9 set the expectations with the project team by 

enforcing the message “telling the bad news right away so we can get on it and get it 

fixed.” 

Accurate project estimates should suffice for a successful result, but risk factors 

affecting the timeline, cost, or scope will add risk to project success (Allen, 2015). By 

managing risks, project managers can remove threats to project success (Allen, 2015). P3 

provides training to project managers to identify and address issues early, particularly on 

detecting inaccurate estimates. P3 pushes project participants to clarify how they arrived 

at the estimates, but recognizes that “other are better at estimating than others.” P5 and 

P7 stressed the importance of detecting trends early and moving quickly to get details 

from complainants to identify and address the underlying reason. P7 explained project 

managers have to take a pro-active stand and look for hidden issues to prevent problems 

from even occurring.  

Six out of ten interviewees (60%) mentioned changing resources as a mean to 

address CWB in projects. Changing resources can include removing and replacing 

participants from a project team. Successful collaboration is dependent on effective 

interaction between participants (Savelsbergh et al., 2015). P3 and P7 would remove the 

project members if they were operating in a destructive manner trying to sabotage the 

project or not putting in their full effort. How easy it can be to get a participant off a 
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project can depend on the visibility of the person’s CWB activities. P5 described how a 

decrease in stock value could get the management’s attention that someone is not doing 

what they are supposed to be doing. P6 stated that “a team is a living breathing thing”, 

and both P3 and P6 considered disruptive project members as a threat to a 

well-functioning team. P3 talked about even removing vendors from a project although 

that is more complicated due to contractual issues. Still, the message from the 

participants was that if a resource is not working out, the project manager should remove 

the person from the project. 

Changing resources could also entail adding new resources to the project team to 

meet deadlines and manage resource constraints. P2 described the challenge of working 

with participants not fully dedicated to the project, and how their work responsibilities 

outside of the project interfere with the progression of the project. P2 resolved the 

situation by working with the manager of the participant to arrange for an additional 

resource to assist with the workload. A successful project team consists of individuals 

with the expertise required to solve the issue (Savelsbergh et al., 2015). P3 talked about 

new resources with more experience bringing new ideas and perspectives to a project. P6 

explained how participants are sometimes given to a project manager based on their 

experience but lacking the specific knowledge required for the new project. P6 gave the 

example of a project involving cloud computing, in which participants with experience 

working in a data center would not have the required skill set. To resolve the situation, P6 

would either train the participants or bring in new resources with the proper experience.  
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Counterproductive Work Behavior Activities 

The interviewees described behaviors and activities putting project success at risk 

(see Table 6). The most frequent CWB activities by participants were (a) non-functioning 

participants and (b) unclear expectations. The CWB includes activity from all involved 

parties such as project participants, project manager, stakeholders, and supervisors.  

Table 6 
 
CWB Activities by Participants 

Activity 
 

Response 
frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Non-functioning participants 9 90% 
Unclear expectations 8 80% 
Distractions 5 50% 
Participants not wanting to be on the project 5 50% 
Bad estimates 4 40% 
Different personalities or cultures  4 40% 
Participants not reporting to project manager 4 40% 
Stakeholder lack of participation 3 30% 
Copy bad behavior 2 20% 

 

The break-out for the activity non-functioning participants is shown in Table 7. 

The interviewees disclosed a wide range of behaviors and activities regarding participants 

not doing what they were supposed to be doing. Shortcomings in project participants are 

one factor that risk project success in software projects (Jørgensen, 2016; Nelson, 2007). 

The people factor is a relevant aspect of a project as success is dependent on individual 

efforts (Standing et al., 2016). 
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Table 7 
 
Break-out of Activity Non-Functioning Participants 

Activity 
 

Response 
frequency 

(n = 9) 
 

Response 
percentage 

Negative attitude 5 56% 
Different objective 4 44% 
Intentional bad behavior 3 33% 
Looking good 3 33% 
Faulty project management 2 22% 
Manager not managing 2 22% 
Participant not seeing an issue 2 22% 
Participant pulled off project by supervisor 2 22% 
Limited outside experience 1 11% 
Off-duty activities 1 11% 
Too comfortable 1 11% 

 

Five out of nine interviewees (56%) mentioned negative attitude as a risk to 

project success. P7 gave several examples of participants’ negative attitude and resistance 

to contribute:  

I would look at it on a case by case basis to determine what it is that they are 

resisting. If it is simply “I do not want your meeting” and “I do not like the way 

you handle the meeting” then do not attend. But if it is as far as “I do not agree 

with how you are managing what you are doing” and “I do not want to give you a 

status update” and “I don't want to report my time”. Then, there has to be a 

different kind of discussion about whether they should be on the project or not. 

P9 talked about “team members not doing their work and holding up other team 

members” by refraining from interacting with other team members whose work they are 

dependent on to do theirs with the excuse “Oh, I cannot do my part because Joe over here 
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did not do his part.” P3 mentioned how disgruntled employees not satisfied with the 

organization are not applying their full effort into the project.  

Four out of nine interviewees (44%) talked about participants having different 

objectives. A project manager can motivate team members by aligning the participants' 

goals with the project objectives (Aga et al., 2016; Tyssen et al., 2014). P1 defined it as 

“alignment of personal objectives over project objectives or a mentor’s objectives over 

the project’s objectives.” However, there may be individuals unaware of their behavior 

causing counterproductive effects (Hu et al., 2015). P2 gave an example of a developer 

who did not do what he was supposed to because he had a different objective. P2 

explained that after a successful demo to the customers, the developer admitted that that 

work was a front because it would not work in practice; the developer thought the 

important thing was to deliver a successful demo. P2 had to explain to the developer that 

“the most important thing is the product actually works.” 

Out of the eight interviewees who talked about unclear expectations as a risk to 

project success, seven respondents (88%) mentioned unclear project objectives and plans, 

whereas four respondents (50%) pointed to unclear roles and responsibilities 

(see Table 8). Inadequate project management practices constitute a threat to IT project 

success (Jørgensen, 2016). Failed processes are a common reason for project failure 

(Nelson, 2007). 
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Table 8 
 
Break-out of Activity Unclear Expectations 

Activity 
 

Response 
frequency 

(n = 8) 
 

Response 
percentage 

Unclear project objective & plan 7 88% 
Unclear roles & responsibilities  4 50% 
Unclear scope 3 38% 
Rework 1 13% 
Unclear directives 1 13% 

 

P5 talked about how unclear project objectives can lead to unsuccessful projects 

when participants “lack of clarity on the end goal of the deliverables.” P5 explained that 

participants become disengaged and lose commitment when they do not understand the 

project objective. P5 concluded “that behavior transcends onto other individuals on the 

project which again causes more delays and more lack of quality on the results they do 

provide. All wraps into the project being unsuccessful.” P6 explained the impact to a 

project by participants’ not knowing their role and communicating with stakeholders 

when they should not. P6 said that it interferes with “the project managers' ability to 

govern” forcing the project manager “to do a bunch of damage control.” P6 also pointed 

out the participants who “do not recognize they are in the lead and are not taking charge 

even though they have been empowered to do so” as causes for faulty projects.  
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Table 9 
 
CWB Activities and Situations by Non-Participants 

Activity/Situation 
 

Response 
frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Changes after project start 4 40% 
Change of management direction 3 30% 
Different time zones 3 30% 
Regulations 1 10% 
Weather 1 10% 

 

The interviewees also referred to activities and situations causing risk to project 

success, that are not triggered by project participants. The themes are shown in Table 9. 

Four out of ten interviewees (40%) talked about changes after project start as reasons for 

unsuccessful projects. Unfamiliar technology is a key factor causing risk in an IT project 

(Jørgensen, 2016). P3 talked about outside vendors and new technology not working as 

expected forcing the project team to reassess the approach of the project because “the 

vendor was not able to deliver, we encountered things no one knew of at the time.” P6 

described how changes in resources impact a project when a project manager plans for 

senior resources but are assigned junior resources. P6 concluded, “there was just no way 

we were going to make the schedule” because if the project manager cannot staff the 

team appropriately, the project will not be successful. 

Three out of ten interviewees (30%) considered change in management direction 

and different time zones as causes for unsuccessful projects. If organizational practices 

do not make sense, employees are more likely to disregard them (Dittes et al., 2015). 

Lack of management support can negatively impact the chances for success in a project 
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(Jørgensen, 2016). P8 talked about organizational CWB and described it as “that is really 

less the PM managing down and more of a PM managing across or up.” Scope creep is a 

threat to project success (Jørgensen, 2016). P6 described how changing customer 

demands could change the direction of a project: 

You know the external situations a lot of times will have a greater impact than the 

internal situations for at least if your project is cancelled that is a big impact. If 

your scope changes because you are trying to respond to market conditions or 

customer demands, that is certainly another thing to consider. 

P9 stated “the time zone is a killer” and explained the issues with having project 

participants in different time zones: 

They send out a request for information, that takes a day, you get the information 

you send it back to them. You know that could take another day, and then they 

find out I did not word it correctly, or they did not word it correctly, and there is 

that disconnect. Time zone problems have been an issue. 

Strategy Efficiency 

Strategy efficiency refers to how the participants know their strategies are 

working to prevent CWB in projects putting success at risk. As shown in Table 10, not all 

participants explicitly talked about the effectiveness of their strategies. Half of the 

interviewees (50%) considered their strategies a success if there were no issues reported. 

P9 stated, “you can tell whether your strategy is working by the interactions between the 

group and also the amount of work is getting out.” P2 explained, “to me the definition of 

having it work is the person getting their work completed on time.” 
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Table 10 
 
Strategy Efficiency 

Response 
 

Response 
frequency 
(n = 10) 

 

Response 
percentage 

Success if no issues 5 50% 
Participant Feedback 4 40% 
Strategies develop from experience  3 30% 
Not tracked 2 20% 

 

Four out of ten interviewees (40%) used feedback from other project participants 

as an indicator for seeing how well the strategies worked. P9 shared how participants 

from a previous project reached out and asked P9 to get assigned to their new project 

because it was not going well. The previous participants knew P9 would get the project 

back on track with successful results. P9 was shocked because at the end of the previous 

project P9 thought “God these guys are never going to want to work with me again”, 

because the project had been rough for everyone involved. P9 had pushed the participants 

hard to deliver, but had “explained everything why and what we were doing and we were 

successful.” P9 took the fact that the participants asked P9 to join their current project as 

a confirmation that the strategies were successful. 

Three out of ten interviewees (30%) pointed out that strategies develop as your 

experience grows. P6 talked about how junior managers only want to hear that something 

can be done because they are uncertain how to address issues that may come up and may 

have “a more brash bold way of dealing with things that the situation may warrant.” P3 

said this about CWB: 
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There is a lot of counterproductive behavior that over time you get used to dealing 

with, and that experience helps you deal with that as it comes along or you can 

foresee it coming. Because you have seen it somewhere else.  

Two out of ten interviewees (20%) said they did not intentionally apply specific 

strategies. P2 explained, “one reason I thought the topic was interesting is I never really 

thought about it that way so I cannot say that I intentionally did anything to prevent 

intentional bad behavior.” 

Findings Linked to the Social Learning Theory 

In this study exploring strategies used by project managers to prevent CWB from 

putting project success at risk, I applied the social learning theory (SLT) created by 

Bandura (1972) as the conceptual framework. Per SLT, individuals learn new behavior 

via observation and imitation of others, referred to as modeling (Bandura, 1972). 

Individuals observe other individuals they perceive as role models and mimic their 

behavior (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018; Miller & Morris, 2016). I analyzed the findings of 

this study through the lens of the SLT, but I found that only the theme personal impact 

includes strategies in which the project manager operates as a positive role model by 

supporting the team and engaging in personal socialization. The interviewees did not 

indicate project participants engage in CWB because they copy the bad behavior of other 

individuals. The findings suggest it is inadequate to use only the SLT to explain and 

prevent CWB in project participants. 

One of the issues with the SLT and CWB is that it is unclear if individuals copy 

deviant behavior from an individual because the person is a role model, or the person 
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becomes a role model because the individuals like the behavior they are observing 

(Sharma, 2018). It is insufficient to rely on personal perceptions as an indicator of 

behavioral tendencies (Sharma, 2018). Other theories provide alternate explanations to 

why individuals engage in a particular behavior (Aubé & Rousseau, 2014; Davis & 

Holland-Davis, 2015; Donner et al., 2016). It is not sufficient to use the SLT as the only 

theory to identify strategies project managers use to prevent counterproductive behavior 

in project participants causing risk to project success. 

Applications to Professional Practice 

The purpose of this study was to identify strategies project managers use to 

prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. Responses from interviewed 

PMI certified project managers and review of PMI documentation formed the basis for 

the results. The findings are indicative of 5 themes on how project managers can prevent 

CWB: (a) participant communication, (b) proactive planning, (c) personal impact, (d) 

participant engagement, and (e) issue management. The findings are relevant for project 

managers because when participants have clear expectations of project goals and 

responsibilities, it leads to a higher chance of process success (Aga et al., 2016). When 

project participant behavior, such as CWB, is not aligned with project objectives, project 

success can be at risk (Pinto, 2014; Sharma, 2018; Zhang et al., 2015). A project team in 

which participants get along can discourage individual CWB activities (Harold et al., 

2016). Project participants’ contributions and commitments are vital to achieving project 

success (Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018; Müller & Martinsuo, 2015). Failed IT projects 

constitute a threat to an organization’s financial situation due to wasted resources and lost 
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growth opportunities (Bhoola & Giangreco, 2018; Jørgensen, 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). 

By applying these strategies, project managers and other organizational leaders can 

prevent CWB activities in projects minimizing risks to project success, which can lead to 

improved organizational financial performance and increased revenue.  

Implications for Social Change 

The results of the study show that project managers can prevent CWB by ensuring 

project participants have a clear understanding of what is expected of them and why. The 

findings also suggest that project managers can discourage CWB tendencies by engaging 

with project participants on a personal level and showing support for the project team. By 

creating a positive, supportive project culture, project managers can help project 

participants become motivated and satisfied leading to productive and engaged members 

of the community. Healthy work environments are free from the stress brought on by 

CWB, which could otherwise cause problems in employees’ personal lives. Happy 

individuals can create positive social change via volunteering and other activities 

supporting their local community. 

Recommendations for Action 

I make the following recommendations to project managers who want to prevent 

CWB in their projects: (a) be honest and upfront to participants about the status of the 

project and the work they are performing; (b) explain why there are changes and how 

they impact participants; (c) get to know your participants on a personal level; (d) learn 

from mistakes made on past project; (e) engage the whole project team to provide input 

and feedback; and (f) address issues as soon as they come to your attention. Project 
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managers and other professionals with project management responsibilities can take 

advantage of the results in their efforts to prevent CWB impacting the success of a 

project. By keeping the project team informed about what is going on with the project, 

project managers will reduce uncertainty and confusion amongst participants. A project 

climate without issues and conflicts allows participants to focus on completing their tasks 

successfully which is essential for project success. When project managers know their 

participants well, they can better anticipate how individuals will behave in certain 

situations. I will share the findings of this study with the interviewees as well as the local 

PMI chapter. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings of this study add to the body of knowledge on how project managers 

prevent CWB in projects. In this qualitative case study, I interviewed certified members 

in a PMI chapter located in the southeastern United States, as well as reviewed published 

PMI material. The limitations are the geographical area, case setting, and choice of 

research design.  

Recommendations for further research include varying the geographical area and 

the sample population, as well as applying a different research design. Future researchers 

should consider investigating if strategies from project managers who are not PMI 

certified differ from the results of this study. Also, future researchers could focus on if 

project managers applying the agile methodology differ in their approach to prevent 

CWB. Suggestions for future research topics include focusing on each specific theme 

emerging from this study: (a) participant communication, (b) proactive planning, (c) 
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personal impact, (d) participant engagement, and (e) issue management. Future research 

on how project managers can prevent CWB in projects will provide support for 

increasing the rate of successful projects.  

Reflections 

My DBA journey has been long and challenging, yet rewarding. While expanding 

my understanding of the research topic, the manner in which I evaluate information and 

source material became more critical and selective. I am applying this change in thinking 

in my private life as well. I have learned how to plan and execute an extensive research 

project, which added to my academic and professional skill sets alike. I can apply the 

findings of the study in my professional position as a manager for a software engineering 

team because project management is part of my responsibilities. 

Because I am managing projects in my professional life, I was concerned about 

any bias I might project on the interviewees based on my own experiences and opinions. 

By following the interview protocol, I ensured that my personal bias would not impact 

the interviewees because interview protocols is a way for researchers to apply best 

practices (Benia et al., 2015). During the interviews, I paid close attention to the manner 

in which I asked the questions to ensure I did not lead the participants on via my tone of 

voice or emphasis on certain words. 

Summary and Study Conclusions 

The objective of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies 

project managers use to prevent CWB in projects that put project success at risk. The 

study population consisted of ten PMP or ACP certified project managers who were 
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members of a PMI chapter in the southeastern United States, and had been involved in at 

least one software project completed within the last 5 years. Section 3 constituted of (a) 

presentation of the findings, (b) applications to professional practice, (c) implications for 

social change, (d) recommendations for action and further research, and (e) reflections. 

The findings derived from interview data and document review of published PMI 

material. After I used Microsoft Word and Excel to analyze and compile the data, 

5 themes emerged: (a) participant communication, (b) proactive planning, (c) personal 

impact, (d) participant engagement, and (e) issue management. The themes represent the 

strategies the PMI-certified project managers use to prevent CWB in projects. The SLT 

was the conceptual framework of the study. Only the theme of personal impact related to 

the SLT concept that individuals learn new behavior via observation and modeling. It is 

inadequate to use only the SLT as the conceptual framework to explain and prevent CWB 

in project participants. 

To prevent CWB from putting project success at risk, project managers should be 

transparent and honest with participants about the project and the work. Project managers 

should get to know the participants and keep them engaged during all phases of the 

project. Also, project managers should provide a clear understanding of the expectations 

and learn from past mistakes. Remediating efforts should commence as soon as the 

project managers are aware of issues and conflicts. These actions will help project 

managers to prevent CWB causing risk to project success. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol and Interview Questions 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
A. The interview session will start with greetings and introductions, after which I will 

give a short description of the research topic. 
 
B. I will thank the participant for the willingness to participate in the study 
 
C. I will ask the participant to read and sign the consent form. I will tell the participant to 

ask questions if anything is unclear. 
 
D. The participant will be given a copy of the consent form for their records. 
 
E. I will turn on the audio recorder and I will note the date, time and location. 
 
F. The code name for the participant will be indicated on the audio recorder, documented 

on my copy of the consent form and the interview will begin. 
 
G. The interview will span between 30 and 60 minutes for responses to the eight 

interview questions, including any additional follow-up questions. 
 
H. I will remind participants of the purpose of the study before asking questions. The 

purpose of the case study is to explore strategies project managers use to prevent 
counterproductive behavior in projects. 

 
I. I will inform the participant that after I have transcribed the interview, I will provide 

the report to the participant via email. At that point, if the participant wants to add 
something to the interview, he or she can reply to the email with the additional 
information. 

 
J. At the end of the interview, I will thank the research participant for taking the time to 

participate in the study. 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
The interview questions are as follows: 
 
1. In projects, what participant behavior and activity have you experienced that put 

project success at risk? 
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2. What strategies have you used to prevent participant behavior and activity that put 

project goals and success at risk? 

3. Which of these strategies worked best and why was it successful? 

4. How did you make sure the strategies to prevent counterproductive work behavior 

worked in the project? 

5. When applying the strategies to prevent counterproductive work behavior, what 

obstacles did you encounter and how did you overcome them? 

6. How did project participants react to the implementation of the strategies? 

7. Do you have anything else to add about preventing counterproductive work behavior 

among project participants? 
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