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ABSTRACT	

IT solutions are becoming an inherent, strategic part of organizations, making IT portfolio 

management incremental for businesses. To facilitate the prioritization of IT projects, ex ante, i.e., 

prior, evaluation of projects is needed. Popular methods to conduct ex ante evaluation of benefits 

for IT projects revolve around using financial tools, branded as evidence-based management. Yet, 

exclusively basing prioritization decisions on financial methods have shown that organizations 

perform worse than when using various methods. A subjective, i.e., judgment-based, IT impact 

assessment may result in more accurate and richer evaluations of IT projects. We assume that the 

two opposing approaches may not only coexist but complement each other. This study is placed in 

the intersection, supporting a more pluralistic approach to ex ante IT project evaluation, by posing 

the question: "How does the interplay occur between evidence and judgment in ex ante IT project 

evaluation in a client-vendor relationship?" 

Adopting a social constructivist research philosophy and an inductive approach to theory 

development has enabled an understanding of how the social phenomena of interest are 

constructed via social interactions. The single case study as a research strategy was applied 

qualitatively by performing data triangulation via interviews, document analysis, and observations. 

Data were analyzed with the Gioia methodology, consolidating codes and concepts into abstract 

aggregate dimensions.  

In conclusion, we have shown how the interplay occurs using evidence-based storytelling, 

which is made up of five elements; anecdotes, calculations, cover your actions, visualizations, and 

stakeholder management. All the consolidated knowledge in these elements is formulated into a 

malleable, evidence-based story that becomes the constitutor of a shared collective judgment in 

the social practice of a client-vendor relationship. That is how evidence-based storytelling becomes 

a device used to influence a client's judgment, to reconcile both rationales, i.e., the dogma of 

evidence-based decision-making and the untold practice of judgment-based decision-making. 
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1	INTRODUCTION	

The use of information technology and the restructuring of work into projects, is increasing in 

organizations. Furthermore, IT has moved from merely supporting the operational efficiency and 

stability of organizations, into being a primary differentiator and value giver. Nowadays, IT 

permeates the entire value chain of organizations. For example, the use of online marketplaces for 

procurement of resources, using IoT technology for monitoring production, using the increasing 

amount of data available online and analyzing this data with artificial intelligence and machine 

learning algorithms, finally allowing for individually targeted marketing campaigns resulting in 

higher revenues and increased profitability. IT solutions thus become an inherent, strategic part of 

both the infrastructure and architecture of organizations, making IT portfolio management 

incremental for maintaining, developing, and expanding the market position of businesses. IT 

portfolio management includes prioritization of which IT projects to proceed with. A project is the 

projection of oneself or any other entity into the desired future. Imagining such a future, allows us 

to look back and imagine the steps needed to take us to the projected new future. Thus, projects 

can be seen as systems of designed and planned action (Kreiner, 2014).  

To facilitate the prioritization of IT projects, ex ante, i.e., prior, evaluation of the projects 

considered needs to take place. The role of ex ante evaluation is to establish an initial assessment 

of the project by providing strategic information, allowing for the evaluation of what projects are 

best and will yield the most benefits (Samset & Christensen, 2017). Popular methods to conduct the 

ex ante evaluation of benefits for IT projects revolves around the use of financial tools, claiming they 

offer an evidence-based method for comparing potential outcomes of decisions (Dickinson et al., 

2001; Kester et al., 2011). Such studies claim that organizational performance is enhanced when 

managers are empowered with accurate information leading to less biased decisions. The practice 

is branded as evidence-based management and is described as ‘‘a paradigm for making decisions 

that integrates the best available research evidence with decision-maker expertise and 

client/customer preferences to guide practice toward more desirable results’’ (Rousseau, 2006, p. 
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258). Yet, few studies exist on the actual use of evidence in management practice (Shollo et al., 

2015).  

Exclusively basing prioritization decisions on financial methods has shown that organizations 

may perform worse than when using a variety of methods (Dickinson et al., 2001). For IT projects, 

many costs are hidden and the benefits intangible, thus financial methods may not be sufficient for 

conducting ex ante project evaluation (Irani and Love, 2002). To capture the full spectrum of 

benefits and costs, additional information to the traditional quantitative data foundation is thus 

necessary, because financial methods provide only a restricted perspective on the non-quantifiable 

and intangible benefits and cost (Farbey et al., 1999). Due to this limited perspective, decision-

makers must also rely on their gut-feeling for ex ante IT project evaluation (Bannister and Remenyi, 

2000). In fact, subjective, i.e., judgment based, assessments of IT impact may result in more accurate 

and richer evaluations of IT projects (Tallon and Kraemer, 2007). A collaborative approach to such 

evaluation is proposed (Frisk et al., 2014). 

1.1	PROBLEM	FORMULATION	

Thus, we identify two approaches to ex ante IT project evaluation, i.e., one based on evidence and 

tangible metrics and the latter on judgment and intangible measures. According to Kreiner (2020), 

the two opposing approaches may not only coexist but in fact complement each other. We believe 

that instead of committing ourselves to one of the two approaches, we need to place ourselves in 

the intersection between the two, supporting the more pluralistic approach in accordance with the 

notion of Kreiner (2020). Taking the perspective of Kreiner (2020), conveys that evidence and 

judgment must not only coexist, but it is through their interplay, that rich ex ante IT project 

evaluation can prosper. Few studies exist on what this interplay is, and not less how it occurs in 

practice. Tingling and Brydon (2010) claims that both evidence and judgment can be used as input 

for decision making to inform the decision but fails to explain how this interplay occurs in practice. 

Shollo et al. (2015) attempt to explain how judgment devices are used to substitute, supplement, 
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interpret and reframe evidence, and denote these as tactics to reach a prioritization decision 

internally at organizations. We want to build on these studies by taking another perspective, asking: 

How does the interplay between evidence and judgment occur in ex ante IT project 

evaluation in a client-vendor relationship? 

1.2	APPROACH	TO	RESEARCH	

To investigate the above research question, we are interested in how social phenomena are 

constructed through social interactions, definitions, and power relations. Therefore, we are leaning 

on the philosophy of social constructivism. That implies focusing on how the actors are constructing 

and understanding their experience on ex ante IT project evaluation, i.e., uncovering how evidence 

and judgment are constructed and perceived, and how the interplay occurs. By adopting an 

inductive approach to theory development, we attempt to explore the above research question by 

letting our research depart from the data. We conduct a single case study, with an IT vendor, 

allowing us to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon and the dynamics present within 

this single setting. We apply several data collection techniques and procedures for data 

triangulation. Data is collected through unstructured, exploratory interviews, workshops, semi-

structured interviews, collection of company documents, and observations. We continued our data 

collection until data saturation was reached. For the analysis of our data, we applied the structured 

coding technique proposed by Gioia et al. (2012), resulting in the consolidation of inductively 

produced codes and concepts into abstract aggregate dimensions.  

1.3	STRUCTURE	OF	THESIS	

The thesis is structured as follows: Present chapter introduces the motivation of the study and the 

posed research question. Chapter 2 includes a review of the relevant literature on the subject of 

interest. Chapter 3 delves into the methodological choices and research design of the study. Chapter 

4 presents the empirical setting of the case investigated. Chapter 5 presents our main findings 

concluded from the data analysis. Chapter 6 discusses the theoretical contribution, practical 
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implications, and the final reflections on the study. Finally, in chapter 7, the conclusion is presented. 

Visit figure 1 for a visual overview of the structure.  

 

 

FIGURE 1: STRUCTURE OF THESIS 
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2	LITERATURE	REVIEW	

In the following literature review, we will describe and conceptualize the theoretical perspectives 

through which we will investigate our empirical case. The aim of this chapter is to develop a 

theoretical foundation that enables us to evaluate and discuss the interplay between judgment and 

evidence in ex ante IT project evaluation. We will do that by describing the different approaches to 

project evaluation and from this form our own theoretical understanding from which we wish to 

analyze and discuss our empirical findings. The chapter will include a review of two different 

perspectives on how project evaluation can be formulated by drawing on concepts from different 

ways in which a project and its success can be evaluated, and which phenomena influence the 

decision to venture on a project in the first case. First, we will set the stage by introducing the basic 

concepts on projects relevant to our study. 

2.1	SETTING	THE	STAGE	

A project can be seen as a projection of oneself or any other entity into the future. Imagining such 

a future, allows us to look back and imagine the steps needed to take us to this projected new reality 

(Schutz, 1973; Clegg et al. 2006). This is done by organizing and designing projects with goals and 

performance targets. Projects are complex and require social delegation with specifications, 

deliverables, budgets, schedules etc. They are broken down into work packages that can be 

subcontracted, managed by established procedures, measured by defined performance measures, 

and its processes be planned and coordinated, allowing for prices to be calculated and negotiated. 

Therefore, projects can be seen as systems of designed and planned action (Kreiner, 2014). As 

projects are planned and designed based on an imagination of future states the project will face, it 

is likely that contingencies will appear that makes the planned actions obsolete or meaningless. 

Thus, Kreiner (2014) also describes the project as harboring a latent schism between projection and 

planning. We will return to this schism at a later point in the literature review.  
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We acknowledge that all projects are unique, but as proposed by Kreiner (2014) we have 

adopted a broad definition of projects as a projection into a desired future. Many types of projects 

exist, such as development projects as studied by Hirschman (2014), infrastructure projects as 

studied by Flyvbjerg (2016), as well as IT projects also studied by Flyvbjerg and Budzier (2011). Even 

though we have learned that projects are evidently unique, the element of a projection of an entity 

into a desired future, and the operationalization of this, exists in all types of projects. Furthermore, 

projects entail complexity and risk across all their types. We, therefore, allow ourselves to adopt the 

knowledge and findings from studies on projects that are not IT projects and apply it to analyze the 

case of this study. 

Within project management, various concepts exist, and many are closely related and 

overlapping. Having defined the notion of a project, we will now briefly introduce these concepts, 

which will be further elaborated from different perspectives throughout the literature review. 

Project management can be defined as the planning, organizing, directing, controlling of resources 

to achieve the desired projection of an entity into the future (Kerzner, 2017). Before project 

initiation, the best project to initiate must be chosen. This process is called project prioritization and 

is done by conducting ex ante project evaluation. Different perspectives exist on how this 

prioritization and evaluation can or should be done. When evaluating and controlling a project, 

project success, project performance, and project deliverables are central concepts. The definition 

of project success and performance is different depending on who you ask, but success, in itself, is 

defined as the accomplishment of what we set out to do (Kreiner, 2014). Thus, a narrow definition 

of project success is the fulfilment of the project deliverables, i.e., the output of the project itself or 

processes within it. Project performance is closely linked to project success, as continuously 

measuring the project performance allows you to manage the project in a more informed way.  

As this paper is mostly interested in what happens in the planning phase of a project, we delve 

into the concept of ex ante project evaluation. Ex ante project evaluation is the process taking place 

in the planning phase of the project, before the project start, as opposed to ex post project 

evaluation taking place after project implementation. The role of ex ante evaluation is to establish 
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an initial assessment of the project by providing strategic information, allowing for project 

participants to evaluate what approaches and solutions are best and will yield the most benefits 

(Samset & Christensen, 2017). Contrary, ex post evaluation concerns the assessment of the benefits 

realized, as well as assessing the lessons learned (Samset & Christensen, 2017). Even though project 

success is usually measured ex post, we still see it as a relevant concept in ex ante evaluation, as the 

measures against which you define project success is decided ex ante and are part of the project 

prioritization. 

We have decided to focus on two specific and distinct approaches that have appeared while 

reviewing the literature on project evaluation. The first approach is based on using evidence, i.e., 

tangible measures such as accurate information on cost, financial benefits, and schedules as the 

main tool to achieve better rational decision making and increase project performance. This 

approach implies that it is against such measures that projects should be evaluated, decisions should 

be made, and its success should be measured. The second approach is based on judgment and 

implies that decision making to a large extent is based on the judgment and gut feeling of the 

decision-maker that makes his decision based on know-how or trust, rather than relying on the 

calculations of a project's projected success. First, we will review the literature on the evidence-

based approach below. 

In the sections to come, the two approaches to project evaluation will be described; the one 

based on evidence and tangible metrics, and the one based on judgment and intangible measures. 

We will present different perspectives on the two, some would say competing, approaches, as well 

as introduce other related concepts for understanding them. Finally, we will argue that these two 

perspectives are complementing each other rather than competing, allowing us to study the 

interaction and interplay between them, rather than how they differ.  

2.2	EVIDENCE	AND	TANGIBLE	MEASURES	IN	IT	PROJECT	EVALUATION	

This section will concern the evidence-based approach to IT project evaluation. Using evidence as 

the main tool for decision support is branded as evidence-based management (Rousseau, 2006). In 
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the ex ante evaluation of IT projects, evidence in the form of financial tools and methods play a key 

role and are characterized by rationality, objectivity, and a scientific approach (Howcroft and 

McDonald, 2007). The idea of evidence-based management has become prominent among scholars 

and practitioners and is described as a paradigm for decision-making that combines the best 

evidence available with the expertise of the decision-maker and preferences from the clients 

(Rousseau, 2006). Thus, evidence-based management is an approach that aspires to take the 

scientific rigor known from the natural sciences, such as medicine, and apply it to business practices 

and decisions (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006). Let us delve further into the paradigm of evidence-based 

management and its practices. 

 Evidence-based management means translating principles based on best evidence into 

organizational practices (Rousseau, 2006). The movement involves the objective of moving 

professional decisions away from personal preference and unsystematic experience toward those 

based on the best available scientific evidence, i.e., making professional decisions based on 

rationality rather than on a single decision maker’s judgment (Rousseau, 2006). This approach 

involves continually expanding the research base on cause-effect principles underlying human 

behavior and organizational actions. The paradigm is generally accepted and applied in medicinal 

decisions and involves integrating both best available research on the subject with decision maker 

expertise and client preferences to guide practice towards more desirable results. This means that 

evidence-based management is seen as a scientific process and that the resulting outcome is 

considered scientific output (Hornung, 2012; Yates and Potworowski, 2012). 

Certain features characterize evidence-based practice, including learning about cause-effect 

connections in professional practices, isolating the variations that measurably affect desired 

outcomes, creating a culture of evidence-based decision making and research participation, and 

using information sharing communities (Rousseau, 2006). In addition, a part of evidence-based 

practices includes building decision support to promote practices that evidence can validate along 

with techniques and artefacts that make the decision easier to execute and perform (Rousseau, 

2006). Finally, it is important to have individual, organizational and institutional actors promoting 
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access to knowledge and its use (Rousseau, 2006). We will delve into this paradigm when assessing 

the data collected in the case company.  

The evidence-based approach to decision-making is thereby related to the notion of 

rationality. The rational approach to decision-making implies that decisions in organizations should 

be made by a procedure implying rigorous and systematic information gathering by using analysis 

and calculations to arrive at conclusions. Such an approach would allow organizations to choose the 

alternative with the highest expected value (March, 1994; Potworowski and Green, 2012). Financial 

tools are popular for IT project evaluation, claiming that they offer an evidence-based method for 

comparing potential outcomes of decisions (Dickinson et al., 2001; Kester et al., 2011). This notion 

of evidence and rationality and using tangible metrics such as financial analysis continues to 

dominate organizational decision-making, even though it has its limitations. An example of such 

limitation is that the information available to decision-makers can be ambiguous, affecting their 

interpretation and evaluation of the evidence (Simon, 1947; March, 1994).   

2.2.1	PROJECT	SUCCESS	

Within the evidence-based approach, we see that the notion of IT project success is formed on 

logical reasoning and rationality. The evaluation is based on tangible measures, such as cost-benefit 

analysis, net present value, and the iron triangle. Common for such methods is their reliance on 

tangible measures, i.e., something that can be measured usually by numbers and with accuracy. 

Drawing on our narrow definition of project success, the evidence-based approach would consider 

project success as the accomplishment of the set-out plan, within the budget and schedule, 

achieving the project benefits aimed for. For an IT project, this could be saved FTEs in a process or 

reduced costs of a system. This notion has been conceptualized as internal project success by Pinto 

(1988) and by Baccarini (1999) as project management success. In the coming section, we will 

elaborate on tangible, evidence-based measures as tools for evaluating and controlling projects, as 

well as measuring project success.  
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2.2.2	EVIDENCE-BASED	METHODS	

Within the evidence-based approach, four sources of evidence typically exist. The four sources are; 

scientific literature/findings, organizational data, stakeholders’ concerns, and professional expertise 

(Briner, 2018). Scientific literature and findings are included as a source to gather evidence to inform 

the decision-maker on how to adequately define the measure of interest and to assess its validity 

and reliability. The literature can suggest certain cause-effect relationships that can inspire, and 

perhaps even theories exist that can guide the further collection of data. This leads to the next 

source, organizational data, which implies the analysis of data collected in the organization to look 

for trends or patterns. Stakeholder concerns are included as a source of evidence to account for the 

values and perspective of the stakeholders involved, which may reveal evidence not present in the 

organizational data. Finally, professional expertise is included as a source of evidence, to include the 

experience and learnings on causes and effects, as well as possible theories and hypotheses induced 

from this experience (Briner, 2018). 

In practice, several financial or evidence-based methods exist for IT project evaluation and for 

measuring IT project success. We will elaborate on some of these methods, to get a better 

understanding of what they can and cannot do, and to understand the role that evidence can play 

in IT project evaluation. One of the most central and acknowledged methods for evaluation of IT 

projects is called The Iron Triangle, consisting of three measures to evaluate projects, i.e., time, cost 

and quality, placing these three measures at the center of project success (Atkinson, 1999). The iron 

triangle has become the de-facto method to measure IT project success, and it is perceived by 

project managers that a successful IT project can be defined by these criteria alone (Shenhar and 

Dvir, 2007; Duggal, 2011). Central to the iron triangle is the interdependence between the three 

measures, e.g., to increase quality, more time is needed, hence cost will increase (Morris and 

Sember, 2008). The three measures from the iron triangle are also linked to the concept of net 

present value (NPV), which represents “the present value of future returns, discounted at the 

marginal cost of capital, minus the present value of the cost of the investment” (Gardiner & Stewart, 

2000, p. 251). The NPV calculation is useful to decision-makers and managers, as it provides a tool 

for understanding net benefits that an IT project outcome brings, considering how the time and cost 
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affects the outcome in terms of financial value (Gardiner & Stewart, 2000). Another method 

commonly used for controlling and tracking IT projects when they are ongoing is the earned value 

analysis (EVA). EVA measures the actual cost and earned value against the planned value at a given 

point in time. When the actual cost and the earned value is deviating from the planned value, it is 

an indication that the project is going off track (Williams, 1995). Finally, the cost-benefit analysis 

(CBA) for ex ante project evaluation is also a central method if one confesses to the evidence-based 

approach. Put in simple terms, the CBA, in relation to IT project management, is a calculation of the 

benefits achieved by completing a project, minus the cost associated with completing the same 

project. Cost and benefits in the CBA are typically restricted to tangible and measurable financial 

metrics, where benefits could consist of costs saved or additional earnings as an outcome of the 

project, whereas costs refer to the actual financial cost of completing the project (Adler & Posner, 

1999).  

2.2.3	BLACK	SWANS:	THE	STORY	ABOUT	IT	PROJECT	FAILURES	

The tangible and financial metrics, perceived as a form of objective evidence, and used to evaluate 

projects as well as to measure project success against, is also used to measure project failure. Big IT 

projects are notoriously known for budget and schedule overruns, referred to as black swans 

(Flyvbjerg and Budzier, 2011). They can be described as projects that exceed budgets by 200 % and 

schedule by 70 %, and as being high-impact events that are rare and unpredictable but in retrospect 

seem not so improbable. A large empirical study of IT change initiatives across the globe, including 

1,471 projects, comparing budgets, and estimated performance benefits with actual costs and 

results, reveal a fat tail of IT projects, meaning that even though the average cost overrun was 27 

%, a fat tail of gigantic cost overruns was identified (Flyvbjerg and Budzier, 2011). In the study, it is 

argued that one out of six projects can be defined as black swans meeting the before defined criteria 

of budgets and schedule overruns. The study concludes that IT changes initiatives themselves are 

not particularly prone to huge cost and schedule overruns on average, but an unusually large 

proportion of them have massive overruns, indicating a disproportionate number of black swans 

(Flyvbjerg and Budzier, 2011).  
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Flyvbjerg and Budzier (2011) argues that the reason for the disproportionate number of black 

swans can be explained by the growing size and complexity of IT projects. They are now so big, while 

also interacting with so many aspects of the organization, that they pose a singular new risk to the 

firms and organizations. As possible mitigation strategies, stress-tests of the organization before the 

project start are suggested. The central question to ask is whether the organization is strong enough 

to absorb a cost overrun of 400 % if only 25-50 % of the benefits are realized. Possible remedies 

could be the breakdown of big projects into packages of limited size, complexity, and duration, while 

also having contingency plans to deal with unavoidable risk. Flyvbjerg and Budzier (2011) especially 

underline reference-class forecasting as a valuable risk mitigation tool, considering the outcomes of 

similar projects conducted on other organizations.  

Committing to the evidence-based approach has implications on how you evaluate the 

reasons for these project failures. According to Flyvbjerg (2016), such failures are attributed to what 

he characterizes as the planning fallacy. The planning fallacy refers to a tendency of underestimating 

costs and how much time will be needed to complete a project, due to an optimism bias. That is, 

the project’s timeline and budget are heavily underestimated in the ex ante project evaluation. 

Thereby, this speaks to the story of IT project failure, as such bad planning leads to poor project 

performance, not staying on budget and timeline, where no options to save the day emerges, or 

emerges too late, making the project fail in terms of the internal project success (Pinto, 1988). 

Evidently, Flyvbjerg (2016; 2018) advocates for better planning and estimates to reduce the 

optimism bias and consequently avoid the planning fallacy, to counter such project failures. 

2.2.4	RECAP	OF	EVIDENCE	AND	TANGIBLE	MEASURES	

Common for the methods stemming from the evidence-based approach, is the reliance on tangible 

financial metrics such as cost, time, and quality to define and measure project success. The 

advocates for such evidence-based approaches believe that when decision-makers are provided 

with accurate information, they are enabled to make more rational and less biased decisions and 

that this will lead to better performance (Atkinson, 1999; Rousseau, 2006; Davenport, 2010; McAfee 

et al., 2012; Flyvbjerg, 2016; Flyvbjerg, 2018). Having adopted this perspective, numerous scholars 



 

 

18 

call for better information systems to provide such data, and to bring this additional quantitative 

data into the decision-making process to improve and facilitate decision-making based on evidence 

(Tingling and Brydon, 2010; Davenport, 2010; McAfee et al., 2012). Committing to the evidence-

based approach has implications on how projects are managed, and their success is measured. With 

this perspective, project success refers to the accomplishment of the set-out plan, within the budget 

and schedule, achieving the project benefits aimed for. Looking at project success in this way reveals 

the fat tail of black swans as a story of IT project failure, as introduced by Flyvbjerg and Budzier 

(2011). 

The different sources of evidence, as described by Briner (2018) must be assessed by the 

decision-makers, as it would be by juries in a courtroom. Even though we have made the distinction 

between an evidence- and judgment-based approach, one can simply not assess the relevance and 

reliability of the different sources of evidence without judgment. Briner (2018) therefore includes 

an Appraising step in the process of making evidence-based decisions, in which decision-makers are 

critically judging the trustworthiness of the evidence present. Even though this is somehow contrary 

to the arguments we, in general, make on the evidence-based approach, we cannot omit this fact - 

but we see this kind of judgment as more related to the notion of rationality and the scientific 

process, rather than gut-feeling and intangible measures, which we will elaborate on in section 2.3. 

Further, this also suggests an interplay between evidence and judgment, which will be elaborated 

on in section 2.4. 

2.3	JUDGMENT	AND	INTANGIBLE	MEASURES	IN	IT	PROJECT	EVALUATION	

The second approach to project evaluation is more intangible and complex and supports that the 

decision of project ventures should be motivated by the decision maker’s own judgment and gut 

feeling. In the following section, we will delve into a description of different concepts that supports 

this reasoning. We will introduce the concept of project appraisal, intangible benefits, and value, of 

external project success and consequently the concept of the Hiding Hand. 
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2.3.1	THE	CONCEPT	OF	VALUE	AND	BENEFITS	IN	IT	PROJECT	MANAGEMENT	

Drawing on the conclusions from Bannister and Remenyi (2000), the concept of value or benefits in 

IT decision-making is formulated by the eye of the beholder and the beholder in business and 

management should be cultivated. Until there is a better understanding in the IT community of what 

value is and how managers attempt to optimize it, current IT evaluation methods for complex 

decision-making purposes will often be neither credible nor effective (Bannister and Remenyi, 

2000). The decision-making process is complex and includes not only tangible benefits but is also 

formulated based on the world that the decision-maker is in, the previous experiences of the 

decision-maker, the individual perception of the actor and the tools that he is using. It is the lens 

through which he understands a project’s performance and its expected value (Bannister and 

Remenyi, 2000). The value concept is hence diffuse and inconsistent, often based on judgment. 

Additional information to quantitative data is required to capture the full range of benefits and costs 

since financial methods have only a limited ability to include the non-quantifiable intangible benefits 

and non-measurable hidden or indirect costs of IT projects (Farbey et al., 1999). 

The absence of a clear conception of value or benefit can, unsurprisingly, lead to some serious 

misconceptions about the usefulness of the metrics designed to measure it. Business value can 

thereby be deceptive (Bannister and Remenyi, 2000). Tools from psychology and philosophy must 

be used, as value cannot, nor should, be delimited to a single number on a spreadsheet (Bannister 

and Remenyi, 2000). Major projects exist in a fluid environment and methodologies would better 

focus on emerging strategy and benefits, rather than requirements and costs in decision making 

(Farbey et al., 1999). Farbey et al. (1999) add that there are some continuous sources of wickedness 

with IT strategy including: A lack of understanding of the changes that will inevitably occur 

throughout the life cycle of a project; complexity working with multiple stakeholders with different 

objectives; tracing cause and effect relationships is difficult and leads to multifactorial problems; 

and the influence of emotivism from stakeholders. Some of these complexities in decision making 

and the influence of judgment and gut feel is further addressed in the sections to come. 
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2.3.2	PROJECT	PLANNING,	DESIGN,	AND	IT’S	SUCCESS	

In the following section we will describe the concepts relating to project planning, evaluation, design 

and of project success. Even though the very notion of success is oftentimes measured ex post of 

project implementation, the contributions on how projects are measured are relevant for our scope 

as we wish to understand how projects can be evaluated and planned by using judgment. 

Project success is oftentimes planned and coordinated heavily allowing for extensive 

measuring and negotiation of prices. As covered in the previous evidence section, the formalization 

is necessary to establish transparency and identity of the project which can be communicated to all 

involved parties (Kreiner, 2014). However, Kreiner (2014) argues that projects in practice are 

planned and designed based on the imagination of future states the project will prompt. Naturally, 

it is likely that contingencies will appear that makes the planned actions obsolete or meaningless, 

invalidating the planned actions. Thus, Kreiner (2014) describes the project as harboring a latent 

schism between projection and planning, and that the handling of such schism must be fundamental 

to project success. However, few project successes are found in research. It is the failure of projects 

that dominates the narrative of project management, not the successes (Kreiner, 2014). A reason 

for the absence of project success from the research could be that there are few successes to study 

(Kreiner, 2014). 

But could there be more to project success than the absence of failure? Success, as defined in 

dictionary terms, is “the accomplishment of an aim or purpose” (Kreiner, 2014, p. 22). Taking the 

schism between projection and planning into account, project success entails both the 

accomplishment of producing the specified results within the budget and time constraints, as well 

as making the projection of the future come true, i.e., fulfil the aim and purpose of the project that 

make the project outcome desirable to strive for (Kreiner, 2014). If this schism is not recognized, 

and project success is only measured in meeting explicit performance targets, then indeed project 

success is merely degraded into the absence of failure. Kreiner (2014) argues that to understand 

project success, it is necessary to understand both the decision to commit to the project, as well as 

the characteristics of the project itself. However, differing and supporting definitions exist, as: 
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“Project success is a topic that is frequently discussed and yet rarely agreed upon. The concept of 

project success has remained ambiguously defined. It is a concept which can mean so much to so 

many different people because of varying perceptions and leads to disagreements about whether a 

project is successful or not” (Liu & Walker In Baccarini, 1999, p.25). 

Thus, the formulation of project success is diffuse and ambiguous (Baccarini, 1999).  However, many 

scholars have attempted to further conceptualize project success. Baccarini (1999) proposes the use 

of two distinct components of project success, so does Kreiner (2014). The concepts of Baccarini 

(1999) entails a distinction between project management success and product success. The former 

focuses on the project process and in particular the successful accomplishment of cost, time, and 

quality. The latter deals with the effects of the project’s final product (Baccarini, 1999). Similarly, 

Kreiner (2014) mentions the concepts of internal and external project success as described by Pinto 

(1988). Internal project success refers to the completion of the project on time within budget, 

whereas external project success refers to the impact of the project on its intended user, i.e., the 

client. The similarity and commonality between the conceptualizations are impossible to diffuse. 

Pinto (1988) argues that the dominant school of thought is the internal perspective of project 

success. While internal success is easy to measure in retrospect, external success is harder to 

quantify and measure as it relates more to the future impact of the project to the client, making it 

difficult to claim in a convincing and authoritative manner – external project success is more of a 

narrative than a measure (Kreiner, 2014). By taking perspectives into account from Cohen (1972) 

and Keynes (2018), which are far from project management studies, Kreiner (2014) argues that only 

focusing on achieving internal success, without consideration for the larger picture, will lead to 

issues with project performance. In addition, the inadequacy of economic calculations for 

investment decisions is underlined, as they concern the future benefits of which we lack the basis 

for calculating. Thus, a decision to invest depends on spontaneous optimism, neglecting the thought 

of ultimate loss (Kreiner, 2014).  This optimism will be further covered in the conceptualization of 

the Principle of the Hiding Hand. 
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To sum up, Kreiner (2014) argues that the very notion of both internal and external project 

success being entirely measurable and accessible via hard calculations is problematic. Project 

evaluation should be done best by including the larger picture. The projection and planning 

inevitably include a level of imagination and narration, which makes the basis for precise 

calculations nonexistent. Due to this impossibility, the role of trust in communities will become 

central and the foundation in which effective social action is possible (Kreiner, 2014). If the 

spontaneous optimism falters, the project participants may give in to the temptation of antisocial 

behavior, only looking after their own interest, which correspondingly will lead to the falter of 

performance (Kreiner, 2014). Kreiner (2014) describes the fundamental contribution error as 

detrimental to the narrative of project success because it will find faults among its project 

participants rather than in the nature of the task or the situational constraint. Thus, a common 

explanation for the fiasco of major IT projects, is the lack of professionalism in project management 

and basic project planning errors (Kreiner, 2014).  

In a case study, Kreiner (2014) found that project success was defined based on the experience 

by its participants in its multiplicity. Further, the case showed that when taking out the hard 

measures and calculations for success, and exhibiting trust, inclusion, and co-ownership to 

participants, including the end-users in the project, the formulation of a successful project was 

made. Project success is thus best understood as a feeling about what was done, rather than a 

calculation, as measurement and formal success criteria will not explain the feeling of success 

(Kreiner, 2014). Project success is not an individual feeling, it is a shared one. Imagining ways of 

designing and managing the project that will make the misattribution of faults less likely is crucial 

for turning the project into a success, as these misattributions on persons rather than situation and 

context destroy the sense of community and spontaneous optimism (Kreiner, 2014). In the success 

case, plans and targets were not the main references of action, instead, the real situation, people 

and possible remedies were.  

Other contributions to project success’s intangibility include ones from Tallon and Kraemer 

(2007), Irani and Love (2002), and Frisk et al. (2014). According to Tallon and Kraemer (2007), 
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subjective assessments such as perceived IT impact, intuition, and insights may de facto yield more 

accurate and even richer assessments of IT projects than do the financial methods. By leaning on 

sensemaking theory and cognitive process knowledge they can correlate the perceived (soft) 

success of IT executives, with the more evidence-based (hard) methods of measuring a project’s 

success (Tallon and Kraemer, 2007, p.44). Despite the general trust issue of using qualitative ways 

to measure project success, their research shows value in including these measures and that those 

perceptual measures are in fact valid and credible. By including the perceived value of a project, it 

is possible to look at the project in its context and lift the lid on the black box (Tallon and Kraemer, 

2007, p.44). Irani & Love (2002) supplements the discussion on the intangible, non-financial 

benefits, and hidden costs, that makes it difficult to manage IT projects (Irani and Love, 2002). As a 

result, project appraisal is challenging and is seen as a financial hurdle that must be overcome and 

not as a technique for evaluating the project’s worth (Irani and Love, 2002, p.76). In addition to 

management having difficulty in quantifying many IT benefits, such benefits occur at different 

organizational levels (Irani and Love, 2002). An interpretive collaborative approach to IT investment 

decision-making could result in decision making being a creative process where managers discover 

and evaluate alternatives. The most important contribution is the value case, which reflects a 

pluralistic understanding of the business value in the considered context and supports stakeholders’ 

discovery and evaluation of specific IT investment alternatives. Managers engaged in IT investments 

tend to draw primarily on financial methods and focus on technical, measurable indicators, while 

ignoring the cultural, political, and social dimensions and the consequential business values that 

surround organizations’ use of IT (Frisk et al., 2014). 

2.3.3	THE	HIDING	HAND:	THE	STORY	ABOUT	IT	PROJECT	SUCCESSES	

In the following section, we will further delve into the concept of judgment in project management. 

We will do that, by drawing parallels to the understanding of a Hiding Hand existing in project 

management that beneficially hides difficulties and obstacles from us. The hiding hand helps actors 

in taking the chance to venture on a project where some factors will always be unknown and 

impossible to forecast. It has been more than 50 years since Albert O. Hirschman in the first chapter 

of the 1967 book “Development Projects Observed” published his principle of the Hiding Hand, and 
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the theory still stands strong today (Flyvbjerg, 2016). More recent developments and contributions 

to the principle are given by scholars Lepenies (2018), Room (2018) and Ika (2018).   

The principle of the Hiding Hand is a renowned and accepted tool to describe some of the 

paradoxes in development projects and thereby project management (Flyvbjerg, 2016; Lepenies, 

2018; Room, 2018; Ika, 2018). Lepenies (2018) argues that the issues raised more than half a century 

ago are still at work. The transferable “best-practice” projects, that can be put into action, free from 

context, is as prevalent as the notion stating that it is possible to forecast a project’s feasibility 

through careful professional and technical ex ante scrutiny (Lepenies, 2018, p.364). It is our 

assumption that the principle is relevant for ex ante evaluation of IT projects as well, as development 

projects and IT projects have one commonality: The high complexity and insecurity before 

initialization. 

The principle was initially derived from a qualitative study of 11 development projects that 

had been successful (Hirschman, 2014). The principle states that ignorance is good in planning 

because if decision-makers knew the real costs and difficulties of projects, few ventures would ever 

get initiated (Flyvbjerg, 2016). It is built on the rationale that 1) if decision-makers had known the 

difficulties and obstacles met when agreeing on a venture, they would have never touched it, and 

2) the solving of the difficulties and obstacles oftentimes was the value-giver to the specific project 

(Hirschman, 2014). Hirschman argues that when a person meets these obstacles and difficulties, a 

natural human response is to get creative in problem-solving:  

“The only way in which we can bring our creative resources fully into play is by misjudging the 

nature of the task, by presenting it to ourselves as more routine, simple, undemanding of genuine 

creativity than it will turn out to be.” (Hirschman, 2014, p. 12) 

In conclusion, by discouraging any project’s complexity purposefully, a project manager is 

seeding the ground to encourage situations of creative problem solving, because “creativity always 

comes as a surprise to us” (Hirschman, 2014, p. 11). Hirschman acknowledges that this way of 
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approaching any task is indeed groundbreaking, as the general rationale of the time, and perhaps 

still today, is that: 

“(…) we [people] find it intolerable to imagine – that our more lofty achievements, such as 

economic, social, or political progress, could have come about by stumbling rather than through 

careful planning, rational behavior, and the courageous taking up of a clearly perceived challenge.” 

(Hirschman, 2014, p. 13). 

Hirschman relates his principle to those of other scholars prior to him. He mentions John Sawyer’s 

description that underestimates of cost resulting from the “miscalculation or sheer ignorance” were 

ultimately successful economic undertakings and “crucial to getting an enterprise launched at all” 

(Hirschman, 2014, p. 14). With his findings, it underlines that it is not possible, nor should it be, to 

base project evaluation solely on evidence-based calculations and measures, and that when 

obstacles are hidden, it allows for creative problem-solving that oftentimes is the primary value-

giver to a project’s success. 

Further to describing the principle, the perspective of timeliness is rounded. He argues that it 

does matter at what time in the process the hindrances appear (Hirschman, 2014). The Hiding Hand 

principle implies that the difficulties should not appear too early after the initialization of the project 

(Hirschman, 2014, p. 17). The operators must be caught by the time the obstacles appear, thereby 

being committed in the project for the problem-solving energy or creativity to be sparked 

(Hirschman, 2014, p. 16). In Kreiner’s (2014) words, there needs to exist a sense of community for 

a project to become successful. The obstacles tend to appear at different times in a project 

depending on industry, including that infrastructure projects tend to see these obstacles at a later 

stage in the process and thus, that far more serious efforts are made to overcome these, as the 

operators are already caught and invested in the project (Hirschman, 2014, p. 18). For the case of IT 

projects, it could be argued that the same applies as some obstacles and silos within larger 

corporations may be hard to predict before project initiation. And further, that the hidden costs are 

impossible to foresee and the benefits intangible (Irani and Love, 2002). Projects should be 
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developed in an experimental spirit, as a pilot where strength and experience would be gathered 

gradually to escape being closed in its infancy (Hirschman, 2014).  

The principle of the Hiding Hand has been used by many promoters and developers that have 

used what is coined the pseudo-imitation technique to sell a project whose path looks smoother 

than it is (Hirschman, 2014, p. 20). This is done by selling a project as a pure imitation of previous 

project successes, underestimating the specificity and idiosyncrasy of project problems and 

associated solutions (Ika, 2018). When projects are too obviously difficult, the pseudo-

comprehensive-program technique can be used. The latter technique consists of portraying the 

program extensively by pretending to have more insight than what is available (Hirschman, 2014, p. 

20). These techniques act, rendering Hirschman, as crutches for the inexperienced decision-maker 

permitting him to move forward when all risks are yet to be mapped (Hirschman, 2014). Hence, the 

use of evidence as crutches in judgment is formulated by Hirschman. They act as enablers of 

confidence for the decision-maker, and the further in the process a decision-maker is, the more 

likely it will be for him to toss his crutches and stand on his own two feet, relying on his own 

experience and judgment. However, using these crutches does come with some risk. So long a 

decision-maker will need the crutches to act, the probability of errors and undertaking projects that 

will fail is higher than when the decision-maker himself is able to differentiate between acceptable 

and unacceptable risk (Hirschman, 2014, p.26). 

The contribution of development projects does not only depend on the financial returns, but 

on the side effects from dealing with the obstacles as also stated by Nietzsche’s maxim “That which 

does not destroy me, makes me stronger” (Hirschman, 2014, p.25). In other words, the principle 

harmonizes with Kreiner (2014) stating that project success cannot purely be measured on 

evidence-based methods but must necessarily include the desired projection and the experience of 

the actors of the project. Lepenies (2018) adds that the very notion that there are specific 

prescriptions and evidence-based findings that, when followed meticulously, will guarantee a 

successful project is problematic, and that the principle provided by Hirschman gives a valuable 

scholarly contribution. Simply because it opens analytical pathways to come to grips with the fact 
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that projects seldomly work out as planned. Project management is too complex, context and 

people specific (Lepenies, 2018). Ika (2018, p.369) criticizes the evidence-based analysis and 

evaluation and argues that this approach ignores the full life-cycle project costs and benefits, the 

unintended project effects, the difficulties, and problem-solving abilities so dear to Hirschman and, 

thus, the evidence-based approach treats the management of projects as a kind of black box as also 

referenced by Tallon and Kraemer (2007). This is where the principle of the Hiding Hand can 

contribute to a heightened sensitivity not only for complexity but for the problematic consequences 

of over-simplistic, mechanical, and rigid approaches in project management (Lepenies, 2018, p.365). 

Room (2018) formulates the complexity, by calling it an interlocking of problems, the dynamic 

linkages between obstacles and the general implications, rather than the view that they are discrete 

or can be counted and projected (Room, 2018, p.368). According to Room (2018), a development 

process involves a progressive de-tangling of interlocking obstacles in an upward spiral for positive 

benefit (Room, 2018, p.367). The pathway to project success is foggy and uncertain and thus 

requires stepwise exploration, experimentation, and adaptation (Room, 2018). The benefit from this 

approach is that the next steps are revealed, tangles get unlocked and new vistas and vantage points 

are established (Room, 2018, p.368). 

2.3.4	RECAP	OF	JUDGMENT	AND	INTANGIBLE	MEASURES	

This section has included insights into how ex ante project evaluation in many cases also draws on 

the individual and communal judgment of actors evaluating if the implementation of a project will 

be feasible. This approach allows for a less rigid and traditional measure to ex ante project 

evaluation. We have shown that there is an empirical foundation that proves that judgment to a 

large extent is used both in the conceptualization of what value is and how project success is 

measured and should be defined. Finally, we have shown how abandoning the rational, logical, and 

mathematical methods for evaluation and implementation might in fact allow for creative problem 

solving that may end up being the major value giver to the success of a project both internally 

(project management success) and externally (product success). 
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The approach and understanding of Ika (2018) as previously mentioned is interesting because 

it allows for both the evidence-based and judgment-based approaches. A two-by-two matrix is 

provided in which project management performance and deliverable performance can be 

categorized (Ika, 2018, p.375). Room (2018), Lepenies (2018), Irani and Love (2002), Kreiner (2014), 

Farbey et al. (1999) and Bannister and Remenyi (2000) all acknowledges, to some extent, that there 

could be value in including both the evidence-based and the judgment-based approach for a more 

thorough and rightful project evaluation. This approach of including both views on project 

evaluation and performance is interesting, and in the following section, we will delve further into 

the interplay between the two.  

2.4	THE	INTERPLAY	BETWEEN	THE	EVIDENCE-	AND	JUDGMENT-BASED	

APPROACHES	

The turn of the millennium allowed for a renewed criticism of the traditional, tangible methods in 

prioritization of projects, and the empirical ground for this criticism was found in Dickinson et al., 

(2001). Their research provided that organizations exclusively basing prioritization decisions on 

financial methods may perform worse than organizations using a variety of methods (Dickinson et 

al., 2001). In addition, the past few years has allowed for a, some might call, more holistic or 

pluralistic approach to ex ante project evaluation and prioritization. The notion was partly motivated 

by a debate on whether the principle of the Hiding Hand was generalizable or too biased an 

approach to be a stand-alone recipe for the management of projects. The debate included cons and 

pros of the two streams and constructs of project evaluation as mentioned above with Flyvbjerg 

(2016; 2018) on the opposing side supporting the evidence-based stream and the work of 

Hirschman (2014), Ika (2018), Room (2018), and Lepenies (2018) on the other side, supporting the 

judgment-based stream. 

The works of Kreiner (2020) became the rejoinder, the new schism, not only allowing for the 

two streams to coexist but underlying how they de facto may complement each other. Back in 2015, 

Shollo et al. already argued for the interplay of judgment and evidence in IT project prioritization 
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and proposed that judgment devices are used to supplement, substitute, interpret and reframe 

evidence to reach a prioritization decision. In the following section, we will describe and discuss how 

the two streams may complement and thereby interplay with each other by drawing on the works 

of the scholars mentioned above. 

2.4.1	THE	REJOINDER	OF	THE	TWO	STREAMS	IN	PROJECT	EVALUATION	

The reason for the two differing perspectives on the side effects of a project can be linked to 

Flyvbjerg and Hirschman’s conflicting notions of what a project is, as outlined by Kreiner (2020). 

Recalling the definition of a project from Kreiner (2014) as a projection into the future, Flyvbjerg 

would imagine a project as a “consciously designed and planned leap into a designed and desired 

future” (Kreiner, 2020, p. 5). This perspective on a project would imply that better-informed 

decisions and better planning will lead to better project outcomes. In addition, with Flyvbjerg’s 

notion of project, the root cause of project underperformance is biased and manipulated decisions 

that lead to projects derailing, as their destiny is determined by design. Just because projects have 

a poor track record, Flyvbjerg would still consider the careful and well-informed planning and design 

of projects as the ideal, as he commits himself to what he sees as central values of modern societies; 

that “decisions should be made rationally and governed by a logic of consequences” (Kreiner, 2020, 

p. 6). Thus, Flyvbjerg sees the central challenge of project management as bringing practice closer 

to this ideal (Kreiner, 2020). 

Hirschman’s notion of a project, conflicting with Flyvbjerg’s, revolves around “the unique 

rather than the general, the unexpected rather than the expected and the possible rather than the 

probable'' (Kreiner, 2020, p. 7). Hirschman sees projects as representing ongoing experimentation, 

rather than just planned and designed leaps into a preconceived future. Situations, or contingencies, 

occurring when projects are ongoing, present the actors with alternative routes forward, and it is 

the chosen route that will determine the project outcome. The appropriate route, or action, 

depends on the situation at hand. If only adhering to situations planned and expected, thus without 

such consequential agency, it is the belief of Hirschman that projects would come to a premature 

end. Hirschman calls for wisely attending to what is happening, “relying more on the presence of 



 

 

30 

mind than on plans'', learning from such experiences, rather than reducing the learning to simple 

lessons and prescripts (Kreiner, 2020, p. 6).  

In the combination of the two perspectives, Kreiner (2020) argues that when believing that 

we know how to properly design, plan and manage projects to ensure successful outcomes, we 

infer, when projects do fail, that the reason must be found in poor design, planning and 

management of the project. Thus, we must have violated the established knowledge, as they would 

have succeeded otherwise. When we reduce project failures to plain poor planning, bad estimates, 

or poor performance of individual actors, we fail to learn something new about projects, i.e., we 

only learn what the established knowledge already tells us. Therefore, Kreiner (2020) asks if we can 

possibly learn something more, by incorporating Hirschman's perspectives on project management. 

It is not that Kreiner (2020) proposes that Hirschman represents an alternative, or contrary, body of 

established knowledge that should replace the conventional one, rather he argues that we should 

enrich it by opening our minds to new learnings – what Room (2018) would call new vistas. Instead 

of just treating right forecasts as the way to success, we could think of the fact that projects 

sometimes achieve things that make the formal criteria of success irrelevant. In addition, instead of 

reducing project success to what we already know, i.e., the internal project success of complying 

with the predetermined budget and schedule (Kreiner, 2014), we could nuance the understanding 

by uncovering multiple ways of projects to succeed. Kreiner (2020) is thereby questioning the very 

notion of what value, benefits and project success is construed by, including the interplay between 

the two streams for a more rounded understanding of project success.  

2.4.2	THE	INTERPLAY	BETWEEN	EVIDENCE	AND	JUDGMENT	

We believe the battle of perspectives described so far, as well as the combination of the two 

perspectives as proposed by Kreiner (2020), will inform us well about the challenges occurring in ex 

ante project evaluation, and inform us about what we might possibly uncover, analyzing our case. 

To further elaborate on this issue, and to complement Kreiner (2020), we introduce a case study by 

Shollo et al. (2015) about the interplay of evidence and judgment in the IT project prioritization 

process. Shollo et al. (2015) investigated portfolio management in a large danish financial institution 
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by focusing on how the organization decides what IT projects to prioritize in the project portfolio of 

the coming year. Shollo et al. (2015) argue that the norm in the society, and thus also in the 

organization, is, in line with Flyvbjerg, that strategic decisions should be made based on evidence 

and rational decision-making. Respected scholars have called for better data and more accurate 

information that will empower managers to make less biased decisions, leading to better 

organizational performance. Such a paradigm is branded as evidence-based management. Yet, 

others have critiqued such a view due to its narrow focus on the impact IT has, and the fact it is 

close to impossible to calculate and account for the hidden and indirect costs as mentioned by and 

Irani and Love (2002). Reviewing the literature on the subject, Shollo et al. (2015) describe that 

organizations exclusively using financial metrics and methods to prioritize may perform worse than 

organizations using a mix of methods, in accordance with Dickinson et al. (2001) and Room (2018), 

Lepenies (2018), Irani and Love (2002), Kreiner (2014; 2020), Farbey et al. (1999) and Bannister and 

Remenyi (2000). 

 Shollo et al. (2015, p. 172) pursuits to conduct such an empirical study, by asking how 

decision-makers “use evidence and other sources of information in the IT project prioritization 

process”. The study concludes that, depending on the perceptions of the evidence presented, 

different tactics are implemented to substitute or supplement evidence with judgment, as well as 

interpreting or reframing evidence based on judgment devices. In the case of controversial evidence, 

i.e., that the evidence, such as a cost-benefit calculation, is perceived by managers as being 

unreliable and imprecise, the evidence is substituted with judgment. When evidence is perceived as 

weak, e.g., when a cost-benefit calculation is perceived as poor and unsatisfactory, evidence is 

supplemented with judgment. Ambiguous evidence, e.g., the cost-benefit calculation is perceived 

to be equivocal and unclear, leads to managers interpreting the evidence, based on judgment. And 

finally, in the cases of insufficient evidence, e.g., the cost-benefit calculation is perceived as 

incomplete, managers are reframing evidence based on judgment. 

A case study by Tingling and Brydon (2010) investigates the phenomena of decision-based 

evidence-making. The findings suggest that evidence for decision-making plays three different roles 
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depending on whether the aim is to make, inform or support a decision. When evidence is used to 

make a decision, the decision follows directly from the evidence, also known as evidence-based 

decision making. Evidence can also be used to inform a decision, where evidence is one of several 

inputs to the decision process, the others being more judgment-based such as intuition and 

experience. The final role evidence can play is to support a decision. When evidence is supporting a 

decision, it implies that the decision is already made, when the evidence is collected, i.e., evidence 

is created to support a decision made using other inputs. It is this final role of evidence that Tingling 

and Brydon (2010) define as decision-based evidence-making.  

As scholars, we see some similarities, or a connection, between the tactics of reaching a 

prioritization decision by Shollo et al. (2015) and the described role of evidence in decision making 

by Tingling and Brydon (2010). To some extent, the tactics of supplementing and interpreting 

evidence are similar to evidence being used to inform a decision. Supporting a decision with 

evidence can relate to the tactics of Shollo et al. (2015) around reframing and substituting evidence. 

The final role that Tingling and Brydon (2010) describes as making a decision is not directly 

transferable to tactics which Shollo et al. (2015) identified in their case study, but rather to the norm 

on society and organizations that decisions should be made on evidence and rationality. See figure 

2 for a visualization of the connection between the studies of Shollo et al. (2015) and Tingling and 

Brydon (2010). 

 

FIGURE 2: CONNECTION BETWEEN SHOLLO ET AL. (2015) AND TINGLING & BRYDON (2010) 
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The very notion of evidence-based management as an objective approach is critiqued by 

several scholars, as the methods and calculations themselves are arguably socially constructed, 

meaning that the legitimacy of number systems as a measurement is not given, but must be 

negotiated (Denis et al., 2006). There are fundamental problems with evidence-based management, 

and instead of addressing these problems, they are treated as digressions (Morrell et al., 2015). The 

argumentation of this default is that evidence-based management in itself is a narrative and is 

becoming more polished through repetition and selective assimilation of critiques, thereby making 

it even less interesting and valuable (Morrell et al., 2015). Morrell et al. (2015, p. 541) call for a 

pluralistic approach to knowledge creation, in line with Shollo et al. (2015), as the narrow approach 

of evidence-based management is dangerous because genuinely new perspectives will be drowned 

out and that advances in our understanding will be marginal and predictable. In addition, the 

traditional organizational decision-making literature sees the use of numbers and calculation, i.e., 

rationalistic decision measures, as largely inappropriate for pluralistic organizations (Denis et al., 

2006).  At the same time, empirical data suggest, indeed, in pluralistic organizations that rational 

reasoning and decisions are most prevailing, as they are used to inform, persuade, control and 

impress others (Denis et al., 2006). Number systems are legitimized due to their objectivity, while 

they are naturally socially constructed simplifications of reality. This makes it hard for individuals to 

claim that their numbers are authoritative. Thus, the legitimacy of number systems as a 

measurement is not given but must be negotiated (Denis et al., 2006). Numbers do, on the one 

hand, promote control, legitimacy, and sense-making, providing power and authority to act that 

may be useful in a pluralistic context where such power can be hard to find. On the contrary, it is 

argued that the delegation of decisions to numbers may lead to depreciating the judgment of actors, 

limiting the possibility to make reasonable adjustments when the situation suggests this (Denis et 

al., 2006). 

The study by Denis et al. (2006) concludes several propositions on how and when numbers 

are powerful for strategizing in a pluralistic context. Numbers are more likely to become powerful 

if; 1) the decisions they provide are consistent with the interest and values of the majority of the 

dominant actors involved, 2) they are followed by agreements of principle that reflect a shared 
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system of meaning, 3) they are combined with consistency, transparency and competence in 

supporting the legitimacy of their promoters as advocates for the collective good, and 4) the actors 

using them understands the meanings and consequences of information in the context of their 

specific industry. Finally, the study suggests that the constructed objectivity of number systems as 

an enhancer of their power may limit the judgment and agency of human actors.  

2.4.3	OUR	WAY	FORWARD		

Tingling and Brydon (2010) explain in their study that evidence cannot nor should replace judgment, 

but that evidence can be used “in much the same way as that of a streetlight [..] for illumination or 

support depending upon the need, greater understanding of the multiplicity of ways that evidence 

is used within organizations” (Tingling and Bryden, 2010, p. 76). We understand that they are 

acknowledging an interplay between evidence and judgment, but they fail to explain how this 

interplay comes into practice. In addition, Briner (2018) manages to showcase a side of this 

multiplicity by naming four sources of evidence. One of his four sources of evidence is called 

professional expertise and includes the experience and learnings on causes and effects, as well as 

possible theories and hypotheses by e.g., a decision-maker. To some extent, Briner (2018) 

acknowledges that the use of judgment is an important part of evidence and decision making. Yet 

again, he does not try to explain how the two in fact interplay in practice. 

If we go with the rationale of Denis et al. (2006) that number systems are socially constructed 

in communities having a shared system of meaning, it is important to include a more pluralistic view 

of project evaluation as supported by Morrell (2015). According to Morrell, evidence is itself a 

narrative. In addition, Kreiner (2020) and Shollo (2015) supports the existence of the interplay and 

argue that including both approaches in project evaluation will give us new perspectives and that 

organizations exclusively using financial metrics and methods to prioritize may perform worse than 

organizations using a mix of methods and measures (Dickinson et al., 2001). 

During our first workshop with the case company, we heard something about the use of 

stories when trying to sell a solution or a product to a client. This made us curious as to how and 
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what role stories and narratives play and interplay with evidence in ex ante IT project evaluation. 

From our literature research, we found that there was a limited number of contributions in this area 

on how the interplay of evidence and judgment occurs. In addition, we have not managed to find 

any literature that delves into how vendors may use a mix of different methods to influence a client’s 

decision.  

In conclusion, evidence and judgment must inevitably interplay, as supported by Shollo et al. 

(2015), Tingling and Brydon (2010), Briner (2018), Morrel (2015) and Kreiner (2020). But how does 

the interplay occur in practice? And how does it occur in the setting of a client-vendor relationship? 

This is the focal point of our thesis, and in the following section, we will explain how we have tried 

to understand this by presenting our methodology and case study, hence how our thesis is 

empirically grounded.  

 	



 

 

36 

3	METHODOLOGY	

In this section, we will explain the methodological considerations and choices made when 

conducting our research on the interplay between evidence and judgment in ex ante project 

evaluation. The section is structured as follows; In the first part, we will explain how we have 

adopted a social constructivist research philosophy. Second, we will explain our approach to theory 

development, which is inductive, as our research departs from the data. In the third part of this 

section, we describe how and why we conduct a case study. Fourth, we will explain how we employ 

multi-methods to collect qualitative data, and how we employ the principles of data triangulation. 

Afterwards, there will be a section further elaborating in detail how we collected our data, by 

explaining the different data sources and interview techniques. Following this, a brief note on the 

ethics of data collection and analysis will be presented before we finally describe our approach to 

data analysis by explaining the procedures and techniques used for the coding of our data. 

3.1	SOCIAL	CONSTRUCTIVISM	AS	A	RESEARCH	PHILOSOPHY	

This study is interested in exploring concepts in ex ante IT project evaluation. Drawing on our 

literature review, we have identified concepts within two approaches; evidence and judgment. As 

projects and organizations are driven by humans, we can see such concepts as social phenomena. 

We saw that the evidence-based approach and concepts such as the cost-benefit analysis and the 

iron triangle take a prominent position within research on project management and among 

practitioners. It is perceived that such tools and methods are rational, scientific, and objective. 

Combined with their prominent position, we can characterize them as some kind of given truths. An 

example is a study by Flyvbjerg (2016), exclusively using the cost-benefit analysis for explaining 

project success, project failure and project learning, underlining the perception of the cost-benefit 

analysis as an objective and rational method, and thereby a given truth. Looking at social 

phenomena, where given truths are taken for granted, is of interest to a social science researcher 

with a social constructivist standpoint (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). Therefore, we adopt a social 

constructivist standpoint for our research.  
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Social constructivism holds both a critical potential in relation to attacking ‘accepted truths’, 

and an effort to establish new understandings, new theories, which allow for alternative courses of 

action (Juul and Pedersen, 2012; Gioia, 2012; Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Contrary to the realistic 

positions which assume that there is a truth about social phenomena, and that science can and must 

‘dig up these truths’ and thereby produce objective knowledge about society, the social 

constructivist position assumes that no such truth about society exists that can be experienced 

independently from its observer (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). Social constructivism operates with an 

assumption that the preconceptions we encounter in the field have a crucial bearing on what we 

see and what we assume to be true. These preconceptions are created by both historical and 

societal expressions of, or discourses about, how the world should be understood, but also by our 

individual biography, experiences, and values (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). 

Evidently, by taking a social constructivist standpoint, it has implications on how we 

understand knowledge, and how it is pursued. In a constructivist framework of understanding, the 

knowledge we have about reality is considered a perception of reality that is constructed through 

interaction with others. The social constructivist approach to science is thereby, that the truth is not 

discovered through research - is it constructed or created (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). No single truth 

exists, but what is perceived as true depends on the perspective from which the problem is 

considered. Thus, in the social constructivist analysis, it is central to uncover the ways in which 

individuals and groups participate in the construction of what is perceived as true. This is done by 

investigating how social phenomena are constructed, which power relations have influenced the 

perception of certain phenomena as true, and how such truths have become institutionalized in 

society (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Juul and Pedersen, 2012).  

To sum up, the epistemological standpoint of social constructivism is the rejection of the 

ability to obtain objective knowledge on the phenomena of interest. Our preconceptions and the 

prevailing discourses imply that we always study a phenomenon from a certain perspective. No 

neutral standpoint exists, from which we, as researchers, can observe and consider the subject 

matter investigated (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). From an ontological perspective, social 
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constructivism assumes that no single truth exists, but instead several constructed truths, which 

makes sense from different perspectives and values, as well as social and historic contexts (Juul and 

Pedersen, 2012). Evidently, by operating with a constructivist perspective, a subjectivist perspective 

is also adopted. This implies being interested in different opinions and narratives that can help 

explain different social realities of social actors, as opposed to the objectivist which would be 

interested in discovering universal facts and laws governing social behaviors (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2016). 

In the context of our study, adopting a social constructivist standpoint has several implications 

on our research. It implies that we are not looking for cause-and-effect relationships, but instead 

we are interested in how social phenomena are constructed through social interactions, definitions, 

and power relations (Juul and Pedersen, 2012). We focus more on how the actors are constructing 

and understanding their experience while focusing less on the number or frequency of measurable 

occurrences (Gioia, 2012). Thereby, we are necessarily not able to, nor interested in, explaining e.g. 

what the cause-and-effect relationship is between using the evidence- or judgment-based approach 

in project evaluation. Rather, we are interested in and able to uncover how evidence and judgment 

is constructed and perceived, and how they interact with each other among the social actors in our 

study. And possibly, how the use of constructed narratives plays a role in this formulation. 

3.2	AN	INDUCTIVE	APPROACH	TO	THEORY	DEVELOPMENT	

In the previous section, it was explained how this study adopts a social constructivist standpoint, 

being interested in the construction process of social phenomena. Before delving deeper into the 

research strategy and methods of this study, it is necessary to elaborate and clarify the research 

approach and approach to theory development present. The interest in the social phenomena 

studied, i.e., the interaction of evidence, judgment, and possible narratives in ex ante IT project 

evaluation, was sparked during an explorative interview with the case company. It was this initial 

data collection that led us to further explore this phenomenon, and it is from this perspective that 

we continued our data collection and became aware about what literature needed to be reviewed 
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to inform us about the nature of the social phenomena observed. We will further explain our data 

collection techniques in section 3.5.  

As explained above, this study departs from the empirical data collected. Therefore, the 

approach to theory development present is primarily inductive. The inductive approach entails 

making sense of the collected data through analysis, and it is from this analysis that theory can be 

formulated, usually expressed through conceptual frameworks (Saunders et al., 2016). As also noted 

in the description of our philosophical standpoint, we are not interested in establishing a cause-

effect relationship between two variables, without understanding how the social actors interpret 

their world, as present with a deductive approach. The strength of the inductive approach is exactly 

developing such an understanding (Saunders et al., 2016). Adopting this approach makes the 

context in which the events of interest take place of particular concern. This makes a smaller sample 

of subjects more appropriate, as well as working with multiple methods of collecting qualitative 

data, allowing for the establishment of different perspectives on the social phenomena of interest 

(Saunders et al., 2016).  

In theory development, the traditional approach within organizational studies is focused on 

construct elaboration, where constructs are defined as abstract theoretical formulations about the 

phenomena of interest. Yet, constructs are usually formulated so they can be measured with the 

purpose of operationalizing and quantifying them as variables (Gioia et al., 2012). However, we 

distance ourselves from this approach, as we, in line with Gioia et al. (2012), are concerned about 

its limitations in working with concept development. By focusing too much on construct elaboration 

and development, we are missing out on the possibility to gain a deeper knowledge of the dynamics 

and interaction of the phenomena studied (Gioia, 2012). As concepts encompass a more general, 

less well-defined, capturing of qualities that can explain or describe the phenomena of theoretical 

interest, concepts can be seen as precursors to constructs, allowing for the discovery of new 

relevant concepts for the purpose of theory building, that can guide the creation and validation of 

constructs (Gioia et al., 2012). Thus, with our inductive approach to theory development, we place 

ourselves in the early phase of discovering such concepts in the context of interest, i.e., our case. In 
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the coming sections, we will explain and describe how we employ this inductive approach to our 

research strategy, our choice of methods, as well as our data collection and analysis techniques. 

3.3	THE	CASE	STUDY	AS	A	RESEARCH	STRATEGY	

Having established our philosophical standpoint and approach to theory development, we will now 

dive into our research strategy. In this section we will thus describe our approach to research 

strategy by explaining why and how we conduct a case study. 

The case study as a research strategy focuses on the in-depth understanding of a topic or 

phenomenon and its dynamics present within a single setting, referring to the interactions between 

the subject of the case and its context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Saunders et al., 2016). The ‘case’ can be 

different things, e.g., a person, a group or team, an organization, a specific process, among many 

other possible instances. The case study is defined by the choice of case and the determination of 

its boundaries (Saunders et al., 2016). In our study, the case can be characterized as a group of 

employees engaged in ex ante project evaluation at a software vendor. Understanding the context 

is fundamental when conducting case study research, as the boundaries between the phenomena 

studied and its context are often blurred (Saunders et al., 2016). Visit section 4 for a detailed 

description of our empirical setting. 

By applying the strategy of case study research, it allows us to generate insights from in-depth 

research of the phenomena of interest and its context. This can lead to rich empirical descriptions 

allowing for development of theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Saunders et al., 2016). Case studies typically 

combine different data collection methods, such as interviews, archives, questionnaires, and 

observations (Eisenhardt, 1989). In section 3.5 on data collection techniques, we will explain how 

this case study combines the methods of exploratory and semi structured interviews with document 

analysis and observations, applying the principles of data triangulation.  

The research question is a crucial component when starting the case study research, allowing 

us to delve into our case and context with a well-defined focus - without it, the researcher is easily 
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overwhelmed by the amount of data (Eisenhardt, 1989). When choosing our case, we relied on 

theoretical sampling, as well as opportunity and access. The tentative research question was defined 

out of interest in IT project management, including some initial, exploratory data collection in the 

form of two unstructured interviews with employees of the case company. The case company was 

selected primarily because of its theoretical fit to our field of interest - IT project management, but 

also because of opportunity and access as one of the authors of this project employed at the case 

company selected, making our study an embedded case study (Saunders et al., 2016). We conduct 

a single case study, with the case selected purposely, because it provides us with the opportunity to 

observe and analyze a phenomenon that has not been widely investigated before, distancing 

ourselves from investigating the replicability across cases usually done with multiple case studies 

(Saunders et al., 2016). 

To sum up our choices so far, we have adopted a social constructivist standpoint for 

researching the construction process of social phenomena, we have an exploratory and inductive 

approach to theory development as our research departs from the data, and we conduct a single 

case study as it allows us to generate insights from in-depth research of the phenomena of interest 

and its context. In the coming section, we will in more detail explain our choice of methods for data 

collection, as well as how we employ the technique of data triangulation.  

3.4	CONDUCTING	A	MULTI-METHOD	QUALITATIVE	STUDY	WITH	DATA	

TRIANGULATION	

Working with a case company, and relying on them to provide us with primary, secondary, raw, and 

processed data has been the deciding factor when looking at the choice of methods. Further, 

considering the objective of looking at different constructions of IT evaluation phenomena has 

called for a more qualitative approach. With regards to method choices, we have primarily collected 

qualitative data in the form of different forms of interviews as well as documents.  This allowed us 

to make a multi-method qualitative study which is defined as “the use of more than one qualitative 
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data collection technique and corresponding qualitative analysis or procedure” (Saunders et al., 

2016, p. 195). 

Data triangulation involves using more than one source of data and method of collection to 

confirm the validity, credibility, authenticity of research data, analysis, and interpretation. We have 

used data triangulation to add depth, breadth, complexity, and richness to our research, as opposed 

to the positivist motive to use data triangulation to move towards finding the single ‘truth’ 

(Saunders et al., 2016, p.207). Data triangulation necessitates using a multi-method qualitative 

study (Saunders et al., 2016, p.207). The purpose is to use two or more independent sources of data 

and methods of collection within one study to enhance and ensure that the data is both deep and 

broad enough to show several constructions of the phenomena we wish to highlight. In the coming 

section, we will portray how we have achieved data triangulation by applying several data collection 

techniques and procedures. 

3.5	TECHNIQUES	AND	PROCEDURES	FOR	DATA	COLLECTION	

This section describes the techniques and procedures we have used to collect the data. As previously 

mentioned, the thesis is built on a case study. Below we will describe which type of techniques have 

been used to form the basis for analysis and include a description of how we have gone about 

processing the data.  

3.5.1	UNSTRUCTURED,	EXPLORATORY	INTERVIEWS	

In the initial phases of problem formulation and conceptualization, two unstructured exploratory 

interviews were conducted with a Solution Engineering Manager and a Strategic Advisor. The length 

of the interviews corresponded to an hour. Find all transcriptions in the appendices. Having these 

interviews in the initial phases of our problem formulation allowed us to give voice to the informants 

in the very early stages of data gathering and analysis and represent their voices prominently in the 

reporting of the research which created what Gioia et al. (2012) argue allows for the discovery of 

new concepts rather than the affirmation of existing concepts. This rationale fits with our inductive 
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research approach. Before completing the exploratory interviews, all we knew was that we wanted 

to work with IT project evaluation, not with the interplay of judgment and evidence and use of 

narratives in the process. Subsequently, no interview protocol was developed, just a few notes 

relating to what IT project management was, and how the actors worked with it in their respective 

roles. It was based on these interviews that the phenomena were found and that our research 

question and literature research was sparked and consequently formulated. 

3.5.2	WORKSHOP	

As part of the exploratory phase of the thesis, we were invited in for a workshop with the Strategic 

Advisor whose primary role is to act as a trusted advisor at the interface between the vendor (case 

company) and the clients and prospects. We spent four hours with him, to gain a better 

understanding of how he supported the ex ante IT project evaluation. The session did thereby not 

include any structured elements and was purely exploratory. The setting allowed us to get deeply 

informed about the work of the advisor, and the methods he would use when having a conversation 

with a customer. The introduction was pragmatic and enabled us to broaden our understanding of 

how ex ante IT project evaluation occurs in practice in the case company and helped us further 

scope our problem formulation. 

3.5.3	SEMI-STRUCTURED	INTERVIEWS	

As the first round of exploratory interviews was concluded, we found that some of the concepts 

described needed more explanation, we needed our interviewees to build on their responses.  

Therefore, we developed a series of interview protocols to further delve into those 

conceptualizations to enable follow-up on some of the points that we missed in the initial data 

collection. By having these follow-up interviews, we were able to understand the meanings that the 

participants ascribed to the phenomena of ex ante IT project evaluation. 
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Semi-structured interviews are ‘non-standardized’. These are often referred to as qualitative 

research interviews (Saunders et al., 2016). In semi-structured interviews, the researcher has a list 

of themes and possibly some key questions to be covered, although their use may vary from 

interview to interview. For the second round of interviews, this approach to data collection was 

used. Further, the interview questions were formulated loosely with open ends, as also suggested 

by Saunders et al. (2016) to be best practice. When developing the interview protocol, we paid 

extraordinary attention to make sure that it was focused on our research question and that it was 

thorough and tried to anticipate related issues and that the questions were not leading-the-witness 

(Gioia et al., 2012). Find the interview protocol in Appendix 1. The Interview protocol was also 

shared with the interviewees beforehand to increase the credibility of participants (Saunders et al., 

2016, p. 402). The reason for the approach was to maintain the possibility to deviate from the 

original question, allowing the interviewee to elaborate on his perspectives, which could lead to 

discussions relating to higher-level concepts (Saunders et al., 2016). This meant that we omitted 

some questions in particular interviews where we found it necessary and could follow up and 

deviate from the interview protocol to allow for a smoother, more fluent interview setting, enabling 

the interviewee to highlight the concepts and points that he found relevant. The order of questions 

also varied depending on the flow of the conversation. On the other hand, additional questions were 

in some cases required to explore the concepts. The nature of the questions and the ensuing 

discussion was captured by recording the conversation. In total 3 semi-structured interviews were 

completed. All actors worked in the case company and are titled: Strategic Advisor, Solution 

Engineer and Program Manager. Find the transcription of the interviews in appendices. 

3.5.4	DOCUMENTS		

As a secondary contributor of data, we received some documents from the actors interviewed. We 

define documents as secondary data in accordance with Saunders et al. (2016, p.319) and the 

documents included stems from the case company. The documents are primarily for internal 

company use and include a presentation example of how an IT project proposition is presented to 

a client and a spreadsheet that includes cost, benefit, and ROI calculators. Find all secondary data 

consolidated in appendices. These raw documents have been processed and coded similarly to the 
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transcripts of the interviews, although this proved difficult in some cases. Further, extensive 

anonymization was necessary for some of the documents as they contain sensitive information 

about the case company and its clients. Nonetheless, despite the somewhat extensive workload, we 

evaluated that the benefit from being able to portray and understand these methods benefited the 

data foundation on which we wanted to perform our analysis. Finally, all interviews were 

transcribed as documents and this process is explained in depth in the sections to come. 

3.5.5	OBSERVATIONS	

As a third source of primary data, we have made observations at an internal workshop at the case 

company. Four employees from the case company participated in the workshop. The participants 

were titled as an Enterprise Account Executive, two Solution Engineers, and a Strategic Advisor. The 

purpose of the workshop was to share knowledge and define the value chain and possible IT 

transformation projects of two enterprise-level clients, considering how to approach these two 

accounts for supporting future IT solution sales. As researchers, we did not intervene during the 

workshop. Instead, we carefully listened to the discussions among the participants. We documented 

our observations by taking notes and taking images of the drawings and notes made on the 

whiteboard during the workshop. The data types collected were primary observations and 

experiential data (Saunders et al., 2016). The primary observations consisted of notetaking of what 

was happening and being said, while the experiential data noted was focused more on our 

perceptions of the ex ante IT project evaluation in the workshop as we experienced it. Since the 

participants knew the purpose of our attendance, while we were not intervening but merely 

listening and observing, we define the type of observations we did as acting in the role of observer-

as-participant, as described by Saunders et al. (2016). At the end of the workshop, we had the 

opportunity to ask clarifying questions regarding concepts or internal company-lingo that we did 

not fully apprehend during the workshop. The purpose of collecting primary data through 

observations, in addition to the interviews conducted and documents collected, was to get first-

hand knowledge on the actual practices within the organizations as they were happening.  
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3.5.6	REACHING	DATA	SATURATION	

Our data collection began with unstructured exploratory interviews. The exploratory interviews 

allowed us to identify our main concepts of interest and our theoretical foundation. Combined with 

the workshop format of interviewing, the initial phase of data collection guided us towards our 

research question and the relevant literature in the field of ex ante IT project evaluation, narrowing 

down our literature search and review. The following main phase of data collection was conducted 

with semi-structured interviews, focusing on our research question and the related concepts. The 

semi-structured interviews gave us greater control over the concepts covered, while still allowing 

for follow-up questions or deviations from the original interview protocol. Following the interviews 

and workshop, we received company documents and spreadsheets, further supporting our 

interview data. The final phase of our data collection took form as an observation session at an 

internal meeting at the case company, as well as a final e-mail interview. At the point of our final 

phase of data collection, no new concepts or topics emerged that were not already covered in the 

initial and main phases of data collection. This made us confident that we have reached a satisfying 

level of data saturation, allowing us to stop collecting additional data.  

3.6	ETHICS	OF	DATA	COLLECTION	AND	ANALYSIS	

Access and ethics have been critical aspects of our research project. The reason for this being that 

we are working with a case study and that the confidentiality of actors, and their customers should 

be the primary concern. With regards to access, the process was iterative and incremental, meaning 

that we first gained access to carry out the initial part of our research and then sought further access 

to conduct the next part.  

Organizational concerns may be placed into one of three categories: time, sensitivity, and 

confidentiality (Saunders et al., 2016). The latter two being the most dominant in this research. 

Saunders et al. (2016, p.235) have found that organizations are less likely to cooperate where the 

topic of the research might have negative implications for the company. However, as we are seeking 

to investigate a general phenomenon in ex ante IT project evaluation, we do not think that this issue 
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is too major to be an actual influential factor. We have tried to tell all participants that our objective 

is not to evaluate whether their approach is correct, but rather explain how a practice in ex ante IT 

project evaluation from a vendor perspective might unfold. The third area of concern is of high 

relevance to this research, the area of confidentiality with regards to both data and participants. 

We have been very transparent with regards to content and scope of the project to enable actors 

to give informed consent (Saunders et al., 2016, p.244). In addition, they were offered near-

complete anonymity. This was done by referring to them in their general title names and by 

anonymizing the name of the company in which they act and finally anonymizing all named 

customers. This practice was performed in the transcription process already, as also described in 

the coming section around data preparation. The last step performed to protect the privacy and 

integrity of the participating actors, was to provide the participant with all quotes used in the 

findings section for sign-off.  

3.7	TECHNIQUES	AND	PROCEDURES	FOR	DATA	ANALYSIS	

The following section includes a description of the techniques and procedures for data analysis, 

including how we have prepared the data for analysis by transcribing the audio files and how we 

consequently analyzed the transcripts with a structured coding technique provided by Gioia et al. 

(2012). 

3.7.1	PREPARING	DATA	FOR	DATA	ANALYSIS	

All interviews were transcribed to allow for data analysis. The quality of interviews is often 

discussed, whereas the quality of the transcription itself seldomly is addressed. The process of 

transcribing is an art of interpreting what is said in real contexts and abstracting that to a written 

format (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015, p.235). In this translation, constructs are transformed from one 

narrative form, speech, to another narrative form, writing, and the process includes several 

assessments and decisions (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). Interviews are vibrant social interactions, 

where tempo and the sentiment of tone and body language are available for the participating actors, 

but they are not accessible for the outside viewers reading the transcript. Irony in particular is 
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notoriously difficult to portray in transcription as it implies a deliberate discrepancy between 

nonverbal and verbal language and is often “lost in translation” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). 

Transcripts are, in short, impoverished, decontextualized renditions of live interview conversations 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). 

Recording of the interviews and the workshops were done with both video and audio. Video 

recordings provide a unique opportunity to analyze the interpersonal interaction in an interview; 

however, the large amount of information makes video analysis a time-consuming process (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2015). The interviews were primarily directed towards what was being said instead 

of the social setting in which the interview was held. Therefore, the transcription was completed in 

most cases by using the audio file only. However, the video file was visited a few times in cases 

where parts of context were missing to understand what the interview person was trying to convey. 

The transcription itself can be viewed as a first step in the analysis of the data. Before conducting 

the transcriptions, it is important to evaluate how important the transcriptions in fact are, how 

much time and resources can be allocated and the procedure in which it should be performed (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2015). As our thesis is based on findings of phenomena in ex ante project 

evaluation, we knew we had to transcribe all our interviews and the workshop to enable a 

structured analysis of our qualitative data foundation.  

Before the transcription was initiated, a guide or procedure for transcription was conducted. 

This was done to enable a consistent transcription practice, and in particular succumbing to the 

ethical confidentiality and privacy issue of the case company in question, the customers of the case 

company and the specific actors interviewed. Further, the motivation was to use the same writing 

procedure across all interviews to make sure we had a stringent set of documents that was built on 

the same rationale and structure. Please find the full transcription procedure in the appendices. 

Overall, the interviews were transcribed focusing on meaning rather than on the actual spoken 

words by the interviewee. This was done, as meaning in some cases gets diffused when speech is 

directly transformed to text, e.g., when the interviewee says the same sentence three times in a 

row before he or she lands on the point he or she wanted to convey. As also previously mentioned 
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a major implication was the need to anonymize all attendees, the company in which they acted and 

the customers with which they interacted. This was a big task, and a risk with this end-to-end 

anonymization is that some meaning might get lost, when the context in some cases is anonymized. 

Nonetheless, it is our estimation that this did not have big effects on the data foundation. 

3.7.2	ANALYSING	DATA	WITH	CODING	TECHNIQUES	

The most common form of computer analysis today is coding or categorizing interviews (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2015, p.261). When initiating the data analysis process, it is important to decide which 

type of analysis one wishes to perform. As we are keen to understand different perspectives and 

concepts in ex ante IT project evaluation, we have performed the coding looking for the meaning of 

the words said, rather than having a more linguistic approach to data processing. We have used the 

structured approach to data processing proposed by Gioia et al. (2012). Also, by leaning on the 

paradigm of social constructivism, we focus more on how organization members go about 

constructing and understanding their experience and less on the number or frequency of 

measurable occurrences (Gioia et al., 2012). 

Coding plays an important role in trying to build theory inductively (Kvale and Brinkmann, 

2015; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Gioia et al., 2012). We are using a structured approach for data 

analysis that is not intended to test an existing theory but to develop a theory based on empirical 

material (Gioia et al., 2012; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). Such systematic methodology is used in 

the field of social science to construct a theory by using data analysis, i.e., an inductive approach to 

theory development. To cater for the demand of enhancing qualitative rigor, the methodology 

proposed by Gioia et al. (2012) can be used. It entails organizing data into 1st-and 2nd-order 

categories to facilitate their assembly at a later point for a more structured form to appear (Gioia et 

al., 2012). In the 1st-order analysis, there is little attempt to distill categories, and this process is 

focused primarily on what the actors are saying and does not attempt to relate it to other literature. 

In many cases, the number of categories can become overwhelming, and we as researchers felt lost. 

However, this is an important step towards rigor and lays the foundation for this inductive approach. 

Hence, the way in which we conducted the first level of coding was entirely based on the data and 
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not on the concepts we could find in the literature. Naturally, we are not able to completely omit 

the knowledge and perspectives acquired through reviewing the relevant literature, but we keep 

our minds open to allow for eventual new concepts to emerge. If concepts in the data are found, 

that is equal to what we find in the literature, we will still name the concepts according to the 

literature, even though we are coding in an inductive manner. As the research progresses, 

similarities and differences among the many categories are found. As part of the 2nd order analysis, 

the theoretical realm is included, asking whether the emerging themes suggest concepts that might 

help us describe and explain the phenomena we are observing. We focus particular attention on 

nascent concepts that don’t seem to have adequate theoretical referents in the existing literature 

(Gioia et al., 2012, p. 21). The second iteration included a fusion of the concepts found in the 

literature with the themes seen in the data, and the number of categories was distilled. Once a 

workable set of themes and concepts was in hand, and theoretical saturation (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967) was reached, we investigated whether it was possible to distil the emergent 2nd-order 

themes even further into 3rd-order aggregate dimensions. The structured coding was done using 

the renowned software tool NVivo. We did the coding in unison, and when agreements about some 

codes were low, we revisited the data, engaged in mutual discussions, and developed 

understandings for arriving at consensual interpretations. Consult figure 3 for a visualization of our 

data structure resulting from the application of the described coding techniques. The results from 

this analysis will be presented in the findings section.  

The data structure model presented in figure 3 was developed as an inductive model that 

portrays the interviewees’ subjective opinions and understanding of the phenomena studied, as 

well as the flow of the data analysis. However, the data structure model portrayed does not 

illustrate the inherent dynamic linkages and interplay between the aggregate dimensions and 2nd 

order themes. To better illustrate the dynamic and pluralistic aspects of our findings, a model 

showcasing how the interplay between evidence and judgment occurs in our case setting has been 

developed. Thereby, it better demonstrates “the dynamic relationships among the emergent 

concepts that describe or explain the phenomenon of interest” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 22).  We name 

the model Dynamic model of themes and dimensions, and it is demonstrated in figure 4. 
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FIGURE 3: DATA STRUCTURE 

 

FIGURE 4: DYNAMIC MODEL OF THEMES AND DIMENSIONS 
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4	THE	EMPIRICAL	SETTING	

This section entails a description of the empirical setting in which the research has taken place. It 

includes an introduction of the case, the company, and the industry in which the study has been 

commenced. Following the introduction, is a description of the project evaluation process along 

with a description of the internal actors participating in the process. A process model of the project 

evaluation is visualized, to enable the reader to grasp the sometimes complex setting in which we 

have performed our research. 

4.1	INTRODUCTION	TO	THE	CASE	

The following paragraphs include a high-level description of the industry of the case company, 

macro details around the business model, vision and goals of the case company and its 

differentiating propositions. As the case company has asked to stay anonymous, some details will 

not be referenced. 

The industry of modern Information Technology is the result of nearly six decades of 

consistent and impactful innovation (Press, 2013). The first modern mainframe was launched in 

1964 with the IBM 360, and for many, this is considered the first era of information technology 

(Brown, 2020). The evolution of IT can be split into five eras. The eras following the centralized 

mainframe include personal computing, the client/server era, enterprise computing and the cloud 

(Brown, 2020).  

Compared to other industries, such as agriculture, it is safe to say that the industry of IT is 

rather young. Information Technology refers to a spectrum of technologies, including software, 

hardware, communications technologies, and related services used to create, process, store, secure 

and exchange data (Press, 2013). With the digitalization and increased connectivity this in turn 

changed the nature of competition and gave rise to new ‘horizontal’ players, focused on one IT 

component as opposed to the vertically integrated ‘end-to-end solution’ business model that had 

dominated the industry until then. 
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The case study commenced in the danish division of a global IT software company. The 

company initially started as the number one provider of virtual machines back in the 1990s. Today, 

the company has a product portfolio consisting of more than 100 products within five solutions 

including Cloud, Applications, Digital Workspace, Security, and Networking, and employs more than 

31.000 people worldwide. The company acts as a vendor of IT solutions to other enterprises. 

Traditionally, the company delivers shelfware, software in a box, and does so by selling perpetual 

licenses. Their goal is to expand their business further and attain an annual revenue of 20b$. To do 

that, they are moving towards a subscription-based business model having professional services as 

their primary earnings contributor, as earnings on software sales are decreasing due to fierce 

competition and demand from enterprises to align the cost of their investment in software assets 

with the benefit received (Wendt, 2015).  

By moving towards a subscription-based, pay-as-you-go business model, the case company 

can achieve revenue growth and predictable and recurring revenue streams, which in turn results 

in stronger company valuations. Assuming the software delivers important value, customers will 

continue to subscribe to the solution in the long run, resulting in more predictable revenues lasting 

far into the future (Wendt, 2015). IT Professional services is a very broad category that covers the 

provision of specialized technology-related services to companies, allowing customers to focus on 

their core business concerns. Implementation of IT projects today is highly complex, as there often 

is a high barrier of competence to be able to implement them successfully in organizations. 

Therefore, the objective of the case company is to move towards a professional services 

organization to make sure that the customer realizes the value of the product that they are buying.  

The case was chosen as one of the students of this thesis works in the company, and hence 

knew that end-to-end IT project management is a major part of the work of the actors in the 

company. In addition, the relationship allowed for less resistance in knowledge sharing. The danish 

division primarily works with the ex ante IT evaluation and implementation of IT projects, and less 

with the post ante governance. The franchise is primarily a sales office, with different supporting 

functions within advisory services, presales in the form of solution engineers and specialists, project- 
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and program managers, and marketing. All other functions are located outside of Denmark but with 

close collaboration across borders. As we wanted to investigate and understand how IT project 

evaluations commences in the case company, we have primarily interacted with the actors 

supporting the ex ante IT evaluation of customers, more specifically the advisory services, presales, 

sales and program manager. 

4.2	PROCESS	

In the following section, the empirical setting will be presented, and the process of how the case 

company works with IT project evaluation will be visualized. The IT evaluation process will be 

described from the perspective of the case company as a vendor. The illustration below is our 

conclusion on how the process flows in the case company, hence, the process visualized and 

described is not formalized in the case company. Each step in the process will be described in the 

sections to come. Do note that this illustration is a simplified version of how the IT evaluation 

process flows and in practice these steps do overlap. Visit the process framework model in figure 5. 

 

FIGURE 5: PROCESS FRAMEWORK MODEL 

4.2.1	ACTORS	IN	THE	CASE	COMPANY	

In this case study, we have drawn on the knowledge and expertise of several professionals in the 

case company. As previously described, data collection has been performed via various techniques 

with various departments in the case company. Please find below a description of the internal actors 

and their role in the IT project evaluation process. The information about the actors has been 

condensed through the interviews, workshops, and informal conversations. Visit Table 1 for a 
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summary overview of the specific titles, their roles and how they are engaged in the ex ante project 

evaluation process. 

Title Job Role Process 

Strategic Advisor Trusted advisor by listening 
Interviews to collect knowledge 
Data Analysis and finding pain points 
Create Business Case with Value Wheel and Value 
Chain 

Who’s yelling 
Information Gathering 
Dream 
Decision Support 

Account 
Executive 

Selling dreams 
Knowledge keeper of account 
Negotiating prices, Service Level Agreements and 
Enterprise License Agreements 

Information Gathering 
Dream 
Decision Support 
Decision Made 

Solution 
Engineer 

Subject Matter Expert 
Knowledge keeper of account 
High level of technical knowledge around the 
product portfolio or specific products of the case 
company and understand its functionalities. 
Helping design the solution to the needs of the 
client from a technical point of view. 

Information Gathering 
Decision Support 
Implementation 

Program 
Manager 

Supporting the implementation of the project Implementation 

TABLE 1: INTERNAL ACTORS 

One of the primary contributors to this case study has been the strategic advisor. He has 

shown how he is assisting the process from its initial discovery of ‘who’s yelling’, to the information 

gathering, formulating the dream, and all the way to the decision support of a given IT evaluation 

project. His primary role is to become a trusted advisor for a client, and he practices this by listening 

to the needs and challenges of a client. Amongst his job responsibilities are gathering information 

via interviews, analyzing them and other data such as annual reports and consolidating in-house 

knowledge to a compelling business case in the form of a value wheel.  Oftentimes, the strategic 

advisor hosts internal workshops with the account executive and solution engineers to condense 

and gather all information the case company has around a prospect. In addition, he acts as a 

therapist to the client, as he makes sure that there is an alignment between the IT function and the 

other functions of a given business. 
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Another actor in this process is the role of the account executive, the sales representative of 

the case company. His responsibility is to make sure to, in some cases in cooperation with the 

trusted advisor, deliver the compelling business case to a prospect. His primary job role, however, 

relates more to the negotiation of prices, Service Level Agreements and Enterprise License 

Agreements. The account executive is hence more prevalent in the latter parts of influencing the 

decision-making process. 

The solution engineers in the case company are the ones with the technical understanding of 

the functions and capabilities of the software products in their portfolio, the subject matter experts. 

They are supporting the decision by showcasing via e.g., demos that the functionalities needed by 

a client are in fact technically possible to solve with the products of the case company. In addition, 

they also in some cases support the actual implementation, making sure to enable the right 

functions of a given solution. A typical piece of shelfware has a lot of functions, and oftentimes a 

given client might be looking to only enable a few of those. A solution engineer understands the IT 

project that must be solved technically and is able to take those “standard building blocks” from 

their technical toolbox and make it fit with the vision of the client (Solution Engineering Manager, 

Appendix A, p.3).  

The role of the program manager is limited and evolves around the actual implementation 

process in the case company. He is a part of the larger implementation projects that does not just 

evolve around licenses for a single piece of shelfware (Program Manager, Appendix F, p.99). The 

software that the case company is selling is highly complex and there are high barriers of 

competence to make it run (Program Manager, Appendix F, p.99). The program manager thus 

becomes an add-on service that a customer can buy to help implement larger IT transformation 

projects. 

Thus, the role of the actors in the case company influencing the IT evaluation process of a 

client has been described. It is visible that the internal actors are overlapping in the process, covering 

different aspects of the process depending on their specialization within sales, engineering, and 
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business. Finally, above has acknowledged the role of the strategic advisor to align expectations not 

only externally, but also internally in the business case creation. 

4.2.2	WHO’S	YELLING?	

A conversation with a prospect is usually started by having an initial conversation with someone 

from the IT department. The aim is to find the pain points for the IT department and assess how the 

case company can help solve these challenges from the product portfolio that the advisor has to 

offer. The strategic advisor explains: 

“(...) the short answer is, I begin with asking our friends [clients] “who’s yelling at you?” and then 

they respond, “that person or that person is yelling”. “Alright,” I say, “let’s begin a conversation 

with the person yelling, and ask him how we can help''.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix B, p.19) 

Upon concluding who the yelling party is, the job of the advisor is to have a conversation with the 

yelling entity and continue his discovery from there. The advisor uses a very structured way to 

gather information across several departments, he makes structured interviews (Strategic Advisor, 

Appendix B, p.17). 

4.2.3	INFORMATION	GATHERING	

The case company utilizes Grand Tour open-ended questions when they are out doing the 

interviews (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.37). In addition, the case company uses a structured 

framework to design the interviews, called Spradley (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.36). In one 

instance, the strategic advisor explained that he made fourteen interviews at one prospect, across 

different functions and hierarchical layers, including IT, Infrastructure, R&D and Stores (Appendix I). 

From this, a range of anecdotes was collected and cross-referenced with IT and the foundation to 

build a business case was evident (Appendix I). The example just mentioned, does not seem to be a 

one-off, but a practice that is consistently performed when the case company is talking with clients. 

In fact, the Advisor explains that when he is out gathering information “I need to talk with all the 
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departments to figure out their expectations to IT” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.26).  When an 

initial interview with the prospect from IT is made, general questions like: 

“(…) how many computers do you have? How many people are managing them? How do you 

manage them? Do you experience downtime? How often do you buy new devices? I go through a 

whole line of questions, and then I ask; how do you function?” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, 

p.62). 

As a strategic advisor to a prospect, the job seldomly is to solve an issue that only relates to 

IT. To become a business-relevant advisor, it is important to make the IT department understand 

that they are an important part of the business they work in. Although a server manager in a 

supermarket works with creating servers, he is also a part of making sure that the carrots are fresh 

and arrive faster to the stores: 

“(...) until I get there, they usually just say “I am a server manager, I just make servers”. No, you are 

actually a part of a supermarket, you need to make sure that I can buy my carrots, that is a part of 

your job description. Dear God, they say. A few of my colleagues call what I do therapy for 

companies because I enable different departments to communicate together and figure out what it 

is they really want, right? Are we boyfriend and girlfriend now, would we like to move in together 

and have 8 kids, or what is it that we want? Should it just be a quickie on Saturday? Let’s sit down 

and align our expectations, this is what we do with the workshops we perform.” (Strategic Advisor, 

Appendix E, p.98) 

The primary objective of having the information-gathering interviews, or workshops, is to make the 

prospect very clearly articulate what success is and it is via a combination of questioning techniques 

and some empathy that it is possible (Program Manager, Appendix F, p.102). The outcome of the 

information gathering is, as mentioned, a business case, but also a spreadsheet that has condensed 

the knowledge gained from the interviews into calculations on Value Realization, Cost-Benefit 

calculations, Reverse ROI and Break-Even analysis on phased benefits and phased costs (Appendix 
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J). These outcomes act as methods for decision support. Find more about decision support in section 

4.2.5. 

4.2.4	DREAM	

Upon the finalization of the information gathering, the sales representative typically enters the 

picture and supports the strategic advisor in the value proposition. This phase is about selling 

dreams (Solution Engineer, Appendix D, p.71). The solution engineer elaborates: 

“Because it is still just a dream. You are sitting with a task that you are struggling with and you 

would like to find a solution for it. If you [advisor] can pinpoint what it exactly is that is bugging 

you in your everyday life and find a solution for it, the decision-making process is relatively easy, 

because you’ve managed to remove that pain-point, the bunion, the pebble in your shoe.” 

(Solution Engineer, Appendix D, p.73) 

A prospect works with a vendor to reach the next step in their evolution, to reach the new Business 

As Usual (BAU) (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.86). The new BAU is typically found on a strategic 

business level. For example, if you are The Army you want to protect the borders of your territory. 

If you are a hospital, you want to be able to have fewer sick days (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, 

p.86). It is important to reach a high level of understanding of what the core issue is, because it will 

enable a vendor to become a trusted advisor, and it will also heighten the prices when negotiation 

happens on a solution rather than a product level: 

“If someone calls us and says I would like to save 10 million, alright, that's easy, then you should 

fire ten people. Then that’s done. But then they couldn’t solve their responsibilities anymore. Right, 

so you did not want to save 10 million, it was in fact something else you wanted, then we can take 

it from there. There are always multiple ways to solve the vision and idea that is being formulated 

over here [Points to whiteboard]. My job is to make a link to this and host workshops that will 

enable us to find the best-suited solution, the solution that is the most feasible compared to what 

they want to achieve.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.90) 
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To be able to sell the dream, several methods within decision support are utilized to position 

a vendor in favor of the client. These methods will be described in the below section. 

4.2.5	DECISION	SUPPORT	

The next step in the project evaluation process, after having defined the dream, is to provide 

decision support for the client. The decision support process consists of different perspectives and 

includes interesting discussions between the case company and the clients. We acknowledge that 

the decision support phase is complex and includes various powers of interest in the client-vendor 

setting. In addition, only a few elements of this process are formalized within the case company. As 

this chapter presents the process framework descriptively, we will solely address the elements that 

are formalized. Through the analysis of our data, we have uncovered additional elements that play 

an important role in decision support, that are not formalized in the case company. These elements 

will not be presented in this descriptive section as they are a part of our findings and will instead be 

presented in chapter 5.  

The formalized elements of the decision support phase consist of calculating the business case 

for the purchase of solutions from the case company. We will now explain more in detail what these 

calculations consist of, allowing us to better understand the role they play for decision support. As 

a part of the discussions, the clients are presented with different materials for decision support. 

Among this material, a spreadsheet with calculations is presented to the client (visit Appendix J). 

The spreadsheet is the foundation for calculating the business case of purchasing solutions from the 

case company. The input to the spreadsheet is collected by the case company in the information-

gathering phase of the project evaluation process and consists of both information gathered via 

internal and external interviews and other sources such as the annual report of a client.   

The spreadsheet consists of 10 tabs, each having a different function (Appendix J). A tab 

named ‘Goals’ briefly presents the dream as defined after the information gathering and breaks it 

down into several goals. There is a tab called ‘Raw data’, in which all input collected is added 

according to the goals and how the different solutions the case company provides will contribute to 
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these goals. In the rest of the tabs, named ‘Benefits List’, ‘Value cases’, ‘Phased benefits’, ‘Phased 

costs’, ‘Cost-benefit’, ‘Saved effort’, ‘Wheels’, and ‘Reverse ROI’, all the calculations happen. The 

benefits are broken down into every single possible benefit that the case company solution can 

provide. The benefits are afterwards grouped into value cases, presenting the possible savings for 

each of the value cases. Cost and benefits are then phased according to a timeframe - in this case, 

a five-year implementation and benefits realization plan. The result is presented in a cost-benefit 

analysis, which shows, also visually with graphs, how the cost and benefits are distributed along 

with the implementation and realization plan and what the benefits consist of, e.g., increased 

revenue, saved cost etc. It is at this point it is possible to showcase for the client when they will 

achieve return-on-investment, and a detailed overview of what the savings will consist of - e.g., 

saved FTEs and other financial savings. It is evident that the spreadsheet is very detailed, consisting 

of hundreds of calculations (Appendix J).  

An interesting part of presenting the business case is the use of the Value Wheel (visit 

Appendix I). The content of the value wheel is already defined in the spreadsheet, by collecting the 

overall goal, broken down into several sub-categories, showcasing the different cost-saving or 

revenue increasing possibilities, and how they are all linked to the accomplishment of the main 

project goal. To assess the presentation, including the value wheel, please visit Appendix I.  

In conclusion, we have in the above section described the formalized elements of decision 

support including calculations, presentations and visualizations. In reality, the decision support 

phase is complex and includes other elements which are not formalized in the case company, which 

we will present in chapter 5. The result from the decision support phase is to allow the client to 

make an informed decision on whether to venture onto the project. In the coming section, we will 

describe the implementation phase of the agreed-upon IT project venture. 

4.2.6	IMPLEMENTATION	

After the decision is made, the implementation phase of the project arrives. Here, it is important to 

mention that the implementation happens in the client company and that different views exist from 
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the case company on what implementation means. This can be explained by the different roles of 

the actors in the case company. First, the advisor sees the implementation as achieving the right 

new BAU, and the reason for the advisor to take this view is evidently due to his role as an advisor 

to the client. Purchasing a solution from the case company is worth nothing if the new BAU is not 

achieved. From the advisor’s perspective, the challenge in implementation is mainly to keep track 

of the vision and idea (the new BAU) throughout the process, and explains by stating: 

“The vision and idea described here should be demonstrated here, it should be the basis for the 

calculation here, and it should be the basis for the implementation, so the outcome will be the right 

BAU. But this and this often is lost, because it is difficult to keep track of in an organization.” 

(Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.87) 

The challenge is supported by a solution engineer, stating that the most important thing to have in 

place before implementation, is to get the client to articulate precisely what success is. Thereafter, 

it is important to stay focused on the articulated success, and let it guide the implementation 

process. In addition, the advisor explains that the articulation of success is difficult and can move 

because learning is happening throughout the process. A scenario could be that a client discovers 

that the solution purchased has even greater functionality than first recognized, allowing more 

opportunities to appear for improving aspects of their IT architecture. A solution engineer explains 

his view on what the role of a project manager is:   

“(...) to make sure that you remain on the narrow path of virtue. That is not to say that you should 

be rigorous and say “we cannot”, but you should be aware of when you are moving away from 

what you initially defined as success” (Solution Engineer, Appendix F, p.102). 

Taking the perspective of a solution engineer, which has a more technical role, the 

implementation is mostly seen from the case company’s perspective, i.e., to install the software 

solutions, and make them run. This can be done in different ways, and the solution engineers have 

dialogues with the clients on whether to go right or left during the installation of the solutions.  
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When the software runs, the task of the solution engineer is completed, and they conclude the 

liaison (Solution Engineer, Appendix F, p.101).  

4.2.7	SUCCESS/FAILURE	

After the implementation phase, the natural thing to do next would be to measure somehow 

whether the benefits strived for are achieved. The reality is different - our data suggest that most 

projects stop right after implementation, and benefit realization studies rarely if ever happens 

(Strategic Advisor, Appendix B, p.15). Our thesis does not revolve around this part of the process; 

however, it is important to state that the notion of success and failure is defined ex ante, but 

measured ex post. The definition of project success, and consequently project failure, happens 

when the dream is articulated and agreed upon, by both client and vendor. The notion of success 

and failure in the ex ante IT project evaluation permeates our findings and will be thoroughly 

analyzed and discussed in chapter 5 and 6.  

4.3	RECAP	OF	THE	EMPIRICAL	SETTING	

In conclusion, we have introduced our case company and the industry in which it resides. Further, 

the different actors in the case company participating in the ex ante IT project evaluation process 

has been presented. We have mapped and described the different phases of the project evaluation 

process. The in-depth understanding of the challenges a client faces is uncovered by hosting 

structured interviews with different parties in the organization. The outcome of the interviews 

entails defining the utopian dream, the project scope, that the customer wants to achieve to 

overcome their challenges. Having defined the dream, the case company develops a business case 

that is being used as an element of formalized decision support phase. A value wheel is created by 

consolidating different calculations, such as cost-benefit and return-on-investment analysis, with 

the dream as the focal point. This allows the customer to make the decision, whereafter the 

implementation phase arrives. The case company supports the implementation phase with 

technical aid, by supporting the installation of the purchased software solution. After 

implementation, eventually, it shows whether the project is seen as a success or failure. Our 
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description includes that the concepts of success and failure substantially differ by the view of the 

vendor and the client. In addition, we have described how the notion of project success is defined 

ex ante but measured ex post.  

 The purpose of describing the empirical setting, i.e., the industry, the case company, the 

actors, and the process, has been to get a detailed understanding of the different roles and project 

evaluation phases in our empirical case. Further, we have gained an understanding of what the 

different project phases consist of, as well as the formalized methods used to influence a decision 

to venture on a new IT project. In the following chapter, we will present our findings resulting from 

our methodological analysis. 
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5	FINDINGS	

In the previous chapter, we have uncovered the process of project evaluation in the case company. 

The exercise has allowed us to showcase how the process happens in the setting of a vendor-client 

relationship. Although our data foundation is based on insights shared by a vendor company, much 

of the contributions are related to the clients and this is the setting of the present thesis. Therefore, 

it is important to underline that the findings relate to the biases of the vendor case. But there is an 

interplay between actors in this social practice, and this interplay is interesting to delve into. In the 

next paragraph, we will first introduce our findings on a high level. 

We have identified two rationales from the client’s perspectives (client rationales) and a 

corresponding strategy used by our vendor case. Of good reason, findings with regards to the client's 

rationales are limited to what we have gathered from the actors within the case company, meaning 

that those findings are biased with regards to how the vendor thinks around the rationales of the 

client. Nonetheless, those understandings have been the foundation on which the vendor has built 

its IT project proposal strategy. By understanding the rationales of the client, it has enabled us to 

grasp the motivation of the vendor and hence how those rationales are catered for. The 

aforementioned strategy is being promoted by using a variety of methods. We will delve into the 

client rationales and their corresponding methods in the coming sections, where we will further 

define them, their differences, and their implications on the decision-making process.  

The first two sections will revolve around how the client rationales can be seen from the 

evidence- and judgment perspectives. These two rationales are constituents of how the strategy of 

the vendor comes together. The third section will include a description of this vendor strategy that 

we call evidence-based storytelling. To build a credible and trustworthy story, the vendor utilizes 

various methods, to influence a decision in the direction towards the products and solutions within 

the portfolio of the case company. The first two client rationales presented are each other's 

opposites, the one relying exclusively on evidence to make a decision, the other one relying 

exclusively on judgment and gut feel to make a decision. The strategy of the vendor is attempting 

to reconcile the two opposing rationales and includes methods that can be used strategically to 
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resonate with both client rationales. We will delve into how the use of methods allow for a 

reconciliation between the judgment- and evidence rationales, and how they are manifested 

through evidence-based storytelling. In the coming section, we will outline the two conflicting client 

rationales for decision making. 

5.1	TWO	CONFLICTING	RATIONALES	FOR	DECISION	MAKING		

From the analysis of our data foundation, two conflicting rationales for decision making have 

emerged. We acknowledge that the two rationales are intertwined, but we have deliberately chosen 

to divide them for the purpose of being able to differentiate clearly between the two. If we imagine 

a scale, we have defined the extremes of each side, however, our data foundation suggests that 

most decisions are in fact made in the intersection between the two. This intersection, or interplay, 

will be elaborated in section 5.2 regarding evidence-based storytelling. First, we will delve into the 

dogma of evidence-based decision making.  

5.1.1	THE	DOGMA	OF	EVIDENCE-BASED	DECISION	MAKING	

From our analysis, it became evident that a client rationale exists regarding the use of evidence and 

calculations for decision-making. There is a cultural consensus around the validity of the approach 

but also an acknowledgement of the impractical applicability to reality. We denote the consensus 

as the dogma of evidence-based decision making. The dogma can be defined as a perception among 

decision-makers that decisions need to be made based on evidence in the form of calculations such 

as cost-benefit and return-on-investment analysis. This definition is supported by a strategic advisor 

at the case company:  

“(...) you can call all of the customers we have business cases with and they will all say that it is the 

excel sheet that proved that it was a good idea. That way they can see how many cost savings they 

have annually. There is an enormous focus on these calculations.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, 

p.87) 
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The strategic advisor underlines that, to his experience, all the clients would, if asked, answer that 

the most important factor in their decision-making would be the calculations proving that the 

decision to be made is a good idea in economic terms, meaning that it is clearly visible how much 

the client would gain by buying and implementing the solution. Interestingly, as the advisor 

mentions that there is an enormous focus on these calculations, at the same time he states that the 

importance of the calculations is an illusion:  

“They are all walking around with the illusion that the business case is important. That is why we 

need to have this excel sheet that can show that it is sensible. And the sheet exists because it 

supports the illusion that the sheet is important. But it is basically an illusion. I have never seen 

anyone make a decision on anything just because there was a good looking excel sheet.” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix E, p.88) 

This suggests that the culture we have identified from our analysis, saying that decisions should be 

based on calculations, is more an illusion than reality. Even though every client would say that the 

calculations are the most important factor in their decision-making, our data tells a different story, 

that no decisions are made solely because the calculations show that this would be profitable for 

the client. We are interested in delving deeper into this duality - the illusion that the calculations 

are the most important factor for decision-making, while no decisions are made solely based on the 

same calculations. When asked why this is the case, a program manager from the case company 

explains about the calculations that “It is basically like a pacifier, right, if you do not know what is 

up and down and you are then provided with a structured walk through that oversimplifies reality, 

that is often enough.” (Program manager, Appendix F, p.106). The calculations are used instead as 

a pacifier, to oversimplify reality, because most IT projects are highly complex, and no human would 

be able to grasp its full potential and implications for practice.  

Relating the dogma of evidence-based decision making to the process of project evaluation, 

as described in section 4.2, we conclude that it permeates the entire process. It becomes evident in 

the information gathering process, as information is collected to make calculations on benefits and 

risk for the client and it will in the utopian world be the single contributor to decision support and 
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decision making. Success and failure will be solely measured on tangible metrics such as schedule 

and budget. An evidence-based decision-making process would evolve as described above here, 

however utopian we have proved it to be. Nonetheless, the cultural consensus is evident, as also 

underlined by our data but could be seen as an outside standing influencer that permeates the way 

in which business is done in practice. The dogma of evidence-based decision making hence 

constitutes how we talk about decision making, but not how we actually make decisions in practice, 

according to our data. Thereby, the dogma does exist as a social practice or rhetoric and does 

influence the way in which the case company is trying to tactically influence a decision. 

In conclusion, it is clear that the calculations play a role in decision support, that there is an 

expectation that evidence should be portrayed in ex ante IT project evaluation. This expectation we 

denote as the dogma of evidence-based decision making and is one of two client rationales 

observed. It is the rationale for decision making that has evidence as its single decider, as the holy 

grail of decision making. It is the decision that is made solely on the evidence, on the analysis and 

risk assessments of the implementation of a given IT project. But the reality of decision making is 

different. Please consult figure 6 for visualization of our data structure regarding the dogma of 

evidence-based decision making. In the coming section, we will delve into the untold practice of 

judgment-based decision making, the second and most evident rationale observed. 

 

FIGURE 6: THE DOGMA OF EVIDENCE-BASED DECISION MAKING 
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5.1.2	THE	UNTOLD	PRACTICE	OF	JUDGMENT	BASED	DECISION	MAKING	

Having described the dogma of evidence-based decision making, we can say that the client rationale 

of judgment-based decision making portrays the other side of the extreme. This is the approach for 

decision making that is entirely based on gutfeel and intangible motives. It has been evident in our 

data, that from the vendors perspective, it seems like all decisions made by the client to venture 

onto an IT project, that involves purchases of solutions from the case company, is made entirely 

based on judgment and gut-feeling. The advisor describes this, in its extreme case, by saying that 

“There is no such thing as rational decisions. It is emotional decisions, it is gut-feeling, and that's 

what people go with.”, and that “I have never, as in ever, seen evidence-based decisions made 

anywhere in the world” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.89).  

A possible explanation for why we see such a statement made by an employee in the case 

company can be that they are observing this phenomenon mainly from the vendor's perspective. 

This perspective is further supported by a program manager, who explains how there typically is no 

requirement as a buyer as to what you must base your decision on, and that, in all cases, the 

emotional element prevails over the rational element. The program manager acknowledges that 

rationality is often used to adjust the decision, but insists that the fundamental reasons for 

decisions, to his experience, are way more emotional than rational (Program Manager, Appendix F, 

p.106). The advisor, who is the one doing and presenting the aforementioned calculations to the 

client, talks about the fact that the client wants to see the calculations, but that they actually are 

not that interested in seeing them all - rather they want to focus more on the bigger picture, not 

the single calculations that lay the foundation for the overall cost-benefit or ROI analysis. The 

strategic advisor explains this by presenting what a typical dialogue with the client around the 

calculations would consist of: 

“”Do you want to see the calculations? I have a spreadsheet with 250 single calculations in 

different colors”, then they pretend that they are interested in evidence, so we open the 

spreadsheet and then I say “Here is calculation A01”, and we begin looking at it. It takes around 

half an hour, where they dig down in the numbers and ask for the formulas. We then agree that it 
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looks correct, and move on to calculation A02, which they see is similar to calculation A01, and 

they ask a couple of questions. Finally, they ask “How does the rest of the calculations look?”, 

“Well, they are the same, I got this number from an employee, I got this number from your annual 

report and then I multiplied them”, “Okay, how many calculations do you have”, “Let me see”, then 

I zoom out allowing them to see that there are approximately 100 calculations, and then they say 

“This seems reasonable and credible, thank you””. (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p. 29) 

From this example, it is evident that the client typically somehow pretends that they are interested 

in the calculations, but when they scratch the surface and see only some of the calculations, and 

they seem credible, the trust and gut-feeling take over. Our analysis has proven that it is the 

perception of the vendor that all decisions, in reality, are made on judgment. We denote this 

rationale as the untold practice of judgment-based decisions. As seen above, the initial calculation 

discussions with the strategic advisor are enough for the client to trust that the rest of the 

calculations are just as credible and trustworthy. It is clear that the calculations mentioned above 

play a role in decision support, but our data suggest that even though a decision might be made 

based on gut feeling and judgment, the client still expects the calculations. This suggests that there 

is an interplay between evidence and judgment in ex ante project evaluation, in fact, that is what 

we want to explore further with this research. Even though we have seen that the evidence plays a 

role in decision making, we have found no acknowledgement in our data, that decisions are made 

based on evidence: 

“Back to if people are making decisions on gut-feeling or evidence, they make decisions based on 

gut feeling… Always have, always will. I have never seen anyone use evidence, ever...” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix C, p. 23) 

As seen above, the strategic advisor covers this topic by dismissing the existence of a purely 

evidence-based approach, as it is impossible to have evidence for something that is yet to be 

implemented. But, he says, it is possible to have certain presumptions or estimates, i.e., 

guesstimates (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.90). However, more than one interviewee has 

explained that there is a consensus that clients say that this is the approach in which decisions are 
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made (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.87). Even though there is a shared consensus around 

pretending that there is an interest in the calculations, those calculations are only used to validate 

trust for the vendor, in this instance our case company.  

Success and failure will be dependent on intangible measures such as reaching the vision or 

dream and scope of the project. The importance of staying within budget and schedule is 

significantly reduced. In fact, the strategic advisor explains that the primary objective should be to 

reach the project scope, and it is when not meeting the scope that a project will fail: “[...] when 

asking me, I would say that the vision and idea is the scope. If we do not reach the scope, the project 

will be a failure” (Strategic advisor, Appendix E, p.91). 

In conclusion, the untold practice of judgment-based decision making portrays the other side 

of the extreme. Factors such as emotions, gutfeel, intuition, and trust in the vendor, is the basis on 

which decisions are made. These factors are intangible and hard to define and quantify. Similarly, 

project success and failure are dependent on meeting the scope of the project. Please see figure 7 

for a visualization of the data structure regarding the untold practice of judgment-based decision 

making. In the next section, a summary of the two conflicting rationales follows.  

 

FIGURE 7: THE UNTOLD PRACTICE OF JUDGMENT-BASED DECISION-MAKING 
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5.1.3	RECAP	OF	THE	TWO	CONFLICTING	RATIONALES	

In conclusion, we have managed to portray the two opposing client rationales, one being evidence-

based, the other being judgment-based. We acknowledge that the two client rationales are 

described as opposing, with clearly defined borders between them. They are presented in this way 

to allow for a better understanding of the two extremes on the scale. In reality, though, they do not 

stand alone, rather they are both at play when decisions are made. Therefore, the vendor strategy 

has to cater for both of the client rationales. We have identified that this interplay is manifested by 

evidence-based storytelling, which we will explain further in the sections to come. But firstly, as a 

pedagogical practice, we propose the overview presented in table 2 to show the conflicting notions 

in the rationales and relating them to how they would influence the different phases of the project 

evaluation process presented in section 4.2. The table is an oversimplified classification of how 

decisions are made from the two conflicting rationales. In the following section, we will show how 

the vendor company is attempting to reconcile those rationales via evidence-based storytelling. 

The Dogma of Evidence-Based 
Decision Making 

Process phase The Untold Practice of Judgment 
Based Decision Making 

Previously we experienced a hacker 
attack which cost us 650 million 
EUR - we MUST make sure that this 
will not happen again 

Who’s yelling? We would like to evolve our digital 
journey 

Financial data from the annual 
report and guesstimates based on 
grand tour questions 

Information 
Gathering 

Gut feeling and trust in the advisor 

The vision of a profitable business, 
save costs, increase revenue 

Dream The vision that we will change the 
world 

Cost-benefit analysis, return on 
investment analysis, value 
propositions. 

Decision support Sharing knowledge and experiences. 
Gut feeling. 
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We govern project implementation 
based on earned value analysis with 
measurement of cost and progress. 

Implementation Timeline and budget have no or little 
importance, but we need to govern 
that our scope meets our new BAU. 

Tangible measures define project 
success - iron triangle. Did we 
complete within budget and 
schedule, and achieved our scope? 

Success/failure Did we change the world?  

TABLE 2: THE CONFLICTING NOTION OF THE TWO CLIENT RATIONALES 

5.2	EVIDENCE-BASED	STORYTELLING	

Naturally, the vendor rationale is based on the motivation of making good business. Therefore, it is 

important to understand the expectations and not in the least what needs a client has. In the 

previous section, we concluded that the client makes decisions based on gut feel and judgment but 

still demands an element of evidence in the decision-making process under the dogma of evidence-

based decisions. The vendor rationale is thereby the more rounded approach that accommodates 

the oftentimes complex and multilayered decision process that happens in an organization and is 

aiming to make everyone happy and meet all stakeholders’ objectives. To influence the decision-

maker, several methods are being used by the vendor. The use of these methods is motivated by 

both client rationales, i.e., those within evidence and judgment, and can be weighted differently, 

tailored to the specific decision-maker. The aggregated device used by the vendor is evidence-based 

storytelling, used to influence the judgment of the decision-maker, which we will now explain more 

in detail.  

The notion or concept of evidence-based storytelling is something that occurred in the 

workshops and interviews held with the case company. It quickly became evident that to influence 

the judgment of a decision-maker, it was necessary to package the evidence-based value 

propositions in a way that engaged with the client emotionally. The strategic advisor even stated 

that storytelling was being demanded - all he does is to deliver what his clients are asking for: 
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“(...) I see that what is in demand out there, is storytelling. Storytelling with some kind of decision 

support, e.g., a graph that shows cost, benefit and breaks even.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, 

p.32) 

To influence the decision-maker, several methods are used strategically by the vendor. In the 

following sections, we will explain how those methods become elements of evidence-based 

storytelling. These include the use of anecdotes, calculations, cover-your-actions, visualizations, and 

stakeholder management. Although the process and use of methods are not formally established in 

the case company, the following are our conclusions from analyzing the data collected. We see these 

methods as elements of evidence-based storytelling. It is elements that are used as strategic 

methods to influence the decision-maker. Those elements will be explained in the coming sections.  

5.2.1	ANECDOTES	

Anecdotes are an important element of evidence-based storytelling. The anecdote is a brief story 

that reveals the account of a specific incident. Anecdotes bring out a point and are used to 

communicate abstract or highly complex ideas to a client. We have identified two roles anecdotes 

play within our setting. First, anecdotes are used to showcase industry knowledge, i.e., sharing 

insights anonymously gained from other, sometimes similar, companies with comparable problems:  

“What I do is I tell anecdotes, where I am saying that there was another company with a similar 

problem, they did this and that, and then they saved a billion bucks.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix 

E, p.98) 

Second, through the information gathering phase of the project evaluation process, anecdotes 

are collected from within the client organizations, and from different stakeholders. The anecdotes 

typically revolve around the challenges and issues that the client is facing, and usually, no evidence 

exists to support the anecdotes - it is merely an “Anecdote with a side of anecdote.” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix C, p.29). Nonetheless, the anecdotes become a formal formulation of the 

challenges evident within the client company, and it is those challenges that the project scope 
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should aid in overcoming. In practice, the vendor collects unstructured and unspecific information 

via interviews and workshops and condenses this information to a readily comprehensible anecdote 

that communicates the pain point, i.e., the overarching challenge to overcome and thus become 

the foundation on which the dream is defined. The strategic advisor explains an example of such an 

anecdote: 

“I went out and had a talk with him and got his story. He said, “point five percent”, and I said, “half 

a percent of what?” He was very unspecific, which means that I do not have his numbers, hence no 

evidence is at stake here. No matter how we discuss the story about the stores and revenue, it is 

merely a story, because there is no evidence. He cannot prove that they lose a percent, it is his gut 

feel, and we cannot assure that if he repairs the thin cables to the stores, then the customers will 

actually stay with them. There is no evidence in this, it is pure stories, it is anecdotes.” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix C, p.28) 

The different roles anecdotes play thus becomes part of the result upon the initial information 

gathering and are used to showcase to a client just how well the vendor knows them, their industry, 

their challenges, and their objectives. The benefit from doing business in this demeanor is refraining 

from selling bits and bytes but instead selling a dream, a vision, enlarging the scope to a strategic 

level, thereby also increasing revenue. Revisiting the transcripts, there are vast amounts of 

anecdotes and stories showcasing how a given problem or challenge is evaluated by using several 

inputs from different sources. The information that forms the basis of the anecdotes is gathered via 

knowhow, industry insights, annual reports, hear-say, interviews and more. Visit section 4.2.3 for a 

more detailed explanation of the information-gathering phase. In the following sections, we will 

further discuss the elements of evidence-based storytelling that may be used strategically as 

methods to enhance the value proposition to a given client. 

5.2.2	CALCULATIONS	

Calculations are an element of evidence-based storytelling and are used to support the story that 

the vendor conveys when proposing an IT project. Although calculations are not the main decider, 
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their role is still important in the ex ante IT project evaluation process. An example of the 

calculations is explained by a solution engineer:   

“(...) I’ve made this excel sheet that exemplifies that this process takes this much time manually 

and you do it this many times in a year and your annual salary is this much. Ergo, I have a cost per 

gizmo, sort of. So I've set up this calculation around how much it would cost to get an external 

consultant to do this automation, in rounded numbers, which provides a guess on how fast I will 

get “return on investment” making this automation. That way it suddenly turns concrete and 

measurable.” (Solution Engineer, Appendix D, p.79) 

Above, the benefits from implementing IT solutions are described as fussy and intangible, but that 

calculations based on guesses and estimates, i.e., guesstimates, will help in turning the fussiness 

and intangibility into something concrete and measurable, even though it is still a guesstimate. We 

also see that the calculations cannot stand alone, but are used as an element, among other 

elements, for decision support. Our findings include two ways in which financial calculations may 

be used to support decision making. First, the calculations may be used as extra add-on leverage to 

influence a decision: 

“Decisions are never, ever, ever made on the calculations. They are made on the stories, we would 

like to get this new BAU, that is what it is about. But sometimes you can use those calculations to 

say, by the way, we are also able to save some budget on this. It really doesn’t matter what it says 

in the spreadsheet, all they want is to make a decision that betters them and then they would like 

the spreadsheet to support that to some extent.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.87) 

As seen in the above example, positive calculations may feature when and perhaps only when it 

supports the vision or dream. Secondly, calculations may also be used, just because it is expected in 

social practices to be able to showcase them to cover-your-actions (CYA). We will cover this second 

use case in the coming section. 
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5.2.3	COVER	YOUR	ACTIONS	

Not only are calculations part of the culture around reaching an evidence-based decision, but they 

are also used to distribute responsibility and risk among the stakeholders. We see that in the cases 

where the decision is made purely based on judgment and gut-feeling, the evidence is produced 

after the decision has been made and is thus used to portray the rationality of the decision as a 

political tool to use within an organization. Relating this to a time perspective of the decision-making 

process, the advisor states that:  

“What happens, from a time perspective, is that a need arises, then comes a decision, and then 

comes a Cover Your Ass. When it comes to Cover Your Ass, it is here you need your evidence.” 

(Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.23). 

Thus, stakeholders might also demand evidence as an artefact for Cover Your Actions (CYA) and that 

the evidence can be produced after the decision is made. Evidence for CYA might also be demanded 

and produced before the decision is made, as an important part of the decision process, yet still 

mostly needed for CYA. Here, the degree of evidence demanded from the decision-maker depends 

on their risk appetite and willingness to accept change. The advisor explains this by stating: 

“We have two types of people; those who want change and are risk-taking, and those who might 

want change but are absolutely not willing to take the risk. The concern for risk weighs heavier 

than the possible benefits following change. Those with the biggest concerns for risk typically say 

“this needs to be evidence-based”. It is not, it is just something they say. They just want something 

that covers their ass.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.23) 

This statement by the advisor is closely connected to the before-mentioned illusion, or dogma, of 

evidence-based decision making. Decision-makers are convinced they make decisions based on 

evidence, but in reality, evidence is rather needed for CYA. It gives them confidence and security 

that the decision they make will not cost them their job if it turns out to be a bad decision. They can 

refer to the evidence pinpointing that the decision was made based on the cost-benefit analysis 
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confirming that they would achieve their return on investment after e.g., 6 months. Interestingly, 

the use of evidence for CYA is a two-sided story. Such risk analysis for CYA can have implications for 

the decision of starting a project. First, the advisor explains that “the risk analysis has taken down 

many good projects, last minute. It has probably prohibited a lot of bad projects too, but it has 

overturned a lot of projects that could have been great” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.24). Thus, 

the risk analysis for CYA can have the benefit that bad projects are not started, but also the 

consequence that good projects are not started. Second, it is visible that the decision-maker at the 

client company needs the evidence for CYA internally, but CYA also happens from the vendor's 

perspective. A program manager from the case company explains how they always are making sure 

that they can document what is agreed upon before the project starts, and what happens along the 

way, so that “you have the evidence proving that we did what we were supposed to do.” (Program 

Manager, Appendix F, p.108). The CYA happening from the vendors perspective is further 

elaborated by a solution engineer stating that: 

“The goal I had with this meeting was, in fact, to map what things we can do that can prove that, 

subsequently, it was not our fault that it did not succeed, but that we did everything we could, and 

we had these limitations, causing that we did not come further.” (Solution Engineer, Appendix D, 

p.74) 

The reasons for such situations occurring in the client companies is explained as having to do with 

resource management. When projects are approved by the decision-makers and the money and 

resources are allocated, it is the experience from the case company, that even though eight 

resources were promised to the project, they know that these eight people have tons of other 

projects to participate in at the same time - the resources are overallocated (Solution Engineer, 

Appendix D, p.74). This means that it is close to impossible to follow the originally planned schedule 

because the resources are not available as promised and planned for. Therefore, it is important for 

the case company to be able to document what was promised and planned before the project starts, 

and what actually happens throughout the implementation.  
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5.2.4	VISUALIZATIONS	

To further support and influence the judgment of a decision-maker, visualizations are demonstrated 

alongside the other elements of evidence-based storytelling. The visualizations are a product of the 

information gatherings and subsequent calculations. They contain condensed, in-depth information 

supporting the case company in presenting their story-based value propositions. The different 

visualizations are a part of the overall presentation to a client. A value chain depicts how the vendor 

understands the business model of a client, and by utilizing a value wheel, the value propositions 

are illustrated. Visit Appendix I to view examples of the visualizations. 

The visualizations such as the value wheel collect the outcome of the calculations and 

anecdotes in terms of value propositions linked to the dream agreed upon. At this point, all the 

detailed calculations and analysis made in the spreadsheet come together, and they can now be 

used to visualize and tell a story. The Strategic Advisor states that “The reason why this [the value 

wheel] has been so successful as a communication method is that it is telling a story.” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix B, p.16).  

The overall presentation, as can be found in Appendix I, including the anecdotes, calculations 

and visualizations described, is further supported by the expertise and experience that the case 

company brings to the table. Expertise is thus a gateway to build and retain trust in the professional 

relationship. It is about knowing the customer better than they know themselves. When this 

objective is met, the trust of a client is reached. This trust is thus used to manage the expectations 

from the stakeholders at the client company. In the following section, we will delve into the element 

of stakeholders in evidence-based storytelling. 

5.2.5	STAKEHOLDER	MANAGEMENT	

Another important part of the decision support that the case company provides to the client in a 

project evaluation process, is related to the stakeholders within the client's organization. It is 

evident that the expectations from the client on what information is needed to make the decision 



 

 

80 

is dependent on where the decision-maker is placed in the organizational hierarchy. This is because 

different stakeholders in various parts of the organizations have differing goals and are being 

measured on different metrics. A solution engineer explains: 

“What is important to keep an eye on is (...) what people are being measured on. The tech geek is 

measured to deliver something good, something stable and something secure. The middle 

manager will often want to save some costs on the data center or in his specific division. The 

manager above him will have others” (Solution Engineer, Appendix D, p.74) 

This has implications on how the case company chooses to present the business case to the different 

layers of the client organization. In the cases where the decision making is combined by several 

layers of the organization, the case company needs to make several presentations adapted to the 

specific recipient, e.g., one presentation for the technical staff, one for the middle managers, and 

one for the c-level executives. The more layers present in the decision-making process, the more 

the presentations vary. The presentations enable the evidence-based storytelling, and when the 

presentation is adapted, it is possible to shape the story for the specific recipient: “You are shaping 

the story, so it suits the recipient and that means you need to know the recipient extraordinarily 

well” (Program Manager, Appendix F, p.110). Another factor for the case company to consider when 

presenting a business case to the client organization is where the decision-making power actually 

lies. It might be that the case company for a period of time has talked with the technical staff at the 

client about a particular solution that the technical staff is demanding, but actually, the technical 

staff does not have any purchasing power. Depending on the budget and the scope of the solution, 

it will be necessary for the technical staff to go higher up in the organizational hierarchy, until the 

point where the real decision-making power lies. Here, calculations can be used as a method to 

convince their managers that the purchase of this solution is a good idea. In other cases, the 

technical staff alone will not have the means to do this themselves, and instead, the case company 

will ask the technical staff for access to the middle managers or c-level executives and present 

themselves the business case, adapted to the corresponding level in the organization. This issue is 

described by the solution engineer: 
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“There is a big difference in who can sign a contract or a bill depending on the size of it, how much 

approval is needed and how much apparatus there is in the budgetary approval process and also 

the confidence-building process” (Solution Engineer, Appendix D, p.72) 

A part of the stakeholder element of evidence-based storytelling is to form a shared 

understanding, across all invested parties, of the vision that the IT project should achieve, i.e., on 

which collective metrics success should be defined. The method involves a negotiation amongst the 

stakeholders, to agree on the success metrics, thus reaching a collective judgment on the dream 

aspired to be fulfilled. Although the actual success or failure is measured ex post implementation, 

the formulation of success must be agreed upon before initializing an IT project, making it a method 

of decision support. This method is connected to the CYA element where risk and responsibility, as 

previously covered, must be predefined.  

It is evident that the view of project success and failure is defined by the eye of the beholder 

(Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p. 23). In this section, we will describe how the actors in the case 

company define project success and failure. From the vendor's perspective, different descriptions 

of project success exist, but overall, project success for the case company is when the client is silent. 

The advisor expressed this by saying that “(...) the silent client is the best because then it is a happy 

client.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix D, p.79). A solution engineer defined project success from the 

vendor's perspective by stating that “A successful project is when the software is delivered and 

installed within the budget agreed upon.” (Solution Engineer, Appendix F, p.101).  These narrow 

descriptions of success, purely from the vendor's perspective, are not enough to make us 

understand project success and failure from the client’s perspective, making us ask how the case 

company has experienced the notions of success and failure with their clients. We got many 

different answers regarding this subject, but most of them revolved around the concepts of budget, 

time, and scope. The advisor explains: 

“When you ask me what a successful project is. In my opinion, it is when you meet your scope, 

while staying within budget and schedule, then it is successful. And then we are in the fantastic 
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situation that everybody that has ever done an IT project knows that out of these three things, you 

can only have the two.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.91) 

Here, the advisor acknowledges that with regards to IT projects, it is nearly impossible to achieve 

your scope, while staying within budget and schedule, but that this is the notion of IT project 

success. Another perspective given by the advisor, related to the fact that it is nearly impossible to 

achieve your scope while staying within both budget and schedule, is an analogy to the moon 

landing of 1969. It clearly describes how a tremendous focus on the time factor, and meeting the 

scope, led to budget overruns:  

“If we are in 1969 and we know that if we must send a rocket to the moon, then we must launch it 

on May 31st at the latest because that is the moment when the moon and earth are closest to 

each other. Under this condition, the rocket was enormously dependent on 1) hit the moon 2) 

launch the rocket at the right time, else you will not succeed. And they exceeded the budget, funny 

enough.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.91) 

When a project can be defined as both a success and a failure, depending on what perspective 

you take, it is interesting to delve a little deeper into the notion of project failure. Mostly, the actors 

in the case company are focused on defining failure as not meeting your project goal, your dream 

and vision, i.e., the project scope. The advisor explains this by saying “at the moment you don't 

achieve what you want to, it is a failure, in IT terms.” (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.92). This also 

implies that an IT project can be a success even if the schedule and budget are not met, and an IT 

project can be a failure even though the schedule and budget are met. This implies that the notion 

of project success is indeed a shared understanding, i.e., a collective judgment of when the vision is 

achieved. Summing up the perspectives identified regarding project success and failure, we can 

mention that success is defined by the eye of the beholder. Often success is limited to be defined 

by time, budget, and scope, but it seems like the most important factor for defining project success 

is to reach the collective goal, the vision, the dream - i.e., the project scope. Naturally, project failure 

is defined as not meeting the scope, i.e., not achieving the vision and dream that the project was 

set out to achieve.  
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5.2.6	RECAP	OF	EVIDENCE-BASED	STORYTELLING	

In conclusion, we have assessed which elements evidence-based storytelling consists of when 

building a story around a value proposition for a client. These elements include the use of anecdotes, 

calculations, and visualizations to enable cover your actions and stakeholder management.  

We have found that anecdotes are an important element, as it enables the vendor case to 

share sensitive industry knowledge from similar cases in a format where knowledge that could not 

under normal circumstances be shared, can be shared as a ‘fictitious’ example. In addition, the 

vendor collects information from both internal and external stakeholders, thus becoming the 

knowledge keeper, enabling him to formulate anecdotes that pinpoints the pebble in the shoe and 

how the case company helps remove it, i.e., fulfil the dream. 

Calculations are an element of evidence-based storytelling that is used to make IT benefit 

more concrete and measurable, even though the calculations are guesstimates. We have concluded 

that there are two ways in which calculations are being used to support the ex ante IT project 

evaluation. First, calculations may be used as an extra add on leverage to support the decision of a 

client. Second, calculations may be used as a political tool to portray the rationality of the decision 

after the decision is made, or to satisfy risk-averse stakeholders that demand decisions to be made 

rationally. We call this phenomenon cover your actions (CYA).  

CYA is an element that supports the decision of a client.  Risk analysis used for CYA internally 

within the client organization can be beneficial when stopping bad projects, but detrimental when 

it stops good projects. Documenting and delegation of responsibilities and scope is an important 

part of CYA. By documenting the responsibilities of both the vendor and client, the contracts can be 

revisited during implementation and are agreed upon before project initialization. Using 

documentation to CYA thus becomes a way in which the vendor can also prove that they have 

delivered what was agreed upon. 
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The fourth element of evidence-based storytelling is the use of visualizations. Visualizations 

are a product of the information gatherings and subsequent calculations and contain condensed in-

depth information supporting the vendor in presenting their story-based value propositions. Thus, 

the use of visualizations is a way a vendor can portray a highly complex proposition as something 

readily comprehensible. The visualizations are successful as a communication method because they 

tell a story. 

The final element of evidence-based storytelling is managing the stakeholders. We have 

concluded that the story is shaped according to the recipient's placement in the organizational 

hierarchy because they have different goals and are measured on different metrics. In addition, the 

story is shaped according to where the decision-making power lies within the client organization. It 

is through this stakeholder management that negotiation happens, allowing for a shared 

understanding across all invested parties. Thus, a collective judgment, among all stakeholders, on 

the dream aspired to be fulfilled is attained. Even though a collective judgment is attained, each 

stakeholder still holds their individual motives and goals, and the perception of whether an IT 

project completion is a success or failure is thus still dependent on the eye of the beholder.  

The five elements are used strategically to a varying extent to convey an evidence-based story, 

depending on the receiver and scope of the project. Overall, evidence-based stories attempt to 

facilitate the confidence of a decision-maker, reassuring them that their gut-feeling and judgment 

tells them that they made the right decision, while they have the evidence proving it is financially 

sound and rational. All the consolidated knowledge obtained via the methods is formulated into a 

malleable story that becomes the constitutor of a shared collective judgment in the social practice. 

That is how evidence-based storytelling becomes a device that is used to influence the judgment of 

a client, to reconcile both rationales. Hence, evidence-based storytelling explains how the interplay 

between judgment and evidence occurs in a vendor-client relationship. The reconciliation of the 

rationales happens through social practice. It takes the form of a negotiation between client and 

vendor about how the scope of the project should be formulated, considering the motives and 
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rationales of all internal as well as external parties. Please visit figure 8 for a visualization of the data 

structure regarding evidence-based storytelling.  

 

FIGURE 8: EVIDENCE-BASED STORYTELLING 
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6	DISCUSSION	

In this section, we turn to the integration of our empirical findings with our literature review. 

Additionally, prompted by the findings, new literature is introduced. By assessing our findings 

through the lens of the literature, we can assess the theoretical implications. In addition, to broaden 

the scope of the thesis, we attempt to look at the possible implications of our conclusions on both 

practices, with regards to the case company, and the wider societal impact of our findings. These 

sections include suggesting a formalization of the ex ante IT project evaluation process, as well as 

the device of evidence-based storytelling, in the case company. Moreover, suggestions with regards 

to further research on the subject are proposed in section 6.3. The discussion is structured as 

follows: First, we will discuss the theoretical implications of our findings related to the dogma of 

evidence-based decision making and the untold practice of judgment-based decision making. 

Second, we will discuss how the two conflicting rationales can be reconciled, and consequently how 

the case company utilizes the device of evidence-based storytelling for this reconciliation. It is 

through this device we see the interplay between evidence and judgment manifest. Finally, the 

implications on practice and society will be presented, and our final reflections will be provided.  

6.1	THEORETICAL	CONTRIBUTION	

The coming section will include a theoretical integration of the two rationales defined in the analysis 

of our data. With help from the literature, we will seek a reconciliation of the two and showcase 

how managing both rationales can be done by the vendor utilizing the device of evidence-based 

storytelling. 

6.1.1	THE	DOGMA	OF	EVIDENCE-BASED	DECISION	MAKING	

During our research, we identified a rationale, i.e., the dogma of evidence-based decision making. 

Our empirical setting is placed in a client-vendor relationship, in which we see that a cultural 

consensus exists in organizations stating that decisions must be made on evidence and rationality. 

We denote this cultural consensus as a rationale of evidence-based decision making, which is 
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evident from the client’s perspective when they are deciding whether to venture on an IT project. 

It entails having evidence as the single decider for decision making. Committing to this rationale has 

implications on how IT projects are evaluated ex ante. The case company utilizes methods such as 

calculations, i.e., cost-benefit analysis and return on investment analysis, for evidence-based ex ante 

IT project evaluation. In addition, projects are governed by, and success defined upon, performance 

analysis on metrics such as time, cost, and quality. We identified that the case company utilizes 

these evidence-based methods to cater for the client’s evidence-based rationale. The evidence-

based methods are not perceived as true evidence by the case company, as they consist of estimates 

and guesses - guesstimates. When challenged on what evidence is, the case company states that 

true evidence only exists in ex post evaluation, where it is possible to measure project outcome 

effects, i.e., benefit realization studies. 

This is an interesting paradox, making us ask again, what evidence for decision making or ex 

ante IT project evaluation actually is. Going back to the literature, we see the four types of evidence 

used for evidence-based decision making described as scientific literature/findings, organizational 

data, stakeholders’ concerns, and professional expertise (Briner, 2018). We argue that the 

guesstimates are still theoretically described as evidence because they are made up 1) of 

organizational data, e.g., financial data from annual reports, 2) professional expertise, e.g. the 

vendor’s industry knowledge and experience from previous similar projects, and 3) to some degree 

stakeholders’ concerns, e.g. what impact the client expects from implementing a solution. Thus, 

even though the case company might not perceive the guesstimates as evidence, they cater for the 

evidence rationale of the client and are still theoretically defined as evidence for decision making. 

Feldman and March (1981) add that the use of information is embedded in social norms that make 

it highly symbolic, and that is a function of the social norms of society and of a belief in rational 

decision processes. Accordingly, our finding with regards to the dogma of evidence-based decision 

making is in alignment with Feldman and March’s (1981) symbolic role of information in social 

practices. 
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Thus, our findings related to the evidence rationale aligns well with the literature regarding 

the topic. Measuring project performance, and thus success, by the metrics of cost, time and quality, 

is named the iron triangle (Atkinson, 1999). The iron triangle has become the de facto method for 

measuring and governing projects, and it is perceived by project managers that a successful project 

can be defined by these criteria alone (Shenar and Dvir, 2007; Duggal, 2011). Interestingly, our 

findings suggest that the experience of the case company is that only two out of the three metrics 

of the iron triangle is possible to achieve. If the project deadline is moved forward, you will 

eventually have to invest more resources to meet your deadline, increasing cost. Cutting costs or 

moving the deadline forward usually will have consequences for quality, while increased quality 

demands usually result in higher costs and more time required. In addition, our findings suggest that 

project success might be defined by the metrics of the iron triangle when it is seen from the vendor's 

perspective, but that success is a different story when seen from the client's perspective. Here, our 

findings suggest that project success is much more about meeting your scope, what Atkinson (1999) 

denotes as quality than sticking to budget and schedule. Having this perspective on project success 

could suggest that in reality, project success is not adequately measured by the iron triangle, from 

the client's perspective, but that it aligns better with the vendor's perspective on project success, 

i.e., to deliver a software solution within the agreed-upon time and budget. Traditionally, you would 

say that a project is successful when all three sides of the triangle are met - cost, time, and scope. 

Yet, project success is suggested by our findings to be more scope related than time and cost related. 

This makes the iron triangle less relevant as a technique for measuring what Baccarini (1999) would 

define product success from the client perspective, but more relevant for measuring project 

management success. Product success deals with the effects of the project's final product, whereas 

project management success focuses on the project process and in particular the successful 

accomplishment of cost, time, and quality (Baccarini, 1999). 

 Having established that, from the client’s perspective, meeting project scope is far more 

crucial for defining project success than meeting your budget and schedule, has implications on our 

perception of the concept of black swans as proposed by Flyvbjerg and Budzier (2011). Flyvbjerg’s 

concept of black swans is based on quantitative analysis of evidence-based metrics on IT projects, 
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i.e., cost, time, and benefits. The argument is that one out of six IT projects can be characterized as 

black swans, suggesting that IT projects might be riskier than one might think and that there is a 

high risk for project failure. Defining project failure solely based on these metrics, as done by 

Flyvbjerg and Budzier (2011), is the reason why they see so many project failures. As suggested from 

our findings, a project can still be a success, even though the budget is exceeded, because if it is 

important to meet the scope, cost matters less. This is making us question whether IT projects really 

are more at risk of failure than other projects. The strategic advisor from the case company stated 

that he was not so sure that IT projects were riskier than any other project types - but if it were the 

case, one reason could be that IT is still a relatively young technology, industry, and profession 

(Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.94).  

In conclusion, we can say that evidence-based tools in the form of calculations and analysis 

are used. They are essentially mostly guesstimates, not perceived as true evidence by the case 

company, but are used to cater for the evidence rationale of the client. Theoretically, though, the 

guesstimates would still be defined as evidence for decision making (Briner, 2018), because the 

evidence is more than just calculations. Lastly, the described evidence rationale explains why some 

might see more black swans while others might see more successful projects. Project success 

depends on the eye of the beholder and the parameters to which you measure success, a 

perspective which we delve deeper into in the coming sections.  

6.1.2	THE	UNTOLD	PRACTICE	OF	JUDGMENT-BASED	DECISION	MAKING	

The second rationale identified, is denoted the untold practice of judgment-based decision making. 

From our data regarding how project success is defined, we identified an analogy to the moon 

landing of 1969 (Strategic Advisor, Appendix E, p.91). The analogy was used to portray how a project 

can still be successful, even though there is a massive budget overrun. We see a clear linkage to our 

literature review on judgment-based definitions of project success, considering the schism between 

projection and planning (Kreiner, 2014). According to Kreiner (2014), project success entails both 

the accomplishment of producing the specified results within the budget and time constraints, but 

also making the projection of the future, what we have uncovered in the process framework to be 
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the agreed-upon dream, come true. The notion of project success is thus primarily measured on 

whether the scope is met, hence it becomes diffuse and ambiguous (Baccarini, 1999). This ambiguity 

has also proven evident in our findings. Project success is defined by the eye of the beholder, and it 

is thus important to negotiate on which grounds success should be established. In addition, our 

findings include that both the vendor and client each have their perspective on what success is. For 

our vendor case, a silent client is a happy client, and the project is a success when the software 

solution is installed and running, within the agreed-upon timeline and cost. For the client, the 

definitions are more ambiguous, however primarily related to achieving the agreed-upon dream. 

The literature can help us with a bit of clarity here. Baccarini (1999) defines two different types of 

project success - one called project management success, the other named product success. 

Furthermore, Pinto (1988) proposes the concepts of internal and external success, where internal 

project success refers to project management success, and external project success refers to 

product success, which is more of a narrative than a measure. From our findings, we see that the 

narrative is constructed by reaching a shared understanding, a collective judgment, of when the 

vision is fulfilled. Building on these definitions of success, we can say that the vendor success is 

mostly related to project management success (Baccarini, 1999) as the important factor from the 

vendor perspective is to deliver on budget within schedule - what Pinto (1988) would call internal 

success. Client success is mostly related to product success (Baccarini, 1999), what Pinto (1988) 

names external project success, as the important factor is to achieve the dream, the vision, i.e., the 

project scope. 

In conclusion, project success is a subjective assessment that can only be agreed upon when 

actors have created a collective definition. Tallon and Kraemer (2007) praise the definitions of 

success that Pinto (1988) calls external project success and what Baccarini (1999) names product 

success and claims that such subjective assessments including perceived IT impact, intuition and 

insights de facto yields more accurate and even richer assessments of IT projects than do the 

financial methods alone. 
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 The subjective assessments mentioned by Tallon and Kraemer (2017) are not easily 

quantified. In addition, our findings include perspectives on the challenges that occur when trying 

to align individual motivations across an organization. This aligns with the perspective of Irani and 

Love (2002) and Frisk et al. (2014), stating that management is having difficulties defining many IT 

benefits and that such benefits occur at different organizational levels. An implication of the 

difficulty in quantifying and measuring IT benefits is that management is typically restricted and 

expected to measure project success solely on tangible metrics such as time, cost, and quality. 

Moreover, the dogma of evidence-based decision making plays a role here. First, the organizational 

culture has a collective consensus that evidence in the form of tangible metrics is demanded. 

Second, managers use evidence and tangible metrics as crutches, cf. Hirschman (2014), to CYA, 

because there is an agitation of the consequences of a project failure.  

The Principle of the Hiding Hand includes two techniques that a decision-maker may use as 

crutches for decision making (Hirschman, 2014). One of these techniques has relevance in our case, 

i.e., the pseudo-comprehensive-program technique. This technique is used when projects are highly 

complex and consists of portraying the program extensively by pretending to have more insight than 

what is available, i.e., using guesstimates and risk assessments to CYA as mentioned in the example 

above. Hirschman argues for higher risk of project failure when relying on any of the two techniques: 

“the probability of errors and undertaking projects that will fail is higher than when the decision 

maker himself is able to differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable risk” (Hirschman, 2014, 

p.26). We propose to build on this principle, further emphasizing that when relying on crutches such 

as risk assessments, instead of the decision maker's own judgment, there is a high risk that 

potentially great projects are not undertaken. The strategic advisor underlines this by explaining 

that: “the risk analysis has taken down many good projects, last minute. It has probably prohibited 

a lot of bad projects too, but it has overturned a lot of projects that could have been great” (Strategic 

Advisor, Appendix C, p.24). The principle of the Hiding Hand states that ignorance is good in planning 

because if decision-makers knew the real costs and difficulties of projects, few ventures would ever 

get initiated (Flyvbjerg, 2016). Keeping this principle in mind, the above technique or crutch may 

indeed hinder new ventures as the dogma of evidence-based decision making will try to eliminate 
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the positive ignorance. As also shown in our findings, most decisions nonetheless are made on the 

gut feel and judgment of the client, and it is this judgment and gut feel that the vendor, our case, is 

aiming to influence.  

With regards to the projects that are initiated, Hirschman references creativity being sparked 

in the problem-solving process at a time in the project process where the stakeholders and decision 

maker are locked in the decision and can no longer withdraw from the project without 

consequences. By discouraging any project’s complexity purposefully, a project manager is seeding 

the ground to encourage situations of creative problem solving, because creativity always comes as 

a surprise (Hirschman, 2014, p. 11). However, upon assessing our findings, we argue that this 

creativity has little place in our vendor case. The solutions that the vendor company is offering is 

indeed highly complex and involves high competency barriers by the client to be able to use it to 

the fullest, but it is nonetheless ‘shelfware’, packaged software that is easy to implement, hard to 

use (Program Manager, Appendix F, p.99). Nonetheless, we argue that some creativity can get 

sparked in the phase of formulating the dream and vision because although it is shelfware, a specific 

solution has a plethora of functions that can be enabled depending on the client’s preferences. In 

addition, creativity was found in the project proposal stage of the process, denoted the information 

gathering phase in our project process framework. When observing the internal workshop (visit 

Appendix H), creativity was sparked when creating the value chain of the client. The role of the 

strategic advisor was to listen carefully to what the account executive and the technical solution 

engineers knew about the client and consolidate all the knowledge collected visually to formulate 

an initial project proposal to a client. In this practice, all internal stakeholders shared their 

knowledge and judgment around a client, and they collectively came up with a creative all-round 

view on which they could build their value proposition to the client.  

The practice mentioned above is aligned with the convictions of Frisk et al. (2014). Frisk et al. 

(2014) proposes that to be liberated from solely relying on measurable indicators, it is important to 

have a value case that reflects a pluralistic understanding of business value, considering the context 

and all stakeholder beliefs. In this case the Principle of the Hiding Hand can open analytical pathways 
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to come to grips with the fact that projects seldomly work out as planned and must not be measured 

entirely on calculations but must include the desired projection and the experience, the judgment 

of the actors of the project (Lepenies, 2018; Kreiner, 2014). 

6.1.3	RECONCILING	THE	TWO	CONFLICTING	RATIONALES		

The two conflicting rationales evident in our findings; the dogma of evidence-based decision making 

and, the untold practice of judgment-based decision making, respectively, are also evident in theory 

on decision making. Scholars have attempted to describe how evidence and judgment work as 

separate inputs to decision making, one of them being Tingling and Brydon (2010). They introduce 

a model showing the roles that evidence plays as input, among other inputs such as judgment, for 

decision making, and introduces the role of evidence to make a decision (Tingling and Brydon, 2010). 

Here, evidence is the sole input to decision making. This practice aligns with the paradigm of 

evidence-based management as described by Rousseau (2006) and Pfeffer and Sutton (2006). 

Evidence-based management is an approach in which you aspire to apply the scientific rigor known 

from the natural sciences to business practices and decisions. Tingling and Brydon (2010) describe 

the role of evidence to make a decision as most evident and acknowledged in highly structured 

contexts such as supply chain management or location planning, where mathematical optimization 

models based on quantitative and tangible measures are used as the sole input for making decisions 

that yield cost savings. It is the approach that we have not found evident in our findings, where it is 

described as an illusion, what we denote as the dogma of evidence-based decision making.  

Even though we have not found in our data that evidence is used as the single input for 

decision making, we have found that evidence plays other roles in decision making, one of them 

being to cover your actions after the decision is made. As evident in our findings, measuring the cost 

of IT and the benefits it yields can be difficult and fussy, and therefore, it is not always possible to 

acquire unambiguous evidence supporting the decision making. Our findings suggest that decisions 

are made on judgment and gut-feeling, what we denote as the untold practice of judgment-based 

decision making, but that evidence is still needed. Tingling and Brydon (2010) describe the role of 

evidence in decision making as supporting the decision. It is the case where evidence is produced to 
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support the decision that is already made on judgment and gut-feeling. We see in our findings that 

the case company indeed sees this happening within their clients - evidence is produced after the 

decision is made, catered to support the decision. The decision-maker needs the evidence to prove 

to managers and other stakeholders in the organization that the decision making is based on 

evidence and rationality, i.e., again catering for the rationale or dogma of evidence-based decision 

making.  

Above, the two rationales evident in our findings are discussed against two roles of using 

evidence for decision making, i.e., to make or support a decision, proposed by Tingling and Brydon 

(2010). Also, theoretically they are mostly seen as each other's opposites, as competing or 

conflicting rationales. This is evident from our literature review, where we are introducing two 

somehow competing approaches for ex ante project evaluation, one being evidence-based using 

tangible measures and the other being judgment-based using intangible measures. Kreiner (2020) 

proposes that the two approaches do not only coexist, but that they may complement each other, 

allowing for a more rounded approach to evaluating projects. Enriching the evidence-based 

approach with judgment and intangible measures would open our minds to new learnings. Room 

(2018) describes the new learning as new vistas used for stepwise solving via exploration, 

experimentation, and adaptation. Later, in the discussion section, we will explain how we see the 

reconciliation of the two rationales are manifested through evidence-based storytelling and discuss 

how this finding will contribute to the literature on how the two rationales are reconciled in practice.   

Before moving on to discuss our finding of evidence-based storytelling, we have identified 

additional literature shedding light on the conflict between the two rationales, and the result of 

reconciling them. In our data we see this duality of decision making, where decision-makers pretend 

that they are interested in evidence, and that the dogma of evidence-based decision making 

constitutes how we talk about decision making rather than how we actually make decisions. This 

duality is outlined by Calabretta et al. (2016) as a paradox between intuition and rationality, and 

that this paradox creates tensions in organizations. The tensions stem from the notion that intuition 

differs from rationality in decision making by being faster, and not following a linear, logical 
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reasoning process (Calabretta et al., 2016). When following the rational tradition, decisions are 

made from logical reasoning on cause-effect relationships, while intuition for decision making relies 

on pattern recognition and holistic associations. Calabretta et al. (2016) outlines several approaches 

for managing the paradox and argue that it is precisely by accepting and embracing the tensions 

between intuition and rationality, that strategic decision making can improve, instead of attempting 

to resolve them or choosing one of the sides. 

Tingling and Brydon (2010) proposes a third role that evidence can play in decision making, in 

addition to making or supporting a decision. The third role is described as evidence informing the 

decision, i.e., evidence being present alongside judgment and intuition before the decision is made, 

meaning that both evidence and judgment are used as inputs for decision making. Thus, Tingling 

and Brydon (2010) makes another contribution to how the evidence and judgment present 

together, alongside each other in decision making. Even though we see this as a valuable 

contribution, we still lack a better understanding of how the two inputs interplay or reconcile in 

decision making. It is here we propose our main contribution - that the two rationales, the two 

inputs for decision making, are reconciled and the interplays occur in evidence-based storytelling. 

We will further elaborate and discuss this contribution from a theoretical perspective in the coming 

section.  

6.1.4	EVIDENCE-BASED	STORYTELLING	

In the previous section, we have tried to show how the two conflicting rationales may coexist in a 

specific setting, and we have tried to reconcile them by showcasing how a decision can be made 

based on both rationales. In the following section we will delve into how the two rationales may de 

facto not only coexist but indeed that they interplay, and when catering for both rationales, better 

decisions are made. This is relevant from the vendor perspective because by understanding how to 

cater for both rationales, a project proposition might indeed become more appealing.  

The literature can offer us a bit of help, with regards to the paradoxical tensions that occur 

between the evidence-judgment duality (Calabretta et al., 2016). Calabretta et al. (2016) proposes 



 

 

96 

that rather than considering rationality as an enemy, a myth, or an accident, it is possible to consider 

rational decisions as a social achievement, produced by a social construction process in which 

decision-makers attempt to produce or, more precisely, what Cabantous et al., (2008) denote as 

performing rationality. The social construction process is constituted by having a shared, collective 

judgment. To cope with the paradoxical tensions between the two rationales, it is important to 

accept their contradictions and learn to cope with them (Calabretta et al., 2016). We have seen that 

this reconciliation is indeed being performed in practice by the vendor, by using different types of 

evidence interchangeably in a social setting to influence a decision. As addressed in the literature 

review, the very definition of what evidence is, is based on the judgment and understanding of the 

specific actor and the interplay is thus also inevitable in the collection, positioning, and performance 

of various types of evidence (Briner, 2018; Cabantous et al., 2008). Cabantous et al., (2008) provides 

a method he calls performing rationality, but he does not cover how this is done in practice. Our 

findings cover this, by explaining that evidence-based storytelling is used to perform rationality, or 

evidence, to a client and that evidence-based storytelling is made up of a range of elements where 

both client rationales with regards to the importance of evidence and judgment are catered for. 

Our primary finding from the empirical analysis is the use of evidence-based storytelling to 

influence the decision-maker. We have given a name to a device where the two rationales defined 

do not only reconcile, but we have explained how the interplay occurs by telling evidence-based 

stories in the social setting of a client-vendor practice. We see a connection to our findings in the 

literature, more specifically, we see this connection in Tingling and Brydon’s (2010) use of evidence 

to inform decisions and the tactics to supplement and interpret evidence with judgment by Shollo 

et al. (2015). Tingling and Brydon (2010) do however not, as also covered in our literature review, 

explain how the interplay of judgment and evidence occurs in practice. We have concluded that a 

vendor uses evidence-based storytelling to influence the judgment of the client and to create a 

collective consensus on project scope and vision. Although Shollo et al. (2015) proposes four tactics 

in their framework on how evidence is perceived, our data analysis has only managed to support 

the two with regards to interpreting and supplementing evidence with judgment. Our findings 

suggest that judgment is indeed used to interpret evidence as the evidence shared with the client 
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in the ex ante IT project evaluation is merely guesstimates, thus decision makers must judge their 

accuracy and reliability. With regards to supplementing evidence with judgment, this is done using 

anecdotes and visualizations in evidence-based storytelling. In addition, we have defined other 

elements that the evidence-based stories are made from, i.e., anecdotes, calculations, cover-your-

actions, visualizations, and stakeholder management. Our device thereby differs from the findings 

of Shollo et al. (2015) and Tingling and Brydon (2010) because we are assessing the decision making 

practice from the vendor perspective and defining the rationales of the decision-maker to move to 

a collective judgment amongst all actors involved. 

6.1.5	RECAP	OF	THEORETICAL	CONTRIBUTION	

In conclusion, we have discussed the theoretical implications of our findings. We have identified 

four types of evidence by Briner (2018), allowing us to theoretically define the guesstimates as 

evidence, even though it is not perceived as such by the vendor. We also see that the use of evidence 

in our setting is highly symbolic (Feldman and March, 1981). From the vendor's perspective, project 

success is defined by tangible metrics such as budget and time. We take a critical position on this, 

arguing that for the client, achieving scope is far more important than staying within budget and 

time, making the tangible metrics less relevant for defining project success. Yet, managers often still 

fall back to measuring project success by tangible measures (Irani and Love, 2002; Frisk et al., 2014), 

because it is easier, and it is expected from them under the dogma of evidence-based decision 

making. Relating our findings to Hirschman (2014), we see that evidence is used as crutches for the 

pseudo-comprehensive technique. Relying too much on these crutches, i.e., evidence and tangible 

measures might hinder, potentially great, new ventures.    

Thus, project evaluation needs to be assessed on pluralistic terms, having the vision of the 

client as the primary objective, finding a way to reconcile both client rationales. By accepting and 

embracing the tensions between intuition and rationality, in accordance with Calabretta et al. 

(2016), the ground on which strategic decision making is performed can improve. The objective is 

not to choose to cater for only one rationale or trying to resolve them, but to see how they de facto 

may improve decision making. Tingling and Brydon (2010) portray how both evidence and judgment 
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may be used to inform a decision, but they are not showing how the interplay occurs. Our primary 

finding can provide some insights on this field, by explaining that evidence-based storytelling is used 

to perform rationality, or evidence, to a client and that the evidence-based storytelling is made up 

of a range of elements where both client rationales with regards to the importance of evidence and 

judgment are catered for. Please see figure 9 for a visualization of how the interplay between 

evidence and judgment occurs via evidence-based storytelling in a client-vendor relationship. 

 

FIGURE 9: DYNAMIC MODEL OF THEMES AND DIMENSIONS 

6.2	IMPLICATIONS	ON	PRACTISE	

This section covers the practical implications of our findings regarding how the interplay between 

evidence and judgment occurs in ex ante IT project evaluation in a client-vendor relationship. Our 

findings can be relevant for other companies working in a similar setting, but since we are 

conducting a single case study, our findings are mainly representative for the case company studied. 

The practical implications are thus most likely to be centered around the case company, but we will 

also discuss how our findings can be put in a larger perspective around IT project evaluation, project 

evaluation in general, and how we talk about IT projects.  
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From our description of the empirical setting in which this research takes place, a framework 

for the IT project evaluation process at the case company emerged (See figure 5). The process 

framework describes which steps are undertaken when the case company evaluates a possible IT 

project with a client, and in which order they appear. We acknowledge that it is a simplified truth, 

as in practice, the steps are intertwined and overlapping. Still, we believe that the process 

framework presented in figure 5 can be relevant for the case company to study. This is since we also 

uncovered how the IT project evaluation process is not formalized in the case company. Therefore, 

we will present the process framework for the case company, allowing them to better understand 

how we see that they are working with IT project evaluation. If they find the framework useful, they 

have the possibility to formalize and implement the process framework proposed.  

In addition to the process framework, our main findings regarding the two client rationales as 

well as the evidence-based storytelling can also be relevant for the case company. It is important to 

underline that the purpose of this study has been to explore and describe how the interplay 

between evidence and judgment occurs in practice, not how the interplay should or should not 

occur, or what type of interplay that is better for practice. Yet, we will present our findings to the 

case company with the purpose of allowing them to understand how they work. Similar to the 

process framework (See figure 5), our findings with regards to the two client rationales and the 

device of evidence-based storytelling are not formalized concepts in the case company. It is novel 

concepts that we as researchers have uncovered through our data collection and analysis, framed, 

and interpreted by relevant scientific literature. Therefore, we believe that our findings can be 

insightful for the case company, allowing for a common understanding, across the different 

departments and roles covered in the research.  

The two client rationales, the dogma of evidence-based decision making and the untold 

practice of judgment-based decision making respectively, will enable a vendor to better understand 

what the client demands with regards to information, when they need to make a decision on 

whether or not to venture onto an IT project. It is evident that calculations and other evidence-

based measures alone are worth nothing when you as a vendor attempt to influence the judgment 
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of a decision-maker. We stumbled upon an interesting observation regarding the account 

executives, which have the clear goal of selling software licenses - they did not fully understand 

what exactly the strategic advisor was doing when compiling the business case presentation to a 

client (Strategic Advisor, Appendix C, p.32). They had the perception that his work merely was 

centered around cost-benefit and return on investment analysis, and the sales representatives often 

wanted the advisor to embellish the financial analysis to show a stronger financial incentive for the 

client to venture onto the project. The strategic advisor of course did not accept to do this, as the 

advisor had as an important priority that the financial calculations and analysis were as rightful as 

possible, because the advisor was attempting to establish trust between the client and the case 

company.  

While the trustworthy calculations and financial analysis might cater for the evidence-based 

client rationale, other factors, such as the before mentioned trust, are necessary to cater for the 

judgment client rationale. It is here the device of evidence-based storytelling plays a key role. It is 

through these evidence-based stories that the interplay between evidence and judgment manifests 

and is the device that the vendor mobilizes in order to reconcile the two client rationales that the 

vendor faces during project evaluation practices. By presenting the findings to the case company, it 

will allow them to formalize and implement the concept of evidence-based storytelling as a device 

for influencing decision-makers at the client organizations. Furthermore, we believe that the 

formalization and implementation of the concept will make the methods used by the different 

departments and actors more transparent, facilitating a better collaboration and understanding 

between the actors and departments.  

6.3	FINAL	REFLECTIONS	AND	LIMITATIONS:	THE	POWER	OF	THE	EXAMPLE		

First and foremost, it is important to emphasize that the motivation for the present thesis was to 

understand how the interplay of judgment and evidence occurs in a client-vendor relationship. Our 

objective has not been to find a single truth about a phenomenon but instead trying to understand 

how a practice is performed in a case study. As we see ‘truth’ as something that is socially 
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constructed, we have in this case study not portrayed reality but instead a single understanding of 

how the interplay between judgment and evidence occurs in a client-vendor relationship, 

acknowledging that there might be several constructed ‘realities’. In addition, our data foundation 

is based on interviews, observations, and workshops with a specific vendor and not with a client. 

Therefore, principally, we cannot discuss what a client actually does in a decision-making practice, 

however, we can enlighten how the vendor is trying to influence the decision of a client, based on 

the vendor's own judgment as to what factors are important for their clients. 

One of the primary findings in the present thesis revolves around how evidence-based 

storytelling consists of certain elements that can be used to a varying degree depending on the 

receiver. To some extent, we as researchers have also been a part of this practice, as much of our 

data foundation and exploratory foundation is based on anecdotes shared. As can also be seen in 

our data foundation, one stakeholder, in particular, is the main driver of influencing the ex ante IT 

project evaluation process, i.e., the strategic advisor. The strategic advisor has been very willing to 

share his view and insights and we have spent more than ten hours with him sharing his experience. 

To play the devil’s advocate, one might say that what we have managed to portray is not a collective 

practice for vendors, but a single practice used by a single strategic advisor. With that being said, 

however, we have managed to test those views with other stakeholders in the case company who 

has been in alignment with the strategic advisor. As also mentioned in section 3.5.6, we reached a 

point of data saturation at a point in our data collection, where all insights started to resemble each 

other. In conclusion, we have thus managed to portray a specific social practice with regards to 

influencing the ex ante IT project evaluation process in an IT company, and not just provided expert 

views from a single advisor. 

Besides our main findings on how the interplay between evidence and judgment occurs in ex 

ante IT project evaluation by the mobilization of evidence-based stories, we also acknowledge that 

another part of the findings is related to the setting of a client-vendor relationship. We see instances 

of cover your actions between internal and external stakeholders, suggesting a tension or conflict 

of interest between the vendor and client. Naturally this tension will exist between the two parties, 
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as the client would like to optimize their business in the cheapest way possible, while the vendor 

would like to sell a bigger project to increase revenue. We also see a level of information asymmetry 

between the vendor and the client, with the client knowing their business better than the vendor, 

and the vendor knowing their product better than the client. It is a phenomenon that is somewhat 

out of the scope of this thesis, as our main focus is related to how the interplay between evidence 

and judgment occurs in this relationship - not to the relationship itself. To explain and understand 

such a relationship with a potential conflict of interest and a degree of information asymmetry, and 

perhaps its implications on the practice of ex ante IT project evaluation, we propose to conduct 

further research with the relationship and power tensions as its main focal point. Theoretically, such 

a relationship, and the tensions embedded in it, can be characterized as an agency relation by the 

principal-agent theory (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). The principal-agent theory studies the relation 

between two parties with differing goals. The two parties are the principal that engages the agent 

in making decisions on its behalf (Knudsen, 2014). As pointed out by Jensen and Meckling (1976), 

the principal-agent theory is very general, and the relation between the principal and agent can be 

characterized by a potential conflict of interest, and a degree of information asymmetry (Knudsen, 

2014). It would be interesting to study further how the principal-agent theory can help understand 

such a client-vendor relationship and its inherent tensions resulting from the differing goals, conflict 

of interest, and information asymmetry, allowing for an even better understanding of ex ante IT 

project evaluation taking place between a client and a vendor. 

To attain a truly holistic understanding of the ex ante IT project evaluation process, it would 

have been beneficial to include the perspectives of some of the clients that the case company was 

working with. However, due to the high level of sensitivity in complex IT projects, like those the case 

company implements, we have not managed to be allowed access for such insights, although there 

were attempts. In addition, it would be interesting to research how the two client rationales vary in 

weight depending on at what organizational level the decision making was being performed, i.e., 

how the level of evidence versus judgment interplays in different varieties depending on who in the 

organization the case company is aiming to influence. That way, we could aid the vendor case by 

building a framework where the needs of decision makers are focused on different organizational 
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levels. However, this would include a few challenges as we as researchers are still convinced that 

the practice not only differs on organizational levels but depending on sector and industry as well. 

Nonetheless, we believe that we would be able to provide some insights on how decisions are made 

in specific client companies and are confident that this would be valuable to our vendor company. 

By further researching how the interplay of evidence and judgment occurs in a client-vendor 

relationship, we would be able to further showcase how the two rationales are weighted against 

each other in the decision-making process. 

Our research has provided a proposal on how the two rationales regarding the importance of 

evidence and judgment in ex ante IT project evaluation may be reconciled and how evidence-based 

storytelling is catering for both rationales in our case. This means that all conclusions in this regard 

relate to findings only generalizable in the case company. To be able to name specific practices more 

broadly, adding more case studies of other vendors would be interesting to research further. In 

addition, assessing other industries such as the financial or sustainability sector could perhaps 

confirm or build upon our current findings. Thereby we could pose the question; is the use of 

evidence-based stories unique to our case company, or is it a practice present in other settings? 
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7	CONCLUSION	

Ex ante IT project evaluation is becoming ever more important, as IT proliferates organizations, and 

work is being restructured into projects. A paradigm of evidence-based management permeates the 

culture around IT project evaluation in companies, relying on financial methods, other tangible 

metrics, and the notion of logic and rationality. Companies face challenges with IT project 

evaluation, as the cost and benefits of IT projects may be hidden and intangible. Therefore, 

management must also rely on their gutfeel, intuition, and judgment. Reviewing the literature on 

ex ante project evaluation, we identified two approaches, one based on evidence and tangible 

metrics, the other on judgment and intangible measures. Many scholars have dealt with trying to 

reconcile these two approaches to ex ante IT project evaluation, however, fewer have tried to show 

how the interplay between evidence and judgment occurs in practice. This is the knowledge gap we 

have identified and aimed to contribute to with new understandings by taking the example of a case 

company. Following research question was proposed: “How does the interplay occur between 

evidence and judgment in ex ante IT project evaluation in a client-vendor relationship?”. 

 We have investigated the above research question from a social constructivist standpoint, 

meaning that we have tried to understand how social phenomena are constructed through social 

interactions, definitions, and power relations. Our approach to theory development has been 

inductive, meaning that our findings have been induced from the data collected. Our research 

strategy has been to conduct a qualitative, multi-method, single case study allowing us to attain an 

in-depth understanding of the ex ante IT project evaluation practices apparent in one empirical 

setting. We have applied the Gioia methodology for a structured, rigorous data analysis allowing us 

to consolidate codes and concepts into abstract aggregate dimensions. 

 Upon our first visit of the data collected, the informal process framework of how the ex ante 

IT project evaluation was performed in the case company appeared. This was a valuable practice for 

us, to be able to describe how and, hence, why the case company was of relevance. Although not 

formalized, we managed to group certain phases that constitute the process of evaluation and 

implementation of IT projects in the intersection between the vendor and the client. The process 
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begins with initiating the dialogue with a client by asking stakeholders ‘Who’s yelling?’. Secondly, 

and sometimes concurrently, the information-gathering phase initializes, where knowledge is 

gathered to form a nuanced and holistic understanding of the challenges and pain points a client 

faces. The knowledge gathered is then condensed into a compelling value proposition entailing the 

vision and dream, the aspired new BAU of a client. With the comprehensive understanding of the 

dream that the client wants to achieve, it is now possible for the vendor to support and influence 

the decision-maker.   

 When influencing a decision maker, the vendor faces two conflicting client rationales. We 

denote these rationales as the dogma of evidence-based decision making and the untold practice of 

judgment-based decision making. While there is a cultural consensus around the use of evidence 

and rationality for decision making, our findings suggest that this is an illusion, and that decisions 

are primarily made on gut feel, trust, and intuition, i.e., on the judgment of the decision-maker. 

Although decisions are made on judgment, evidence is still demanded and expected, to cater for 

the dogma of evidence-based decision making. We have defined a device that enables a 

reconciliation of the two client rationales, a device that is used strategically by the vendor. We 

denote the device as evidence-based storytelling, and it is by using this device that we see the 

interplay between evidence and judgment occur. Evidence-based storytelling consists of several 

elements that can be used varyingly according to the needs, demands, and expectations of the 

recipient. The elements are; anecdotes, calculations, cover your actions, visualizations and 

stakeholders. Anecdotes can be the client's articulation of their pain points, but anecdotes may also 

be used by the vendor to share otherwise sensitive information in an anonymized, readily 

comprehensible format. Calculations are used as an add-on leverage to instill trust in the vendor, 

thereby influencing a decision-maker while catering for the dogma of evidence-based decision 

making. In addition, calculations to cover your actions are used as a political tool within the client 

organization to portray the rationality of a decision made on judgment. Cover your actions becomes 

a method in which risk and responsibility is distributed among the internal and external 

stakeholders. The management of expectations depends on the organizational hierarchy in which a 

particular stakeholder is placed. Thus, the business case presentation must be adapted according to 
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the receiver. The result of successful stakeholder management is forming a shared understanding 

across all the invested parties of the vision that the IT project should achieve involving a negotiation 

among the stakeholders. Finally, visualizations contain condensed in-depth information facilitating 

the presentation of the story-based value propositions. All the consolidated knowledge in the 

aforementioned elements is formulated into a malleable evidence-based story that becomes the 

constitutor of a shared collective judgment in the social practice. That is how evidence-based 

storytelling becomes a device that is used to influence the judgment of a client, to reconcile both 

rationales.  

Our findings are discussed from a theoretical standpoint, allowing us to define how our 

findings contribute to the existing knowledge on the topic of ex ante IT project evaluation. We 

denote the dogma of evidence-based decision making as a dogma, meaning that it is an 

unquestioned, incontrovertible truth. The dogma revolves around the use of tangible metrics to 

evaluate IT projects, but also that IT benefits can be fussy and intangible, forcing decision makers to 

rely on subjective assessments, i.e., the untold practice of judgment-based decision making. Irani 

and Love (2002) and Frisk et al. (2014) states that management is having difficulties defining many 

IT benefits and that such benefits occur at different organizational levels. Such subjective 

assessments are not easily quantified (Tallon and Kreamer, 2017). We see in our findings that 

challenges occur when trying to align the individual motivations across an organization.  Relating 

this to theory, allows us to support Feldman and March (1981) definition of information, i.e., 

evidence, as having a highly symbolic role in social practices.  Evidence is thus used to perform 

rationality, as proposed by Cabantous et al. (2008), and as crutches for decision making, cf. 

Hirschman (2014). Furthermore, we acknowledge that the paradox between the two client 

rationales can create tensions, which Calabretta et al. (2016) also underlines, and suggests that it is 

through the embracement of these tensions between intuition and rationality, that strategic 

decision making can improve. Taking Hirschman's (2014) perspective on ignorance in planning, not 

knowing the full picture of a project's dimension and outcome, i.e., discouraging its complexity 

purposefully, allows a project manager to seed the ground to encourage situations of creative 

problem solving, because creativity always comes as a surprise. Relating this to our empirical 



 

 

107 

findings, in our case setting, creativity is not prevalent in developing solutions as it is shelfware, but 

creativity is present when deciding how to use the functionality of the solutions. 

In conclusion, we have shown how the interplay occurs between evidence and judgment in ex 

ante IT project evaluation, in a client-vendor relationship. The interplay occurs with the use of 

evidence-based storytelling, which is made up of five elements; anecdotes, calculations, cover your 

actions, visualizations, and stakeholder management. All the consolidated knowledge in these 

elements is formulated into a malleable, evidence-based, story that becomes the constitutor of a 

shared collective judgment in the social practice of a client-vendor relationship. That is how 

evidence-based storytelling becomes a device that is used to influence the judgment of a client, to 

reconcile both rationales, i.e., the dogma of evidence-based decision making and the untold practice 

of judgment-based decisions. The reconciliation of the rationales happens through social practice. 

It takes the form of a negotiation between client and vendor about how the scope of the project 

should be formulated, considering the motives and rationales of all internal as well as external 

parties. The findings particularly build upon the studies by Tingling and Brydon (2010) and Shollo et 

al. (2015). Tingling and Brydon (2010) portrays how both evidence and judgment may be used to 

inform a decision, but they are not showing how the interplay occurs. Shollo et al. (2015) present 

four tactics to reach a prioritization decision. Our findings suggest that judgment is indeed used to 

interpret evidence as the evidence shared with the client in the ex ante IT project evaluation is 

merely guesstimates, thus decision-makers must judge their accuracy and reliability. With regards 

to supplementing evidence with judgment, this is done by using anecdotes and visualizations in the 

evidence-based storytelling.  

Our research has provided a proposal on how the two rationales regarding the importance of 

evidence and judgment in ex ante IT project evaluation may be reconciled and how evidence-based 

storytelling is catering for both rationales in our case. To name specific practices more broadly, 

adding more case studies of other vendors would be interesting to research further. Additionally, 

assessing other industries such as the financial or sustainability sector might confirm or build upon 
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our current findings. Thereby we could pose the question; is the use of evidence-based storytelling 

unique to our case company, or is it a practice present in other settings? 
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