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Preface 
This dissertation is a reflection of my deep interest for organisational relationship management, and more 

specifically relationship management in a dynamic organisational environment. The project-based or-

ganisation (PBO) indeed operates in such a dynamic organisational environment and, as a result, is chal-

lenged with difficulties of managing and maintaining fruitful long-term relationships with its stakehold-

ers and clients in particular. The present dissertation is my attempt at exploring how the project-based 

organisation, as a particular type of organisation with particular organisational characteristics, manages 

its client relationships in order to facilitate and achieve a more stable and effective management of its 

organisation.  

I first became interested in relationship management in project-based organisations in 2014 dur-

ing my MA in Corporate Communication, where I was doing my internship at a small Aarhus-based 

marketing agency. Along with most other marketing agencies, this small firm operates in a highly project-

based fashion, relying on individual projects as its primary business mechanism. During this internship, 

I saw how the agency was close to shutting down because it had not managed to secure a stable portfolio 

of regular clients, and was struggling from month to month to ensure enough income to survive as a 

business. This situation appeared to be the result of managing client relationships with a short-term and 

project-focused mindset, where the agency focused less on establishing ongoing client relatinoships, and 

more on winning concrete tasks in one-off projects. Primary emphasis was placed on ‘pitching in’ on 

specific tasks, i.e. proposing to a client how to solve a given problem, after which the client would then 

select among the various agencies that had pitched in on the same task. In effect, this meant very few 

regular clients and a very volatile income basis.  

This practical experience prompted a research interest in how Danish marketing agencies, as pro-

ject-based organisations, can manage their client relationships more strategically with a focus on estab-

lishing and maintaining long-term relationships and secure an ongoing and more stable organisational 

foundation. This led to pursuing this Ph.D. project, the aim of which has been to gain a better under-

standing of PBO-client relationship management in the context of the Danish marketing industry.  

My intention has been to explore this topic through with point of departure in my scholarly up-

bringing of corporate and strategic communication. Through this, the hope has been to participate in and 

contribute to academic conversations in the literature on project-based organisations as well as the liter-

atures on legitimacy management and strategic communication.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Motivation for the dissertation 

In recent years, project-based ways of organising work and structuring organisations have become in-

creasingly common. Scholars have estimated that over 40 % of today’s global economy is now project-

based (Miterev, Mancini, & Turner, 2017; J. R. Turner, Huemann, Anbari, & Bredillet, 2010). As a 

consequence of this ‘projectification of organisations’ (Lundin et al., 2015; Maylor, Brady, Cooke-

Davies, & Hodgson, 2006; Midler, 1995; Schoper, Wald, Ingason, & Fridgeirsson, 2017), the project-

based organisation (PBO) has migrated from its niche in specialised industries such as film-making and 

music production to a wide range of industries, including construction, engineering, furniture, machinery, 

IT consulting, and advertising (Grabher, 2002b; Miterev et al., 2017; Schoper et al., 2017; von Bernuth 

& Bathelt, 2007; Whitley, 2006). The PBO is a specific form of organisation which is characterised by 

its capability to deliver tailored solutions to meet the bespoke requirements of its inter-organisational 

clients. However, while project-based ways of working are swiftly penetrating organisations across a 

swathe of industries, theoretical knowledge of the PBO is still at a nascent stage, and the PBO is consist-

ently described as an “emerging organisational form” (Thiry & Deguire, 2007, p. 649), a “new logic of 

organizing” (Whitley, 2006, p. 78) and a “new form of organisation” (Miterev et al., 2017).  

Described as a new form of organisation, the theoretical and practical understanding of the PBO 

is arguably limited, which can generate “liabilities of newness” (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994, p. 645), and in 

turn create inherent issues of legitimacy for the PBO as an organisational form (Hannan & Carroll, 1992, 

in: B. Walker, de Vries, & Nilakant, 2017). Seeing as the PBO depends on delivering tailored solutions 

to bespoke client requirements1, one of the key issues relates to client relationship management. This is 

reflected in the ongoing discussions on challenges related to client relationship management (Gann, 

1996; S. Kujala, Artto, Aaltonen, & Turkulainen, 2010; Manning & Sydow, 2011; Sydow & Braun, 

2018; Tikkanen, Kujala, & Artto, 2007; Turkulainen, Kujala, Artto, & Levitt, 2013), which more recently 

have focused on how PBOs develop and manage their client relationships in such a way that they avoid 

relational discontinuity and enable long-term strategising (Ahola, Kujala, Laaksonen, & Aaltonen, 2013; 

Artto, Valtakoski, & Kärki, 2015; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

                                                           
1 See section 2.2 for a comprehensive discussion on the definition of the PBO. 
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More specifically, one crucial issue is that PBOs tend to focus on developing immediate, short-

term, and project-based client relationships, rather than long-term relationships with their clients (Artto 

et al., 2015). This tendency arguably emerges from a widespread functionalist assumption and a project-

centric focus among PBO scholars and practitioners, according to which client relationships are devel-

oped on the basis of and managed in and through projects (Artto, Ahola, & Vartiainen, 2016; Cova, 

Ghauri, & Salle, 2002; Cova & Salle, 2000; Matinheikki, Artto, Peltokorpi, & Rajala, 2016; Tikkanen et 

al., 2007). A project-centric focus is problematic, because it prevents the PBO from leveraging recurring 

business with the same clients (Ahola et al., 2013), inhibits their opportunity for relational continuity 

(Artto et al., 2015), constrains their long-term strategising and investments (Artto et al., 2015; Sydow & 

Braun, 2018), creating an uncertain and unpredictable work environment (Ahola et al., 2013; Artto et al., 

2015; Sydow & Braun, 2018). Furthermore, the predisposition for functionalist approaches prevents the 

recognition of PBO-client relationships beyond individual projects (Ahola et al., 2013; Sydow & Staber, 

2002) and fails to adequately address relationship consistency and continuity beyond individual projects 

(Smyth, 2015), essentially creating a research gap on PBO-client relationship management (Tikkanen et 

al., 2007). This has prompted recommendations to shift conceptual focus from the PBO itself to the 

project-based relationship between the PBO and its clients (Manning & Sydow, 2011) and to adopt gen-

uine relational perspectives (Smyth, 2015; 2018) in order to explore and better understand challenges 

related to managing PBO-client relationships  

Accordingly, following these recommendations to adopt relational approaches to the study of 

relational issues in project contexts (Manning & Sydow, 2011; Smyth, 2015; Söderlund, 2004a), the aim 

of the dissertation is to explore how PBOs strategically manage their client relationships with focus on 

establishing legitimacy. This means utilising legitimacy as its theoretical framework for exploring and 

understanding PBO-client relationships. Legitimacy is a relational and communicative construct con-

cerned with establishing and managing fruitful organisation-stakeholder relationships to achieve rela-

tional continuity (Suchman, 1995), and is therefore uniquely suitable for investigating the aforemen-

tioned problems of managing PBO-client relationships. Resting heavily on communication (Suchman, 

1995), legitimacy management emphasises communicative instrumentality, purposefulness, and inten-

tionality. As such, it can be seen as a particular form of strategic communication (Aggerholm & Thom-

sen, 2016), i.e. the purposeful and intentional use of communication to fulfil the overall mission of the 

organisation (Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2007; Heide, von Platen, 

Simonsson, & Falkheimer, 2018). This perspective places emphasis on the communicative strategies 



4 
 

used by PBOs to gain legitimacy in their client relationships in such a way that it helps them achieve 

certain organisational goals. A strategic communication lens rests on the assumption that the aim of 

legitimacy is to influence stakeholder perceptions of the organisation through persuasive communication 

and strategic management of the organisation’s legitimacy (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975).  

A legitimacy perspective on PBO-client relationships is both timely and relevant. Curiously, 

while legitimacy has been described as one of the “very preconditions” for project-based ways of working 

(Grabher, 2002a, p. 206), and as crucial for PBOs to stabilise their organisational practices in an other-

wise turbulent organisational environment (Sydow, 2009), it remains a “little-recognised critical success 

factor” (B. Walker et al., 2017, p. 853) and, consequently, a seldom-studied factor in PBO-client rela-

tionship management. A legitimacy perspective is appropriate for addressing the aforementioned func-

tionalist and project-centric focus, because it holds the potential to reveal how project practices in PBOs 

create organisational outcomes beyond the formal boundaries of the individual project (Löwstedt, 

Räisänen, & Leiringer, 2018). Furthermore, it is suitable for exploring the ways in which PBOs formulate 

and employ communicative strategies to respond to legitimacy requirements (Aaltonen, 2013) emerging 

from their external environment, including particular client demands. Accordingly, viewing legitimacy 

as a form of strategic communication, and following the majority of studies on the communicative man-

agement of legitimacy (Aggerholm & Thomsen, 2016; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017; Suddaby & 

Greenwood, 2005; Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara, 

Tienari, & Laurila, 2006), the dissertation explores how PBOs legitimise their client relationships 

through communicative legitimation strategies of authorisation, moralisation, rationalisation, and narra-

tivisation.   

 

1.2. Research objective and research questions  

The dissertation’s research objective is to enhance the current understanding of PBO-client relationship 

management by investigating the strategic communicative means by which PBOs legitimise their client 

relationships. This objective can be seen as an attempt to address a tension arising from (1) the increase 

in project-based ways of organising work and the resulting spread of the PBO as a new form of organi-

sation, (2) the continued challenges faced by PBOs in managing their client relationships to achieve 

relational continuity and address problems of short-term client relationships, long-term strategising, and 

an uncertain and unpredictable work environment, and (3) the current research gap in employing genuine 
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relational perspectives for exploring PBO-client relationships and, more specifically, the potential in us-

ing a legitimacy perspective to understand the inherent legitimacy issues faced by PBOs. To address this 

research objective and respond to the outlined problem, the dissertation seeks to answer the following 

research question:  

 

How are client relationships strategically legitimised by project-based organisations? 

 

In order to provide a comprehensive answer to this, it has been broken down into two inter-related sub-

research questions:  

 

(1) What characterises PBO-client relationship management when explored through legitimacy?  

(2) How and why are legitimation strategies used by project-based organisations to manage and le-

gitimise their client relationships?  

 

The phrasing of the research question and sub-questions is motivated by the dissertation’s qualitative and 

hermeneutical research approach, which typically addresses ‘how’ and ‘why’ research questions 

(Fredslund, 2012; Maaløe, 2002; Nygaard, 2012). In this way, the dissertation responds to a recent call 

in the project literature to adopt qualitative, exploratory, and hermeneutical approaches to enrich the field 

(Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018), and to a recent call in the strategic communication literature to rely on 

reflexive approaches to enable a vibrant and fruitful dialogue in the field (Heide et al., 2018). Accord-

ingly, to answer these research questions, the dissertation follows a qualitative and exploratory research 

methodology. This is based in assumptions of philosophical hermeneutics, and results in a thematic anal-

ysis of semi-structured interviews and archival documents. The thematic analysis produces three overall 

global themes (cf. Attride-Stirling, 2001), namely long-term relationships, collaboration, and consul-

tancy. These three global themes describe the desired relationship type, work approach, and relationship 

role that Danish marketing agencies strategically aim for in their client relationship management.  
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More specifically, in answering sub-question (1), the dissertation examines PBO-client relation-

ship management through the theoretical lens of legitimacy to gain an understanding of what character-

ises these relationships and their legitimacy management. This has a primary focus on understanding the 

PBO-client relationship. In discussing the findings of this, the dissertation proposes reinterpreting PBO-

client relationship management as strategically relational, offering a framework which distinguishes 

three inter-related approaches: the relational, the project-based, and the ongoing approach.  

In answering sub-question (2), the dissertation explores how and with which purposes particular 

legitimation strategies are used by PBOs to manage and legitimise their client relationships. This has a 

primary focus on the communicative legitimation strategies used by PBOs and, as such, on understanding 

the role and function of legitimacy in this context. In discussing the findings of this, the dissertation 

suggests reconceptualising legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal, to recognise how legitimation appears 

to unfold as a mutual and collective process, and to acknowledge a shift from an organisation-centric to 

a collective-centric understanding of legitimacy. On this basis, the dissertation offers a framework which 

distinguishes four new legitimation strategies as emerging in a PBO context: (1) impose and enforce, (2) 

adapt and conform, (3) negotiate and match, and (4) adjust and accommodate. These four strategies are 

theorised along two axis, which emerges from the interpretation of two new legitimacy dimensions, i.e. 

the locus and directionality of legitimacy.  

 

1.2.1. Intended contributions 

The dissertation’s mutual interest in project and strategic communication literatures (and PBO and legit-

imacy literatures more specifically) can be seen as an inter-disciplinary research focus with a potential 

for inter-disciplinary contributions. Such inter-disciplinary potential is relevant in the project literature 

(Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018) and the strategic communication literature (Heide et al., 2018; Werder, 

Nothhaft, Verčič, & Zerfass, 2018), which have both recently called for enhancing the integrative, inclu-

sive, and inter-disciplinary nature of their research fields. First, the dissertation responds to the call in 

project literature by offering a qualitative, interpretative, and hermeneutical research approach, which is 

different from and holds the potential to enlarge the functionalist approaches which currently dominate 

this literature (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018). Specifically, it enables a more relationship-focused perspec-

tive for exploring how PBOs manage their client relationships in such a way that they can achieve rela-

tional continuity and facilitate long-term strategising (Ahola et al., 2013; Artto et al., 2015; Sydow & 
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Braun, 2018). At the same time, the dissertation’s qualitative approach to studying PBO-client relation-

ships in the Danish marketing industry follows recommendations to conduct qualitative research through 

“new contexts” and using “new approaches (Söderlund, Hobbs, & Ahola, 2014, p. 1090), in order to 

offer context-specific knowledge on the management and outcomes of PBO-client relationships (Carden 

& Egan, 2008; Tikkanen et al., 2007). 

Second, using legitimacy as a theoretical framework to explore PBO-client relationships repre-

sents a novel research object and context, both from the perspective of legitimacy and more broadly of 

strategic communication. This enables the dissertation to offer empirical insights to nuance the current 

unidimensionality of legitimation strategies (Vaara & Monin, 2010) and contribute to further understand-

ing the overall dynamics of the complex and multifaceted concept of legitimacy (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; 

Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017; Vaara, 2014). This continues recent conceptual (Suddaby et al., 

2017) and empirical (Aggerholm & Thomsen, 2016) attempts to clarify and refine the complex phenom-

enon of legitimacy. Viewing legitimacy as a form of strategic communication means understanding 

“communication as a perspective or lens that can help… understand organizational processes and ac-

tions” (Heide et al., 2018, p. 456, emphasis in original), and therefore this contribution is also hoped to 

have wider implications by helping advance strategic communication as a “transdisciplinary, holistic and 

inclusive field of knowledge” (Heide et al., 2018, p. 452), specifically by exploring how legitimacy un-

folds in a dyadic, inter-organisational relationship context between PBOs and their clients.  

Figure 1.1 provides an overview of the link between the research questions and their associated 

intended contributions. This is followed by section 1.3, which presents the dissertation’s structure and a 

reading guide for the remainder of the dissertation. 



8 
 

 

 

 

  

Research question
How are client relationships strategically 

legitimised by project-based organisations?

Intended contribution
Enhanced understanding of how PBOs manage 
client relationships to avoid relational 
discontiniuity and enable long-term strategising

Contributing mainly to the PBO and project 
literatures

Intended contribution
Enhanced understanding of overall and concrete 
dynamics of legitimacy and legitimiation 
strategies

Contributing mainly to the legitimacy and 
strategic communication literatures

Sub-RQ1
What characterises PBO-client relationship 

management when explored through legitimacy? 

Sub-RQ2
How and why are legitimation strategies used by 

project-based organisations to manage and 
legitimise their client relationships? 

Figure 1.1. Link between research questions and intended contributions. 
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1.3. Dissertation structure: a reading guide 

The dissertation contains 12 chapters. Chapter I describes the motivation for the dissertation in section 

1.1. Section 1.2 presents the dissertation’s research objective, research questions, and discusses its in-

tended contributions. Section 1.3 outlines the structure of and reading guide for the dissertation, while 

section 1.4 discusses the dissertation’s research paradigm of philosophical hermeneutics, and the criteria 

for evaluating the quality of the study.  

 Chapter II presents a literature review of the PBO in six sections. Section 2.1 distinguishes three 

perspectives in the literature, i.e. the project management perspective, the projects perspective, and the 

project studies perspective, and positions the dissertation in the latter. Section 2.2 proposes a definition 

of the PBO. Section 2.3 discusses three research strands within PBO literature, i.e. organisation and 

management, knowledge management, and project marketing. It argues for an increasing focus across 

these research strands on relational aspects of managing PBOs, but at the same time a lack of relational 

perspectives for exploring PBO-client relationships. Section 2.4 explores PBO-client relationships, high-

lighting three organisational characteristics of the PBO that affect the management of client relationships, 

i.e. tailored solutions, the inter-organisational dimension, and temporality. Section 2.5 investigates legit-

imacy in project research across four different perspectives: individual-level, project-level, portfolio-

level, and community-level legitimacy. Finally, section 2.6 concludes the literature review and summa-

rises its main points. 

 Chapter III presents the dissertation’s theoretical framework, based on the literature of legiti-

macy and communicative legitimation strategies. First, section 3.1 offers a definition of legitimacy. Us-

ing Suchman’s (1995) seminal definition as a point of departure, it discusses two key aspects of legiti-

macy for the purpose of this dissertation: (1) legitimacy perceptions are essentially based on pragmatic, 

moral, and cognitive evaluations, and (2) legitimacy attributions are directed at organisational goals, 

characteristics, and activities. Section 3.2 details three research perspectives on legitimacy introduced by 

Suddaby et al. (2017), and problematises this distinction to argue for a more integrated conceptualisation 

of legitimacy in organisational contexts. Based on this, section 3.3 explains how the dissertation adopts 

a strategic approach to legitimacy, including how it views legitimacy as a form of strategic communica-

tion and how it integrates discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies to summarise a synthesised 

view of four communicative legitimation strategies (authorisation, moralisation, rationalisation, and nar-

rativisation). Finally, drawing on the dissertation’s overall theoretical framework, section 3.4 presents 
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the analytical framework employed for the thematic analysis of the empirical data. The analytical frame-

work is developed to allow analysing the use of communicative legitimation strategies in terms of legit-

imacy attributions across organisational goals, characteristics, and activities. 

 Chapter IV outlines the dissertation’s methodology. Section 4.1 explains the adopted qualitative 

and exploratory case study methodology in more detail, while section 4.2 introduces the empirical con-

text of the Danish marketing industry as an embedded case design. 

Chapter V specifies the dissertation’s research design. Section 5.1 describes the empirical data 

construction process, including the use of the semi-structured interview as the primary method for con-

structing empirical data, and the triangulation of this through archival data. This section also involves 

further details on the interview guide and process, the transcription strategy utilised, and considerations 

of sampling and slicing the empirical data. Section 5.2 describes the data analysis choices, and enlarges 

on thematic analysis as the chosen method for analysing the empirical data. Finally, section 5.3 details 

the dissertation’s analysis strategy, and describes the five phases of the analytical process. 

 Chapter VI is the analysis chapter. It consists of three sections, each of which represents one of 

the three global themes developed through the analysis: section 6.1 on long-term relationships, section 

6.2 on collaboration, and section 6.3 on consultancy. Each section is structured in terms of how its or-

ganising themes were analysed as either goals, characteristics, or activities, and each theme is analysed 

and interpreted as primarily reflecting one of the four communicative legitimation strategies.  

 Chapter VII presents the main findings. Section 7.1 offers a meta-interpretation of the three 

global themes as legitimacy theorisations (Suddaby et al., 2017; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) to demon-

strate that each theme is legitimised by simultaneously delegitimising its alternative. Section 7.2 zooms 

in on the 24 organising themes constituting the analysis independent of the three global themes. This is 

to discuss their intended uses and functions in terms of their associated legitimation strategies across 

goals, characteristics, and activities. Subsequently, section 7.3 interprets the themes to discern locus and 

directionality as two new dimensions of legitimacy. These findings lay the foundation for the discussion 

and proposed implications against existing literature in chapter 8.  

 Chapter VIII is the discussion chapter. Sections 8.1 and 8.2 respond to the two sub-research 

questions, respectively, and outline the dissertation’s two main contributions. Specifically, section 8.1 

suggests a strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management, while section 8.2 
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suggests an understanding of legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal. This is followed by a discussion of 

the theoretical, practical, and methodological implications in sections 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5, respectively.  

 Finally, chapter IX presents the dissertation’s conclusion, including its main contributions in 

section 9.1, its limitations and suggestions for future research in section 9.2, and concluding remarks on 

the dissertation as a whole in section 9.3. Chapter X provides an English and a Danish summary of the 

research study (sections 10.1 and 10.2, respectively), while the final chapters XI and XII consist of the 

references and appendices, respectively. Table 1.1 offers an overview of the dissertation’s content and 

the chapters and sections in which this can be found.  

 

Research framework 

Research question How are client relationships strategically legitimised by project-

based organisations? 

Chapter I, section 1.2. 

Sub-RQ1 What characterises PBO-client relationship management when ex-

plored through legitimacy?  

Chapter I, section 1.2 (dis-

cussed in chapter VIII, sec-

tions 8.1 and 8.3.1.) 

Sub-RQ2 How and why are legitimation strategies used by project-based organ-

isations to manage and legitimise their client relationships? 

Chapter I, section 1.2 (dis-

cussed in chapter VIII, sec-

tions 8.2 and 8.3.2.) 

Philosophical her-

meneutics 

The paradigmatic position with a limited realist ontology and a sub-

jective interpretative epistemology. 

Chapter I, section 1.4. 

Key theoretical tenets 

Project studies An “inclusive and integrative research field for all perspectives” 

(Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018, p. 55, emphasis in original). 

Chapter II, section 2.1. 

The PBO An organisation whose strategy and self-understanding is project-

based, and whose aim is to deliver tailored solutions according to cli-

ent requirements through business projects. 

Chapter II, section 2.2. 
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Defining legiti-

macy 

“A generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” (Suchman, 1995, p. 

574). 

Chapter III, section 3.1. 

Resting on pragmatic, moral, and cognitive evaluations directed at or-

ganisational goals, characteristics, and core activities. 

Chapter III, sections 3.1.1 

and 3.1.2. 

Defining commu-

nicative legitima-

tion strategies 

Different communicative strategies for influencing stakeholder per-

ceptions of the organisation to establish, manage, maintain, and repair 

legitimacy. 

Chapter III, section 3.3.2. 

Resting on conceptualising legitimacy as a form of strategic commu-

nication, and on a synthesised reading of discursive and rhetorical le-

gitimation strategies, describing the establishment, management, and 

maintenance of legitimacy through authorisation, moralisation, ration-

alisation, and narrativisation. 

Chapter III, sections 3.3.1 

and 3.3.2.3. 

Methodology and research design 

Methodology Qualitative and exploratory case study methodology 

The Danish marketing industry as the empirical case context; an em-

bedded case design. 

Chapter IV, section 4.1. 

Chapter IV, section 4.2. 

Research design Data construction; semi-structured interviews and data triangulation 

through archival data. 

Chapter V, section 5.1. 

Data analysis; thematic analysis focused on underlying motivations 

and intentions of respondents as representatives of case companies. 

Chapter V, section 5.2. 

Analysis strategy developed for the purpose of the dissertation Chapter V, section 5.3 

Analysis 

 Global theme 1: long-term relationships. Chapter VI, section 6.1. 

Global theme 2: collaboration. Chapter VI, section 6.2. 

Global theme 3: consultancy. Chapter VI, section 6.3. 
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Findings   

 A meta-interpretation of the global themes as legitimacy theorisa-

tions. 

Chapter VII, section 7.1. 

The uses and functions of themes and their primary legitimation strat-

egies 

Chapter VII, section 7.2. 

The locus and directionality of legitimation strategies Chapter VII, section 7.3. 

Discussion   

Contributions   

Towards a strategically relational approach to PBO-client relation-

ship management. 

Chapter VIII, section 8.1. 

Towards an understanding of legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal. Chapter VIII, section 8.2. 

Implications Theoretical implications  

- Reinterpreting PBO-client relationship management as stra-

tegically relational. 

Chapter VIII, section 8.3.1 

- Reconceptualising legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal. Chapter VIII, section 8.3.2. 

Practical implications. Chapter VIII, section 8.4. 

Methodological implications. Chapter VIII, section 8.5. 

Conclusion   

 Contributions 

Limitations and suggestions for future research. 

Concluding remarks. 

Chapter IX, section 9.1. 

Chapter IX, section 9.2. 

Chapter IX, section 9.3. 

Summaries   

 English summary. 

Danish summary. 

Chapter X, section 10.1. 

Chapter X, section 10.2. 

Table 1.1. An overview of the dissertation.  
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1.4. Philosophical hermeneutics: the dissertation’s research paradigm 
 

“We explain nature, but we understand people.” 

(Wilhem Dilthey, cited by Fredslund, 2012, p. 78, translated from Danish). 

 

Dilthey’s quote encapsulates a hermeneutical research paradigm, suggesting that the study of people and 

their relationships should focus not on explaining the causalities of an objective social reality, but rather 

on understanding the people being studied and their subjective understandings of particular social phe-

nomena. This chapter introduces philosophical hermeneutics as the dissertation’s research paradigm, dis-

cussing its foundations within a limited realist ontology and a subjective interpretative epistemology. 

Inspired by Grix (2002), figure 1.2 presents an overview of the five central research components of the 

dissertation: ontology, epistemology, methodology, methods, and empirical sources. While ontology and 

epistemology are discussed in this chapter, methodology and research design choices regarding methods 

for constructing and analysing the empirical data are discussed in chapters 4 and 5. This chapter con-

cludes with a presentation of the criteria used to evaluate the quality of the study. 

Philosophical hermeneutics is distinguished from traditional and methodological hermeneutics 

(Gadamer, 2013), both of which are considered unfit for the purpose of this dissertation. For traditional 

hermeneutics, this is because it relies on a rather pure realist assumption and aims to discover the true 

meaning of a text, assuming that one true meaning can and should be discovered (Fredslund, 2012). This 

strong realist foundation does not support the dissertation’s focus on understanding legitimacy perspec-

tives of PBO-client relationships with an emphasis on relational factors. As regards methodological her-

meneutics, it has been deselected due to its strict approach to methodology and its basic assumption that 

the better and more precise analytical rules, the more accurate interpretation (Fredslund, 2012). Rather, 

this dissertation follows the principles of philosophical hermeneutics, which views humans as under-

standing and interpreting beings, and focuses on different possibilities for interpreting and understanding 

social reality. The underlying intention is to emphasise both the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ of interpretation 

(Fredslund, 2012; Nygaard, 2012), which is evident in the research questions and the overall research 

objective. Furthermore, it has guided the dissertation’s qualitative, exploratory, and abductive research 
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approach, facilitating a flexible and iterative research process to gradually arrive at a rigorous interpre-

tation of the interplay between empirical data and theoretical perspectives. These considerations are elab-

orated in chapters 4 and 5 on methodology and research design.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2. The inter-relationship between the five building blocks from a hermeneutical perspective (adapted from Grix, 
2002, p. 180).  

 

 

As previously noted, recent calls in the project literature has emphasised the need for hermeneu-

tical research approaches in order to recognise “the pragmatic human need to communicate with others 

and to develop an inter-subjective understanding of their context and relationships” and, in this way, to 

focus on understanding the subjective experiences of the people who work with projects, rather than 

focusing on understanding the functional properties of projects and PBOs (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018, 

Ontology Epistemology Methodology Methods Sources 

Limited realist 

Subjective interpretative 

Qualitative case study 

Data construction methods: 

• Semi-structured interviews 
• Archival data 
• Data triangulation 

Data analysis methods: 

• Thematic analysis 
• Analysis strategy 

Embedded case design: individual 
perspectives on PBO-client rela-
tionships in the Danish marketing 
industry 
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p. 59). The dissertation’s hermeneutical stance and associated qualitative research methodology is suita-

ble for challenging the functional assumptions and project-centric perspectives underlying the typical 

research foci within project literature. More specifically, philosophical hermeneutics generally assumes 

that scientific understanding and interpretation comes before scientific explanation. Therefore, relying 

on philosophical hermeneutics involves interpreting underlying motives and intentions of the participants 

and organisations studied, with a focus on enhancing the current understanding of PBO-client relation-

ships (cf. Nygaard, 2012). The main contributor to outlining philosophical hermeneutics, Gadamer 

(2013) defined it as “the art of understanding” (p. 194), and viewed understanding as a central part of 

human interaction, rather than simply a process of scientific inquiry (Fredslund, 2012). This means that 

understanding and interpretation are at the very core of philosophical hermeneutics, consistent with the 

dissertation’s overall research objective to enhance the understanding of PBO-client relationship man-

agement, as well as its assumption that legitimacy management rests on intentional communicative strat-

egies. Given this emphasis on understanding, philosophical hermeneutics has been characterised as draw-

ing on a limited realist ontology, a subjective interpretative epistemology, and a qualitative methodology 

(Fredslund, 2012; Nygaard, 2012).  

 

1.4.1. A limited realist ontology and a subjective interpretative epistemology 

By taking a philosophical hermeneutical perspective, this dissertation is founded on a limited realist on-

tology. This means that social reality is understood as neither entirely unmediated nor entirely socially 

constructed, but rather as tied to particular understandings (akin to constructionism) which can be nu-

anced and enhanced to gradually arrive at a better understanding of reality (akin to realism) (Presskorn-

Thygesen, 2012). This means that, as the object of study, PBO-client relationships are explored on the 

assumption that they can be understood by interpreting how the people involved in these relationships 

understand them. According to Gadamer (2013), a hermeneutical object of study should be the underly-

ing intentions of particular behaviour within a particular domain. In this dissertation, this involves focus-

ing the underlying intentions of the studied PBOs, as expressed through the experiences and subjective 

meanings of the interviewees. In this sense, the focus on understanding organisational members’ percep-

tions of particular organisational phenomena (Nygaard, 2012) is a key driver of the aim of the disserta-

tion, both in terms of interviewing organisational members, but also more broadly in terms of under-

standing legitimacy as ultimately resting on stakeholder perceptions of the organisation. 
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  Accordingly, and with a point of departure in the hermeneutical emphasis on understanding, the 

dissertation builds on a subjective interpretative epistemology. This means conceptualising knowledge 

as tied to subjective understandings and underlying intentions and motives of social actors regarding a 

particular phenomenon within its social context (Fredslund, 2012; Nygaard, 2012). Importantly, the sub-

jective meanings and associated behaviour of these people can only be understood with reference to the 

situational context in which they are embedded. This motivated the choice of an embedded case design, 

which defines the choice of case organisations according to a specific context which make them similar 

in certain ways, in this dissertation operationalised by studying Danish marketing agencies within the 

Danish marketing industry (see chapter 4 for further discussion). Furthermore, hermeneutics regards peo-

ple as historically and contextually dependent social actors, whose behaviour and actions emerge from 

particular motives, intentions, purposes, and understandings of the social world (Nygaard, 2012). Such 

understandings of people coheres with the dissertation’s assumption that legitimacy is established 

through intentional and purposeful communicative strategies.  

Gadamer (2013) refers to these subjective understandings as horizons of understanding, and de-

scribes the hermeneutical interpretative process as the fusion of horizons. Horizons of understanding 

consists of dynamic preconceptions which represent the frame of understanding according to which we 

perceive, interpret, and make sense of our social reality. Specifically, such preconceptions include the 

academic perspective or theoretical lens adopted, experience-, empirical-, and theory-based assumptions, 

as well as methodological assumptions and methods used, all of which are crucial to the researchers 

horizon of understanding (Fredslund, 2012, p. 83) and therefore influence ways in which a particular 

phenomenon is (and can be) interpreted. Horizons, or preconceptions, represent both constraints and 

opportunities for interpretation and understanding, but nonetheless are what allow a researcher to gener-

ate meaning and understanding in a mutual and ongoing process of interpretation together with the ob-

ject/subject of study. The fusion of horizons, then, is a process whereby meaning and understanding 

emerges at the intersection between the researcher and the object and/or subject of study, whether it be a 

text, person, organisation, or culture (Gadamer, 2013). Because of this, it is crucial to be reflexive, i.e. 

becoming aware of and integrating one’s preconceptions and prior assumptions into the research design. 

Ultimately, the aim is to be able to critically reflect upon and integrate one’s own horizon of understand-

ing in a fusion of horizons with the people studied (Gadamer, 2013). This particular aspect of hermeneu-

tics motivated the choice of an exploratory, iterative, and abductive research design, in order to enable a 
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continuous back-and-forth process of increasingly uncovering existing and lacking knowledge and un-

derlying assumptions, and utilising these in the continuous analytical process.  

 According to Gadamer (2013), as researchers we neither can nor should attempt to suspend or 

disregard our own preconceptions, assumptions, or horizons of understanding. On the contrary, such 

preconceptions must be recognised and used actively in the interpretation of a given object of inquiry. 

Consequently, dialogue is a crucial means of enabling an analytical process which recognises the fusion 

of horizons and enables a gradually increasing mutual understanding. In Gadamer’s view, dialogue is a 

conversational structure of questions and answers which denotes a transformative process focused on 

challenging and changing one another’s horizon of understanding. Conversation, then, is not a matter of 

successfully asserting one’s point of view, but rather of being open and amenable to being challenged. 

This allows entering into a mutual transformation process, whereby one another’s views can be changed 

and understandings enhanced.  

Hence, the concept of dialogue places emphasis on subjectivity and relativism, but also points to 

the potential for arriving at mutual understanding. In this way, the concept of dialogue and the dialogical 

process align closely with the notion of the hermeneutical circle. A fundamental principle in hermeneu-

tics, the hermeneutical circle essentially describes the mutually constitutive relationship and interaction 

between the whole and its parts in the process of interpretation and understanding. From a philosophical 

hermeneutical perspective, the hermeneutical circle particularly emphasises a processual relationship be-

tween the interpreter and their gradual understanding of the subject of analysis, through inter-personal 

communication (Gadamer, 2013). This idea strongly motivated the choice of the semi-structured inter-

view as the primary method for constructing the empirical data. The semi-structured interview allows for 

a dialogical conversation in which the researcher seeks sympathetic insight into the situation of the in-

terviewee, in order to be able to view the topic in question from the interviewee’s perspective and in this 

way enhance one’s understanding (Presskorn-Thygesen, 2012). Accordingly, the interviewed respond-

ents were therefore regarded as meaning- and sense-making social actors who continuously interpret 

their own actions and action possibilities, and whose interview sessions were characterised by a retro-

spective process of sense-making (cf. Weick, 1995). This meta-level of interpretation is referred to as 

double hermeneutics, signifying that social phenomena need to be understood as expressions of meaning 

which can be interpreted (Fredslund, 2012).  
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In addition to this utilisation of the principle of the hermeneutical circle, its focus on the relation-

ship between the whole and its parts has been recognised in two important respects.  First, in the empirical 

data, i.e. the relationship between the entire data set and the individual interview transcripts. This meant 

that each particular transcript was analysed with a dual focus on its own separate meaning and on its 

meaning in relation to the entire data set. Second, in the abductive interpretative process working itera-

tively with the relationship between data and existing theory. This meant an analytical process going 

back and forth between the empirical data and existing theory to gradually build a better understanding 

of the emerging findings.  

Following this introduction to the research paradigm of philosophical hermeneutics, the next sec-

tion presents the dissertation’s criteria for evaluating the quality of the study, in order to specify the 

specific criteria used, and with it enhance the transparency of the choices made in the research process. 

 

1.4.2. Criteria for evaluating the quality of the study 

The overall aim from a hermeneutical perspective is not to produce generalisable results or explain causal 

connections, but rather to present conclusions on the process of interpretation which offers the currently 

most viable understandings (Fredslund, 2012; Gadamer, 2013). Given its qualitative methodology, the 

dissertation follows quality criteria for a systematic and reflective research process in qualitative research 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2002; Malterud, 2001): 1) reflexivity, 2) transferability, 3) transparency, 4) au-

thenticity, and 5) trustworthiness. 

 First, by reflexivity is meant being aware of and explicating one’s position and preconceptions 

and assumptions (Malterud, 2001), which is central to conducting research in the hermeneutical tradition. 

According to Gadamer (2013), the interpretative process in hermeneutical research requires a high level 

of reflexivity, because human meanings “represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities” and because one’s 

own preconceptions in understanding these meaning play such a central role (p. 281). As Malterud (2001) 

points out, the aim of reflexivity is to establish “an agenda for assessment of subjectivity” (p. 484), in 

the recognition that the researcher will somehow affect the research process. Fredslund (2012) agrees, 

identifying the explication of preconceptions as a central criterion for evaluating the quality of herme-

neutical research. As she puts it, the explication of preconceptions helps achieve transparency in research 

positions and perspectives, and in the preconditions of the research project’s preparation, interpretation, 

and conclusions. As Malterud (2001) says, preconceptions are not biases as long as they are explicated.  
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The reflexivity criterion has been followed, among other things, by conducting three preliminary 

interviews prior to the primary stage of data construction in order to become aware of and challenge my 

preconceptions regarding the dissertation’s empirical context (the Danish marketing industry) and the 

issues experienced in client relationship management. I also frequently discussed aspects of the disserta-

tion with my supervisors and other colleagues, e.g. in terms of potential perspectives of the literature 

review, potential analytical frameworks, and potential methods for constructing and handling the empir-

ical material. Overall, the dissertation’s abductive and iterative research approach was considered to fa-

cilitate reflexivity throughout the research process.  

Second, by transferability is meant whether the findings and contributions of a study are transfer-

able to different social contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Malterud, 2001). As a criterion for evaluating 

the quality of qualitative research, transferability must be approached with care. This is because qualita-

tive, interpretative research typically does not aim at statistical generalisability, but rather relies on pur-

posive and theoretical sampling strategies to enable analytic generalisation, whereby findings are dis-

cussed according to their potential implications for an improved understanding of particular concepts 

(Maaløe, 2002). This is relevant in hermeneutical research, where, among other things, quality relates to 

the degree to which the interpretative findings of a study are relevant and appropriate in other situations 

(Fredslund, 2012). The transferability criterion requires careful attention to sampling strategies, including 

clarifying the contextual background. This was achieved in the present dissertation through a detailed 

description of the empirical context (section 4.2.) and an account of sampling considerations and strate-

gies (section 5.1.1.3.).  

Third, transparency refers to enhancing the clarity and transparency of the research process, the 

specific choices made in designing and conducting the study, and reflections on the consequences and 

implications of these aspects. This entails making the research process and analysis strategy transparent 

enough to enable readers to assess the congruency between a study’s analysis and the decisions made by 

the researcher. From a hermeneutical point of view, transparency involves explicating and arguing for 

each step of the research process, including the choice of case companies, the choice of interviews as a 

method for constructing data, the choice of interviewees, and the choice of theory as a basis for the 

analytical/interpretive framework2 (Fredslund, 2012). All of these steps and elements are presented and 

                                                           
2 As Fredslund (2012) points out, it is unrealistic to fully account for every step of the process in interpretative and abduc-
tive research, since it is iterative and emergent. However, these aspects represent appropriate guidelines for enhancing the 
quality of the study.  
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discussed in detail in chapters 4 and 5, for instance presenting a detailed account of each step of the 

research process (cf. section 5.3). Moreover, I have attempted to motivate and argue for particular choices 

throughout the dissertation, as well as alternatives that were deselected and the consequences of these 

choices. This includes a discussion of the limitations of the dissertation in section 9.2. Finally, transpar-

ency has been enhanced through clarity about assumptions, claims, theoretical perspectives, and empiri-

cal findings and the difference between these elements (Gary Thomas, 2011).  

 Fifth, authenticity comprises criteria of fairness and different aspects of authenticity (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this dissertation, authenticity and fairness have been consid-

ered in terms of the level of detail that should be provided in introducing interviewees to the study’s 

problem, in order to find the right balance between introducing the problem and not prompting certain 

viewpoints and responses inappropriately. The authenticity criteria was followed by utilising an appro-

priate research strategy for accurately reporting participants’ accounts, in order to authentically present 

the empirical findings (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). This guided the dissertation’s choice to develop its 

own analysis strategy based on considerations of constructing and analysing the empirical data (cf. sec-

tion 5.3). 

Finally, trustworthiness is the degree to which the participants in a research study recognise the 

“truth”3 of the findings according to their own social context (Daymon & Holloway, 2002, p. 93), and 

can be improved through member checks. This study carried out member checks in the follow-up inter-

views, where interviewees were asked whether the preliminary findings were considered accurate and 

reflected their perceptions of their accounts. Trustworthiness also involves the notion of confirmability, 

which is the degree to which the findings and conclusions actually achieve the aim of the study, and are 

not just a result of prior assumptions. To achieve confirmability, the dissertation has followed the rec-

ommendations by Guba and Lincoln (1994) for abductive and iterative research approaches. First, utilis-

ing an abductive and iterative research approach requires but also facilitates ongoing critical reflections 

by the researcher to become aware of and be critical towards one’s own assumptions and preconceptions. 

Second, it supports a trustworthy and authentic interpretation of the empirical data. Table 1.2 offers an 

overview of these five quality criteria and how they have been utilised in the dissertation.  

  

                                                           
3 Since, from a strictly interpretative, hermeneutical standpoint, “truth” is not quite the right term to use here, I would rather 
use the term “accuracy” to denote the extent to which the study’s findings represent a high degree of fusion of horizons.  
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 Description Use in this dissertation 

Reflexivity Becoming aware of and explicating pre-
conceptions and assumptions. 

• Explicating my position, assumptions, and 
preconceptions, and continuously being criti-
cal of my own theoretical understandings and 
underlying assumptions. 

• Conducting preliminary interviews and con-
tinuously discussing the research process with 
supervisors and colleagues. 

Transferability The degree to which the research find-
ings are transferable to different social 
contexts. 

• Relying on analytic rather than statistical gen-
eralisation, focusing on the relevance of the 
findings in other contexts. 

• Using purposive and theoretical sampling 
strategies and clarifying the contextual back-
ground.  

Transparency The degree of clarity and transparency 
of the research process and related 
choices and consequences of choices. 

• Offering a comprehensive and detailed de-
scription of the research strategy and process, 
including choices and consequences, as well 
as choices not made. 

• Provide clear argumentation with motivation 
for choices, and explicating resulting limita-
tions.  

Authenticity The degree of authenticity and fairness. • Finding the right balance between introducing 
interviewees to the problem and not prompt-
ing certain viewpoints and responses inappro-
priately.  

• Focusing on an accurate and representative ac-
count of the analysis and findings of the em-
pirical data. 

Trustworthiness The credibility and confirmability of a 
research study.  

• Using follow-up interviews to introduce pre-
liminary findings and carry out member 
checks. 

• Adopting an abductive and iterative research 
approach to facilitate ongoing reflections, and 
enhance the links between the findings and the 
initial research objective of the dissertation.  

Table 1.2. Overview of quality criteria and how they have been utilised.  

 

This chapter has (1) discussed the motivation of the dissertation, together with its overall research 

objective and research questions, (2) provided an overview of the structure of and reading guide for the 

dissertation, and (3) discussed the dissertation’s paradigmatic stance within philosophical hermeneutics, 
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including reflections on ontology and epistemology, and finally the criteria on which the dissertation’s 

quality should be assessed. The next chapter reviews the literature on the PBO.   
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Chapter II  
Literature review 
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2. A review of literature on the project-based organisation 

This chapter reviews the literature on the project-based organisation (PBO), and is structured as follows. 

First, section 2.1 distinguishes three overall research perspectives on project-related issues, placing the 

dissertation’s research focus on PBO-client relationships within a project studies perspective in the wider 

context of project research. Next, section 2.2 synthesises views on the PBO to offer a definition of the 

PBO as used in this dissertation. In continuation of this, section 2.3 then discusses common issues across 

three strands of research on PBOs, arguing for a general increase in relational approaches to investigating 

PBOs, but at the same time a lack of relational perspective for exploring PBO-client relationships. Sec-

tion 2.4 deals more specifically with research on PBO-client relationships, including a discussion of three 

organisational features of the PBO which appear particularly relevant for studying PBO-client relation-

ship management. Section 2.5 reviews the role of legitimacy in project research, finding that, while there 

does seem to be an increase in legitimacy perspectives, they are still lacking in the study of PBO-client 

relationships. Finally, section 2.6 concludes on the literature review and summarises its main points. 

 As a whole, the literature review identifies and problematises current gaps in the PBO literature 

with regards to PBO-client relationships, and in particular in terms of legitimacy perspectives for explor-

ing these. Specifically, the review identifies a growing interest in relational approaches, but a continued 

lack of genuine relational perspectives in the study of PBO-client relationships. This appears to be linked 

with a general predisposition for functionalist assumptions and project-centric research foci. Similarly, 

it finds that, while there is a growth in studies adopting legitimacy perspectives in project studies, there 

is a general lack of such perspectives in PBO research more specifically. The legitimacy perspective is 

then taken up in chapter 3, which presents the theoretical framework based in theory on legitimacy and 

communicative legitimation strategies.   

 

2.1. A project studies perspective on the study of PBO-client relationships 

Consistent with its paradigmatic stance in philosophical hermeneutics, this dissertation is placed within 

a project studies perspective (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018), which guides a holistic and integrative view 

on the literature. Recognising that project research has developed from largely focusing on the normative 

management of single projects to involving multiple research approaches and levels, ranging from the 

individual to society at large (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018; Morris, 2012; Morris, Pinto, & Söderlund, 

2012; Pollack, 2007; Söderlund, 2004b), this section distinguishes project research into three overall 
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perspectives: (1) the project management perspective, (2) the projects perspective, and (3) the project 

studies perspective. In this section, the basic assumptions, main scholarly interests, and primary contri-

butions of each perspective are discussed, in order to argue for a project studies perspective in this dis-

sertation, and to provide an overall, meta-theoretical framework for the subsequent review of the PBO, 

PBO-client relationships, and the role of legitimacy in project research. The basic assumptions, main 

interests, and contributions of each perspective are summarised in table 2.1.  

Before discussing these three perspectives in more detail, it should be noted that the term project 

studies has been discussed in previous literature, but that this dissertation draws specifically on Geraldi 

and Söderlund’s (2018) use of the term. In earlier literature, Hodgson and Cicmil (2008) presented the 

case for critical project studies, citing Sahlin-Andersson and Söderlund (2002) for their discussion of the 

Scandinavian School of Project Studies, in which they argue for moving beyond traditional understand-

ings of project management. As an example, the Scandinavian School introduced the concept of projects 

as temporary organisations (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995), and also started recognising the importance of 

the historical context and embedded nature of projects (Engwall, 2003). Geraldi and Söderlund (2018), 

however, demonstrates a meta-theoretical focus, emphasising the integration and inclusion of various 

research perspectives, positions, and assumptions. In their view, project studies “is novel as it does not 

propose an alternative perspective on projects, but instead calls for an inclusive and integrative research 

field for all perspectives.” (p. 55, emphasis in original). Thus, while the Scandinavian School suggests a 

shift from focusing on project management to focusing more holistically on the entire project and its 

surroundings, Geraldi and Söderlund’s contribution can be described as a reconceptualisation of the term 

project studies (D. Walker, 2016) which advances a meta-reflection on various research perspectives 

whose underlying assumptions can challenge and complement each other. This meta-reflective approach 

leads them to call for inter-disciplinary research using qualitative, exploratory, and hermeneutical ap-

proaches, which is a key argument for positioning the present dissertation within this research perspec-

tive.  

Each of the three perspectives are now discussed. As the following sections will demonstrate, 

there is some degree of chronological and historical lineage whereby these perspectives can be said to 

build upon one another, as somewhat incremental steps in advancing the study of projects.  
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 The project management per-

spective 

The projects perspective The project studies perspec-

tive 

Core assump-

tions 

• Functionalistic, rationalistic, 

universalistic assumptions. 

• Prescriptive focus. 

• Positivistic, scientific, and 

quantitative preferences.  

• Non-universalistic, con-

tingency approaches. 

• Descriptive focus. 

• Various preferences con-

tingent on research focus. 

 

• Inclusive and integrative as-

sumptions 

• Focuses on developing a re-

search field consisting of 

multiple research assump-

tions and perspectives, 

which can mutually enrich 

each other. 

Main interests • To develop tools and tech-

niques for the instrumental, 

functionalistic, and tech-

nical management and con-

trol of projects.  

• To formulate normative best 

practices for project man-

agement researchers and 

practitioners.  

• To rethink project man-

agement from a more stra-

tegic perspective and bet-

ter understand the broader 

role of projects in organi-

sational contexts.  

• To formulate strategies 

for project leadership that 

are attentive to contingent 

and contextual conditions. 

• To advance different re-

search approaches in order 

to advance the project re-

search field as a whole 

through inclusive and inte-

grative perspectives. 

• To recognise, integrate, and 

leverage the diverse and 

mutually enriching research 

already being carried out.   

Contributions • The development and insti-

tutionalisation of project 

management as a practical 

and research-based field. 

• The establishment of im-

portant links between pro-

ject management theory and 

practice. 

• Recognition of the strate-

gic role of projects in or-

ganisations, including 

their potential for value 

creation. 

• The conceptualisation of 

projects as a temporary 

organisation. 

• The recognition that or-

ganisations are becoming 

projectified.  

• The call for further develop-

ing project research into a 

stronger and more estab-

lished field of research.  

• The synthesis of diverse re-

search perspectives and lev-

els into an integrative un-

derstanding of the field.  

Table 2.1. Core assumptions, main interests, and contributions of the three perspectives. 
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2.1.1. The project management perspective 

The project management perspective mainly involves traditional and classical approaches to project re-

search, or, more specifically, project management research. It is characterised by its historical role in 

developing and institutionalising the field since its emergence in the 1950s. For example, academic ad-

vances in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s began to define the field, e.g. publication of the first seminal 

academic paper on project management (“On the Anatomy of a Development Project” (Norden, 1958) 

(Söderlund, 2004b, 2011)), calls for a general theory of project management (Wilemon & Cicero, 1970), 

and an emerging concern for the management of temporary systems such as projects (Goodman, 1976). 

In addition, this period also saw practical advances with the emergence of the first standards for project 

management, including the International Project Management Association (IPMA) (founded in 1965), 

the Project Management Institute (PMI) (founded in 1969), and the Association of Project Management 

(APM) (founded in 1972). Following this, the first ever volume of the International Journal of Project 

Management was published in 1983, and in 1987 the PMI published its first edition of the PMBOK (the 

Project Management Book of Knowledge), which has had a lasting influence on the practice of project 

management. 

The earliest project management research has been dubbed the “settled science” (Pinto & Winch, 

2016), the “first wave” (Morris et al., 2012), the “hard paradigm” (Pollack, 2007), and the “optimisation 

school” (Söderlund, 2011) of project management, denoting its focus on positivistic, prescriptive, and 

quantitative research approaches aimed at developing normative best practices. Relying largely on func-

tionalist, instrumental, and universalistic assumptions, this perspective is characterised by a normative 

“tools and techniques bias” (Morris et al., 2012, p. 2), concerned mainly with the technical management, 

control, and optimisation of projects through tools such as project planning, project scheduling, work 

breakdown structures, and project implementation (Packendorff, 1995).  

According to the project management perspective, projects can be defined in terms of the familiar 

iron triangle of cost, quality and time, viewing the project as a unique task consisting of a set of complex 

and interdependent activities with a defined set of resources and a pre-determined termination date(M. 

Turner, 2016). The aim of the project is to produce outputs according to one or multiple performance 

goals (Hobday, 2000; Packendorff, 1995; Pinto & Prescott, 1988). Correspondingly, project management 

can be defined as “the art of directing and coordinating human and material resources throughout the life 

of a project by using modern management techniques to achieve predetermined objectives of scope, cost, 
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time, quality, and participant satisfaction.” (Packendorff, 1995, p. 320). This definition emphasises rather 

technical aspects of ‘directing’ and ‘coordinating’ resources using management ‘techniques’, and focuses 

on achieving predetermined objectives, reflecting a rather instrumental and functionalist point of view. 

 

2.1.2. The projects perspective 

Whereas the project management perspective by and large reflects a hard and prescriptive paradigm of 

project research, the project perspective marks a growing concern about the softer aspects of project 

management from a more descriptive point of view, emphasising human aspects, processes, and sense-

making (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995; Pollack, 2007; Söderlund, 2004b). By ques-

tioning normative assumptions within project management theory and practice (Pinto & Winch, 2016), 

the process of managing projects was now conceptually distinguished from the project itself, arguing that 

the distinction between the two improves the possibility of project success (Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996). 

Whereas the unit of analysis had previously been project management tools and techniques, there was 

now an increasing emphasis on the project per se, affecting the definition of the project and prompting 

the recognition that there is no “single, consistent, unambiguous empirical phenomenon that can be la-

belled “the project”” (Packendorff, 1995, p. 324). Consequently, research increasingly employed non-

universalistic, contextual, and contingency perspectives in the study of projects (Dvir, Lipovetsky, 

Shenhar, & Tishler, 1998; Engwall, 2003; Shenhar, 2001; Shenhar & Dvir, 1996; van Donk & Molloy, 

2008).  

Particularly influential was the Scandinavian School of Project Management, which began to 

conceptualise the project as a temporary organisation, i.e. as a collective course of action based on non-

routine processes and a predetermined termination date, aimed at producing and delivering non-routine 

products and/or services according to a set of performance evaluation criteria, typically achieved through 

complex inter-disciplinary work (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995; Sydow & Braun, 2018; 

Söderlund et al., 2014; J. R. Turner & Müller, 2003). The main difference from previous definitions 

relates to viewing the project more holistically, in a metaphorical sense as an organisation, in order to 

recognise its complex, cross-functional, and inter-disciplinary nature, as well as its mutual dependence 

with its context. At the same time, while projects were now conceptualised as temporary organisations, 

organisations were being conceptualised in terms of projects. In his seminal introduction of the “projec-

tification” of the organisation, Midler (1995) suggested that post-modern organisations are increasingly 
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built and organised around projects. As a result, project-based ways of organising and working received 

growing attention from other fields of research too, as exemplified by the 2004 special issue on PBOs in 

Organization Studies (Sydow, Lindkvist, & DeFillipi, 2004). 

 In this way, the project now became increasingly recognised as an appropriate way of organising 

work to meet the growing demand for cross-functional and inter-disciplinary work, and in turn acknowl-

edged as strategically important for organisations and their overall strategy (Morris, 1990; Olsson, 

Ahrengot, & Attrup, 2016). In addition to such strategic perspectives, scholars also began studying pro-

jects according to their permanent organisational and environmental contexts, e.g. how they are influ-

enced by and influence organisational values, visions, missions, and goals (Bresnen, Goussevskaia, & 

Swan, 2004; Grabher, 2002a, 2002b, 2004) and the resources and constraints of the wider institutional 

and historical contexts (Engwall, 2003; Lundin et al., 2015). In line with these strategic and contextual 

approaches, the projects perspective can be seen to define project management as a leadership function 

aimed at synchronising projects in alignment with the organisation’s strategy and the wider environmen-

tal conditions surrounding it (Olsson et al., 2016, p. 7). This suggests a less operational management 

function based on tools and techniques, and a more holistic and strategic approach. 

 

2.1.3. The project studies perspective 

The project management and project perspectives outlined above are largely congruent with previous 

readings of the field (e.g. Pollack, 2007; Söderlund, 2004b; 2011). Previous literature has had a tendency 

to characterise these two perspectives as a hard and soft paradigm (Pollack, 2007) to denote their para-

digmatic differences and potential incommensurabilities. In contrast to this view, the project studies per-

spective in this dissertation draws specifically on Geraldi and Söderlund (2018), who define it as “an 

integrating label for the family of studies in, on and around projects” and as “an inclusive and integrative 

research field for all perspectives,” which covers the notions, research objects, theoretical frames, ontol-

ogies and epistemologies of these different perspectives (p. 55, emphasis in original). By arguing for 

integrating the various paradigms (Pollack, 2007), perspectives (Jacobsson, Lundin, & Söderholm, 

2016), and schools of thought (Bredillet, 2007; Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995; 

Söderlund, 2011) that have characterised project research up till now, the aim of project studies is to 

foster vibrant dialogue and debate among different research perspectives.  



31 
 

Advancing a more integrative and holistic conceptualisation of project research, it is a response 

to calls for better integration between project research and the wider developments in adjacent fields of 

management and organisation (Söderlund, 2004b). This concern for widening and integrating the field 

of project research probably emerges from and builds on previous arguments to “reinvent” (Shenhar & 

Dvir, 2007), “rethink” (M. Winter, Smith, Morris, & Cicmil, 2006b), or “reconstruct” (Morris, 2013) 

project management, which represent attempts to broaden the scope of project research, as called for in 

Söderlund (2004b). The rethinking project management stream of research has been particularly influ-

ential in broadening the scope of theoretical and empirical understanding in the field (E. S. Andersen, 

2008; Cicmil, Williams, Thomas, & Hodgson, 2006; Ika & Söderlund, 2016; Lloyd-Walker, French, & 

Crawford, 2016; Svejvig & Andersen, 2015; Svejvig & Grex, 2016; D. Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2016; 

Mark Winter, Andersen, Elvin, & Levene, 2006; M. Winter, Smith, Cooke-Davies, & Cicmil, 2006a; M. 

Winter et al., 2006b). For example, in line with the project studies perspective, it argued for extending 

project research beyond its conceptual foundations, emphasising the potential of projects for creating 

value and realising corporate strategy (M. Winter et al., 2006b).   

As previously argued, this dissertation relies on and is placed within the project studies perspec-

tive. This is because of its emphasis on an integrative, holistic, and inter-disciplinary research environ-

ment, and more specifically because of its call for more qualitative and interpretative research using 

hermeneutical approaches. Furthermore, the conceptual and methodological flexibility allowed by the 

project studies perspective is appropriate given the dissertation’s exploratory and abductive research ap-

proach, as well as its aim to enrich both the project and strategic communication literature by contributing 

to enhancing their inter-disciplinary and integrative nature.  

By virtue of its call for inclusion and integration, the definition of projects and project manage-

ment within this perspectives depends on the concrete approach adopted, which can vary greatly. This 

means that a definition must be provided. Accordingly, the following section takes a closer look at ex-

isting definitions of the PBO, and on this basis offers a synthesised definition of the PBO as used in this 

dissertation, including its understanding of the project and important aspects of managing the project in 

a PBO context. Table 2.2 summarises the three perspectives’ definitions of the project and project man-

agement.  
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 The project management per-

spective 

The projects perspective The project studies 

perspective 

Definition of the 

project 

The project is a unique and tempo-

rary task, consisting of a set of 

complex activities with a defined 

set of resources, aimed at producing 

outputs according to criteria of cost, 

quality, and time.   

As a temporary organisation, the 

project is a collective course of 

action based on non-routine pro-

cesses and a predetermined termi-

nation date, aimed at producing 

and delivering non-routine prod-

ucts and/or services according to a 

set of performance evaluation cri-

teria, typically achieved through 

complex inter-disciplinary work. 

 

The definition of the 

project depends on the 

specific approach 

adopted.  

Definition of 

project manage-

ment 

Project management is the technical 

art of directing and coordinating 

human and material resources in a 

project, using particular manage-

ment and control tools. 

Project management is a leader-

ship function aimed at synchro-

nising changes in alignment with 

the organisation’s strategy and 

wider contextual conditions.  

The definition of pro-

ject management de-

pends on the specific 

approach adopted.  

Table 2.2. The three perspectives’ definitions of the project and project management. 

 

 

2.2. Defining the project-based organisation 

Scholarly interest in the PBO probably stems from Midler’s (1995) introduction of the “projectification” 

of the organisation. Since then, research on project-based ways of organising has gained ground not only 

in project research (Artto & Kujala, 2008; Miterev et al., 2017; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Söderlund et al., 

2014; Thiry & Deguire, 2007; Winch, 2014), but also in related fields of management (DeFillipi & 

Arthur, 1998; Engwall, 2003; Hobday, 2000; Keegan & Turner, 2002; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 1999; J. 

R. Turner & Keegan, 2000; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 2001), and organisation (Bresnen et al., 2004; 

Grabher, 2004; Scarbrough et al., 2004; Sydow et al., 2004; Söderlund et al., 2014). 
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There are various names for the PBO as a specific form of organisation in the literature, including 

the project-based organisation (Pemsel, Müller, & Söderlund, 2016; Sydow et al., 2004; J. R. Turner & 

Keegan, 2001), the project-based firm (Artto et al., 2015; Gann & Salter, 2000; S. Kujala et al., 2010; 

Lindkvist, 2004; Razmdoost & Mills, 2016), the project-oriented organisation (Gemünden, Lehner, & 

Kock, 2018; Todorovic, Mitrovic, & Bjelica, 2013), the project-based enterprise (DeFillipi & Arthur, 

1998), the project-oriented organisation (Gemünden et al., 2018),  the multi-project firm (Geraldi 2008; 

2009), the project-intensive firm (Söderlund & Bredin, 2006), the multi-project organisation (Canonico 

& Söderlund, 2010), the project-based company (Lundin et al., 2015), and the projectified matrix organ-

isation (Arvidsson, 2009) (see also Miterev et al., 2017). 

Unsurprisingly, then, there is also a variety of definitions of the PBO. For example, whereas 

Lindkvist (2004) defines the PBO as simply an organisation which conducts most of its work as projects, 

Sydow et al. (2004) define it as “a variety of organizational forms that involve the creation of temporary 

systems for the performance of project tasks” (p. 1475). Hobday (2000) suggests distinguishing between 

two types of project organisations: the project-based organisation, where “the project is the primary busi-

ness mechanism for coordinating and integrating all the main business functions of the firm” (p. 874), 

and the project-led organisation, “in which the needs of projects outweigh the functional influence on 

decision-making and representation to senior management, but some coordination across project lines 

occurs” (p. 878). In other words, Hobday (2000) argues for distinguishing between organisations whose 

internal and external activities are organised mainly in projects, and organisations who primarily rely on 

operations-based activities supported by projects.  

Similarly, recent distinctions have been made between project-based and project-oriented organ-

isations, the former denoting the specific way in which the organisation chooses its business processes 

(Miterev et al., 2017), which is typically “perforce” (p. 486) due to the customised nature of client de-

mands (Gemünden et al., 2018). By contrast, the latter denotes the specific way in which the organisation 

views itself (Miterev et al., 2017) and its strategic choice to organise in projects, based on its overall 

corporate strategy (Gemünden et al., 2018; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 2001). Thus, there seems to be both 

an organising and identity-related perspective to being characterised as a PBO. Other studies have sug-

gested using a definition of the PBO that encompasses both project-based and project-led organisational 

forms, arguing that the ‘pure’ PBO represents a relatively specialised type of organisation (Blindenbach-
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Driessen & van den Ende, 2006; Thiry & Deguire, 2007). However, given the general increase in organ-

ising work in projects, the distinction seems important, because it points out that organisations do not 

become project-based merely because they utilise projects to support their primary operations-based ac-

tivities.  

This dissertation follows recommendations to use the term project-based organisation, which, in 

contrast to the project-based firm, denotes a more integrative term. This is because it can exist in both 

the private, public and voluntary sections, because it denotes that the organisation regards itself as pro-

ject-based, and because it implies a strategic decision of the organisation to adopt projects as its primary 

way of organising work (Blindenbach-Driessen & van den Ende, 2006; Miterev et al., 2017; Thiry & 

Deguire, 2007). The aspect of viewing itself as project-based is important, inasmuch as it recognises the 

strategic legitimacy work required to influence stakeholder perceptions of the organisation. Furthermore, 

using the integrative term of the PBO is in line with the integrative philosophy of the advocated project 

studies perspective (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018).  

What these definitions overlook, however, is the inter-organisational dimension of PBOs, which 

arises from their basic purpose to deliver products and/or services to clients through external projects. 

Other studies have found that PBOs work in business projects, i.e. projects ordered by specific clients, 

and which are used by PBOs to develop and deliver tailored products/services according to the bespoke 

requirements of these clients (Blindenbach-Driessen & van den Ende, 2006; Söderlund, 2005). Arguably, 

the inter-organisational dimension is central in the study of PBO-client relationships, because such rela-

tionships are per definition inter-organisational and exist at the intersection of organisational boundaries.  

For the purpose of this dissertation, therefore, the following definition of the PBO is proposed:  

 

The project-based organisation is an organisation whose strategy and self-understanding is 

project-based, whose activities are organised and managed in projects, and whose aim is to deliver tai-

lored solutions according to client requirements through business projects. 

 

This definition recognises the basic aim of PBOs to deliver tailored solutions to clients, as well 

as the inter-organisational dimension of achieving this aim through external projects. It also recognises 
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both the strategic choice to be project-based and the associated self-understanding as project-based. In 

this way, this definition is congruent with a legitimacy perspective on exploring PBO-client relationships, 

because it emphasises a dimension of strategic self-understanding as well as the relationship between 

this dimension and the crucial role of external client relationships.  

Following this definition, the next section describes and discusses three research strands on PBOs. 

While key to understanding the PBO literature and its development, the review of these research strands 

also demonstrates a growing concern for relational approaches across these strands, but at the same time 

a continued lack of qualitative and interpretative approaches using relational perspectives when investi-

gating PBO-client relationships.  

 

2.3. Three strands of research into the project-based organisation 

This section distinguishes between three strands of research on PBOs: 1) organisation and management, 

2) knowledge management, and 3) project marketing. These strands represent both theoretical perspec-

tives for exploring PBOs, as well as theoretical issues of interest studied in the context of project-based 

environments. Despite an increasing focus on relational perspectives across these different strands, the 

literature largely reflects functionalist assumptions and structural research approaches, and in this way 

are short on relational perspectives for investigating relational issues. This is problematic, because it 

prevents genuine relational perspectives for investigating relational issues in PBO contexts (Smyth 2015; 

2018).  

The dominance of functionalist and structural approaches is possibly due to the tendency in early 

studies on PBOs to distinguish this form of organisation from others, e.g. by comparing and contrasting 

it with functional and hierarchical line management perspectives (see e.g. J. R. Turner & Keegan, 1999). 

For instance, in a review article on then-recent developments in research into PBOs, Thiry and Deguire 

(2007) focus primarily on topics related to the “evolving structures” (p. 652) of horizontal and vertical 

integration and governance within PBOs. While in some respects the emerging relational approach re-

flects a shift away from a structural and functionalist focus, it still tends to be overly concerned with 

structural properties, e.g. by focusing on how relationships are managed according to the project life 

cycle, and on network properties and path dependencies (Artto et al., 2016; Artto et al., 2015; Manning 

& Sydow, 2011; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Sydow, 2009). Each of the three strands is now discussed in 

more detail. 
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2.3.1. PBOs and their organisation and management 

The organisation and management strand comprises some of the earliest PBO studies, which aimed at 

strengthening the theoretical basis of the PBO. These studies draw mainly on organisational theories and 

concepts of management, governance, roles, structures, and design, to compare and contrast the PBO 

with functional organising. Numerous studies have shown that, while the functional organisation typi-

cally relies on rather stable management approaches, the PBO depends on more versatile processes in 

order to meet individual client requirements (Keegan & Turner, 2002; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 1999; J. 

R. Turner & Keegan, 2000; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 2001). For example, using a case study of the film-

making industry, DeFillipi and Arthur (1998) empirically demonstrate that PBOs challenge several tenets 

of conventional strategic management. They argue that the PBO is a much more dynamic form of organ-

isation both structurally and managerially, and point to versatility as one of the key factors differentiating 

the PBO from functionally-oriented ones. 

In other words, the need for PBOs to deliver tailored solutions to individual client needs requires 

them to adopt different management approaches than functional organisations. However, as Whitley 

(2006) demonstrates, this can be achieved in different ways. Whitley (2006) distinguishes between four 

types of PBOs, which vary according to whether they are high or low on separation and stability of work 

roles and on singularity of goals and outputs. Using this typology, he demonstrates the conceptual variety 

and resulting lack of convergence to a single form of PBO, and argues that, since different types of PBOs 

differ in a number of key respects, they also vary in terms of the industries in which they operate. Ac-

cording to Whitley, marketing agencies in particular are high on the separation and stability or work 

roles, but low on singularity of goals and outputs. In other words, they have stable and well-defined work 

roles, but depend on offering relatively unique solutions. According to Whitley (2006), marketing agen-

cies therefore typically employ diversely skilled staff to generate innovative solutions for complex, client 

specific problems. This coheres with this dissertation’s overall definition of the PBO, as well as its un-

derstanding of marketing agencies (which is further elaborated in section 4.2).   

More recently, researchers have begun focusing on the organisational design and business models 

of PBOs. While one stream of research highlights the possibilities for integrative and holistic design 

approaches, for instance discussing the alignment of project orientation, project working, and project 

culture (Artto et al., 2016; Miterev et al., 2017), another continues to explore flexibility, and instead 

discusses the diversity and configurability of the PBO (Galera-Zarco, Morales-Gallego, & Pérez-
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Aróstegui, 2014; S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. Kujala et al., 2011). For example, S. Kujala et al. (2010) 

suggest that PBOs can benefit from applying different, and even non-converging, business models at the 

level of specific solutions, rather than at the organisational level, i.e. using different business models for 

each individual project they carry out. Correspondingly, S. Kujala et al. (2011) empirically show that the 

choice of different business models at the level of specific solutions mainly comes from client require-

ments. This illustrates the previous argument that PBOs depend on delivering tailored solutions to client 

requirements, and indicates how PBO-client relationships influence their strategising and organisation. 

In support of this, Galera-Zarco et al. (2014) more recently found that PBOs are transforming their busi-

ness models to achieve “lasting relationships with the customer” (p. 329).  

In line with the focus on design and business model, and consistent with the recognition of the 

innovative potential of PBOs,  this research strand has also focused on innovation management in PBOs 

(Blindenbach-Driessen & van den Ende, 2006; Gemünden et al., 2018; Keegan & Turner, 2002; Whitley, 

2006). These studies disagree as to whether PBOs, due to their structure and organisation, are more or 

less suited to innovation than other forms of organisation. For example, whereas Keegan and Turner 

(2002) empirically demonstrate that PBOs tend to employ rather inflexible management and organisation 

systems which “serve to stifle innovation” (p. 367), Hobday (2000) describes the PBO as “intrinsically 

innovative (p. 871) and particularly well-suited to innovation. More recently, Gemünden et al. (2018) 

describe the PBO as an entrepreneurial innovating organisation, which uses projects as temporary organ-

isations to define and develop new products, services, and business models. According to Gemünden et 

al. (2018), this enables PBOs to exploit projects for the proactive management of ideas and concepts, 

making them particularly effective in terms of innovation management.  

To summarise, the organisation and management strand has mainly been concerned with struc-

tural properties and associated governance mechanisms of the PBO, in particular focusing on issues re-

lated to its operational versatility, organisational design and business models, and innovative potential. 

Increasingly, these issues are beginning to attract scholarly interest in PBO-client relationships. For ex-

ample, it has been argued that PBOs are transforming their business models to achieve longer-lasting 

client relationships (Galera-Zarco et al., 2014), that their choice of business models at the solution level 

is motivated by specific client requirements (S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. Kujala et al., 2011), and that their 

organisational models will only lead to successful innovative solutions if they collaborate closely with 
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their clients to negotiate a shared goal and cope with potentially conflicting interests (Gemünden et al., 

2018).   

  

2.3.2. PBOs and knowledge management 

This strand is concerned with issues of knowledge management and learning, especially in connection 

with the temporary nature of projects and the requirements for PBOs to deliver tailored solutions. Some 

studies have explored this in an internal perspective, while others have taken an external perspective.  

 In the internal perspective, scholars argue that the temporality of projects makes organisational 

learning difficult, because relies not on repetitive activities in a stable organisational environment, but 

rather on intensive project-based activities that integrate different forms of knowledge in a novel, uncer-

tain, and temporally bounded context (Scarbrough et al., 2004). The temporality of projects often results 

in a short-term emphasis on project performance, which has implications for incorporating and legitimis-

ing new knowledge and organisational initiatives across the PBO (Bresnen et al., 2004). This indicates 

difficulties in PBOs to incorporate the knowledge and integrate the learning required for strategically 

changing and implementing new management practices, which in turn potentially constrains organisa-

tional development. Other scholars argue that temporality is an advantage. For instance, in a study of the 

role of boundary objects in the transfer of learning in PBOs, Cacciatori (2008) show that the temporal 

capacity of boundary objects enables PBOs to balance the preservation and adaptation of knowledge 

according to identified strategic needs and wants.  

In the external perspective, knowledge management issues are also connected with temporality, 

but with a focus on the PBO and its external environment. For example, Grabher (2004) explores project-

based learning in project ecologies, i.e. at the interface between projects and the organisations, commu-

nities, and networks through which projects operate. His findings indicate that project-based learning is 

enhanced by reaping economies of repetition through transferring lessons learned from individual pro-

jects into organisation-specific sets of tools and a distinctive culture. This is in line with previous findings 

by Davies and Brady (2000) that PBOs can deal with temporality issues by generating economies of 

repetition. Specifically, they argue that knowledge management and learning procedures can support the 

routinisation of organisational work processes, and in turn enable PBOs to offer repeatable solutions to 

clients. Davies and Brady (2000) suggest that the effective management of organisational capabilities 
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and learning enables PBOs to offer similar projects to different clients and to foster economies of repe-

tition, for instance by establishing organisational routines that support learning and knowledge-sharing 

processes. 

Across these different perspectives, scholars have consistently suggested that knowledge man-

agement and learning in PBOs depends on relational factors such as reputation and ethos, direct and 

informal interactions, strong social ties, network cohesion, and inter-personal and social aspects such as 

trust (Bresnen et al., 2004; Di Vincenzo & Mascia, 2012; Grabher, 2004; Sydow et al., 2004). For exam-

ple, Di Vincenzo and Mascia (2012) emphasise the importance of social and relational interaction, find-

ing that the sharing of information and transfer of knowledge in PBOs is improved as social and relational 

networks are strengthened. Studies on project ecologies have shown a focus on long-term relationships 

between players in project-based industries (see e.g. Grabher, 2002a, 2002b, 2004; Söderlund, 2004b; 

von Bernuth & Bathelt, 2007). More recently, Pemsel et al. (2016) took a more explicit focus on PBO-

client relationships. They explored how PBOs utilise different knowledge governance strategies. Based 

on their findings, they suggest that some PBOs rely more on interactivity than on formal documents in 

their client interactions, in order to display a stronger client focus and build long-term relationships. 

Hence, the knowledge management strand of research also appears to recognise and place increasing 

emphasis on relational aspects in the study of PBOs.   

 

2.3.3. PBOs and project marketing 

While the two first research strands are not per se about relationships, but demonstrate an increasing 

focus on relational factors and issues, the project marketing strand has a clear focus on relationship man-

agement. Originating from research on relationship marketing, project marketing has traditionally stud-

ied “how to manage the relationship left after the project’s completion” (Hadjikhani, 1996, p. 319), or, 

more broadly, “how to manage the relationship outside of any project opportunity” (Cova & Salle, 2000, 

p. 670). Project marketing has been described as a particular kind of business-to-business marketing 

(Cova et al., 2002; Lecoeuvre-Soudain & Deshayes, 2006), and is argued to be particularly important for 

PBOs because they “generate their revenue from completing projects which are awarded to them by 

different clients.” (Görög, 2016, p. 187).  

One central concept in the project marketing literature is discontinuity. It is widely recognised 

that PBOs experience relational discontinuity (Artto & Kujala, 2008; Artto et al., 2015; Thiry & Deguire, 



40 
 

2007; Tikkanen et al., 2007), which is the tendency for project-based buyer-supplier relationships to stop 

at the end of each individual project (Cova & Salle, 2005). Relational discontinuity typically results from 

the predisposition of PBOs to build immediate client relationships, rather than focusing on long-term 

collaboration (Artto et al., 2015), and is problematic because it disrupts organisational activities by acting 

as a barrier to investments in long-term client relationships and long-term strategy (Manning & Sydow, 

2011; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

 In effect, this means that PBOs experience a “period of discontinuity” after each individual pro-

ject completion (Hadjikhani, 1996, p. 332). Hadjikhani (1996) therefore highlight the need to manage 

buyer-supplier relationships through project marketing activities during these inactive periods of discon-

tinuity when the parties are not actively involved in any kind of collaboration. Problematically, however, 

more recent empirical findings suggest that project deliveries are typically followed by a long period of 

discontinuity, which means that PBOs are significantly affected by relational discontinuity (e.g., Artto et 

al., 2015).  

According to Cova and Salle (2000), PBOs can limit relational discontinuity through project mar-

keting in four ways: (1) mixed activities, i.e. broadening the perspective, e.g. by giving clients several 

different projects from which to choose; (2) after-sales and pre-sales services, i.e. setting up customer 

service systems for maintaining customer contact and fostering long-term relationships; (3) intermediar-

ies, i.e. maintaining client relationship continuity indirectly through intermediaries, such as business or 

non-business actors with strong relational positions in the client’s “milieu.”; and (4) friendships, i.e. de-

veloping inter-personal relations of mutual trust to allow for the exchange of confidential information. 

Thus, Cova and Salle (2000) emphasise the importance of developing and maintaining long-term rela-

tionships, and link this with developing close inter-personal relations, or friendships, built on mutual 

trust. This emphasis on fostering long-term relationships is echoed in recent PBO literature (Matinheikki 

et al., 2016; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

While Cova and Salle’s (2000) activities mainly refer to the post-project stage, other studies have 

proposed dynamic process models of project marketing with four distinct phases relating to both pre-, 

during, and post-project stages (Lecoeuvre-Soudain & Deshayes, 2006; Lecoeuvre-Soudain, Deshayes, 

& Tikkanen, 2009). The four phases are: (1) pre-project activities, i.e. relational marketing intended for 

a specific project; (2) the start of the project, i.e. a mutual evaluation of competencies and resources, 

negotiation and co-writing of specifications and conditions; (3) during the project, i.e. management of 
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the multiple actors constituting the project team and its partners, including the client; and (4) post-project 

activities as relational marketing, including the dissolution of teams, evaluation of project success, and 

new relational marketing aimed at selling new solutions and initiating new projects. Interestingly, these 

descriptions indicate that relationship management is particularly important in the pre- and post-project 

phases.  

While the project marketing literature explicitly focuses on relationship management, the other 

two strands of research also show a growing interest in the relational aspect, as shown above. This in-

cludes arguments that different design and business model choices support the development and man-

agement of long-term client relationships (Galera-Zarco et al., 2014), that close collaborative PBO-client 

relationships are important for delivering successful innovative solutions (Gemünden et al., 2018), and 

that PBOs can benefit from adopting knowledge governance strategies with a stronger focus on long-

term client relationships (Pemsel et al., 2016). Nonetheless, as pointed out by Smith (2015; 2018), there 

is generally a lack of genuine relational perspectives for exploring relational issues in PBO contexts, and 

relationship management is therefore often discussed as a factor or an effect of other issues. The next 

section takes a closer look at PBO-client relationships. After arguing for the importance of PBO-client 

relationships, the section outlines three characteristics of PBOs explored in extant PBO literature that 

affect client relationship management, i.e. tailored solutions, the inter-organisational dimension, and tem-

porality. 

 

2.4. PBO-client relationships: three characteristics that affect PBO-client relationship management 

PBO-client relationships are crucial. As Smyth (2015) puts it: “Success in project management is based 

more on human factors than on tools and techniques… It is the relationships that articulate project teams; 

the tools and techniques of project management are means. It is the relationships that articulate the inter-

face with the project business, supported by systems with specific procedures. It is the relationships that 

articulate the interaction with customers and other network organizations.” (p. 1). As noted in a recent 

article by Svejvig, Geraldi, and Grex (2019), it is the people-oriented practices and resulting collaborative 

approaches that “have an impact on process, project, and strategic practices” (p. 12), further substantiat-

ing the view that relationships are what articulates and governs the choice of management techniques, 

systems and procedures, and client interactions; not the other way around. 
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This is echoed in the PBO literature, which has consistently emphasised the importance of rela-

tionships, and of developing long-term client relationships. Scholars have highlighted the importance of 

extensive and close inter-organisational relationships (Blindenbach-Driessen & van den Ende, 2006; 

Gann & Salter, 2000). Correspondingly, as previously noted, scholars have also suggested that PBOs are 

increasingly taking strategic steps towards a stronger client focus, seeking long-term collaborative client 

relationships (Artto et al., 2015; Galera-Zarco et al., 2014) and, in doing so, are replacing transactional 

approaches with relational approaches, relying increasingly on relational contracting, relationship mar-

keting, the service-dominant logic (Razmdoost & Mills, 2016; Smyth, 2015), and the management of 

relationships across inter-organisational boundaries (Ahola et al., 2013; Manning, 2017; Manning & 

Sydow, 2011; Sydow, 2009; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

Studies have shown that creating and maintaining long-term relationships enhances the effective-

ness of PBOs in delivering solutions to their clients, as well as strengthening their market position (Ahola 

et al., 2013; Cova & Hoskins, 1997; Tikkanen et al., 2007), among other things because strong relation-

ships help PBOs meet client demands for frequent interaction and negotiation about the particular needs 

and services they require (Sydow et al., 2004). Furthermore, strong relationships help align project re-

quirements and client specifications, and the outcomes achieved by the PBO through the project might, 

over time, create shared relational understandings which can develop into collective resources and en-

hance collaborative processes for improved performance (Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008).   

 A review of PBO literature with a focus on client relationships reveals that three organisational 

characteristics of the PBO appear to be particularly significant in terms of client relationship manage-

ment: (1) tailored solutions to meet bespoke client demands; (2) the inter-organisational dimension; and 

(3) temporality and the management of relational discontinuity. Each of these three characteristics is now 

discussed in more detail.  

 

2.4.1. Tailored solutions to meet bespoke client demands 

The PBO is often described in terms of its ability to design, develop, and deliver tailored solutions in 

order to meet highly differentiated client demands (Keegan & Turner, 2002; Sydow et al., 2004; 

Turkulainen et al., 2013; J. R. Turner & Keegan, 1999). Scholars argue that PBOs are specifically de-

signed to do just this (Ahola et al., 2013; Artto et al., 2015; Davies & Brady, 2000), in particular high-

lighting their versatility which allows them to cope with, and respond quickly and flexibly to, bespoke 
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and frequently changing client requirements (Hobday, 2000; Thiry & Deguire, 2007; J. R. Turner & 

Keegan, 1999). The capability of the PBO to deliver tailored solutions has been connected to the notion 

that projects are unique and novel, and are therefore suitable for organising novel work processes to 

provide novel output (Gann, 1996; Gann & Salter, 2000; Hobday, 2000; Tikkanen et al., 2007; J. R. 

Turner & Keegan, 1999). Other studies have linked the need for delivering tailored solutions to the typ-

ically dynamic and uncertain market environment in which PBOs operate (Artto & Kujala, 2008; 

Tikkanen et al., 2007). 

The requirements of PBOs to deliver tailored solutions to bespoke client demands underlines the 

important of developing long-term and collaborative PBO-client relationships. This is because these en-

able the development of collective routines and collaborative processes aimed at achieving common 

goals (Artto et al., 2015; Maurer, 2010; B. Walker et al., 2017), and in this way help align expectations 

of how delivered solutions meet expressed demands (Smyth, 2018). The co-creation of client require-

ments and co-development of solutions have been identified as collaborative processes that support suc-

cessful and effective delivery of tailored solutions in PBO-client contexts (S. Kujala et al., 2010). Such 

collaborative processes arguably depend on mutual trust and willingness to share information, and might 

therefore be difficult to establish swiftly. Therefore, the strength of the PBO-client relationship becomes 

crucial (Olsson et al., 2016). However, the potential heterogeneity of client needs creates a need for 

designing and delivering solutions via non-routine processes (Ahola et al., 2013; Miterev et al., 2017), 

which has been found to complicate relationship management PBOs (Tikkanen et al., 2007). This further 

implies the need for long-term relationships.  

In pursuit of understanding how to achieve long-term relationships, scholars are beginning to 

explore how PBOs add services to their client offerings in a strategic attempt to deliver solutions while 

also extending their client relationships (Artto et al., 2015; Galera-Zarco et al., 2014; J. Kujala, Ahola, 

& Huikuri, 2013; S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. Kujala et al., 2011). These studies employ the concept of 

servitisation, which places strong emphasis on a client orientation and has been defined as a strategic 

means for maintaining clients (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988). By doing so, they focus on how PBOs shift 

from focusing primarily on delivering concrete solutions in the project to also include pre- and post-

project services, arguing that the servitisation of their solutions improve the quality and long-term po-

tential of their client relationships. This is because servitisation emphasises the co-creation of value and 

the integration of client demands into the development and delivery of services, which has been found to 
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extend client relationships (Artto et al., 2015; S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. Kujala et al., 2011; Razmdoost & 

Mills, 2016). This is also because servitisation makes PBOs more responsible and accountable for their 

clients’ overall business, increasing the client’s dependency on a long-term relationship with the PBO.  

More specifically, PBOs appear to improve their performances in delivering useful solutions 

when they emphasise process-oriented and relationship-based services, such as co-developing the solu-

tion together with the client, proactively co-creating the client’s requirements, and adopting a mutual 

gain-sharing attitude which recognises the mutual desire of the PBO and the client to develop a long-

term relationships (S. Kujala et al., 2010). While this often requires the PBO to go beyond the clients’ 

expressed needs in order to find the best solution, it also helps align the PBO’s and the client’s interests 

and fosters collaborative synergies that enhance mutual performance. This in turn requires a long-term 

vision for considering the long-term implications of the solution for the client’s strategy and continued 

value creation. It might be valuable, since it can potentially increase the chances of meeting the client’s 

actual needs and creating value (S. Kujala et al., 2010).  

The demand for tailored solutions also creates communicative challenges in the PBO-client rela-

tionship, especially in light of the growing focus on servitisation. From the PBO’s point of view, the 

more services it adds, the more intangible its offerings become. Consequently, the more intangible its 

offerings become, the more difficult the communication about them becomes, in turn complicating its 

communicative attempts to convince clients that its proposed solution actually fulfils their needs and 

requirements (Lievens & Moenaert, 2000). This can create issues of legitimising the PBO according to 

its functional value for the client, i.e. convincing the client that working with the PBO will create desired 

outcomes. From the client’s point of view, another related problem is when clients are incapable of ac-

curately expressing their needs to the PBO (Olsson et al., 2016), which is particularly problematic in 

marketing agencies because of the prevalence of client-specific tasks in this industry (von Bernuth & 

Bathelt, 2007). It is therefore important to facilitate communication about client needs and supplier value 

propositions to support the effective delivery of tailored solutions that clients regard as useful 

(Razmdoost & Mills, 2016), and which might therefore lay the foundation for a long-term relationship.  

 

2.4.2. The inter-organisational dimension 

One of the key characteristics of the PBO in terms of PBO-client relationships is the inter-organisational 

dimension (Manning, 2010, 2017; Manning & Sydow, 2011; Turkulainen et al., 2013; J. R. Turner & 
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Keegan, 2000; Whitley, 2006). This involves inter-organisational relationships and inter-organisational 

projects. In PBO contexts, the inter-organisational relationship has been described as the “link between 

two organizations that forms when they repeatedly interact with each other and its nature can be described 

by various dimensions such as trust, dependence, and the sharing of business and critical information” 

(Ahola et al., 2013, p. 356; see also Uzzi, 1997; van de Ven, 1976). Similarly, the inter-organisational 

project is characterised by two or more organisations collaborating across organisational boundaries, 

dependent on mutual trust and a shared vision for the project to enable the risk-sharing and resource-

pooling needed to jointly develop products and/or services (Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008; Maurer, 2010).  

These definitions highlight the importance of relational factors such as trust and information shar-

ing, reflecting the fact that research on inter-organisational projects has evolved from dealing with issues 

of contracts to a focus on relational factors for establishing inter-organisational relationships (Söderlund, 

2004b). Relational factors such as trust and reciprocity are central to managing inter-organisational rela-

tionships in general (Sydow & Braun, 2018) and project-based relationships in particular (Bresnen et al., 

2004). It is widely acknowledged that strong, trust-based PBO-client relationships can help extend their 

collaboration across individual projects (Ahola et al., 2013; Cova, Mazet, & Salle, 1994), indicating that 

strong inter-organisational relationships are crucial for the successful management of inter-organisational 

projects (Grabher, 2002a; Larson & Wikström, 2007; Manning, 2010; Matinheikki et al., 2016). Conse-

quently, scholars have urged for the conceptualisation of PBO-client relationships as inter-organisational 

relationships (Sydow & Braun, 2018) and to shift the research focus from the PBO as such to project-

based relationships (Manning & Sydow, 2011). This is to recognise that collaborative processes and joint 

efforts across organisational boundaries lead to desired project outcomes and therefore help extend PBO-

client relationships. As shown by Artto et al. (2015), creating, maintaining, and managing long-term 

collaborative client relationships increases mutual commitment and fosters fruitful relational processes 

in projects, which in turn stimulates the future demand for projects in PBOs.  

Scholars argue that the challenge of sustaining project-based relationships is greater in inter-or-

ganisational contexts, where relationships are often discontinuous; consequently, relational discontinuity 

is seen as one of the core managerial challenges in PBO-client relationships (Manning & Sydow, 2011; 

Sydow, 2009). According to Manning and Sydow (2011), collaborative experience and prior successful 

partnerships are crucial to making project-based relationships long-term, because they promote trust and 

support the development of collective capabilities, routines, norms, and loyalty between PBOs and their 
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clients. By contrast, they argue, the uncertainty of follow-up collaboration affects long-term investments 

in the relationship as well as the possibilities for exploiting successful prior experiences, potentially re-

sulting in the interruption of the relationship. Nonetheless, there appears to be a link between the inter-

organisational dimension and issues related to relationship discontinuity. Specifically, inter-organisa-

tional relationships are argued to provide PBOs with the stability and continuity which projects as “time-

bound objects” cannot (Sydow & Braun, 2018, p. 7). As a result, they can help fulfil long-term strategic 

organisational goals (Artto et al., 2015; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

 

2.4.3. Temporality and the management of relational discontinuity 

Temporality represents a key feature influencing PBO-client relationships. In PBOs, “the temporary logic 

replaces most of the typically permanent elements” (Sydow & Braun, 2018, p. 8) and, as captured by this 

statement, temporality is a central characteristic of the PBO. The literature has treated temporality in two 

major ways. First, there has been a focus on the internal management of PBOs, emphasising the embed-

dedness of projects as temporary systems in permanent systems, and the importance of the integration of 

temporary and permanent activities and PBOs. Second, there has been a focus on the external manage-

ment of relationships through project marketing and relationship management.  

As regards the internal perspective, studies have focused on the embeddedness of projects as 

temporary systems within permanent systems, i.e. how individual projects as temporary endeavours are 

carried out in more stable organisational contexts (Bresnen et al., 2004; DeFillipi & Arthur, 1998; Sydow 

et al., 2004; Thiry & Deguire, 2007). These studies have been motivated by the fact that a short-term 

focus on project performance in PBOs prevents long-term strategising and the development of routines, 

which is problematic in terms of developing and managing long-term client relationships (Bresnen et al., 

2004; Grabher, 2002a; Sydow et al., 2004) 

Hence, the research aim has been to explore how PBOs effectively embed their projects as “a 

temporally limited process” into the more permanent context of their organisation (Lundin et al., 2015; 

Sydow et al., 2004, p. 1477). Other studies focus more on integration issues and the difficulty of estab-

lishing shared understandings among PBO employees due to their specialised competencies and associ-

ated different ways of thinking (Lindkvist, 2004). Issues of coordinating processes, resources, and capa-

bilities across the organisation impedes cross-project and cross-organisational communication (Hobday, 

2000), and PBOs therefore risk ending up with an isolated, silo-based management of projects within the 
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organisation (Bresnen et al., 2004; Engwall, 2003). Accordingly, scholars have emphasised the im-

portance of strategic alignment in PBOs between the strategies of individual projects and the overall 

strategy of the organisation (Lindkvist, 2004; Thiry & Deguire, 2007), specifically in order to avoid sub-

optimisation through disconnected project efforts (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  

The internal perspective tends to overlook how temporality issues influence client relationship 

management. This is problematic, since it is closely associated with relational discontinuity (Smyth, 

2015; Sydow & Braun, 2018). Relational discontinuity refers to the temporary and discontinuous nature 

of PBO-client relationships, i.e. their tendency to stop at the end of each individual project (Cova & Salle, 

2005), and the resulting difficulty in managing these relationships (Tikkanen et al., 2007). According to 

Artto et al. (2015), relational discontinuity is particularly problematic in project-based environments be-

cause PBOs tend to favour building immediate working relationships with their clients over providing a 

vision for long-term collaboration. 

Correspondingly, it has been argued that relationship management is “even more crucial in pro-

ject-based firms” because it helps tackle relational discontinuity (Razmdoost & Mills, 2016, p. 318). This 

is important, since the discontinuity of client relationships is one of the key challenges for PBOs (Artto 

& Kujala, 2008; Artto et al., 2015; Hadjikhani, 1996; Smyth, 2015; Thiry & Deguire, 2007; Tikkanen et 

al., 2007). Specifically, it can create problems of operating in a turbulent market where PBOs constantly 

have to adapt to changing market opportunities, and in this way generating market uncertainties (Artto 

& Kujala, 2008; Tikkanen et al., 2007) and demand volatility (Artto & Kujala, 2008; DeFillipi & Arthur, 

1998). This can result in barriers to long-term strategising in PBOs, prompting scholars to call for a 

research focus on how to develop long-term PBO-client relationships as a means of achieving stability 

(Artto et al., 2015; Sydow & Braun, 2018). 

Due to the important role of relationship management, scholars have argued that the strategic 

objective of PBOs should be to “create, maintain and manage multiple relationships that enable or sup-

port the construction of future demand for projects” (p. 194). This implies a strategically relational ap-

proach to managing relationships and tackling discontinuity, which is consistent with the growing con-

cern for relational approaches within project management literature (Söderlund, 2004a). In general, while 

there seems to be an increasing focus on PBO-client relationships, so far, the review has also indicated 

the current lack of truly relational perspectives for studying PBOs, both in specific strands of research, 

and with respect to different research issues. With this in mind, the following section takes a closer look 
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at the study of legitimacy in PBO contexts, suggesting that legitimacy studies by and large advance re-

lational perspectives, but also arguing that there is a lack of legitimacy-based research into PBO-client 

relationships.   

 

2.5. Legitimacy perspectives in project studies 

Legitimacy has received little attention in project studies. The concept of legitimacy is rarely explicitly 

defined or conceptualised, and is often referred to in lay terms and juxtaposed with the concept of organ-

isational power (Artto et al., 2016; Sydow & Braun, 2018). Legitimacy perspectives in project studies 

can be distinguished into four categories: (1) individual level, which looks at how individual persons 

acquire legitimacy or influence the legitimation process of their surroundings in project contexts; (2) 

project level, which explores the legitimacy of projects and processes of legitimising and gaining support 

for the project from the immediate surroundings; (3) project portfolio level, which focuses on legitimis-

ing the decision-making underlying the selection of a project among others in a project portfolio; and (4) 

community level, which investigates the role of legitimacy in gaining, managing, and retaining commu-

nity support for large-scale projects. 

 Common across these studies is that their object of analysis is either individual persons or pro-

jects. While this might be explored within and according to particular organisational and environmental 

contexts, there seems to be no focus on the organisation as the object of analysis, and its strategies and 

processes for gaining and managing legitimacy. This also means that the role of legitimacy for relation-

ships relate to the relationships between individuals, or between a project and its environment, and there-

fore fails to explore the role of legitimacy for relationships between organisations. This is surprising 

given that legitimacy is essentially concerned with organisation-stakeholder relationships (Suchman, 

1995), making it appropriate and suitable for exploring PBO-client relationships. It is also surprising 

given that legitimacy studies in the project literature largely rely on Suchman’s (1995) definition of le-

gitimacy, which emphasises how it is fundamentally a relational construct (see e.g. Ahn, Zwikael, & 

Bednarek, 2010; Larson & Wikström, 2007; Aaltonen, 2013). 

Below, each of these four categories is discussed. Table 2.3 gives an overview of the studies 

included in this discussion and their key findings.   
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Level of 

analysis 

Key findings Studies 

Individual 

level 

• The need for project managers to protect and defend their projects against 

criticism from the external environment in order to gain legitimacy, trust, 

and continuous resources for the projects. 

• The ability of project managers to use diverse communication resources to 

acquire and protect the legitimacy of their decisions and actions from ex-

ternal environments and local communities. 

• Gaining legitimacy for project strategy by teaming up with strong and ex-

perienced project partners in project networks. 

• The importance of employees in PBOs having the project experience, 

problem-solving capability, and mind-set necessary to achieve legitimacy 

among co-workers.  

• Project managers acquiring legitimacy through professionalising and de-

marcating their role and function as project managers.  

Engwall (2003), 

Gil (2010), 

Manning 

(2010), Löw-

stedt et al. 

(2018), Maylor 

et al. (2006). 

 

 

Project 

level  

• Projects, like organisations, rely on legitimacy, and can therefore lose this 

legitimacy if their own participants and others with a say in its develop-

ment (e.g. senior management) no longer perceive the project to be rele-

vant and important. 

• Communication and rhetoric strategies can be used to legitimise a project 

in its immediate organisational environment. 

• Acquiring legitimacy in the initial stages of developing project networks 

is important, since it both increases external acceptability and fosters com-

mitment to the project network.  

• Since projects are embedded in multiple contexts, it is important to recog-

nise, authorise, and legitimise their task, time, and team features according 

to the rules and resources of these contexts.  

• Projects rely on their external environment, project network, and particu-

lar process of legitimation to gain project legitimacy in international con-

texts.  

(Kliem & 

Ludin, 1992), 

Lundin and 

Söderholm 

(1995), Larson 

and Wikström 

(2007), 

Joutsenvirta 

and Vaara 

(2009), Man-

ning (2008), 

Aaltonen 

(2013). 

Project 

portfolio 

level 

• Legitimacy is important for convincing stakeholders about the appropri-

ateness and desirability of a project in relation to other, potential projects, 

particularly in a heterogeneous portfolio. 

• Legitimacy may be enhanced by giving an objective and transparent rea-

son for choosing between several potential projects.  

Ahn et al. 

(2010), 

Gutiérrez and 

Magnusson 

(2014). 
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• Rational and formal decision-making processes are regarded as more le-

gitimate than informal and non-rational ones vis-à-vis decision-making in 

project portfolio management. 

Community 

level 

• Legitimacy in major public projects might be enhanced by providing a se-

cure and centralised political decision-making process and by ensuring 

high-quality project documentation. 

• In post-disaster reconstruction projects, legitimacy management of the 

project organisation among its internal and external stakeholders is critical 

for the effectiveness of the recovery work. 

• Community resistance to large-scale infrastructure projects might induce 

institutional work by project actors aimed at socially constructing and re-

constructing projects to achieve legitimacy among stakeholders. 

Brunet and 

Aubry (2016), 

B. Walker et al. 

(2017), van den 

Ende and van 

Marrewijk 

(2018). 

Table 2.3. Legitimacy in project research: findings across levels of analysis. 

 

2.5.1. Individual-level legitimacy 

The study of legitimacy at the individual level has explored how individuals acquire legitimacy or influ-

ence the legitimation process of their surroundings. For example, Engwall (2003) demonstrates that pro-

ject managers use impression management techniques to legitimise their project management approaches 

and legitimise their projects internally in their organisation. Impression management theory has previ-

ously been linked with legitimacy management through inter-personal communication to justify and le-

gitimise particular organisational behaviour (Elsbach, 1994; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992). According to 

Engwall (2003), employing formal project management procedures is a basic and necessary condition 

for legitimising projects within the organisation, because it enables project team members to concentrate 

on technical problem-solving rather than dealing with organisational and political issues.  

Correspondingly, Maylor et al. (2006) also point to the formalisation of project management as 

helpful for project managers to gain legitimacy. Specifically, they find that project managers gain legit-

imacy through professionalising and demarcating their role and function as project managers within the 

organisation. More recently, Löwstedt et al. (2018) have explored strategising in PBOs. Their empirical 

findings indicate that project participants demonstrate their project mind-sets and skill-sets as a means 

of legitimising themselves as strategists across all levels in the PBO. Specifically, while employees with 

the necessary project experience and relevant problem-solving capabilities and mind-sets easily gain le-

gitimacy, employees with a lack of project experience and knowledge of general project practices face 
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difficulties in gaining legitimacy as organisational members in PBOs. Based on these findings, they sug-

gest a “deeply embedded idea of projects as the quintessence of organisational legitimacy” (p. 895) in 

PBOs.  

While these studies take an internal perspective, others have focused on individual-level legiti-

macy in a more external perspective. For example, Gil (2010) empirically identifies specific ways in 

which project managers communicate with local communities and stakeholders in order to legitimise 

their decisions and actions. He identifies three communicative tones. First, a caring tone relates to rec-

ognising the legitimacy of and acknowledging the claims of stakeholders. Second, an assertive tone refers 

to expressing commitment to resolve issues raised by stakeholders. Finally, an apologetic tone refers to 

expressing regret for particular issues. A more explicitly relational perspective has been adopted by 

Manning (2010) who explores a European researcher’s development of a project network, where this 

person teams up with experienced project partners as a means of gaining support for and legitimise their 

project strategy. Manning (2010) emphasises the importance of social practices and inter-personal net-

works for legitimation processes.  

 

2.5.2. Project-level legitimacy 

This category focuses on the legitimacy of the project. For example, Joutsenvirta and Vaara (2009) ex-

plore discursive (de)legitimation struggles of a pulp mill project between Finland and Uruguay, identi-

fying three different legitimation struggles: legalistic struggles, truth struggles, and political struggles. 

Their findings indicate that corporate representatives frame project issues in legalistic terms, emphasise 

their expert knowledge in technical and environmental evaluations, and distance themselves from polit-

ical disputes regarding the project. In a similar study of project legitimacy of a PBO in an international 

context, Aaltonen (2013) explores how the characteristics of international projects affect the legitimation 

process within the wider socio-political environment and according to the demands of a diverse group of 

external stakeholders. Although acknowledging the complex interdependency between project legiti-

macy and that of the PBO itself, Aaltonen (2013) focuses specifically on project legitimacy, and identifies 

three significant sets of characteristics: the project’s external environment, the project network, and the 

process of legitimation.  
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These studies are in line with the argument that projects are embedded in multiple contexts, and 

that both task, time, and team features of projects must be recognised, authorised, and legitimised ac-

cording to the rules and resources of their respective organisational contexts (Manning, 2008). In turn, 

this corresponds to one of the earliest mentions of legitimacy as a key element of projects by Lundin and 

Söderholm (1995), who emphasise the relationship between the project and its team and their external 

environment. Viewing projects as temporary organisations, they explore internal development projects, 

and find that failing to convince a project’s external environment can lead to a loss of legitimacy and 

support for the project within the organisation. They suggest using communicative and rhetorical strate-

gies as the key means of achieving project legitimacy. This extends previous findings that a project might 

lose legitimacy and the support of its own participants and senior management if they no longer perceive 

the project to be relevant and important (Kliem & Ludin, 1992).  

 Larson and Wikström (2007) highlight the connection between legitimacy and relational interac-

tions processes in project networks, specifically showing that legitimacy is achieved through consent-

based (i.e. strategic and conversation-oriented) and negotiation-based (i.e. participatory and dialogue-

based) interaction processes. Based on their findings, Larson and Wikström (2007) call for a greater 

focus on building legitimacy in the initial stages of project networks. This is because commitment to and 

development of project networks are strengthened by an increase in their external acceptability. Once a 

project has acquired legitimacy, the focus shifts towards building and maintaining commitment within 

the network: “[A]s legitimacy increases, the interaction processes acquire an element of negotiation – a 

shift in focus that is accompanied by the development of relationships within the project network.” (p. 

347). Thus, an initial focus on building legitimacy improves relationship management in the remaining 

interaction processes of the project network. The focus on building legitimacy at the beginning of projects 

is supported by Grabher (2002a), who argues that project legitimacy is linked with the project’s task, and 

that a project’s task is equivalent to an organisation’s goal. In other words, Grabher (2002a) suggests that 

legitimacy is as important to the project as it is to the organisation. 

 

2.5.3. Portfolio-level legitimacy 

Studies on portfolio-level legitimacy explore legitimacy as a moderating factor of decision-making in 

project portfolio management. For example, Ahn et al. (2010) explore how specific technological pro-



53 
 

jects are differentiated, prioritised, and selected within an organisation’s portfolio of heterogeneous tech-

nological projects. The study stresses the importance of legitimacy for convincing stakeholders about the 

appropriateness and desirability of both the technology chosen, and associated organisational actions. 

Specifically, they argue that the legitimacy of a particular project will be enhanced by making transparent 

the objective and rationale for decision-making. Correspondingly, Gutiérrez and Magnusson (2014) view 

legitimacy as a key challenge for decision-making in project portfolio management, finding that rational 

and formal decision-making processes are seen as more legitimate than informal and non-rational ones. 

However, they point out that the lack of flexibility, i.e. “making decisions only by rational and formal 

approaches” (p. 30), might result in missed innovation opportunities, thus implying a risk of relying too 

much on rational cues for legitimacy. 

 

2.5.4. Community-level legitimacy 

Finally, there have also been studies on legitimacy in project environments with a focus on the wider 

societal context, e.g. how projects and PBOs are legitimised to gain support from their wider social con-

text (Manning, 2008, 2010; van den Ende & van Marrewijk, 2018). Whereas the first three categories 

reflect a legitimacy perspective, this category reflects a more institutional approach to legitimacy (cf. 

Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Suchman, 1995)4. For example, van den Ende and 

van Marrewijk (2018) look at how large-scale infrastructure projects are embedded and legitimised in 

the environment from a neo-institutional point of view. Based on a longitudinal study of two subway 

projects in Amsterdam, they find that community resistance can lead to institutional efforts by project 

actors to socially construct and re-construct projects in order to gain the acceptance and legitimacy per-

ceptions of community stakeholders.  

 B. Walker et al. (2017) investigate how a project-based alliance created specifically for a post-

disaster reconstruction project addresses legitimacy challenges resulting from a demanding and resource-

constrained environment, compressed time-frames, meeting community expectations, and protecting the 

local economy. A key finding of their study is that the legitimacy of the project organisation among both 

internal and external stakeholders is critical to the effectiveness of the recovery work. While internal 

                                                           
4 The distinction between organizational and institutional legitimacy perspectives is discussed in section 3.1.  
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legitimation strategies involve creating acceptance for the project team’s approach, and creating a col-

laborative, performance-oriented culture within the organisation focused on achieving common goals, 

external legitimation strategies focus on emphasising the free sharing of knowledge and best practices 

for post-disaster reconstruction, and on making public its certification of excellence from external agen-

cies and institutions. Finally, Brunet and Aubry (2016) explore the relevance of a governance framework 

for major public projects in three dimensions, i.e. efficiency, legitimacy, and accountability, and find that 

legitimacy can be enhanced through a secure and centralised political decision-making process and by 

ensuring high quality in project documentation.  

 

2.6.  Sub-conclusions of the literature review 

In reviewing the PBO literature, this chapter has identified three main tendencies that are important for 

understanding and exploring PBO-client relationships through the lens of legitimacy: 

  

(1) Relational perspectives for studying the PBO: Growing interest in relational aspects of, but still 

a lack of genuine relational perspectives in the study of the PBO, across strands of research fo-

cusing on organisation and management, knowledge management, and project marketing. 

(2) Legitimacy perspectives in project studies: Growing interest in legitimacy in project studies, 

across both individual, project, portfolio, and community levels of analysis, but a lack of legiti-

macy perspectives with inter-organisational relationships as the object of analysis.   

(3) Three characteristics that affect PBO-client relationship management: Tailored solutions, the in-

ter-organisational dimension, and temporality in managing relational discontinuity. 

 

 While there seems to be a growing interest in relational perspectives for studying PBOs, and in 

particular their client relationship management, there is a tendency for functionalist assumptions and a 

theoretical interest in organisational and structural phenomena. Second, in continuation of this, the re-

view shows that the empirical study and theorisation of legitimacy is largely underexplored in project 

research compared with the vast number of studies in organisation and management research as a whole. 

As the growing number of articles on legitimacy in The International Journal of Project Management 

since 2013 shows, there appears to be increasing interest in this topic. However, the recent tendency 
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seems to be to adopt institutional perspectives to explore project legitimacy in a broader societal context. 

This also means that there is very little literature on the legitimacy of the PBO as a particular type of 

organisation, and specifically in terms of its client relationship management. This is surprising given the 

potential of legitimacy theory for exploring relational issues. One example, however, is Aaltonen (2013), 

who explicitly recognises legitimacy at the organisational level of PBOs, but nonetheless chooses to 

focus specifically on project legitimacy, and in this way echoes the project-centric orientation problem-

atised in this review.   

Consequently, there seems to be a lack of legitimacy perspectives in the study of the dyadic inter-

organisational relationships between PBOs and their clients, which is problematic given persistent calls 

for more knowledge on PBO-client relationships on the one hand, and, on the other, no evidence of 

legitimacy perspectives for studying this, even though legitimacy essentially deals with organisation-

stakeholder relationships. Finally, in order to study precisely this, the literature review has identified 

three organisational characteristics of the PBO, i.e. tailored solutions to bespoke client demands, the 

inter-organisational dimension, and temporality and the management of relational discontinuity. These 

are argued to be important for understanding the potential problems faced by PBOs in their client rela-

tionship management, and as such also for exploring the role of legitimacy and legitimation strategies in 

PBO-client relationships.  

Following this literature review, the next chapter details the dissertation’s theoretical framework, 

consisting of theory on legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies.  
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Chapter III  
Theoretical framework  
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3. Legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies: a theoretical framework 

Chapter 3 lays out the dissertation’s theoretical framework, reviewing and discussing theory on legiti-

macy and communicative legitimation strategies. By integrating these, the aim is to allow the investiga-

tion of the strategic intentions of PBOs with regard to their client relationship management, and the 

communicative legitimation strategies they use to fulfil these intentions.  

The chapter is structured as follows. First, section 3.1 presents a definition of legitimacy, primar-

ily drawing on Suchman (1995), and explains the conceptual implications of this definition for the dis-

sertation’s positioning within legitimacy theory. The section also enlarges on two key features of how 

the legitimacy of an organisation is assesses, i.e. pragmatic, moral, and cognitive forms of legitimacy 

evaluation, and organisational goals, characteristics, and activities as three parameters that stakeholders 

use in attributing organisations legitimacy. Following this, section 3.2 presents three overall research 

perspectives on legitimacy as introduced by Suddaby et al. (2017), and problematises this view for being 

overly concerned with articulating ontological and epistemological differences, which seem to be too 

rigid in light of Suchman’s (1995) definition of legitimacy. Then, section 3.3 argues for the dissertation’s 

strategic approach to studying legitimacy, including a discussion of legitimacy as strategic communica-

tion, and a review and synthesis of discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies. Finally, section 3.4 

specifies the legitimacy concepts that were used in developing the analytical framework.  

 

3.1. A definition of legitimacy 

The dissertation relies on Suchman’s (1995) widely recognised definition of legitimacy as “a generalized 

perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some 

socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” (p. 574.). Although the definition 

of legitimacy has been the subject of numerous debates in organisational theory, the consensus favours 

Suchman’s (1995) definition (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). According to Suchman himself, the definition 

highlights three key characteristics of legitimacy: 1) legitimacy is generalised, 2) it is based on percep-

tions and assumptions, and 3) it is essentially the outcome of ongoing social constructions. First, as gen-

eralised, legitimacy rests on the collective stakeholder perceptions of an organisation. Consequently, it 

is more or less resilient to discrete illegitimate activities, because these are dismissed by stakeholders as 

unique and, as such, irrelevant to the overall legitimacy of the organisation (Suchman, 1995). Legitimacy 
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in this way depends on the organisation’s consistency and continuity in appearing credible to stakehold-

ers over time.  

Second, as based on perceptions and assumptions, legitimacy is perceptual and, as such, is at-

tributed to organisations by their stakeholders based on their judgements of the organisation and its goals, 

characteristics, and activities. In other words, legitimacy is attributed to organisations by their stakehold-

ers (Perrow, 1970), and therefore relies on the social evaluation (Bitektine & Haack, 2015) and social 

judgement (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990) of the organisation made by its stakeholders. The organisation in 

this way seeks to justify its role in the social system by gaining the support of its stakeholders (Parsons, 

1960). The perceptual aspect of legitimacy means that it is “possessed objectively, yet created subjec-

tively” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574), or as Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) formulate it: “like beauty, it resides in 

the eye of the beholder” (p. 177).   

Finally, as socially constructed, legitimacy emerges in the ongoing social interactions between 

organisations and their various stakeholders. It is essentially a social phenomenon denoting  “a socially 

constructed sense of appropriateness” (Vaara & Monin, 2010, p. 3), which helps people make sense of 

and assess organisational behaviour. Linking together organisations and their various relevant actors 

(Vaara & Monin, 2010), legitimacy becomes “the outcome of, on the one hand, the process of legitima-

tion enacted by the focal organization, and on the other, the actions affecting relevant norms and values 

taken by other groups and organizations” (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975, p. 125). Hence, because legitimacy 

is so tightly linked with social norms, values, beliefs, and assumptions, and because these are constantly 

evolving and highly contextual, legitimacy management is difficult to operationalise (Ashforth & Gibbs, 

1990; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995).  

This definition is relevant to the dissertation for three main reasons. First, it defines legitimacy in 

an organisational context. This means focusing on organisational legitimacy, as opposed to institutional 

or societal-level legitimacy, which is appropriate for exploring inter-organisational relationships between 

PBOs and their clients. Second, it conceptualises legitimacy as strategic. As such, legitimacy can be 

managed by the organisation, and is in this way viewed as an operational resource that can be utilised 

strategically in the pursuit of organisational goals. Finally, it views legitimacy as inherently relational, 

which also means that legitimacy management relies on strategic and communicative processes (Dowling 

& Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995). Therefore, legitimacy can also be understood as a form of strategic 
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communication, which is central to this dissertation’s theoretical framework, and which is further ex-

plored in section 3.3.1.  

 

3.1.1. Pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy 

According to Suchman (1995), three overall forms of legitimacy assessment can be distinguished, i.e. 

pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy. Each of these legitimacy forms requires different legitima-

tion strategies, because they reflect different underlying values regarding the object of legitimation. First, 

pragmatic legitimacy refers to interactions between organisations and their immediate stakeholders, 

where legitimacy is linked with rational calculations by stakeholders based on self-interests. Suchman 

(1995) differentiates pragmatic legitimacy into exchange and dispositional legitimacy, the former refer-

ring to the mutual expectation of value of organisation-stakeholder interactions, and the latter to stake-

holder judgements of organisations with respect to their dispositional attributes, i.e. whether organisa-

tions are perceived as trustworthy, honest, decent, wise, and whether they are believed to share stake-

holder values.  

 Second, whereas pragmatic legitimacy relates to rational self-interests, moral legitimacy relates 

to moral value systems of those who evaluate organisational behaviour. As such, it refers to stakeholder 

evaluations of organisations, based on the perceived congruence between, on the one hand, organisational 

goals, characteristics, and activities and, on the other, stakeholder notions of appropriate behaviour and 

the cultural values of the social environment in which the organisation operates. Suchman (1995) distin-

guishes moral legitimacy into consequential legitimacy (organisations are judged on what they accom-

plish); procedural legitimacy (organisational routines and procedures are viewed in isolation); structural 

legitimacy (organisations are judged on their general, recurring features); and personal legitimacy (legit-

imacy rests on the moral character of organisational members and leaders). In comparison to other ty-

pologies, moral legitimacy largely approximates Aldrich and Fiol’s (1994) socio-political legitimacy and 

Scott’s (1995) normative legitimacy, both of which refer to the perceived degree of congruence  between, 

on the one hand, organisations and their characteristics and behaviours and, on the other, the cultural 

values of the broader social environment and the normative and culturally dependent expectations of 

organisational stakeholders.  



60 
 

Finally, cognitive legitimacy refers to the degree of congruence and acceptance between the nor-

mative expectations of the organisation and its environment. While this appears similar to moral legiti-

macy, cognitive legitimacy is more cognition-based, involving what Suchman (1995) refers to as the 

comprehensibility and taken-for-grantedness of organisational behaviour, based on which stakeholders 

can make sense of their experiences of the organisation and its actions. Comprehensibility denotes plau-

sible explanations for particular organisational behaviours, while taken-for-grantedness refers to the in-

ter-subjective ‘givens’ between organisations and their stakeholders. Both concepts refer to the degree 

to which stakeholders understand organisational actions and activities. This agrees largely with both 

Scott’s (1995) and Aldrich and Fiol’s (1994) conceptions of cognitive legitimacy, which also focus on 

taken-for-grantedness. According to these authors, cognitive legitimacy refers to stakeholder knowledge 

and its level of dissemination throughout the organisation. Scott (1995) specifically notes that cognitive 

legitimacy comes from “adopting a common frame of reference or definition of the situation.” (p. 47). 

Hence, stakeholders assess an organisation’s legitimacy according to whether it satisfied their 

self-interest, conforms to their understandings of what is appropriate, and/or offers sound explanations 

for its behaviour (Sillince & Brown, 2009). Although Suchman’s (1995) tripartite typology is widely 

recognised among legitimacy scholars (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Brown, 1997; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; 

Sillince & Brown, 2009; Suddaby et al., 2017), other terminologies have also been proposed. Table 3.1 

presents an overview of the most influential typologies of legitimacy, according to Suddaby et al. (2017).  

 

 

Author Types of legitimacy 

Suchman (1995) Pragmatic Moral Cognitive  

Aldrich & Fiol (1994)  Socio-political Cognitive  

Scott (1995)  Normative Cognitive Regulative 

Weber (1968)  Charismatic Traditional Value-rational 

       Table 3.1 Seminal typologies of legitimacy. 
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As previously noted, the dissertation relies on Suchman’s (1995) definition of legitimacy, and 

therefore also follows his characterisation of legitimacy forms. While the four typologies illustrated in 

table 3.1 agree that legitimacy is socially constructed, Suchman’s (1995) differs by emphasising prag-

matic legitimacy, which is unique to his typology and is difficult to compare with other legitimacy forms 

(Suddaby et al., 2017). However, pragmatic legitimacy is particularly relevant for the purpose of this 

dissertation, because it focuses on the organisation’s relationship with its most immediate stakeholders, 

such as its clients, and because it therefore greatly depends on communicative means of gaining legiti-

macy (Suchman, 1995). Furthermore, Suchman’s (1995) typology is the one most frequently referred to 

in studies on discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies (see, for example, Aggerholm & Thomsen, 

2016; Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Sillince & Brown, 2009; Suddaby & 

Greenwood, 2005; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006), and 

is therefore relevant also in terms of the dissertation’s utilisation of theory on communicative legitimation 

strategies. 

 

3.1.2. Legitimacy attribution across organisational goals, characteristics, and activities 

While pragmatic, moral, and cognitive forms of legitimacy influence the evaluation basis upon which 

stakeholders assess an organisation’s legitimacy, scholars have pointed out that stakeholders focus on 

three parameters when deciding whether or not to attribute an organisation legitimacy, i.e. organisational 

goals, organisational characteristics, and/or core organisational activities (Scott 1991, in Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995). First, organisational goals are the overall goals and purposes of the or-

ganisation guiding their legitimacy management. Following Parsons (1956), Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) 

argue that organisational goals operate not only as internal organisational guidelines, but also as external 

cues of legitimacy for the organisation’s existence. Consequently, organisations must pursue “socially 

acceptable goals in a socially acceptable manner” in order to gain legitimacy (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990, 

p. 177).  

Certain organisational characteristics and activities are implied by the goals that organisations 

pursue (Scott 1991, in Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995), and, consequently, stakeholders also 

attribute organisations legitimacy based on judgements about their core organisational characteristics and 

activities (Elsbach, 1994; Suchman, 1995). Here, organisational characteristics refer to those core organ-
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isational attributes that are consistent and recurrent over time, while organisational activities are the dis-

crete organisational activities emerging in the concrete processes and procedures adopted by the organi-

sation, and which are therefore more temporary in nature than characteristics. Thus, while characteristics 

relate to the more general organisational features emerging from recurrent and consistent organisational 

ways of doing things, activities are rather separate organisational activities or specific methods of oper-

ation (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995). 

Based on this dissertation’s literature review, for PBOs, characteristics influencing their legiti-

macy management would probably include their reliance on delivering tailored solutions, the fact that 

they operate inter-organisationally, and the temporality issues related to relational discontinuity. In turn, 

how PBOs then conduct their work would be categorised as their core activities, i.e. how they construct 

legitimacy “in the action” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 102). In contrast to organisational characteristics, 

then, activities relate to organisations gaining legitimacy by embracing particular discrete actions and 

activities that in themselves can help acquire legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). These activities are equally 

crucial for gaining legitimacy (Suchman, 1995; Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999).  

The next section discusses and critically reflects on three research perspectives on legitimacy, as 

introduced by Suddaby et al. (2017) in their recent systematic review of legitimacy literature. The sec-

tions serves to provide an overview of this recent interpretation of legitimacy literature, as well as to 

further argue for adopting Suchman’s definition of legitimacy by problematising Suddaby et al.’s (2017) 

somewhat rigid distinction of the three research perspectives.  

 

3.2. Three research perspectives on legitimacy: legitimacy as property, process, or perception 

In their systematic, interpretative review of legitimacy literature, Suddaby et al. (2017) distinguish three 

overall perspectives of legitimacy: (1) the legitimacy-as-property perspective, (2) the legitimacy-as-pro-

cess perspective, and (3) the legitimacy-as-perception perspective. These perspectives differ on ontolog-

ical and epistemological assumptions as well as research approaches to legitimacy, for example in terms 

of how they define legitimacy, where and how it occurs, how it can be theoretically and empirically 

explored, and key actors and their roles are in the process of legitimacy construction and perception. Put 

briefly, whereas the legitimacy-as-property perspective is grounded in a structuralist-functionalist as-

sumption, the legitimacy-as-process perspective adopts a constructionist-interpretivist stance, and the 

legitimacy-as-perception generally subscribes to a socio-cognitive view of legitimacy. 
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First, according to Suddaby et al. (2017), the legitimacy-as-property perspective views legitimacy 

as an asset or resource which is possessed by an object of legitimacy in relation to others, typically the 

focal organisation. Examples include conceptualisations of legitimacy as an operational resource 

(Suchman, 1995) or an intangible asset (Gardberg & Fombrun, 2006) which organisations can own, ac-

quire, win, lose, and restore (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Suchman, 1995). Typically, the object of analysis in 

this perspective is the organisation as the owner of legitimacy, and how it manages its legitimacy. Cor-

respondingly, legitimacy emerges when there is fit (Suchman, 1995) or alignment (Scott, 1995) between 

the organisation and the normative expectations of its external environment, and legitimacy management 

is about achieving such fit or alignment to be regarded as operating in socially legitimate ways. Overall, 

the legitimacy-as-property perspective focuses on describing the properties of legitimacy, determining 

how it is measured, and understanding how it changes under varying degrees of fit with contextual con-

ditions, i.e. how organisations manage to “conform to prevailing definitions of legitimacy” (Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975, p. 127). Suddaby et al. (2017) criticise this focus for being overly concerned with “largely 

material manifestations of organizational legitimacy” (p. 4). 

Second, the legitimacy-as-process perspective views legitimacy not as an outcome of congruence, 

but rather as a product of how congruence is achieved, i.e. the process of achieving legitimacy through 

interactions between multiple organisational actors and stakeholders. Here, legitimacy is defined not as 

a resource or asset, but rather as a socially constructed “product of an ongoing process of social negoti-

ation” (Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 24). One central difference between the legitimacy-as-property and le-

gitimacy-as-process perspectives is that, while the former tends to adopt a dyadic analytical focus (e.g. 

the relationship between organisation A and organisation B, or between the organisation and its organi-

sational field), the latter typically focuses on multi-level or collective processes of legitimation between 

multiple participants. Here, the object of analysis is the agency of the actors of legitimation processes 

and their purposeful actions. Such legitimation processes are typically persuasive, involving the estab-

lishment of meaning-making through communication between actors, or they could refer to processes of 

theorisation, whereby existing norms and practices are problematised and delegitimised in order to sim-

ultaneously offer alternative and legitimate solutions (Suddaby et al., 2017).  

Finally, the legitimacy-as-perception perspective views legitimacy as emerging from the percep-

tions, judgements, evaluations, and assessments of legitimacy, and in the actions that occur in the various 

interactions between individuals and collectives. While similar to the process perspective, in that it sees 
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legitimacy as a process, it differs by placing particular emphasis on the processes of evaluating and mak-

ing judgements of the legitimacy of an object, e.g. an organisation. Thus, this perspective subscribes to 

the notion that legitimacy “resides in the eye of the beholder” (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990, p. 177). Here, 

then, the focus is on the role of individuals as subjects in an ongoing process of the socially constructing 

legitimacy. Significantly, as opposed to the property and process perspectives, legitimacy-as-perception 

studies do not focus on collective groups of individuals or audiences, but rather zoom in on the individ-

uals making legitimacy judgements, and how such judgements can be manipulated to increase the valid-

ity of organisations.  

 

3.2.1. Reflections on the three perspectives 

Suddaby et al.’s (2017) distinction of “the three most prominent perspectives on legitimacy” (p. 60) is 

based on an interpretative systematic literature review aimed at addressing the conceptual ambiguity of 

legitimacy and provide construct clarity to an otherwise “often confusing construct” (p. 1). An elabora-

tion of the various assumptions on which the study of legitimacy rests, as well as the numerous research 

interests and approaches that characterise the field, their conceptual distinction of the three research per-

spectives is useful for understanding various ways in which legitimacy has been studied.  

However, it appears somewhat rigid and overly concerned with articulating ontological and epis-

temological differences, to some extent at the expense of accurate interpretations of the studies they cite. 

For example, they categorise Suchman (1995) under the legitimacy-as-property perspective, while his 

own definition of legitimacy arguably integrates those core assumptions of legitimacy that Suddaby et 

al. (2017) distinguish as three different perspectives. Specifically, as previously discussed, Suchman 

(1995) emphasises legitimacy as a strategic resource (the property perspective), views legitimacy as so-

cially constructed in ongoing interactions (the process perspective), and regards legitimacy as being es-

sentially perceptual, i.e. arising from perceptions (the perception perspective). Furthermore, Suchman 

(1995) himself notes that legitimacy is not a possession of the organisation, but rather represents a rela-

tionship with stakeholders, and as such relies heavily on communicative and interactive processes. Thus, 

by recognising the strategic potential of managing legitimacy as an operational resource, while at the 

same time acknowledging the difficulty of managing legitimacy, since it ultimately depends on stake-

holder perceptions, Suchman’s (1995) notion of legitimacy reflects a more complex and dynamic one, 

than what is portrayed by Suddaby et al. (2017). Therefore, while relevant for gaining an overview of the 
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field of legitimacy, their division of the field also risks conceptually delimiting legitimacy as a theoretical 

construct. In other words, their quest for conceptual clarity might inadvertently contribute to producing 

a somewhat reductionist conceptualisation, as regards the dynamic and complex conceptual interconnec-

tions of legitimacy.  

Based on this reasoning, this dissertation does not subscribe to any of Suddaby et al.’s (2017) 

three perspectives individually, but rather suggests an integrative understanding which recognises legit-

imacy as a resource that can be mobilised as communicative strategies for influencing stakeholder per-

ceptions of the organisation, hence the dissertation’s reliance on Suchman’s (1995) definition of legiti-

macy. Following this line of argumentation, the next section further details the implications of a strategic 

approach to legitimacy, and on this basis argues for conceptualising legitimacy as a form of strategic 

communication.  

 

3.3. A strategic approach to legitimacy 

Suchman (1995) distinguishes two dominant approaches to legitimacy in the literature, namely the insti-

tutional and strategic approach. Generally speaking, the institutional approach has to do with cultural and 

structural dynamics outside the organisation’s strategic and purposive control. The strategic approach, 

on the other hand, conceptualises legitimacy as an operational resource which organisations can use stra-

tegically to manage their symbolic stakeholder relationships. According to Suchman (1995), the two 

perspectives represent divergent meta-theoretical orientations and assumptions.  

The institutional approach emphasises various ways in which structuration dynamics generate 

cultural and environmental pressures, which not only influence organisations, but also transcend their 

strategic control. Accordingly, its understanding of legitimacy rests on a set of constitutive beliefs 

(Suchman, 1988) that legitimacy and institutionalisation are “virtually synonymous” (Suchman, 1995, p. 

576) and that organisations therefore cannot utilise legitimacy, but are rather interpenetrated by their 

external institutions. Essentially, this approach downplays managerial agency and, with it, manager-

stakeholder conflict, since managerial decisions are permeated by the same belief systems that determine 

stakeholder reactions to organisational behaviour (Suchman, 1995).  

By contrast, the strategic approach views legitimacy as an operational resource which can be 

managed and directly influenced by organisations, and which organisations extract competitively from 
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their environments and utilise in the pursuit of their goals (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Dowling & Pfeffer, 

1975; Suchman, 1988, 1995). The strategic approach adopts a managerial perspective and addresses the 

issues faced by organisations in managing stakeholder relationships. In so doing, it emphasises “the ways 

in which organizations instrumentally manipulate and deploy evocative symbols in order to garner soci-

etal support” (Suchman, 1995, p. 572). Generally, the two approaches differ because the institutional 

approach adopts the perspective of society ‘looking in’ the organisation, whereas the strategic approach 

adopts the perspective of the organisation ‘looking out’ into the environment (Elsbach, 1994; Suchman, 

1995).  

Crucially, while the strategic approach views legitimacy as a resource that can be strategically 

managed, it also views it essentially as “a relationship with an audience, rather than being a possession 

of the organization” (Suchman, 1995, p. 954, emphasis in original). This implies that, as such, organisa-

tions cannot control, but only influence legitimacy perceptions, and thus organisations “can and do for-

mulate strategies for fostering legitimating perceptions of desirability, propriety, and appropriateness” 

among their stakeholders (Suchman, 1995, p. 577, emphasis in original).  

According to Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), organisations can adopt three different strategies in 

order to influence their legitimacy perceptions among stakeholders. First, they can adapt their goals, 

characteristics, activities, and values to conform to prevailing definitions of legitimacy in the external 

environment, for instance by changing organisational practices. Second, they can try to influence stake-

holder perceptions through communication in order to become identified and associated with legitimate 

values. Third, they may attempt, also through communication, to influence and change prevailing defi-

nitions of legitimacy so that they conform to the current goals, characteristics, activities, and values of 

the organisation. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) go on to argue that it is difficult to change social norms, 

and that organisations are therefore more likely to either adapt to external constraints (i.e. the first ap-

proach) or attempt to identify and align their current practices with legitimate values (i.e. the second 

approach). In sum, this leaves organisations with two viable options for acquiring legitimacy: they can 

either change their ways of working, or communicatively influence perceptions of them as legitimate 

social institutions pursuing legitimate goals and conducting legitimate practices.  
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3.3.1. Legitimacy as a form of strategic communication 

Based in the strategic approach to legitimacy, this dissertation argues for conceptualising legitimacy as 

a form of strategic communication. This follows a proposition by Aggerholm and Thomsen (2016) that, 

viewed as a form of strategic communication, legitimacy becomes a “communicative prerequisite” for 

organisations “for accomplishing strategic intent” (p. 197). This can be interpreted as meaning that with-

out legitimacy, strategic communicative attempts are unlikely to be successful. At the same time, it indi-

cates that without the use of strategic communication, legitimacy management is unlikely to be success-

ful. The underlying assumption here, which characterises both legitimacy and strategic communication 

theory, is that communication can be used strategically, i.e. intentionally and purposefully, to influence 

stakeholder perceptions of the organisation and, through this, help fulfil particular organisational goals. 

In other words, seen as strategic communication, legitimacy management involves the intentional and 

purposeful use of communication ultimately aimed at fulfilling organisational goals. 

There are conceptual convergences of legitimacy and strategic communication which support this 

view. It has been argued that skilful legitimacy management relies both on interpreting the specific com-

municative situation and on utilising associated communicative strategies to respond to this situation, 

including building reputation, responding to stakeholder needs, or manipulating the rules, norms, and 

beliefs of the environment (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995). In other words, the strategic 

communicative influencing of stakeholder perceptions appears to be central to legitimacy management.  

In particular, the strategic approach to legitimacy “rests heavily on communication… between 

the organization and its various audiences” (Suchman, 1995, p. 586) and, in doing so, aims at influencing 

stakeholder perceptions of the organisation through persuasive communication and strategic manage-

ment of the organisation’s legitimacy (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975). This coheres with the definition of 

strategic communication as “the purposeful use of communication by an organization to fulfil its mis-

sion.” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 3). Strategic communication involves informational, persuasive, rela-

tional, and discursive practices to achieve mutual understanding, create meaning, and form relationships 

between an organisation and its stakeholders (Hallahan et al., 2007; Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005). Con-

ceptualised as instrumental and intentional, the organisation’s communication is aimed at achieving or-

ganisational goals (Argenti, 2017; Verhoeven, Zerfass, & Tench, 2011) and enhancing the organisation’s 

strategic positioning (Argenti, Howell, & Beck, 2005, p. 83). Strategic communication, in other words, 
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is communication used by someone to accomplish something (Aggerholm & Thomsen, 2016), thus re-

lating to “how ends (i.e. goals) will be reached by means (i.e. resources)” (Heide et al., 2018, p. 456).  

Moreover, both legitimacy strategic communication highlight relationships as crucial. While 

Suchman (1995) notes that legitimacy represents a relationship with stakeholders, strategic communica-

tion scholars have described relationships as “the foundation for an organization’s operation”, with the 

communication required to maintain such relationships being described as “a necessary condition for the 

operation of the organization.” (Malmelin, 2007, p. 306). Generally, strategic communication aims at 

managing relationships by shaping meaning, building trust, supporting the willingness to engage with 

one another and share critical information across organisational boundaries, fostering commitment, mo-

tivation, loyalty, and satisfaction, as well as establishing shared norms and common values and behav-

iours in and across organisations (Argenti et al., 2005; de Beer, 2014; de Castro, Sáez, & López, 2004; 

Malmelin, 2007; Zerfass & Huck, 2007; Zerfass & Viertmann, 2017). With reference to the literature 

review in chapter 2, these are all important factors in PBO-client relationships. 

The next section builds on this understanding of legitimacy as a form of strategic communication, 

and presents a review of existing typologies of discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies. The sec-

tion concludes by offering a synthesised typology of four communicative legitimation strategies, which 

are used in the dissertation’s analytical framework. 

 

3.3.2. Communicative legitimation strategies 

Communicative legitimation strategies can be defined as different communicative strategies aimed at 

managing an organisation’s legitimacy. More specifically, they are targeted at communicatively influ-

encing stakeholder perceptions of the organisation to establish, manage, maintain, and repair legitimacy. 

The majority of the literature on communicative legitimation strategies takes either a discursive or rhe-

torical approach to legitimation. Following Suddaby et al. (2017), the dissertation employs the term com-

municative legitimation strategies to denote an inclusive perspective which recognises both discursive 

and rhetorical contributions to the study of legitimation. As Hoefer and Green (2016) argue, both of these 

approaches essentially build on “an assumption that communication plays a performative role in the de-

velopment of legitimacy judgements.” (p. 130), and are therefore congruent on their basic assumptions. 

Furthermore, the various legitimation-strategy typologies discussed in both discourse and rhetoric per-

spectives typically draw on Suchman’s (1995) distinction of pragmatic, moral, and cognitive forms of 
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legitimacy (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Green, 2004; Hoefer & Green, 2016; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara 

& Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006), thus converging conceptually in their understanding of legitimacy 

forms. Table 3.2 presents an overview of the different types of legitimation strategies which have been 

explored in previous studies, after which discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies are discussed 

in turn.  

 

Legitimation strategy Description of strategy Exemplar studies 

Discursive studies 

Authorisation Legitimation through some form of authority.  

 

Van Leeuwen and Wodak 

(1999); Vaara and Tienari 

(2002); Van Leeuwen 

(2007); Vaara and Tienari 

(2008); Vaara (2014); Vaara 

et al. (2006); Vaara and Mo-

nin (2010); Bitektine and 

Haack (2015); Aggerholm 

and Thomsen (2016). 

Moralisation Legitimation through discourses of moral and 
ideological value. 

 

Rationalisation Legitimation by referring to the utility, goals, 
effects, and outcomes.  

 

Narrativisation/Mythopoiesis Legitimation through stories or narratives.  

 

(De)naturalisation/Normalisation Legitimation by framing something as natural 
or unnatural. 

Exemplification Legitimation through specific examples. 

Rhetorical studies 

Ethos Legitimation through authority and character. 

 

Green (2004); Suddaby and 

Greenwood (2005); (Sillince 

& Brown, 2009) Erkama and 

Vaara (2010); Bitektine and 

Haack (2015); Hoefer and 

Green (2016). 

Pathos Legitimation through emotional moral claims. 

 

Logos Legitimation through rational arguments. 

 

Autopoiesis Legitimation through autopoietic narratives. 
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Cosmos/cosmological theorisation Legitimation by referring to inevitability and 
natural consequence. 

 

Teleological theorisation Legitimation by reference to a grand plan or 
ultimate objective. 

 

Ontological theorisation Legitimation by reference to a priori premises 
of what can and cannot co-exist. 

 

Historical theorisation Legitimation by reference to history and tradi-
tion. 

 

Value-based theorisation Legitimation by reference to wider belief sys-
tems. 

   Table 3.2. Overview of discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies. 

  

 

3.3.2.1. Discursive legitimation strategies 

Discursive legitimation strategies are communicative “plans of action” (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999, 

p. 92), which organisations use strategically to influence stakeholder perceptions of their goals, charac-

teristics, and activities. They function by providing stakeholders with “frames” to interpret and assess 

particular aspects of the organisation (Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008). Van Leeuwen and 

Wodak (1999) were among the first to link legitimation with discursive practices5, thus forming the basis 

for a still vibrant body of research concerned with organisational uses of discursive or otherwise com-

municative legitimation strategies. By using a discourse analysis approach, they define legitimation as a 

process that provides explanations to the question of “why social practices or parts thereof must be the 

way they are” (p. 98). This ‘why’ is never intrinsic to any practice, but is rather constructed in discourse. 

According to this view, legitimation can be understood as the discursive construction of social reality, 

which varies with different levels of strategic intent.  

                                                           
5 In their 1999 study, Van Leeuwen and Wodak draw on four categories of legitimation developed by Van Leeuwen (1996), 
which, however, remains unpublished. Here, therefore, I rely on the Van Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) article in discussing 
the emergence of discursive legitimation strategies.  
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Discursive legitimation strategies can be used separately or in combination, and they can be used 

for both legitimation and delegitimation purposes. They have been described as communicative means 

for mobilising discursive resources in order to construct, de-construct, and re-construct perceptions of 

legitimacy and illegitimacy (Vaara & Tienari, 2008), and as serving to construct new social practices, to 

perpetuate, justify or transform existing practices, or to destruct practices which no longer serve their 

purposes” (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999, p. 98). Discursive legitimation strategies in this way can be 

constructive (aimed at building or establishing), perpetuating and justifying (aimed at maintaining, sup-

porting, and reproducing), transformative (aimed at reformulating or redefining), and destructive (aimed 

at demolishing the existing status quo) (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). From this perspective, legiti-

macy can be understood as a social construction which emerges in the discursive interplay between or-

ganisational and stakeholder perceptions of how an organisation deals with, communicates about, and 

positions itself according to a particular social phenomenon, action, or activity. This agrees with Such-

man’s (1995) understanding of legitimacy as socially constructed and contextually dependent.  

The most widely recognised discursive legitimation strategies are authorisation, moralisation, ra-

tionalisation, and mythopoiesis. These are the strategies distinguished by Van Leeuwen and Wodak 

(1999), who argue that these strategies describe how language functions and how it is used purposefully 

for constructing legitimacy. Van Leeuwen (2007) uses the same typology in his study of texts that legit-

imise or de-legitimise compulsory education, but adds conceptual nuances to the individual legitimation 

strategies and their strategic use. For example, with regard to moralisation, he points out that comparisons 

in the form of analogies can be used for legitimation purposes, i.e. comparing a specific activity to an 

associated activity of positive moral value. In terms of rationalisation, he points to a link with cognitive 

legitimacy, explaining that rationalisation refers not only to the goals of a particular activity, but also to 

how social knowledge has endowed such activity with cognitive validity (p. 91). Moreover, he articulates 

a means orientation of instrumental legitimation, arguing that the purpose of an activity is constructed 

“in the action” (p. 102), where the action appears as a means to an end. These nuances appear similar to 

those described by Suchman (1995) in his distinction between pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legiti-

macy. 

A number of research studies have corroborated both the conceptual and empirical relevance of 

Van Leeuwen and Wodak’s (1999) and Van Leeuwen’s (2007) typology. Eero Vaara and colleagues 
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have contributed to a further understanding of discursive legitimation strategies, not only echoing exist-

ing strategies, but also renaming and adding other strategies to their typologies (Vaara, 2014; Vaara & 

Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). For example, mythopoiesis has been renamed 

as narrativisation, while retaining its fundamental meaning, and strategies such as normalisation (Vaara 

et al., 2006), (de)naturalisation, and exemplification (Vaara & Monin, 2010) have been added as discrete 

legitimation strategies. Vaara and Monin’s (2010) notion of (de)naturalisation refers to making some-

thing natural or unnatural by specific discursive means, e.g. by indicating the inevitability or necessity 

of something, or pointing to naturalising elements such as trends or forces. Their notion of exemplifica-

tion refers to the use of specific examples to establish legitimacy, or using other cases to legitimise a 

present concern, e.g. calling attention to successful companies or to the lack of contrary examples. 

While these are significant in their respective empirical studies, they also appear to largely agree 

with existing strategies in their fundamental principles. For example, normalisation refers to legitimation 

by exemplarity, i.e. by exemplifying ‘normal’ function or behaviour (Vaara et al., 2006), which was 

embedded in Van Leeuwen and Wodak’s (1999) rationalisation. Thus, there is growing fragmentation of 

terminology in discursive legitimation strategies, which is probably the result of the many different at-

tempts at conceptually advancing and empirically demonstrating legitimation as a form of communica-

tive strategy. In this dissertation, it is argued that many of these different terms to some extend concep-

tually overlap or converge, and can therefore be synthesised. Before unpacking this argument, the next 

section introduces rhetorical legitimation strategies.  

 

3.3.2.2. Rhetorical legitimation strategies 

Similar to discursive legitimation strategies, rhetorical legitimation strategies have also been used to ex-

amine the dynamics of legitimation and de-legitimation. However, while the discursive approach gener-

ally has a focus on the performative processes of discourses and language (Vaara & Tienari, 2002), the 

rhetorical approach is largely focused on “the role of language in structuring social action,” with partic-

ular focus on suasion and influence (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005, p. 39). According to Suddaby and 

Greenwood (2005), the difference between discursive and rhetorical approaches to studying legitimation 

strategies is that, while the former views language as a form of social practice and is interested in how 

texts work within socio-cultural practice, the latter focuses on explicit political or interest-laden dis-

courses and is interested in recurrent patterns of interests, goals, and shared assumptions embedded in 
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various kinds of persuasive texts. Hence, while the rhetorical approach seems to more closely share the 

interest of strategic communication in the goal-orientation of communication, both the discursive and the 

rhetorical approach seem deeply vested in textual data, which is evident in their typical objects of anal-

ysis.  

Rhetorical legitimation strategies have been defined as “specific, though not always intentional 

or conscious, ways of employing rhetorical means to establish sense of legitimacy (or illegitimacy).” 

(Erkama & Vaara, 2010, p. 817). Unsurprisingly, scholars have utilised the three archetypical rhetorical 

strategies of ethos, pathos, and logos (Green, 2004; Hoefer & Green, 2016) to understand rhetorical 

means for legitimation purposes. These strategies have been described as involving emotional moral 

arguments (pathos), authority- and character-based arguments (ethos), and rational arguments (logos) 

(Erkama & Vaara, 2010). As with the discursive strategies, they have been linked with pragmatic, moral, 

and cognitive legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). According to Green (2004), while pathos and logos might 

produce pragmatic legitimacy by appealing to audience self-interest, ethos justifications appeal more to 

moral legitimacy and normative and moral approvals. Over time, she argues, all three appeal forms might 

produce cognitive legitimacy if they are consistently persuasively effective. 

As with the discursive approach, scholars using the rhetorical approach have also added new 

strategies and proposed different understandings of existing strategies. For example, Erkama and Vaara 

(2010) distinguish five rhetorical legitimation strategies: in addition to pathos, ethos, and logos, they also 

include autopoiesis, by which is meant autopoietic narratives of purpose and identity, and cosmos, which 

emphasises the inevitability of particular activities. Erkama and Vaara (2010) build on Suddaby and 

Greenwood (2005), who base their typology of legitimation strategies on a combination of institutional 

theory and rhetoric. This places their study within the theory of institutional logics and institutionalism, 

according to which rhetorical legitimation strategies are conceptualised as theorisations, i.e. the prob-

lematisation and delegitimation of some practices and the simultaneous legitimation of others (see also 

Suddaby et al., 2017).  

Suddaby and Greenwood (2005) identify the following types of rhetorical legitimation strategies: 

ontological theorisation, i.e. legitimation through a priori premises of what can and cannot co-exist (e.g. 

organisational attributes that can or cannot co-exist); historical theorisation, which appeals to history and 

tradition; teleological theorisation, i.e. instrumental legitimation through a grand plan, a final cause of 

human design, or an ultimate objective intended to meet the needs of human agents and accomplish 
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defined goals; cosmological theorisation, i.e. inevitability, presenting something as a natural conse-

quence of something else, albeit without any explicit agency and instrumentality; and, finally, value-

based theorisation, which emphasises values and appeals to the normative authority of wider belief sys-

tems.  

Interestingly, Vaara (2014) appears to combine discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies, 

his typology comprising authorisation, moral evaluation, rationalisation, mythopoiesis, as well as cos-

mology. Similar to the discursive strategy of exemplification and the rhetorical strategy of cosmological 

theorisation, cosmology here refers to legitimation or delegitimation based on inevitability, whereby par-

ticular initiatives are framed as the “only choice” (p. 513). Thus, in addition to a growing fragmentation 

within both the discursive and the rhetorical approach, there is also examples of studies drawing on both 

approaches to combine discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies. The next section builds on this 

idea and offers a synthesised view of discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies, instead proposing 

a typology of communicative legitimation strategies.  

  

3.3.2.3. A synthesised view: communicative legitimation strategies 

Existing typologies of discursive and rhetorical legitimation strategies reflect a rather blurred picture of 

more or less converging concepts. In particular, different typologies appear to be describing largely the 

same dynamics (e.g. naturalisation and cosmological theorisation), and different terms seem to be used 

for essentially the same strategy (e.g. autopoiesis and narrativisation). For this reason, this section pro-

poses a synthesised typology consisting of four communicative legitimation strategies: 1) authorisation, 

2) moralisation, 3) rationalisation, and 4) narrativisation. For reasons of simplicity, I use the terminology 

of the discursive approach in summarising four strategies. Table 3.3 offers an overview and description 

of these four strategies.  

First, authorisation is a strategy for legitimation by reference to some form of authority. Van 

Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) explain it as a strategy which answers the question ‘why’ with “because so-

and-so says so” (p. 104). Authorisation “authorizes claims” (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 804) in different ways. 

For example, through personal authorisation, the communicator him-, her-, or itself, or persons in whom 

institutionalised authority is vested, are used to legitimise something with reference to their status or role 

in a particular institution (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). By contrast, 
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impersonal authorisation refers to rules- and experience-based claims, customs, laws, regulations, con-

ventions, traditions, expertise, knowledge, corporate representativeness (including the ‘market’) analysts, 

industry experts, or officials as means for legitimation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 

1999; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 2006). Finally, institutionalised authorisation means referring to author-

ities in whom institutionalised authority is vested, such as experts, doctors, researchers, consultants, or 

research reports (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara et al., 2006). This disser-

tation argues that the rhetorical legitimation strategy ethos is congruent with authorisation, since it has 

been described as a legitimation strategy that deals with authority-based arguments in legitimation, in-

cluding emphasising the character and credibility of specific persons (Erkama & Vaara, 2010). 

Next, moralisation is a strategy which legitimises something based on moral arguments (Vaara 

& Monin, 2010). It refers to legitimation through discourses of moral value, and sometimes oblique value 

systems (Van Leeuwen, 2007), in other words legitimising activities based on particular moral values 

(Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). By referring to specific values, therefore, moralisation “provides the 

moral and ideological basis” of legitimation attempts (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 804). Moralisation can be 

divided into three sub-strategies. First, moral abstraction refers to the legitimation of activities through 

moralising specific domain values such as scientific objectivity of health and hygiene (Van Leeuwen & 

Wodak, 1999). Second, moral evaluation is the legitimation of activities by more straightforward evalu-

ation of their moral character and some form of naturalisation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & 

Wodak, 1999). Finally, moral comparison through analogies means associating some activity with other 

similar or dissimilar activities of positive or negative value (Van Leeuwen, 2007).  

Arguably, value-based theorisation (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) and pathos (Erkama & Vaara, 

2010) conceptually converge with moralisation. Value-based theorisation appeals to the normative au-

thority of wider belief systems to legitimise an adopted position (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005),  em-

phasising emotion either directly or indirectly, including ethical evaluations of the positive or negative 

character of a particular activity. As such, it coheres with moralisation, which typically involves emo-

tional elements (Vaara & Monin, 2010). Value-based theorisation is sometimes used to attack people’s 

character; this also coheres with moralisation, which, according to Vaara et al. (2006), is typically used 

for delegitimation purposes. Similarly, pathos involves emotional moral argument (Erkama & Vaara, 

2010) and is more or less directly associated with moralisation strategies.  
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Communicative le-

gitimation strategy 

Description (function/purpose) Constitutive strategies from discursive and 

rhetorical legitimation studies 

Authorisation 

 

• Reference to personal, impersonal, and institution-

alised authorities. 

• Emphasising character and credibility. 

• Appeal to the normative authority of wider belief 

systems. 

Authorisation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van 

Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara, 2014; 

Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 

2008; Vaara et al., 2006); Ethos (authority-

based arguments) (Erkama & Vaara, 2010). 

Moralisation 

 

• Emphasising moral arguments and discourses of 

moral value. 

• Moralisation, moral evaluation, and analogical 

comparisons. 

• Referencing moral emotional claims. 

Moralisation (Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara 

et al., 2006); Moral evaluation (Van Leeu-

wen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; 

Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Tienari, 2008); Value-

based theorisation and ontological theorisa-

tion (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005); Pathos 

(emotional moral arguments) (Erkama & 

Vaara, 2010). 

Rationalisation 

 

 

• Reference to the intended utility, goals, outcome, 

or results. 

• Reference to the means by which a desired out-

come is pursued. 

• Emphasising a specific rationale that fulfil needs. 

Rationalisation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van 

Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara, 2014; 

Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 

2008; Vaara et al., 2006); Teleological theo-

risation (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005); 

Logos (rational arguments) (Erkama & 

Vaara, 2010). 

Narrativisation  

 

• Narratives that reflect acceptable or appropriate be-

haviour. 

• Narrative reconstructions that convey rewarding or 

punishing consequences for legitimate or illegiti-

mate behaviour. 

Narrativisation (Vaara et al., 2006); Mytho-

poiesis (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen 

& Wodak, 1999; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & 

Tienari, 2008); Exemplification (Vaara & 

Monin, 2010); Autopoiesis (Erkama & 

Vaara, 2010); Historical theorisation 

(Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). 

Table 3.3. A synthesised typology of communicative legitimation strategies.  



77 
 

Third, rationalisation is legitimation by reference to the function and utility of social action (Van 

Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). By emphasising the function and utility of specific 

organisational practices, rationalisations “provides the rationale” for particular choices (Vaara et al., 

2006, p. 804), thus reflecting rational arguments for establishing legitimacy (Vaara & Monin, 2010). The 

utility of such arguments is typically based on knowledge claims recognised as relevant in a particular 

context (Vaara & Tienari, 2008). Rationalisation is often linked with financial arguments and financial 

discourses associated with neo-liberal ideals of growth, efficiency, synergy, financial value, etc. (Vaara, 

2014; Vaara et al., 2006), and is often associated with instrumental arguments for legitimising particular 

actions. 

Scholars have discussed two different types of rationalisation. First, instrumental rationalisation 

describes the legitimation of activities through the objective or result they aim to achieve, thus empha-

sising the expected benefits, purposes, functions, or outcomes of particular activities (Van Leeuwen & 

Wodak, 1999; Vaara et al., 2006). Instrumental rationalisation can have three different orientations, i.e. 

a goal orientation, emphasising the goals and intentions of people; a means orientation, emphasising that 

activities are a means to achieving a desired end; and an effect orientation, emphasising the purposeful 

outcome, result, or effect of activities (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Second, theoretical rationalisation legiti-

mises activities based on concrete definitions or explanations, which frame things as being naturally the 

way they are, or which identify a lack of alternative scenarios (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & 

Wodak, 1999; Vaara & Monin, 2010). This dissertation argues that the two rhetorical strategies, teleo-

logical theorisation (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005), and logos (Erkama & Vaara, 2010) fit with ration-

alisation. Logos, as a dynamic of rhetorical legitimation, deals with rational arguments, typically of fi-

nancial performance. Similarly, teleological theorisation is described as “instrumental,” and is often as-

sociated with intentional plans to fulfil particular needs (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). 

Finally, narrativisation refers to legitimation through narratives that indicate acceptable, appro-

priate, or preferential behaviour (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). It entails narrative-type reconstruc-

tions, i.e. stories, that provide a narrative structure to particular events, and thus function to “concretize 

and dramatize” such events for legitimation purposes (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 804). Narrativisation can be 

used to portray persons or entire organisations as winners, losers, heroes, adversaries, or culprits in par-

ticular events (Vaara et al., 2006). Legitimation is typically conveyed through narratives whose outcome 
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rewards legitimate actions and penalises non-legitimate actions (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Two sub-strate-

gies have been distinguished, i.e. moral tales, which revolve around an actor who is rewarded for follow-

ing socially legitimate practices, and cautionary tales, which focus on actors who are punished for en-

gaging in socially deviant behaviour. This dissertation argues that the rhetorical strategies autopoiesis 

(Erkama & Vaara, 2010) and historical theorisation (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) can be categorised 

as types of narrativisation. While autopoiesis refers to autopoietic narratives of purpose and identity, and 

thus refers to the narrative presentation of particular events, historical theorisation, which appeals to 

history and tradition, agrees more with the cautionary tales type of narrativisation, since it typically has 

an “undertone of prescient caution” (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005, p. 51). 

 

3.4. Analytical framework for the empirical investigation of PBO-client relationships 

Having introduced the dissertation’s overall theoretical framework, this section details its analytical 

framework used for the empirical investigation. The analytical framework is developed to allow analys-

ing the use of communicative legitimation strategies in terms of legitimacy attributions across organisa-

tional goals, characteristics, and activities, thus consisting of two primary aspects of the theoretical 

framework: (1) the four communicative legitimation strategies of authorisation, moralisation, rationali-

sation, and narrativisation, and (2) legitimacy attribution across organisational goals, characteristics, and 

activities. The former are used in the analysis to interpret the strategies with which the studied agencies 

legitimise their client relationships, and how. The latter is used in the analysis to identify whether these 

strategies are aimed to legitimise client relationships in terms of goals, characteristics, or activities. The 

analytical framework was central to the dissertation’s thematic analysis process, since it supports rigor-

ous and consistent  interpretation of the empirical data according to a clarified theoretical framework 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this dissertation, the analytical framework thus functions as 

a theoretical and analytical lens through which the empirical data have been analysed and interpreted. 

Figure 5.2 illustrates the analytical framework.  

The large circle on the left represents the overall focus of the dissertation, i.e. PBO-client rela-

tionships. The smaller circles in the middle of the figure refer to legitimacy attribution across organisa-

tional goals, characteristics, and activities. On the right-hand side of the figure are the four communica-

tive legitimation strategies. This is meant to indicate that the ways in which PBOs legitimise their client 
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relationships is influenced by whether legitimation attempts emphasise goals, characteristics, or activities 

and, accordingly, which of these cues legitimacy attributions relate to.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the analysis, themes are categorised as either goals, characteristics, or activities, and are then 

analysed as mainly using an authorisation, moralisation, rationalisation, or narrativisation strategy. 

Themes were categorised as goals when they were interpreted as denoting an underlying motive and/or 

intention by the studied agencies. Themes were categorised as characteristics when they reflect descrip-

tions of general and recurrent organisational features that, according to interviewees, aid in legitimation 

attempts, and as activities when they described specific methods of operation to legitimise something in 

the action itself. In this analysis, therefore, organisational goals are what respondents articulated as the 

overall purposes of legitimation efforts connected with their client relationship management. In turn, 

Goals

Characteristics

Core activities

PBO-client relation-
ships 

• Authorisation 

• Moralisation 

• Rationalisation 

• Narrativisation 

Cues for legitimacy attribution 

  

Communicative legitimation strategies 

 
Focus of the empirical research 

 

Figure 3.1. Analytical framework: communicative legitimation strategies across legitimacy attributions. 
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organisational characteristics are what respondents described as the key legitimising characteristics of 

either their agencies or their client relationships supporting the achievement of these goals. Finally, the 

core organisational activities refers to particular activities described by respondents as helping legitimise 

particular aspects of their agencies and/or client relationships. 

Organisational goals, characteristics, and activities may be difficult to distinguish in practice. For 

example, because organisational goals are value-laden, they not only represent their own cues for legiti-

macy constructions among stakeholders, but also imply the legitimacy of organisational activities under-

taken to achieve these goals (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). In other words, there is a link between the goals, 

characteristics, and activities of organisations in their pursuit of legitimacy. Consequently, the categori-

sation of themes as either goals, characteristics, or activities was an analytical rather than empirical dis-

tinction (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) in order to be able to distinguish between them, but also to recognise 

their relationships.   

To illustrate this, the first global theme in the analysis, long-term relationships, consists of three 

identified goals, namely to deliver on core values, to generate stability, and to create interdependencies. 

These are the underlying motives and intentions for establishing and maintaining long-term client rela-

tionships as expressed by the respondents. The theme consists of two characteristics, i.e. adaptability and 

process communication, which respondents view as key characteristics for continuously legitimising 

long-term relationships toward their clients. Finally, the theme has three activities, namely show concern 

for the client, continuously increase capabilities, and networking, which represent concrete activities 

carried out to support the legitimation of long-term relationships.  

Now, having reviewed the PBO literature and outlined a theoretical framework of legitimacy 

theory, the next chapter present’s the dissertation’s methodology, detailing methodological choices for 

exploring PBO-client relationship management. 
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Chapter IV  
Methodology  
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4. Methodology 

This chapter describes the dissertation’s overall methodological choices. Section 4.1 introduces the dis-

sertation’s qualitative and exploratory case study methodology, in line with its limited realist ontology 

and subjective interpretative epistemology. Section 4.2 describes the empirical context, i.e. the Danish 

marketing industry, as an embedded case design.  

 

4.1. A qualitative and exploratory case study methodology 

Methodology reflects “a choice of approach and research methods adopted in a given study,” and is 

concerned with the fundamental “logic of scientific inquiry” (Grix, 2002, p. 179). This dissertation’s 

methodology can be described as a qualitative and exploratory case study. The qualitative case study 

methodology has been selected for this dissertation because it facilitates the “exploration of a phenome-

non within its context” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544) and because it is generally appropriate for address-

ing ‘how’ and ‘why’ research questions (Maaløe, 2002). In this way, it is appropriate for answering the 

dissertation’s research question of how PBOs strategically legitimise their client relationships. Accord-

ingly, it is appropriate for achieving the dissertation’s research objective to enhance the current under-

standing of PBO-client relationship management. With its focus on context, a qualitative case study 

methodology resonates well with the dissertation’s interpretative epistemology, which emphasises the 

exploration and interpretation of “meaning of social phenomena as experienced by individuals them-

selves, in their natural context” (Malterud, 2001, p. 483). 

 Congruent with a qualitative methodology, the dissertation takes an exploratory research ap-

proach, which aims to uncover previously underexplored issues in order to “trigger theoretical inspira-

tion,” and to examine existing assumptions about, or ways of understanding, a particular phenomenon 

within existing literature, while also remaining open to empirically-generated findings and understand-

ings (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013, p. 1). An exploratory approach is appropriate given the dissertation’s 

aim to explore how client relationships are strategically legitimised by PBOs. This is because this aim 

rests on challenging existing functionalist assumptions and project-centric ways of understanding client 

relationship management in the PBO literature, instead advancing a relational perspective to generate 

empirical findings that can nuance these existing understandings.  

 An exploratory research approach also represents an “explicit attempt to interpret the narrative 

but also to link emerging conceptual and theoretical ideas inductively derived from the case both to 
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stronger analytical themes within the case and wider theoretical debates in the literature” (Pettigrew, 

1990, p. 280). Hence, the dissertation’s legitimacy perspective holds the potential to contribute to existing 

literature by extending, complementing, and advancing a currently underexplored (aspect of a) topic, 

which is the typically type of contribution for exploratory research (cf. Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013; Hart, 

2014), specifically by empirically addressing the simultaneous increase in legitimacy perspectives in 

project research, but continuous absence of legitimacy perspectives for studying PBO-client relationship 

management.  

Consistent with the qualitative and exploratory case study methodology, the dissertation relies on 

abductive reasoning, which is a combination of inductive and deductive reasoning for exploring empiri-

cal data and generating theoretical ideas (Hammersley, 2007; G. Thomas, 2010). This relationship be-

tween inductive and deductive reasoning is shown in figure 4.1.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1. The dynamic of abductive reasoning. 

 

Combining induction and deduction, an abductive approach allows an iterative research process 

where empirical and theoretical insights are continuously reinterpreted in the light of each other 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). In this dissertation, the iterative approach has been used to generate in-

sights from the empirical data collection and the initial interpretation of the data, and on this basis con-

tinuously refocusing the research objective (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). In other words, the study has 

been an iterative back-and-forth process between data and theory to maintain a level of overlap between 

Induction
Deduction

Theory Empirical ob-
servations 

Abduction 
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data collection and data analysis, thereby enhancing the strength of the analytical findings(Eisenhardt, 

1989). Following this line of thinking, the thematic analysis of the empirical data utilised both a priori 

and emerging themes, which is typical for thematic analysis methods in qualitative and exploratory re-

search designs (King, 2004; 2012). Therefore, the analysis focused on themes considered prior to the 

empirical investigation, as well as themes emerging during or as a result of the empirical investigation. 

This led to a gradual nuancing of the understanding of PBO-client relationships during the analytical 

process (this is further elaborated in section 5.3.1 on the dissertation’s analytical process). 

Furthermore, abduction more realistically reflects the fact that a study’s theorising is developed 

in specific empirical contexts and that the interpretation of the empirical data is influenced by the re-

searcher’s preconceptions and specific frames of reference (Alvesson & Skölberg, 2018). In line with 

this, abduction facilitates exploring theoretical understandings of a particular context and its participants, 

by foregrounding how the meanings and perspectives of these participants form their local contextual 

worldviews (Bryman, 2008). This is consistent with the dissertation’s hermeneutical stance. Finally, and 

consistent with these arguments, abduction allows challenging and rethinking existing dominating ideas 

in the current literature (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007), and has been utilised in this dissertation to support 

the challenging of functionalist assumptions and project-centric ways of understanding PBO-client rela-

tionships, which seem to currently dominate conversations in the PBO literature.  

 With this in mind, the next section takes a closer look at the empirical context of the dissertation, 

defining the Danish marketing industry as an embedded case design, and providing arguments for the 

choice of this particular case context. 

 

4.2. Empirical context: the Danish marketing industry as an embedded case design 

The empirical context of the Danish marketing industry can be described as an embedded holistic case 

design (Maaløe, 2002), which is a single field of inquiry (i.e. the Danish marketing industry) with mul-

tiple embedded objects of analysis (i.e. the individual agencies studied). This type of case design enables 

the study of multiple organisations which are more or less similar across time and space, and is especially 

appropriate for the study of organisations within the same industry due to their similarities in terms of 

geographical position and/or organisational characteristics that influence their mode of operation and 

self-understanding (Maaløe, 2002). The embedded case design was therefore chosen to explore perspec-

tives of PBO-client relationships across a representative segment of organisations in an industry widely 



85 
 

recognised as project-based (Grabher, 2002a, 2002b; von Bernuth & Bathelt, 2007; Whitley, 2006). 

While a case study “focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 

1989, p. 534), here, the embedded holistic case design means that such single settings refer not to a single 

organisation, but to a particular industry with multiple embedded organisations.  

Data collection in an embedded case study is divided into two inter-related levels, i.e. “a broader 

level (e.g., a field setting) that contains or embeds a narrower level (e.g., a participant in the setting)” 

(Yin, 2010, p. 83). According to Yin (2010), this is appropriate for qualitative case studies, since it allows 

the collection of data across a number of organisations at the narrower level to be placed within, and 

therefore understood according to, a unifying context at the broader level. The broader level here is the 

Danish marketing industry, which constitutes a unifying context whose constitutive organisations can be 

said to share certain qualities (Maaløe, 2002). The narrower level more specifically comprises 18 case 

organisations within this industry, in which interviews have been conducted and documents collected. 

The Danish marketing industry largely fulfils a contextual function (Yin, 2010) that enables the collec-

tion of data across individual organisations and allows for analysis of PBO-client relationships in a pro-

ject-based organisational context. The relationship between the overall topic, the broader level, and the 

narrower level of data collection is important (Yin, 2010), and has been illustrated in table 4.1.  

 

Topic Level of data collection 

 Broader level Narrower level 

PBO-client relationships Danish marketing industry Individual marketing agencies: n = 18 

Table 4.1. Levels of data collection in the embedded case study design.  

 

The Danish marketing industry was chosen as the empirical case context because the organisa-

tions operating in this industry are widely recognised as PBOs (Grabher, 2002a, 2002b; von Bernuth & 

Bathelt, 2007; Whitley, 2006). In Denmark, the marketing industry comprises more than 250 agencies 

across a minimum of six sub-domains, including advertising agencies, digital agencies, public relations 

agencies, dialogue agencies, design agencies, and media agencies (Bureaubiz, 2016; Jensen, 2015). The 

industry is typically referred to as the advertising industry (in Danish 'bureaubranchen,' see Bureaubiz, 
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2016; Jensen, 2015). However, for the purpose of this dissertation, the term marketing industry is con-

sidered more appropriate, because it is more encompassing of the various types of organisations operat-

ing in the industry. As such, it also better reflects a research focus which is not limited to advertising 

agencies in particular, but more broadly to different types of agencies within the industry. Indeed, across 

the listed sub-domains, services offered by marketing agencies are not limited to marketing tasks, but 

include such different activities as strategy consulting, concept development, branding, analysis, track-

ing, media choice, advertising, design, user experience/front end, technology consulting/back end, search 

engine marketing, production, etc. (Jensen, 2015). Furthermore, the sampling of respondents also relied 

on this inclusive definition of the industry, selecting respondents from different types of agencies in order 

to facilitate a representative look at the industry as a whole (section 5.1.1.3 discusses the dissertation’s 

sampling strategy in more detail).  

In the literature, marketing industries are characterised by a focus on both PBOs per se (Girard & 

Stark, 2002; Grabher, 2002a, 2002b; Sydow et al., 2004; von Bernuth & Bathelt, 2007) and service-

providing organisations, which typically also organise their operational and development activities in 

projects (DeFillipi & Arthur 1998; Gann & Salter, 1998; Grabher, 2002; Hobday, 2000; Prencipe & Tell, 

2001; Lindkvist, 2004). In addition, service-providing organisations and project-coordinator organisa-

tions in Denmark in particular have been argued to operate in highly project-based ways (Whitley, 2006). 

For these reasons, the Danish marketing industry was considered an appropriate case context for theo-

retical clarification in the study of PBO-client relationships (Maaløe, 2002). 

Having described the dissertation’s methodological choices, the next chapter takes a closer look 

at its research design, including strategies for constructing and analysing the empirical data.  
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5. Research design 

This chapter presents the dissertation’s research design. Section 5.1 introduces the overall notion of data 

construction and semi-structured interviews as the primary method of data construction. Section 5.2 in-

troduces thematic analysis as the chosen method of data analysis. Finally, section 5.3 presents the disser-

tation’s analysis strategy, including its process of thematic analysis.  

 

5.1. Data construction 

With a point of departure in philosophical hermeneutics, empirical data is co-constructed between re-

searcher and subject(s), in this case interview respondents. Data construction, as opposed to data collec-

tion, suggests a more active role by the researcher. Reflecting concepts of dialogue and the fusion of 

horizons (Gadamer, 2013), it defines the role of the researcher as actively participating in the process of 

generating data, and with a focus on achieving mutual understandings through dialogical interaction with 

interview respondents. 

Therefore, following the dissertation’s subjective interpretative epistemology, the construction of 

empirical data in this dissertation relied on using rather than suspending own preconceptions in order to 

understand the meanings of the interview respondents by actively engaging with them through a recurrent 

interpretative process. In this way, emphasis is placed on co-constructing meanings of a subjectively 

understood social reality, rather than depicting an objective reality. Data construction in this dissertation, 

then, is understood as an approach to research which recognises the co-constructive nature of inter-sub-

jectivity between the researcher and the subjects studied, rather than being a mirror that reflects the world 

in a one-to-one congruence between words and the events and interactions they represent (Yanow, 2012).  

 On this basis, the primary source of data construction for this dissertation is the semi-structured 

interview, supplemented by archival documents when allowed by interview participants. While inter-

views with respondents enable the exploration of strategic thinking behind legitimation strategies, ar-

chival data makes it possible to identify concrete communicative examples supporting or disproving 

respondent statements about their intentions. Therefore, archival documents were primarily used in the 

analytical process for triangulation purposes, i.e. using different types of data to cross-check interpreta-

tions of the data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 1990). While interviews are generally useful for providing 

depth, subtlety, and personal feeling, documents are useful for collecting more factual information (Pet-

tigrew, 1990), hence the choice to employ this type of data for cross-checking interpretations of the 
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interview data. The following sections discuss the choice of the semi-structured interview as the primary 

data source in more detail, and describe the underlying choices related to sampling, interviewing, and 

transcribing.  

 

5.1.1. The semi-structured interview as the primary method of data construction 

There are four central features of the semi-structured interview that merit methodological consideration 

in terms of constructing empirical data: the interview guide and the interview process, transcription strat-

egy, sampling strategy, and slicing of data. Consistent with the dissertation’s hermeneutical stance, the 

use of the semi-structured interview was chosen because it involves a mutual sense-making process and 

a synthesis of retrospective sense-making accounts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The semi-structured 

interview is particularly useful for research designs based on the hermeneutical assumption of precon-

ceptions, since it requires the researcher to have some knowledge of the studied phenomenon while at 

the same time being open to the continuous emergence of new information (N. Å. Andersen, 1999). 

Furthermore, constructing interview data is appropriate in terms of the dissertation’s qualitative method-

ology and abductive research approach, inasmuch as interview data allow continuous reflection and in-

terpretation to achieve at a sense of data saturation (Crabtree & Miller, 2000).  

The overall aim of using the semi-structured interview was to gain an understanding of how PBOs 

strategically legitimise their client relationships, according to the accounts of their members. Because 

the semi-structured interview is neither entirely structured nor entirely unstructured, it allows a sympa-

thetic insight into the perspectives of interview participants (Bryman, 2008). Therefore, it enables a com-

bination of analytical structure and flexibility, unlike structured interviews, which rely more on closed 

questions that tend to confirm some form of hypothesis rather than nuance and further develop the un-

derstanding of a subject (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Nygaard, 2012). This is in line with the overall 

hermeneutical understanding approach of this dissertation. Correspondingly, the semi-structured inter-

view is useful for eliciting perceptions and sense-making of particular topics (Daymon & Holloway, 

2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

Furthermore, because the semi-structured interview enables the exploration of underlying inten-

tions and motivations of interview participants, it is in line with the theoretical lens of legitimacy as 
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strategic communication, whose main concern is the intentions behind communicative legitimation pro-

cesses. This also corresponds with the hermeneutical assumption that people’s behaviour always emerges 

from particular motives and intentions (Fredslund, 2012). 

The semi-structured interview as a method for constructing data has certain limitations, however. 

First, there is a risk of respondents doing face and identity work, which can potentially transform con-

versations into being “as much about the person producing themselves as an ‘adequate interviewee,’ as 

a ‘specific type of person in relation to this specific topic,’.” (Silverman, 2011, p. 191, emphasis in 

original). This relates to the concept of retrospective sense-making (Weick, 1995), which also involves 

the risk of a potential gap between what interviewees say they do and what they do in practice, whether 

consciously or unconsciously (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). This involves a risk that the interview data 

is more a reflection of the social encounter between interviewer and interviewee than an actual insight 

into the topic itself (Silverman, 2011). Such an “effect of the interviewer” makes it important to spend 

time with interviewees in order to build trust and lower the perceived need to do face and identity work 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2002, p. 185). While such critique tends to reflect somewhat realist approaches 

to data collection, which tend not to recognise the appropriateness of interviews from a more subjective 

interpretative perspective, it is relevant to consider this as a potential risk of doing interviews. Therefore, 

the next section describes how these potential drawbacks have been tackled in the formulation of the 

interview guide and in the process of interviewing.  

 

5.1.1.1. Interview guide and interview process 

The semi-structured interview does not need to follow an interview guide strictly, but may be used more 

flexibly to allow for asking questions ad hoc to explore interesting issues that emerge during the inter-

view. In this way, it allows for a combination of structure and flexibility (Daymon & Holloway, 2002; 

Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) and enables a freer and more naturally flowing conversation between re-

searcher and interview participants. In this dissertation, the interview process utilised a semi-structured 

interview guide precisely to allow for a flexible and conversation-like interview process6. Thus, rather 

                                                           
6 See appendices 1 and 2 for the primary and follow-up interview guides, respectively.  
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than adhering strictly to a fixed set of questions to be asked in a particular sequence, the interview con-

versations were open, both as regards the sequence of questions asked and in allowing each interview 

context to flow naturally, thereby ensuring that the conversations were based firmly on the interviewees’ 

lived experiences and not solely on theoretical notions. As argued by Daymon and Holloway (2002), the 

semi-structured interview is specifically useful for systematically covering the same range of topics 

across different interviews, while at the same time allowing each individual interview to remain suffi-

ciently open-ended to engage participants fully and naturally in conversation. Despite having developed 

a detailed and elaborate interview guide, therefore, the interviews largely followed the form of a conver-

sation in order to capture the topics and themes that the interviewees found interesting and relevant.  

 Due to the exploratory nature of the dissertation, the initial interview guide comprised a range of 

questions to cover a variety of communication aspects related to PBO-client relationship management, 

including formal and informal communication processes, communication responsibilities, the work and 

role of the interviewee in terms of communicating with clients, cross-functional communication, cross-

organisational communication, knowledge-sharing practices, collaboration practices, etc. The questions 

in the follow-up interview guide centred more explicitly on issues of legitimacy, as well as related topics 

of trust and commitment, to ensure appropriate context in the conversations. Here, the focus was on 

uncovering the underlying intentions regarding client relationships, as well as which organisational char-

acteristics and specific activities influence client perceptions of the agencies’ legitimacy.  

Interviews were conducted in two separate stages: primary interviews and subsequent follow-up 

interviews. The first stage of interviewing was carried out during February-April 2017, and the follow-

up interviews during September 2017. Follow-up data collection (Eisenhardt, 1989) served to gradually 

enhance the theoretical and empirical preconceptions, as well as sharpen the focus of the dissertation’s 

empirical analysis. It should be noted that three preliminary interviews were conducted in September-

October 2016 in order to develop an initial understanding of the issues experienced by professionals in 

the Danish marketing industry.  

To address the potential limitations of semi-structured interviews as noted above, each interview 

conversation was approached as a highly social and relational situation (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). 

Consequently, emphasis was placed on creating rapport and engaging empathetically with the individual 

interviewee, ensuring eye contact, swiftly creating a shared language, and facilitating a pleasant atmos-
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phere in terms of place, tone, transparency of intentions and motivation, briefing interviewees and nego-

tiating the interview format, reassuring their anonymity and confidentiality, and getting their permission 

to audio-record the interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This also meant conducting the interviews 

face-to-face at a time and place convenient to the interviewees, typically in his/her own office. However, 

due to practical circumstances, the follow-up interviews were conducted via Skype and e-mail (they were 

conducted while on my research stay in Hong Kong). This was also negotiated with the interviewees in 

advance to make sure they were comfortable with the idea. An overview of the data, including the length 

of the interviews and the number of archival data, can be found in table 5.2 in section 5.1.1.4.  

  

5.1.1.2. A verbatim/reconstructive transcription of the interviews 

Due to its interpretative epistemology and qualitative methodology, this dissertation views the transcrip-

tion of the interviews as an integral part of the analytical and interpretative process (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009; Poland, 1995; Wood & Kroger, 2000). As an interpretative process, transcription is “a key phase 

of data analysis within interpretative qualitative methodology.” (Bird, 2005, p. 227 in Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 87). Specifically, it involves a continuous interpretative assessment of how the written tran-

scripts are produced or, in other words, how data evolves from oral to written discourse (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Wood & Kroger, 2000). Transcription therefore is “a pivotal aspect of qualitative 

inquiry” (Oliver, Serovich, & Mason, 2005, p. 1273), and the quality of transcriptions is critical to the 

overall quality and rigour of the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). At the same time, however, there is 

“no golden standard of transcription” (Brinkmann, 2013, p. 61), only a series of choices to be made when 

deciding on the style and level of detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Therefore, 

it is important to reflect on the choices made in transcribing data, including the nature and level of detail 

used (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Poland, 2003). 

 

 

Naturalised/very detailed   Verbatim                  Denaturalised/reconstructive 

Figure 5.1. Continuum of degrees of detail in interview transcription. 
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The level of transcription detail should be tailored to both the aim of the study, the focus of the 

research question, the theoretical and methodological affordances of the study, and the specific method 

of data analysis chosen. As shown in figure 5.1, transcription strategies can be understood according to 

a continuum ranging from naturalised and very detailed approaches to denaturalised and reconstructive 

approaches (Brinkmann, 2013; Oliver et al., 2005).  

The naturalised/very detailed approach results in rich and highly nuanced transcripts, and is typ-

ically used in conversation analysis studies, which require minute attention to linguistic, non-linguistic, 

and structural features of conversations, such as pauses, pause-length, intonation, overlaps in speech, 

delay, hesitation, and emphasis (Oliver et al., 2005). The verbatim approach refers to word-by-word 

transcripts, which do not cover all these linguistic and non-linguistic features, nonetheless do attempt to 

accurately reflect the communicative event, albeit in a more reader-friendly way. Finally, the denatural-

ised/reconstructive approach results in a more manipulated transcript which rearranges and reorganises 

conversations into more meaningful sentences, excluding certain conversational aspects that are consid-

ered irrelevant for the purpose of the analysis. This approach is no less concerned with faithful and trust-

worthy transcription, but departs from a different research focus and a motivation to sharpen the analyt-

ical focus by correcting grammatical errors, omitting interview noise such as stutters and pauses, and 

standardising non-standardised accents.  

 Given its qualitative, exploratory, and interpretative approach, therefore, the dissertation utilised 

a verbatim/reconstructive transcription strategy (Brinkmann, 2013). This was motivated by the overall 

research purpose of the dissertation, as recommended by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), and also reso-

nates with interpretative thematic analysis as the dissertation’s data analysis method, which “does not 

require the same level of detail in the transcript as conversation, discourse or even narrative analysis” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 88). In particular, the verbatim/reconstructive approach is primarily concerned 

with the substance of the interview and the meanings and perceptions created and shared during conver-

sation (Oliver et al., 2005). In practice, a verbatim strategy was used when transcribing the interviews, 

but a reconstructive strategy was used subsequently to transform the quotes used in-text in the dissertation 

in order to enhance readability. Here, close attention was paid to avoid losing the substance of the inter-

view extracts used. The empirical examples used in-text were selected as exemplary quotes of the differ-

ent themes.  



94 
 

Interview transcriptions were carried out on the basis of audio-recorded interviews. Follow-up 

interviews were carried out either via Skype or via e-mail, depending on the interviewees’ requests. The 

follow-up interviews via e-mail followed conventional guidelines for e-mail interviews in qualitative 

research (Meho, 2006). Both face-to-face and Skype interviews were audio-recorded. Extensive notes 

were taken during and immediately after each interview in order to capture immediate interpretations of 

what was said in the interview conversations. These notes were then read immediately after each inter-

view and transformed into a document of analytical notes to be used in the thematic analysis of the data. 

The notes were used both in the formative thematisation process, to help remember interesting points in 

the interview data, and when evaluating the themes identified through the analysis, in order to either 

substantiate or reject particular interpretations of expressions from the interviews.  

In order to ensure intimate involvement in the data and be able to spot interesting aspects 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2002), I transcribed the majority of the interviews myself. Specifically, I tran-

scribed the first 13 out of 18 interviews in the first stage of interviewing myself, with the remaining five 

being transcribed by a student assistant. I transcribed all follow-up interviews myself. In line with rec-

ommendations for ensuring quality and rigour in interview transcriptions, those interviews transcribed 

by the student assistant were not delegated for transcription until after a preliminary round of analysis 

(Poland, 1995). This served to reduce the risk of misinterpretation in the recorded interviews (Oliver et 

al., 2005) and to increase the quality of the transcripts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Poland, 1995). More-

over, during the transcription and analysis process, records were kept, both in Nvivo’s internal functions 

of ‘memo links’ and ‘node properties’ and in separate Word documents. These records were frequently 

re-visited to strengthen the interpretation of the data.  

 Careful attention was paid to ensuring the validity of the interview transcripts. Due to the inter-

pretative stance of the dissertation, the validity of the interview transcripts is not equivalent to the level 

of detail involved, but is rather a matter of how the transcript is grounded theoretically, how it supports 

rigorous analysis, and how it reflects the overall research purpose of the dissertation (Gee, 1999; Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009; Poland, 1995). Therefore, the quality and validity of the transcripts rest on the 

trustworthiness of the content and meaning of the recorded interview (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which in 

turn means that emphasis was placed on maintaining the integrity of the message as intended by the 

interviewee (Wood & Kroger, 2000) and on consistency across transcripts (Poland, 1995). Taking these 

considerations of quality and validity into account, the actual guideline for interview transcription used 
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in this dissertation followed the recommendations of Brinkmann (2013) and Oliver et al. (2005), and can 

be found in appendix 3.  

 

5.1.1.3. Sampling 

In line with the qualitative and exploratory research approach, the dissertation utilised a theoretical and 

purposive sampling strategy, selecting case companies and interview candidates because they were con-

sidered likely to make valuable contributions to the study (cf. Heide et al., 2018) and, as such, useful in 

achieving the overall research objective of the dissertation (Yin, 2010). This type of sampling allows 

“filling conceptual gaps” of existing theory (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 533), and permits analytic generalisa-

tions of the findings to enable conceptual contributions beyond the specific case context (Maaløe, 2002).  

The aim of this sampling strategy was twofold. First, to select case companies representative of 

the Danish marketing industry. In order to do so, the Bureaubiz 20167 report was consulted to gain an 

overview of the industry. The 18 agencies eventually selected were considered to be a representative 

segment of the industry in terms of five parameters: 1) sub-domain, 2) geographical positioning, 3) num-

ber of employees, 4) relative size and positioning in the market, and 5) revenue. Second, to ensure rich 

and varied data material. In order to do so, interview candidates were selected with different educational 

and professional background, gender, job title/position, and years of experience. Furthermore, interview-

ees were selected across organisational levels and with different managerial authority, in order to inter-

view both lower-level employees (i.e. project managers, senior project managers, consultants, etc.), mid-

level employees/management (i.e. project officers, directors of project services, chief consultants, chief 

operating officers, corporate marketing officers, etc.), and top-level management (i.e. managing direc-

tors, partners, founders, co-owners, etc.). These choices were motivated by consistent arguments in stra-

tegic communication literature that strategic communication activities – in this dissertation communica-

tive legitimation strategies – are carried out not only by communication professionals, but also by other 

key organisational actors such as leaders, managers, and co-workers (Hallahan et al., 2007; Heide et al., 

2018). However, common to the selected respondents is their knowledge about and/or experience in 

managing client relationships. When sampling the interviewees, I specifically asked to talk to people 

                                                           
7 The Bureaubiz report is an annual report based on a large amount of both quantitative and qualitative data, which reports 
on the current trends of the Danish marketing industry. 
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who either have managerial responsibility as regards strategising, managing, and overseeing client rela-

tionship management, or who are in daily interaction with clients and as such an integral part of client 

relationship management. Table 5.1 presents an overview of the persons interviewed, as well as provid-

ing additional information about each case company. The actual number of interviews included in the 

research design was based on the concept of data saturation, i.e. the “number of interviews needed to get 

a reliable sense of thematic exhaustion and variability” (Bryman, 2008, p. 417). This was evaluated con-

tinuously, since I started the transcription and preliminary analysis processes during the interviewing. 

Following Daymon and Holloway (2002), a two-step data construction process was followed, 

consisting of a preliminary interview stage to learn more about PBO-client relationships, and a subse-

quent, more focused interview stage based on this enhanced understanding, selecting relevant respond-

ents and formulating relevant interview questions. Three preliminary interviews were conducted, in order 

to explore relevant issues experienced by practitioners. These interviews were with a Digital Project 

Manager from a small digital strategy agency (10-15 employees), a Project Coordinator and Manager 

from a medium-sized marketing strategy agency (300-350 employees), and a Digital Account Manager 

from a network conglomerate working with digital performance, marketing, and creative work (27,000 

employees).  

These interviewees were selected through snowball sampling (Yin, 2010), and the interviews 

were preliminarily analysed to identify main issues and concerns raised by the respondents in terms of 

client relationship management. This yielded an understanding of the heterogeneity of the industry, in 

terms of size and specific capabilities of the various marketing agencies. In line with the embedded ho-

listic case design, I then followed Daymon and Holloway’s (2002) concepts of homogeneous and heter-

ogeneous samples, i.e. choosing agencies that reflect the overall homogeneity of the marketing industry 

(that is, recognising the similar characteristics and affiliation with the same industry of the case compa-

nies) as well as the heterogeneity among agencies.  

  



97 
 

Case Job title of respondent Sex Years of experience  

Educational background 

Description of organisation 

#1 Chief Operating Officer 
(COO) 

 

M • 12 years 
• Political science 

• Digital communication and marketing 
• 110-115 employees 

#2 Managing Director and Part-
ner 

M • 15 years 
• Cand. Merc.  

• Advertising and communication design 
• 50-100 employees 

#3 Partner and Co-Owner 

 

F • 7 years 
• Cand. Mag. 

• Communication  
• 10-15 employees 

#4 Project Manager F • 22 years 
• Graphic designer 

• Shopper and retail activation  
• 5-10 employees 

#5 Founder, Co-owner, and Part-
ner  

 

M • 25 years 
• Dramaturgy 

• Design and communication  
• 10-15 employees 

#6 Partner, Co-owner, and Cor-
porate Communication Of-
ficer (CCO)  

 

F • 9 years 
• Cand. Mag. 

• Advertising and design  
• 5-10 employees 

#7 Project Officer M • 3 years 
• Cand. Merc. 

• Creative digital  
• 5-10 employees  

#8 Director of Project Services 

 

M • 8 years 
• Cand. Mag. 

• Integrated digital  
• 100-150 employees 

#9 Senior Project Manager F Undisclosed • Innovation and communication  
• 50-100 employees 

#10 Project Manager and Consult-
ant 

 

F • 11 years 
• Cand. Ling. Merc. 

• Full service digital 
• 100-110 employees 

#11 Project Manager M • 3 years 
• Cand. Merc. 

• Experience marketing 
• 5-10 employees 

#12 Chief Consultant M Undisclosed • Communication  
• 25-30 employees 

#13 Partner, CEO, co-owner, and 
Corporate Marketing Officer 
(CMO)  

 

F • 13 years 
• Journalist 

• Communication  
• 2 employees 

#14 Partner, CEO 

 

M Undisclosed • Strategic marketing  
• 1 employee 
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#15 Contact Director  M • 21 years 
• Cand. Merc.  

• Advertising and knowledge  
• 100-150 employees 

#16 Chief of Strategy and Con-
cept 

F • 10 years 
• Cand. Mag. 

• Advertising and digital  
• 15-20 employees  

#17 CEO and Founding Partner  M • 3 years 
• Undisclosed  

• Digital marketing  
• 10-15 employees 

#18 Project Manager 

 

F • 15 years 
• Multimedia designer 

• Creative communication  
• 10-20 employees 

Table 5.1. Overview of interview respondents and case companies. 

 

5.1.1.4. Slicing of the empirical data 

The empirical data were sliced so that interviews were used as primary data for generating and substan-

tiating themes in the thematic analysis, and archival documents were used for data triangulation purposes 

to strengthen the depth of the analysis and the validity of the findings (Pettigrew, 1990). This is in line 

with most case studies, which typically rely on multiple empirical sources (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 

2010). In addition to archival documents, indirect types of data were also used, i.e. contextual information 

from the case company websites and Bureaubiz report and through informal conversations with their 

members. Table 5.2 presents an overview of the data used for the dissertation’s analysis, including the 

number and duration of interviews and the particular types of document collected. A total of 27 inter-

views were conducted, including primary and follow-up interviews. Following this, the next section de-

scribes the dissertation’s data analysis, in particular the thematic analysis as the chosen approach to an-

alysing and interpreting the empirical data.  
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Case com-
pany 

Interview duration Archival documents 

#1 Primary:           55:41 

Follow-up:       47:58 

Project staffing agreement template, intranet guidelines for way of working with cli-
ents, deliverables agreement template, client start-up meeting template, way of work-
ing with clients document (13 pages). 

 

#2 Primary:           55:18 

Follow-up:       21:20 

 

Process template/client concept presentation (27 pages). 

 

#3 Primary:           59:11 

Follow-up:      e-mail 

 

Agency success formula, project stages model, creative client brief, client solution 
PowerPoint presentation (37 pages). 

 

#4 Primary:           49:52 

No follow-up 

 

Client brief template, client debrief document, client concept proposal, client event 
proposal, client brief, project GANTT chart (39 pages). 

#5 Primary:           55:37 

No follow-up 

Presentation of agency for client meetings, cooperation agreement, communication de-
sign model (20 pages). 

 

#6 Primary:           58:44 

Follow-up:       22:40 

  

Client analysis document, project proposal, creative brief, project GANTT chart (23 
pages). 

 

#7 Primary:         1:36:21 

Follow-up:        29:55 

 

PowerPoint presentation template for client meetings (50 pages) 

#8 Primary:            30:33 

Follow-up:        32:23 

 

Brief from a client meeting, PowerPoint presentation of strategic process for client 
collaboration (61 pages). 

  

#9 Primary:             58:21 

Follow-up:         47:18 

 

Project strategy, agency PowerPoint presentation, workshop plan (17 pages) 

 

#10 Primary:          1:26:01 

No follow-up 

Solution proposal #1, solution proposal #2, project agreement proposal, workshop 
PowerPoint presentation, e-mail correspondences with clients (51 pages).  

 

#11 Primary:           1:14:21 

Follow-up:          27:37 

Client agreement document, solution proposal PowerPoint presentation, client brief 
(20 pages).  
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#12 Primary:           1:30:26 

Follow-up:          22:29 

 

Pre-project analysis document, workshop agenda, project proposal plan, workshop 
PowerPoint presentation, summary document of workshop, client concept proposal (85 
pages).  

 

#13 Primary:              59:27 

No follow-up 

E-mail correspondences with clients, concept proposal PowerPoint presentation, and 
project brief (34 pages). 

 

#14 Primary:              55:55 

No follow-up 

 

No archival data material 

#15 Primary:              44:31 

No follow-up 

 

No archival data material 

#16 Primary:           1:22:20 

No follow-up 

 

No archival data material 

#17 Primary:              49:53 

No follow-up 

 

No archival data material 

#18 Primary:             1:12:49 

No follow-up 

 

Project plan, requirements specifications from a client (10 pages). 

 

Total: 23 hours and 11 minutes of 
interview. 

487 pages of documents.  

Table 5.2. Overview of empirical data collected for the empirical analysis. 

 

 

5.2. Data analysis 

This section introduces thematic analysis as the chosen method for analysing the empirical data. Before 

going into more detail about this, however, it is important to explicate the object, level, and unit of anal-

ysis. Consistent with the overall purpose of the dissertation and its use of legitimacy theory, which rep-

resents a relationship between organisations and stakeholders, the object of analysis is PBO-client rela-

tionships. Since the analytical focus is on how PBOs strategically legitimise their client relationships, the 

analysis operates at the organisational level of analysis. It is important to note here that the analytical 

focus is not on characterising the marketing industry in terms of PBO-client relationships, but using this 



101 
 

industry as an empirical context for exploring how the PBO as a particular type of organisation legiti-

mises its client relationships. Moreover, it should be noted that using interview data means that organi-

sational level issues are studied from the point of view of the individual. This is consistent with the 

hermeneutical position, which allows understanding social phenomena through members’ experiences 

(Nygaard, 2012). Finally, the unit of analysis refers to communicative legitimation strategies across le-

gitimacy levels of organisational goals, characteristics, and activities.  

 

5.2.1. Thematic analysis 

The dissertation employs thematic analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyse 

PBO-client relationship management through the theoretical lens of legitimacy and communicative le-

gitimation strategies. While Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework more specifically emphasises quali-

tative research within psychology, Attride-Stirling (2001) describes thematic analysis as a tool for qual-

itative research more generally. Therefore, the dissertation relies mainly on Attride-Stirling’s (2001) 

framework and terminology for its thematic analysis, supported by some of the more general arguments 

and recommendations by Braun and Clarke (2006). This means that themes are discussed and described 

across three thematic levels, i.e. basic, organising, and global themes, and that the themes and their in-

terconnections were analysed in thematic networks to enable a transparent multi-level distinguishing of 

themes. As described by Attride-Stirling (2001), basic themes refer to lowest-order themes, organising 

themes refer to basic themes grouped together to summarise more abstract principles, and global themes 

refer to highest-order themes which encapsulate the essential and principal findings of the empirical ma-

terial as a whole.  

Generally speaking, thematic analysis is a search for themes that are important to the descriptions 

of the phenomenon being investigated, and which become the categories for analysis and interpretation 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). As a method of analysis, thematic analysis is particularly suited to 

exploring identifiable themes and patterns in complex textual data, where the aim is to generate thick 

description of organisational strategies and/or behaviours (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Thematic 

analysis enables the exploration of not only how people talk about certain phenomena, but also why they 

do so (Kopaneva & Sias, 2015), which is advantageous given the primacy of intentionality related to 

legitimation as strategic communication. A theme is a pattern in the empirical data which describes, 
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organises, and interprets aspects of the phenomenon studied (Boyatzis, 1998), and which captures some-

thing important about the data in relation to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Given that 

this dissertation’s thematic analysis mainly concerns interview data, it relies on King’s (2012) definition 

of a theme as “the recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts that characterize perceptions 

seen by the researcher as relevant to the research question.” (pp. 430-431). This definition recognises a 

theme as dependent on both interviewees’ perceptions and on an active and interpretative researcher.  

 In line with the interpretative point of departure, the dissertation follows the principles of an 

interpretative thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This has two important implications. First, it 

means that that the subjects studied are recognised as making sense of their experiences within their own 

social context. Second, it precludes the need for a pre-existing theoretical framework, and means that an 

analytical framework can be designed abductively to fit the purpose of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

As regards the latter point, this allowed the dissertation to more accurately formulate the analytical frame-

work during the analytical process.  

In line with the dissertation’s limited realist ontology, themes were identified at both the explicit 

and the latent level of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which means that both directly observable infor-

mation and underlying phenomena were explored. This was to capture themes of what is specifically 

said, as well as the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualisations that only appear when looking 

beyond the explicit content of the empirical material (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Finally, based on the 

adopted abductive reasoning and its emphasis on an iterative research process, the analysis focused on 

identifying both a priori (i.e. deductively- and theoretically-driven) and emerging (i.e. inductively-

driven) themes (cf. Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004; King, 2012), as previously 

noted.   

 The empirical data was analysed using the software programme Nvivo (most recently using ver-

sion 12.1.1). One unified library was created, in which data was structured both in terms of type (i.e. 

interview data or archival data) and in terms of the progressing analysis (i.e. into themes, sub-themes, 

etc.). Nvivo is useful for sorting, reading, and helping interpret pieces of text from a large set of qualita-

tive data, especially using thematic analysis, since it aids in coding the data, displaying codes in lower- 

and higher-order codes and their interconnections, and visualising connections and overlaps between 

various codes and themes.  
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Themes were identified based on their recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness (Owen, 1984). 

Whereas recurrence relates to similar meanings across different formulations and wordings, repetition is 

the more “explicit repeated use of the same wording,” and forcefulness refers to the ways in which em-

phasis is placed on certain expressions, for instance through volume or dramatic pauses (Owen, 1984, p. 

275). Given that this dissertation relies mainly on thematic analysis of verbatim/reconstructive interview 

transcriptions, forcefulness was reconceptualised to mean a search for emphatic wording. This is evident 

in the in-text quotes, where certain words have been underlined to mark their emphasis. Owen’s (1984) 

criteria were used both within and across individual interview transcripts. However, precedence was 

given to issues identified as particularly common across the interviews, in order to focus the analysis on 

identifying themes across the cases organisations. Furthermore, themes were not necessarily regarded as 

more significant due to their recurrence, but also when they suggested important implications for PBO-

client relationships, e.g. a particularly surprising or unexpected finding (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; King, 2004, 2012). 

 This dissertation utilises thematic analysis, as opposed to the vast majority of existing literature 

on legitimation strategies, which have utilised either critical discourse analysis or rhetorical analysis. 

These studies tend to emphasise a textual and language focus, rather than a thematic focus on underlying 

intentions of legitimation attempts. For example, studies have used critical discourse analysis to study 

media coverage of a pulp and paper sector merger (Vaara et al., 2006), media coverage of a merger 

between two powerful Finnish banks (Vaara & Tienari, 2002), media texts dealing with a production unit 

shutdown in a multinational corporation (Vaara & Tienari, 2008), and political documents used in Euro-

pean immigration control (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) and in connection with compulsory education 

(Van Leeuwen, 2007). Other studies have employed rhetorical analysis of, for example, transcripts of 

testimonies in connection with the purchase of a law firm by an accounting firm (Suddaby & Greenwood, 

2005), and of cooperation procedures in connection with negotiations regarding major changes in a global 

organisational restructuring (Erkama & Vaara, 2010). 

In contrast to these studies, this dissertation is concerned with the underlying intentions of com-

municative legitimation strategies rather than the performative power of text and language, cf. the defi-

nition of legitimation as strategic communication. For the purpose of the dissertation, then, thematic 

analysis was considered appropriate to explore and uncover underlying motivations and intentions of 
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particular communicative legitimation strategies. The following section describes in more detail how the 

thematic analysis method was integrated into the dissertation’s analysis strategy.  

 

5.3. The analysis strategy 

Building on recommendations from thematic analysis theory, the dissertation’s analysis strategy consists 

of five overall analytical phases which the analysis process went through. The description of these five 

phases lays the basis for the following analysis chapter. First, however, I describe what an analysis strat-

egy is and why it is appropriate for this dissertation.  

An analysis strategy denotes an analytical process which is not based on strict rules of methodo-

logical inquiry, but is rather a strategy for enabling the researcher to construct others’ observations as the 

object of own observations, the aim of which is to describe what they describe. The need for an analysis 

strategy emerges from the de-ontologisation of the object of analysis in qualitative research (N. Å. An-

dersen, 1999), where the object is not presumed, but rather emerges from the ways in which individuals 

understand and act in the world from certain perspectives. From an epistemological point of view, this 

means an increased focus on understanding the subjective meanings and understandings of the objects 

and/or subjects of study. While using an analysis strategy requires a high level of transparency of the 

research process (cf. the dissertation’s evaluation criteria, section 1.4.2), it also enables the specific ana-

lytical approach to be tailored to the specific research interest and research questions proposed (N. Å. 

Andersen, 1999). More specifically, tailoring the analysis strategy entails making choices among empir-

ical observations, descriptions, analyses, and interpretations (N. Å. Andersen, 1999; Esmark, Laustsen, 

& Andersen, 2005), and is arguably necessary in interpretative thematic analysis, where a pre-defined 

theoretical framework is lacking, and which must therefore be created specifically for the individual 

study (cf. Attride-Stirling, 2001).  

Significantly, an analysis strategy differs from an analysis method. The latter can be defined as a 

“particular technique for the collection, formatting, and treatment of data” (Esmark et al., 2005, p. 8, 

translated from Danish). Whereas an analysis method is typically based on fixed rules of scholarly in-

vestigation, an analysis strategy acknowledges that research processes are characterised by a set of 

choices with different analytical and interpretative implications, including different choices that were not 

made with different unrealised consequences (N. Å. Andersen, 1999). Consistent with the notion of con-

structing rather than collecting empirical data, then, making active choices rather than following strict 
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rules means that the researcher gains a more active role in constructing a specific research approach. 

Table 5.3 summarises the key differences between an analysis method and an analysis strategy. The key 

to an analysis strategy, as mentioned above, is its congruence with a hermeneutical stance and inherent 

interest in understanding the subject of the study’s own experience of social phenomena. This requires a 

dynamic abductive approach to the analysis, and the concept of analysis strategy specifically enables a 

continuous focus on the dialectic interaction between theory and empirical data (N. Å. Andersen, 1999). 

Following this, the next section explains the five-phase process of the thematic analysis in this 

dissertation in more detail. 

 

Analysis method Analysis strategy 

• Observations of an object. • Observations of observations as observations. 

• The production of true knowledge about a particular 

object. 

• The problematisation and de-ontologisation of truisms. 

• Specific rules of procedure for the production of sci-

entific realisation. 

• A range of possible analysis strategies by which a reali-

sation is achieved, which is different from and critical 

of the existing notion of meaningfulness. 

Table 5.3. Differences between analysis method and analysis strategy (adapted from N. Å. Andersen, 1999, p. 15).  

 

   

 

5.3.1 A five-phase thematic analysis 

Following the concept of analysis strategy, the dissertation employs a five-phase thematic analysis tai-

lored to fit the purpose of the dissertation. Reflecting the dissertation’s abductive approach, these five 

phases are grouped into two overall stages: (1) a preliminary, exploratory, and inductively-driven analy-

sis stage, and (2) a more systematic and deductively-driven stage. This meant that the analytical frame-

work was developed on the basis of stage 1, and employed throughout stage 2. Accordingly, the analysis 

started with a very open and exploratory analytical process to broadly identify themes in the data related 

to PBO-client relationships. In subsequent steps, the analysis became more focused on data associated 
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specifically with legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies. The remainder of this section 

describes the various steps of each of the five phases. The five phases grouped into the two overall stages 

can be summarised as follows: 

 

- Stage 1: Preliminary, exploratory, and inductively-driven: 

o Phase 1: Familiarisation with the empirical data. 

o Phase 2: Identifying preliminary themes. 

o Phase 3: Abstracting and refining themes for the initial structure of thematic networks. 

- Stage 2: Systematic and deductively-driven: 

o Phase 4: Developing a refined analytical framework. 

o Phase 5: Analysing and interpreting themes to further refine and redefine them. 

 

5.3.2 Stage 1: Preliminary, exploratory, and inductively-driven 

Stage 1 can be characterised as a preliminary, exploratory, and inductively-driven analytical stage. Phase 

1, familiarisation with the empirical data, related to gaining an overview of the empirical data and start 

coding it into “meaningful and manageable chunks of text” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 391). This initial 

familiarisation process enabled a more in-depth analysis and interpretation, which is considered a pre-

requisite for developing an analytical framework in thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Familiar-

isation was achieved by listening to audio recordings of the interviews, reading interview notes, tran-

scribing the interviews, and carefully reading and re-reading interview transcripts and archival docu-

ments. A record of initial considerations and interpretations was kept, and interesting initial themes were 

summarised and described. This was to clarify the focus of the analysis, to begin the process of analysis 

and interpretation, and to enhance the initial understanding of the research problem formulated in early 

versions of the overall research question (Attride-Stirling, 2001).  

 Phase 2 focused on identifying preliminary themes, both within and across individual interview 

transcripts, supported by archival documents. In line with the hermeneutical circle, this was an iterative 

process focused on understanding individual transcripts and documents in terms of a more holistic read-

ing of the empirical material. Through this process, a total of 118 preliminary themes were identified, 

and described. 
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 Finally, phase 3 focused on abstracting and refining themes to provide an overview of the data 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006), to begin defining basic themes, and to start arranging the themes 

into thematic networks, i.e. higher- and lower-level thematic clusters that provide a visual overview of 

the themes and their interconnections (Attride-Stirling, 2001)8. This resulted in an outline of thematic 

groupings, which were subsequently reviewed to check whether themes were appropriate, distinguisha-

ble, and differentiating in relation to both their coded text extracts, each other, and the larger narrative of 

the entire data set. The themes were refined based on two inter-related criteria. First, they should be 

“specific enough to be discrete (non-repetitive),” and, second, they should be “broad enough to encapsu-

late a set of ideas contained in numerous text segments.” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 392). Notes were 

taken continuously in the process of refining themes, in order to keep track of various potential themes, 

specific references of quotations, and links between quotations and themes. Table 5.4 summarises three 

examples to illustrate the inductive generation of preliminary themes by showing how concrete empirical 

examples are analysed to constitute a basic theme, and by offering the description of this theme to demon-

strate its distinctiveness from other themes. See appendix 5 for an overview of basic, organising, and 

global themes across the 102 final themes that constitute the collective thematic analysis. Phase 3 con-

cluded this first exploratory stage of the thematic analysis.  

  

                                                           
8 Figures 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3 in the beginning of the analysis chapter shows the final thematic networks created on the basis of 
the analysis, each of which represents one of the three global themes. 
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Empirical examples Basic theme Theme description 

“We definitely have the attitude that we invest in long-term rela-

tionships… we’re known for having long-term relationships.” 

(Senior Project Manager, case company #9). 

 

“[Client relationships] should be long-term collaborations rather 

than doing a quick piece of campaign delivery and revolver 

shooting,” (Project Manager, case company #18). 

 

“The project-based sale is dangerous to someone like us… We ac-

quire too many campaigns and projects and too few clients.” 

(Partner and co-owner, case company #3). 

Deprioritisation 

of project-based 

work. 

Respondents state that agen-

cies aim at developing long-

term client relationships, as 

opposed to engaging in pro-

ject-based work with tempo-

rary clients. 

“We usually say that we don’t just want to be suppliers. We want 

to be collaboration partners.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, 

case company #16). 

 

“We acquire clients. We are not a supplier. We are a collabora-

tion partner.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case company #17). 

 

“We attempt to make the client perceive us as collaboration part-

ners and not as suppliers.” (Project Manager, case company #18).  

Collaborative 

partners.  

 

Respondents state that agen-

cies view themselves, and 

seek to convince their clients 

that they should work to-

gether, as collaborative part-

ners, rather than as buyer-

suppliers.  

“We counsel, you know… what we’re clearly working towards is 

the consultancy aspect… because that’s where we can create 

added value for our clients.” (Chief Consultant, case company 

#12). 

 

“Counselling is where we truly create value.” (Project Manager, 

case company #11) 

Counselling ena-

bles value crea-

tion for clients. 

Respondents state that agen-

cies seek to become consult-

ants for their clients, because 

counselling creates values for 

clients. 

Table 5.4. Demonstrating the inductive generation of themes.  
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5.3.3 Stage 2: Systematically analysing themes (deductively-driven) 

At this point, the analysis went from being primarily inductively-driven to primarily deductively-driven. 

It became increasingly clear that the main themes and their associated issues, arguments, and assumptions 

emerging from the analysis could be viably and appropriately analysed using theory on legitimacy and 

communicative legitimation strategies. The last two phases describe this analytical process. 

Phase 4 focused on developing a refined analytical framework. In view of the relevance of theory 

on legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies, these literatures were revisited, and relevant 

theoretical concepts were reviewed to form the basis for developing the analytical framework, and to 

enable a more comprehensive interpretation of the phenomena identified in the first stage of the analysis. 

Then, the preliminary themes were refined through a back-and-forth examination of data and literature, 

focused on the interpretation of issues and characteristics in each of the themes (Boyatzis, 1998). This 

process naturally involves the identification of new themes and the re-categorisation or rejection of ex-

isting themes.  

Finally, in phase 5, the analytical framework was used analytically to further refine and re-define 

themes in order to explore “significant themes, concepts, patterns, and structures” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, 

p. 394). This was done in a more deductively-driven process aimed at analysing and interpreting themes 

based on legitimacy theory. The analysis in this stage relied on analytical distinction (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002) to structure and explore the empirical data according to the chosen analytical framework, 

and that this process continued until theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was considered to be 

achieved. This was done to allow for the identification of recurring patterns and themes and to identify 

the concurrent exploration of meaning in the respondents’ accounts (cf. Novak, 2016). Table 5.5 expli-

cates the process from initial to final thematisation to show how themes went through a process of in-

ductively-driven preliminary analysis to deductively-driven analysis based on the theoretical framework. 

Having outlined the dissertation’s research design, this chapter is now followed by the disserta-

tion’s empirical analysis. The analysis chapter is structured according to the three global themes emerg-

ing from the thematic analysis, i.e. long-term relationships, collaboration, and consultancy.  
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Thematisation progression Empirical examples 

Original transcribed text excerpt “[W]hen people purchase something in our industry, well, they basically pur-

chase a promise. You know, because they can see what we have done previously, 

and our company expresses which cases and client for whom we have worked. 

Thus, it means that when we acquire a project, well, it is on the basis that they 

trust us based on the work we have done.” (Director of Project Services, case 

company #8). 

First thematisation “Promise”: the significance of keeping one’s promises to clients.  

Issues of gaining and potentially losing legitimacy through giving and keeping 

promises. 

Second thematisation “Reputation”: the dynamics of managing the agency’s reputation through cues 

of previous work and strong references to other clients. 

Issues of gaining legitimacy through presenting favourable images of the 

agency to its clients. 

The “promise” theme from phase 2 was dissolved, and empirical text segments 

re-arranged into more fitting themes and categorised under higher-level dimen-

sions.  

Final thematisation “Use client cases.” 

Thematised as a core activity of the global theme consultancy.  

Analysed as an authorisation strategy combining knowledge-based authorisa-

tion and institutionalised authorisation to authorise competencies and build 

credibility.  

Table 5.5. Transformation from initial thematisation to thematisation based on the analytical framework.  
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Chapter VI  
Analysis  



112 
 

6 Analysis 

The empirical analysis reveals three global themes characterising PBO-client relationships: (1) long-term 

relationships, (2) collaboration, and (3) consultancy. Each global theme relates to different relationship 

aspects. Long-term relationships refers to the type of relationship the studied agencies seek to establish, 

collaboration refers to the specific form of work interactions they aim to cultivate, and consultancy refers 

to their desired role in client relationships, which also implies how they want to be perceived by their 

clients. The three themes can be understood in terms of how the studied agencies position themselves in 

their client relationships and the primary relational parameters they seek to strategically legitimise. 

 This chapter contains three sections, one for each global theme. Each section is structured into 

goals, characteristics. Each section analyses and interprets the global theme in question in terms of its 

constitutive organising themes, triangulating these analyses with supporting findings from archival data. 

The following figures 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3 illustrate the thematic networks of each global theme, providing 

an overview of the different organising and basic themes and their inter-relationships (cf. Attride-Stirling, 

2001).
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Global theme 

Organising theme 

Basic theme 

 

  

Long-term rela-
tionships 

To generate 
stability 

To deliver on core 
values 

Networking 

Continuously increase 
capabilities 

Show concern for 
the client 

To create interde-
pendencies 

Process com-
munication 

Adaptability 

Value-based 
relationship 

management 

Organisational 
values and culture 

Long-term client 
relationships as a 

core value 

Long-term rela-
tionships as part 

of reputation 

Deprioritisation of 
project-based work 

Maintain client 
relationships Reduce transaction costs 

Reduce client 
acquisition costs 

Reduce client 
churn 

Economic stability 

Operational 
stability 

Systematise and routinise 
work processes 

Enhance difficulty for clients to 
substitute agency 

Perceived 
switching 

costs 

Extend org. relations through 
strong inter-personal relations Ad hoc problem solving 

Day-to-day 
relationship 

Constant 
availability 

Close communicative 
relationships 

Ongoing dialogue 

Daily interactions 
Keep updated 

on client 

Continuously uncover 
client needs 

Socialise with clients 

Network with clients 

Create identification 

Upgrade skills and capabilities Develop the client’s 
organisation 

Refine work through re-
peated collaboration 

Interest in and engagement 
with client 

Maintain frequent 
interactions 

Equal prioritisation 
of clients 

Deep relationships 
beyond the actual 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Thematic network of global theme 1. 
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Global theme 

Organising theme 

Basic theme 

 

    

Collaboration 

To enhance out-
comes through 
collaboration To position 

agency as collabo-
rative partner 

Create transparency 
of work processes 

Use informal forms of 
contracts 

Chemistry 

Collectivity 

Community 
of values 

Joint ownership 

Collaboration 
partners 

Dissociation from 
buyer-supplier 

relations 

Collaborative efforts 

Co-creative efforts 
Collaboration enhances 

client satisfaction 

Results orientation 
Collaboration creates 

better results 

Collaborative culture 

Align perception of purpose 

Collective feeling 

Close client relationship 

We-relationship 

Collegial relationship 

Client commitment 

Client ownership 

Involve client in 
decision-making 

 

Congruence of values 

Agency assesses 
viability of client 

Professional integrity 

Trust-based relationships 

Align (expectations of) 
work processes 

Create trust and 
peace of mind 

Rigid contracts generate 
collaborative constraints 

Mutual trust and 
belief 

Form and degree of 
formality of contracts 

A people’s business 

Synergies 

Inter-personal re-
lationships 

Chemistry 

Honesty and 
openness 

Convergent work 
approaches 

Connection 

Risk in not using contracts 

Tailor work processes to client needs 

Clarify project 
organisation 

Figure 6.2. Thematic network of global theme 2. 

 

 

 



115 
 

Global theme 

Organising theme 

Basic theme 

  

  

Consultancy 

To create value 
for clients 

To adapt to the 
environment 

The strategic 
workshop 

Challenge the client 
Use client cases 

Competence 
trust 

Insights into 
client’s busi-

 

Strategic anchoring 

Dynamic and unsettled 
industry 

Technological evolution 
and digitalisation of 

marketing 

Solution-orientation 

Clients expect expert 
counselling from advisory 

authorities 

Relationship-
driven industry 

Dissociation from delivering 
commissioned work 

Counselling enables 
value creation for 

clients 
Consultants rather 

than suppliers 

Information sharing 
willingness 

Professional experience 

Clients should feel that agencies’ 
work makes a difference 

Clients should trust agencies’ competencies 

Strategic level collaboration 

Gain decision-making authority 

Balance strategic and operational 
levels of collaboration 

Build up knowledge 
about the client 

Enable information sharing 

Insights generate 
enhanced outcomes 

Gain insights about the client 

Generate insights 

Engage clients through workshops 

Facilitate strategic and insights-
driven collaboration 

Find pain, provide cure 
Identify clients’ 
actual problem 

Challenge clients on 
their understanding of 

their problem 
Sell agency on its 

reputation Promise of delivered quality 

Competence 
trust 

Sell agency on its capabilities 

Problem-solv-
ing attitude 

Word-of-mouth 

Tailor expressed capabilities 
to the individual client 

Engage clients 
in the process 

Align expectations 

Figure 6.3. Thematic network of global theme 3.  
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6.1. Global theme 1: Long-term relationships 

The first global theme, long-term relationships, describes the type of client relationships that the studied 

agencies generally prefer with their clients. According to the respondents, their agencies seek to strate-

gically develop and maintain long-term relationships with their clients, as opposed to project-based and 

temporary relationships. Figure 6.4 illustrates how organising themes have been mapped to goals, char-

acteristics, and activities, and provides a structural overview of the following sections.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.4. Global theme 1: Long-term relationships and its organising themes. 

  

Goals
• To deliver on core values
• To generate stability
• To create interdependencies

Characte-
ristics

• Process communication
• Adaptibility

Activities
• Show concern for the client
• Increase capabilities
• Networking

Long-term relation-
ships 

Cues for legitimacy attribution Organising themes for global theme 1 

 

Global theme 1 
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6.1.1. Goals of long-term relationships 

Three themes were characterised as goals of long-term relationships, because they reflect the overall 

purposes of the studied agencies and guide their communicative strategies to legitimise long-term rela-

tionships: 1) to deliver on core values, 2) to generate stability, and 3) to create interdependencies. To 

deliver on core values reflects the overall purpose of enacting espoused organisational values, and reflects 

a moralisation strategy with an emphasis on values (cf. Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara et al., 2006). Con-

trastingly, to generate stability and to create interdependencies reflect rationalisation strategies resting 

on rationales of economic strength and efficiency (cf. Vaara et al., 2006). While the former describes the 

goal to achieve financial and operational stability through long-term relationships, the latter describes 

the goal to increase the mutual dependence between the agency and the client. However, as sections 

6.1.1.2 and 6.1.1.3 will demonstrate, these two goals entail the risk to create a more asymmetrical rela-

tionship which makes the client relatively more dependent on the agency, than vice versa. 

 

6.1.1.1. To deliver on core values 

Delivering on core values moralises long-term client relationships through reference to specific sets of 

relational values held by the studied agencies. For example, as one respondent says, “We definitely have 

the attitude that we invest in long-term relationships [and] we’re known for having long-term relation-

ships… One of our core values is that we believe that we [the agency and the client] evolve best to-

gether… Therefore, the fact that we have long-term collaborations has something to do with our culture.” 

(Senior Project Manager, case company #9). Hence, having long-term client relationships is a core or-

ganisational value and a result of an organisational culture whose moral propriety (Suchman, 1995) rests 

on relational values such as collective evolvement. In other words, having long-term client relationships 

is constitutive of the agency’s moral and value-based self-understanding, which also indicates an appeal 

to emotional moral arguments for legitimising long-term relationships (cf. Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Vaara 

& Monin, 2010). Additionally, the same respondent explains that the agency’s organisational culture is 

inextricably linked with its founder, who was brought up in a small provincial town with robust relational 

values of loyalty and continuity. This indicates a combination of moralisation and authorisation, where 

the value-based strategy to develop long-term client relationships springs partly from the personality of 

the founder (cf. Van Leeuwen, 2007), in this way drawing on his status and role to legitimise ‘who’ and 

‘what’ the agency is and stands for in their client relationships. 
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 Other statements more explicitly contrast and juxtapose long-term and short-term, project-based 

client relationships. For example, respondents note that client relationships “should be long-term collab-

orations rather than doing a quick piece of campaign delivery and revolver shooting,” (Project Manager, 

case company #18, my emphasis), and that they “don’t just want to sell something and then that’s a sale 

and we never return back. Then we’d rather meet a client who is going to work with us a great many 

times… we’re in no way pistol salesmen.” (Project Manager, case company #11). These statements point 

out that client relationships should be long-term, and legitimise these by contrasting them with short-

term, project-based relationships, which are at the same time framed negatively. In line with the simul-

taneous legitimation and delegitimation of Suddaby and Greenwood’s (2005) value-based theorisation 

strategy, the respondents use derogatory metaphors such as “revolver shooting” and “pistol salesmen” to 

simultaneously delegitimise short-term relationships and legitimise long-term relationships, implying 

that the latter are more desirable from a value-based point of view.  

Similarly, another respondent reveals his moral stance concerning the difference between a short-

term and a long-term focus in developing client relationships: “the crux of the matter… about relation-

ships and sales through relationships is [that] the relationship in the sale depends on whether your fo-

cus… is on the short or long term.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case company #17). Arguably, there is 

a difference in terms of the underlying motivation of the agency, i.e. whether it aims to create short-term 

or long-term client relationships. The respondent elaborates that a short-term focus entails being “pushy, 

perky, and persuasive, and as such not afraid of breaking boundaries,” and that, by contrast, a long-term 

focus relies on “building the relationship over many years, which is where you generate sales through 

security, insights, and of course through the relationship itself.” Again, long-term relationships are le-

gitimised by juxtaposing them with short-term relationships, ascribing different moral values and per-

sonal traits to the two distinct approaches. Whereas the short-term approach is characterised by a pushy 

and persuasive attitude, the long-term approach is linked with notions of security and a genuine relational 

focus which appears more candid and apposite. These descriptions of long-term and short-term ap-

proaches could be described as a more or less straightforward evaluation of their moral character (Van 

Leeuwen 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999), which is reflected in the respondent’s conclusion that 

the short-term approach “is not my style.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case company #17). 

This contradistinction between long-term and short-term, project-based relationships is echoed 

across the interview data, respondents explaining that their strategic aims are to establish “long-term 
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relationships with our clients [rather than] working at the level of campaigns,” (Contact Director, case 

company #15), to have “very, very much focus on developing larger clients, rather than jumping from 

project to project,” (COO, case company #1), and to “shift from projects towards clients so that we 

become more focused on getting long-term collaborative relationships.” (Partner and CEO, case com-

pany #13). These juxtapositions and contradistinctions resemble the strategy of moral comparison 

through analogies (Van Leeuwen, 2007), whereby long-term relationships are legitimised by associating 

them with and comparing them to short-term relationships to denote their positive and negative values, 

respectively. In this way, this goal reflects statements that core organisational values by the agencies 

promote and prioritise long-term relationships over short-term, project-based relationships.  

 

6.1.1.2. To generate stability 

In terms of the goal to generate stability, respondents’ statements indicate the benefits of working regu-

larly with clients, as opposed to having a continuous flow of new projects, which generate high transac-

tion costs. This goal reflects an instrumental rationalisation strategy similar to that identified by Vaara 

(2014), where financial stability is the overall goal of the legitimation process. Advancing an effect ori-

entation that legitimises long-term relationships by their effect of achieving financial and operational 

stability (cf. Van Leeuwen, 2007), this instrumental rationalisation strategy among other things highlight 

higher income, enhanced continuity, and reduced transaction costs as the expected outcomes of develop-

ing and maintaining long-term relationships (cf. Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara et al., 2006). 

According to this theme, then, long-term client relationships are pursued due to their functional purpose 

of enhancing financial and operational stability through regular flows of income and reduced acquisition 

and transaction costs. 

Specifically, respondents highlight such outcomes as reducing transaction costs9 and acquisition 

costs, which are articulated as fulfilling the agencies’ self-interests. As one respondent puts it, “the pro-

ject-based sale is dangerous to someone like us [because] we acquire a campaign or a project, then we 

finish it, and then we need to acquire a new one, and the acquisition becomes too big… we acquire too 

many campaigns and projects and too few clients.” (Partner and co-owner, case company #3). Similarly, 

it is argued that working regularly with clients “who are continuously active” contributes to reducing 

                                                           
9 Reducing transaction costs (Williamson, 1979) probably refers to minimising the acquisition costs associated with acquir-
ing new clients and to leveraging economies of repetition (cf. Davies & Brady, 2000). 
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costs and enhancing the processes of acquisition, providing agencies “some continuity” in their opera-

tions (Partner and co-owner, case company #3). Therefore, keeping clients over longer periods of time 

contributes to “reducing transaction costs [and] churn in the client base.” (COO, case company #1).   

In continuation of this, several respondents explain that their agency’s strategy is to earn up to 90 

% of their overall income from regular clients, because it is “almost impossible to make money on indi-

vidual tasks.” (Managing Director and Partner, case company #2). The difficulties of generating regular 

income from individual tasks, together with the resulting high client acquisition costs, underline the need 

for fewer individual projects and the associated strategic aim to have more regular clients. In contrast to 

individual tasks, long-term relationships “provide a firm basis in your work and in your budget – which 

we cannot ignore – in an industry which is difficult to predict and which is very unsettled. Therefore… 

we will always seek regular collaboration, because it can give some stability in terms of knowing what 

you’re going to work with on a monthly basis.” (Partner and CCO, case company #6). It is generally 

understood, therefore, that project-based work results in a lack of stability, and that there are perceived 

financial and operational advantages to having long-term client relationships.  

While a regular “flow of money” is conducive to relational stability, crucially, it also enables 

agencies to “invest in the long-term collaboration,” (Contact Director, case company #15), which further 

corroborates its significance for retaining relationships. Put differently, long-term relationships are legit-

imised by highlighting the negative functional implications of working with clients on a project basis. 

The ‘danger’ associated with individual tasks and project-based sales points to an instrumental, financial 

rationale in developing long-term relationships. This is common in rationalisation claims, which are often 

tied to financial justifications linked with “ideals of neoliberalism,” such as efficiency, growth, econo-

mies of scale, etc. (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 800), and in this way corroborates the overall theme of this goal 

to generate stability.  

 

6.1.1.3. To create interdependencies 

Creating interdependencies between agencies and their clients is characterised by an instrumental ration-

alisation strategy, where the expected outcome of long-term relationships is an increased difficulty for 

clients to replace agencies, which in turn is expected to extend their relationships and achieve continuous 

operational efficiency. Respondents’ statements about interdependencies coheres with a previous defini-

tion of the concept, i.e. the creation of real or perceived dependence on one another in inter-organisational 
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bilateral relationships (cf. definition by Tangpong, Michalisin, Traub, & Melcher, 2015). For example, 

one respondent says that they always seek to get to know their clients “on a more personal level… be-

cause it contributes to creating relationships and, well, feelings, which makes it more difficult for them 

to get rid of us.” (Project Manager, case company #11), which implies a conscious strategy to build strong 

and affective inter-personal relationships with the rationalised goal to increase the client’s dependence 

on the agency.  

In particular, respondents explain that they create interdependencies by establishing collaborative 

procedures, routinising organisational work processes between the agencies and their clients, and build-

ing up knowledge about the client and its environment. As one respondent argues: “One of the most 

difficult things is to shift from one agency to another agency, quite simply because there are so many 

processes involved,” such processes including joint ideation in pre-project workshops, validation proce-

dures, post-project evaluation processes, collaborative design and development procedures, etc. (Man-

aging Director and Partner, case company #2). As these various processes and procedures are systema-

tised and routinised over time, it becomes more difficult and costly for clients to switch to a new agency. 

In this way, creating interdependencies is rationalised by its functional purpose of continuously retaining 

clients, albeit very much from the agency’s point of view. 

Similarly, another respondent explains that one of their biggest clients stays with them because 

“it’s a huge machine to substitute.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9), referring to the entire 

body of knowledge and work processes, procedures, and routines they have built up over many years of 

working with the client, and indicating that their relationship continues in part because of the perceived 

difficulties of replacing the agency. Correspondingly, another respondent says that clients find it difficult 

to move because of the knowledge that the agency builds up about them over time, arguing that the 

agency “often know[s] more about the market that we’ve entered into that the client itself does… that 

knowledge is simply tricky to channel into another agency.” (Project Officer, case company #7).  

Congruent with the previous theme, the difficulty for clients in substituting agencies can be un-

derstood by the concept of switching costs, i.e. the perceived or real monetary or non-monetary costs of 

changing suppliers of particular products or services (Russo, Confente, Gligor, & Autry, 2016). The link 

between routinising work processes and increasing switching costs is succinctly explained by one re-

spondent, who says: “Without a doubt, when you work with a client on an ongoing basis, you have contact 

all the time. The fact that you have many things which are already in process… means that the transaction 
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[cost] for switching becomes bigger.” (COO, case company #1). Interestingly, the respondent elaborates 

that, while long-term relationships from the agency’s perspective are “really attractive,” they might “spin 

out of control and become a risk for the client,” thus recognising the potential asymmetry of agency-

client interdependencies, i.e. that clients are more dependent on the agency than the other way around, 

which can negatively affect a client’s ability to choose between different agencies. This indicates that 

while long-term relationships might be rationally legitimate for the agencies, they might be rationally 

illegitimate for clients. This potential tension indicates an important focus in managing the legitimacy of 

client relationships, namely the mutual perception of legitimacy between agencies and clients.   

 

6.1.1.4. Findings from archival data 

The three goals of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in 

figure 6.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Archival data provide some support for the first goal to deliver on core values. In their PowerPoint 

presentations to potential new clients, several case companies imply long-term relationships as an organ-

isational value. For example, one of the agencies uses the first 21 slides in a 49-slide presentation to 

convey who and what they are as an organisation, concluding with the following statement: “We believe 

Goals of long-term 
relationships 

To generate stability 

To deliver on core values 

To create interdependen-
cies 

Moralisation strategy 
 By reference to specific sets of re-
lational values held by the studied 

agencies 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to achieving financial 

and operational stability  

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to increased difficulty 

for clients to replace the agency 

Figure 6.5. Goals of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies. 
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that a strong relationship is worth more than a handful of business cards.” (PowerPoint presentation, 

case company #7). This implies a belief that strong and, arguably, long-term relationships with a few 

valued clients are worth more to the agency than a high number of clients with whom they have a weaker 

relationship. Similarly, another agency includes a slide in their presentation called “About us,” which 

lists five key organisational values, one of which is “Long-term relationships.” (PowerPoint presentation, 

case company #9). Case company #8 describes their key existing clients as those who are “Strategic and 

longstanding relationships.” (PowerPoint presentation #1, case company #8). Finally, case company #3 

writes in a proposal to a client that their proposed solution should “not just be a campaign, but a contin-

uous effort” (PowerPoint presentation #1, case company #3), portraying their work for the client as an 

ongoing process. Together, these examples indicate that the agencies communicate to their clients that 

they view having long-term relationships as a central part of their values, describing to these clients that 

long-term relationships is part of who the agency is and what it stands for.  

The analysis found no support in the archival data for the second goal to generate stability. On 

the one hand, this is not surprising given the nature of the theme, which primarily consists of respondents’ 

considerations of the rational advantages for their agencies of long-term client relationships concerning 

the management of their own organisations. On the other hand, it is curious that the case companies’ 

written communication material appears to neglect to say that clients might also gain advantages of sta-

bility. Communicating to clients that long-term relationships foster both financial and operational stabil-

ity for the agency could potentially be used to convince clients of similar advantages for them, or that 

such stability enables the agency to work more effectively and deliver higher-quality solutions. Similarly, 

there was no empirical support in the archival data to corroborate the third goal to create interdependen-

cies. This could be due to its embedded pragmatic and self-interest-based motives (cf. Suchman, 1995), 

among other things making it more difficult for clients to replace the agency. In other words, such a 

potential risk for the client might not be useful to communicate to the client. Arguably, this goal reflects 

morally questionable motives (i.e. agencies gaining advantages at the expense of generating risks for 

clients), and it is therefore unsurprising that it is not communicated to clients in the agencies’ written 

communication material.  
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6.1.2. Characteristics of long-term relationships 

The analysis identified two themes which were analysed as characteristics of long-term relationships: 1) 

adaptability, and 2) process communication. These were categorised as characteristics because they re-

flect consistent attributes of agencies that, according to the respondents, are expected by clients, espe-

cially with regard to their legitimacy perceptions of the long-term potential of their relationship. As is 

demonstrated in the coming sections, both characteristics reflect a moralisation strategy, the former de-

scribing how clients have value-based expectations that agencies are always ready to address their ad 

hoc problems on a day-to-day basis, and the latter describing similar value-based expectations that agen-

cies are proactive in maintaining interaction with clients, without being overly pushy and opportunistic.  

 

6.1.2.1. Adaptability 

Adaptability involves perceptions that agencies must be adaptable and flexible in meeting emerging cli-

ent needs on a day-to-day basis, in order to continuously legitimise long-term relationships. Reflecting a 

specific set of values (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) that the ability to solve ad 

hoc problems is key to legitimising long-term relationships, the theme offers an ideological basis (Vaara 

et al., 2006) of legitimate long-term relationships and has therefore been characterised as a moralisation 

strategy. For example, one respondent says that day-to-day interactions are “by far the most important 

[form of] communication” with their clients to foster a fruitful long-term relationship (Project Officer, 

case company #7). This is because it helps meet client expectations of strong inter-personal relationships, 

and of interacting on a daily basis to allow for the collaborative solving of emerging problems. In addi-

tion, the respondent elaborates that the agency’s willingness to adapt to the client’s emerging needs 

means that they interact so much during individual projects that the post-project evaluation focuses on 

“the relationship [and] future collaboration and how we want to approach them.” (Project Officer, case 

company #7). This indicates that adaptability contributes to extending their relationship.  

 Similarly, another respondent argues: “The client relationship on a daily basis is really im-

portant… If you want to enter into a long-term relationship, you must address the ad hoc tasks as seri-

ously as you address the big new ideas. Otherwise, it won’t become long-term [as] it won’t be the daily 

life the client experiences.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). This statement reflects the 

stance that solving ad hoc tasks is just as important as addressing the larger strategic issues (i.e. the “big 
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new ideas”). In this regard, since moralisation can be achieved by comparing activities with those gen-

erally regarded as valid and legitimate (Bitektine & Haack, 2015), the statement can be interpreted as 

moralising the solving of ad hoc tasks by juxtaposing them with the solving of strategic issues, indicating 

their equal significance in legitimising long-term relationships. The respondent goes on to say that the 

day-to-day life of the client is “where you must make a difference,” (Senior Project Manager, case com-

pany #9, emphasis in original), further indicating a sort of moral stance towards adaptability.  

 Correspondingly, another respondent says, “If you don’t answer the phone at 7.00 am when the 

price of milk has gone down, or on a Saturday in LEGOLAND when the price of milk has gone down in 

[client name], you know, then you’ll not get the long-term client relations.” (Managing Director and 

Partner, case company #2). Illustrating ad hoc problem-solving in terms of a big client in the fast-moving 

consumer goods industry, this statement suggests that clients expect the agency to be able to address their 

concerns outside normal working hours, implying client expectations that the agency will adapt to the 

daily life of the client in order to maintain the legitimacy of a long-term relationship.  

Similarly, another respondent points out that his agency “greatly emphasises being at their [their 

clients’] disposal twenty four-seven” (Project Manager, case company #11), while yet another respondent 

argues that “[the fact that] we’re available, I reckon, is really important to many of the people that we 

collaborate with.” (Partner & CEO, case company #13). These statements imply that adaptability is a 

key characteristic of agencies which meet client expectations and in this way legitimise long-term rela-

tionships.   

 

6.1.2.2. Process communication 

Process communication refers to frequent and ongoing communication with clients aimed mainly at nur-

turing their relationship. The theme reflects a moral abstraction legitimation strategy (Van Leeuwen & 

Wodak, 1999), where somewhat straightforward descriptions of process communication, combined with 

associations with specific values, function to legitimise long-term relationships. It is interpreted as a 

characteristic, since it denotes client expectations of agencies to be consistently proactive in their com-

municative efforts to nurture their relationship, while at the same time not appearing to be opportunistic 

sales people, who constantly initiate discussions on new things to do for the client.  
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Respondents describe ongoing client communication as “the strongest form of communication” 

(Director of Project Services, case company #8) which, over time, “creates the relationship” between 

agencies and clients (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). It is therefore argued that being “close 

with our clients and hav[ing] an ongoing dialogue with our clients” is crucial for legitimising long-term 

relationships (Project Consultant, case company #10) because it enables a collective understanding of 

the work they are doing together. Indicating ongoing communication as a key characteristic of strong 

long-term relationships, these statements describe process communication in a way which “distils from 

it a quality which links it to a discourse of values (which ‘moralizes’ it)” (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999, 

p. 108). As one respondent puts it, ongoing communication with the client is “probably one of the most 

significant factors” for maintaining long-term client relationships because it enables the agency to stay 

continuously informed about issues currently experienced by the client (Managing Director and Partner 

of case company #2). As this respondent elaborates, process communication can reflect  “a professional 

interest [in the client]… it’s a way that we can maintain, you know, ensure some frequency in the com-

munication [during] those periods where the client is maybe a bit inactive [and] where we risk losing 

them.” (Managing Director and Partner, case company #2).  

By contrast, relationships are likely to be discontinued by the client if the agency fails to stay 

updated about the client and its current situation. As he elaborates, it is crucial to “know what the hell 

goes on at the other end of the table [which] requires that you have a dialogue quite often,” because, 

without it, “you not only lose the relationship, but you also lose your professional sharpness… because 

you’re not on top of the current situation.” (Managing Director and Partner of case company #2). Ac-

cording to these statements, process communication appears as a key characteristic of long-term rela-

tionships by reference to core values associated with such long-term relationships, i.e. maintaining con-

tact, staying professionally sharp, and being on top of the client’s current situation.    

 Process communication is also critical in periods where the client is inactive, i.e. when the agency 

is not currently working on any specific task for the client. In periods of inactivity, process communica-

tion supports “maintaining the contact” and “clarifying that the client is not struggling with anything 

that they’ve forgotten to tell us about.” (Project Officer, case company #7). These both serve the func-

tional purpose of identifying client problems, and the relational purpose of maintaining and strengthening 

the relationship by staying in contact with the client and showing an interest in them. As another respond-

ent argues, this form of process communication is about being attentive to the client “even though we’re 
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not currently part of [their everyday],” but also represents “a sales function,” whereby the agency con-

tinuously checks whether the client needs help with anything (Project Manager, case company #11).  

These statements indicate a combination of moral and rational intentions behind process commu-

nication. In this respect, while clients expect agencies to be proactive, their legitimacy perceptions of 

long-term relationships can also decrease if they regard agencies to be too pushy. On the one hand, then, 

clients consider proactivity as part of the services offered by the agency, and failing to fulfil this expec-

tation might negatively affect the possibility for long-term client relationships: “[The long-term relation-

ship] is something as basic as having close contact… Not least because the client expects that we… We 

have the ball… they view it as a service that we return and follow up.” (Partner and Co-owner, case 

company #6, emphasis in original). On the other hand, however, agencies must beware of appearing as 

opportunistic sales people, and must therefore strike a balance between being proactive and showing an 

interest in the client and appearing as a pushy salesperson: “It’s extremely important to find that balance 

where you don’t become the annoying telephone salesperson who call all the time and want to talk with 

the client, but where you’re also the one who calls and says, listen up, it’s just to refresh [your memory] 

and put us top of mind and say that if anything pops up, then give us a call.” (Project Manager, case 

company #11). As this statement indicates, process communication involves careful considerations as to 

how to meet client expectations of agencies in terms of being proactive while not being pushy.   

 

6.1.2.3. Findings from archival data 

The two characteristics of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies can be sum-

marised as follows: 
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Adaptability 
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frequent and ongoing client com-

munication 

Figure 6.6. Characteristics of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies. 
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Adaptability describes the perceived significance of addressing the ad hoc problems experienced 

by clients, and there is also indication of this in the archival data. For example, case company #9 present 

themselves to their clients as an agency with a focus on the “Hands-on” tasks associated with agency-

client work relationships (PowerPoint presentation, case company #9). According to the respondent, this 

hands-on characteristic denotes a flexible work approach by the agency, which gives the client a better 

overall experience: “… this hands-on, or ad hoc as we also call it [means that] we might receive a phone 

call Wednesday, ‘we’ve just bought an ad campaign because of this and that, so we need this and that 

ready by Friday.’ Well, then we must solve this, because this client is in trouble… It doesn’t matter what 

the client’s name is or what we’ve promised them. It needs to hold in the everyday as well.” (Senior 

Project Manager, case company #9). A similar point is also illustrated by an excerpt from a client pro-

posal by case company #13: “A strategy and action plan naturally needs to be comprehensive, but it’s 

important for us that it doesn’t become a long drawer report which is difficult to utilise in the everyday. 

It needs to be practical and executionable in a busy daily life.” (Client Proposal, case company #13). The 

proposal further continues: “We’d argue for a rather ‘hands-on’ effort… It creates the foundation for a 

good and long-term collaboration,” in this way explicitly linking hands-on efforts with long-term rela-

tionships.  

Finally, there is a concrete example of the ad hoc approach in an e-mail correspondence between 

one of the respondents and a client. This took place on a Friday afternoon, and is about whether the 

agency has time to finalise a task for the client before the weekend. The project consultant says yes, and 

replies, “It is never really weekend before a [product name] newsletter has been sent out.” The client 

responds emphatically in capital letters, “LIKE THAT!” (E-mail correspondence, case company #10). In 

other words, while the client’s immediate need is taken care of, the e-mail from the project consultant 

also suggests more generally that the agency will always take care of the client’s needs, which gives rise 

to an explicitly positive reaction from the client representative.  

Archival data also corroborate the theme of process communication as a key characteristic of 

legitimate long-term client relationships. One example is a project plan from case company #10, empha-

sising the importance of ongoing dialogue about tasks and deliverables, and for enabling the agency to 

priority their tasks: “We imagine a process in which we are in ongoing dialogue about the tasks and the 

sub-deliverables that are to be delivered. In practice, that means that our developer works with your 

tasks in sprints of 2-3 days each week, after which you receive the deliverables for test and approval. 
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Subsequently, we prioritise which tasks are going to be completed the following week. This presupposes 

that you are capable of allocating resources for test, approval, prioritisation, and dialogue on an ongo-

ing basis in the specified weeks.” (Project plan, case company #10). 

Another example is a solution proposal sent to a client: “We have ongoing contact, we create a 

foundation for a good collaboration, and I get to know you much better which means that I can much 

more easily identify the stories with which it is worthwhile moving on. It gives you the best results.” 

(Client proposal, case company #13). This particular example also points to a rationalised argument that 

ongoing contact creates better results, indicating a link between the moralisation and rationalisation of 

this theme, as mentioned previously. Another example is taken from internal employee guidelines on 

how to collaborate with clients, which emphasises “Dialogue with the client” as well as “Ongoing con-

tact” as crucial (Internal Guidelines for Client Collaboration #3, case company #1). This document de-

scribes recommendations for ongoing communication as contributing to fulfilling client needs on an on-

going basis.  

 

6.1.3. Core activities of long-term relationships 

Three themes were identified and defined as core activities of long-term relationships: 1) show concern 

for the client, 2) continuously increase capabilities, and 3) networking. These themes describe particular 

discrete activities and procedures that help agencies legitimise long-term relationships. Specifically, 

show concern for the client reflects a moralisation strategy closely linked with pathos, whereby relational 

and professional concerns are addressed by agencies to demonstrate emotional dynamics for legitimising 

long-term relationships. Continuously increasing capabilities reflects an authorisation strategy, where 

long-term relationships are legitimised through activities which enhance the agencies’ authority towards 

their clients. Similarly, networking shows how authorisation builds on ethos aspects (Erkama & Vaara, 

2010) of the agency’s character.  

 

6.1.3.1. Show concern for the client 

Showing concern for the client means showing an interest in, caring for, and being engaged in the client 

beyond the functional boundaries of their collaboration. The theme reflects a moralisation strategy, where 
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showing concern for the client helps legitimise long-term relationships, specifically by highlighting emo-

tional dynamics in the legitimation process, which is similar to using pathos as a legitimation strategy 

(Erkama & Vaara, 2010). For example, respondents argue that client relationships can become long-term 

when they “become more than a co-operation,” and when they rest on a mutual interest “at a level which 

stretches beyond the task in question.” (Partner and co-owner, case company #3, emphasis in original). 

This requires agencies to emphasise emotional dynamics and communicate to their clients that they care 

about them beyond the professional scope of the immediate task. As respondents put it, it requires that 

“we’re interested in them [and] don’t just talk about the practical stuff.” (Project Officer, case company 

#7), and that “we talk more broadly with them than just about the task [but] also ask how it goes with 

everything, maybe even the family, so that we show an interest in them.” (Partner and CEO of case com-

pany #13).  

This focus on engaging with clients, beyond the mere operational aspects of solving the task in 

question, moralises long-term relationships by associating them with strong relational and emotional 

values. In continuation of this, one respondent points to the strategic thinking behind such emotive com-

municative activities, arguing that “you shouldn’t ignore personal communication as a strategic tool – 

taking your time to ask and hear about how it goes… it shows that we care, that we’re interested in their 

company, and not just as a business.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). She elaborates that 

the agency occasionally selects a client “whom we treat particularly well in order to retain a long-term 

collaboration by showing them that we’re interested in them and that we follow their development; that 

we don’t just solve tasks… that we’re loyal to our clients... that we’re engaged in them.” (Senior Project 

Manager, case company #9). This indicates that showing interest in the client functions to moralise long-

term relationships by providing a moral and ideological basis (Vaara et al., 2006), linked with such values 

as loyalty and engagement.   

   

6.1.3.2. Continuously increasing capabilities 

Continuously increasing capabilities refers to activities where agencies seek to improve their theoretical 

knowledge and practical capabilities as a means to retain their clients. The theme reflects an authorisation 

strategy, where long-term relationships are legitimised through activities of enhancing the agency’s 

knowledge-based authority vis-à-vis its clients, i.e. authorisations which establish legitimacy by empha-

sising expertise, knowledge, and capabilities (cf. Vaara, 2014). For instance, one respondent says that 
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they “constantly attempt to upgrade ourselves educationally [and] improve ourselves, also at the strate-

gic level,” in order to avoid always being “the last step in the food chain” and instead be brought in by 

the client “earlier in the process.” (Partner and CEO of case company #13). The respondent explains that 

continuously increasing their strategic capabilities is motivated by a desire to be part of a larger strategic 

process with their clients, arguing that “becoming better at operationalising strategic counselling” sup-

ports them in fostering long-term client relationships. 

Similarly, another respondent says that they “constantly work on improving ourselves, and we 

constantly work on figuring out whether we can do things in a smarter way,” explaining that, “the driving 

force, essentially, is a desire to retain the client.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). Conse-

quently, by highlighting the aim to enhance the effectiveness of their work processes as a means of re-

taining clients, these statements indicate the use of an impersonal authorisation strategy (Van Leeuwen, 

2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 2006), arguing that client relationships 

can be maintained by claims of expertise, knowledge, and experience. In other words, the legitimacy of 

long-term relationships is enhanced through activities that bolster the authority of the agency through 

reference to their knowledge and capabilities and their focus on continuously improving these.     

Through increasing their capabilities, agencies also facilitate continuous improvements in the 

solutions they offer their clients, which also helps extend their relationships. As one respondent puts it, 

“it’s important to always stay innovative, and in your communication [with the client], you know, chal-

lenge them and contribute to their development, right, demonstrate that you want to develop them, rather 

than just do exactly the same thing that you did five years ago.” (Project Manager, case company #11). 

Here, to “stay innovative” refers to continuously offering new types of solutions, which in turn requires 

developing new organisational capabilities or new ways of thinking about solution development. Here, 

the authorisation strategy is tied to influencing client perceptions of the agency’s investments in improv-

ing their ability to provide quality solutions and help solve relevant business problems.  

In order to do so, agencies need to always reflect on “the development potential for the client.” 

(Project Consultant, case company #10), as well as monitor the impact of their solutions by “following 

what it is that we contribute and how we develop them.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company 

#16). These activities require ongoing collaboration and, as one respondent points out, require that the 

agency is allowed to work across individual campaigns to enable continuous learning and refinement of 

their work: “We learn something every time we are allowed to refine our work, to work on the back of 
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an evaluation and further develop and so on. That’s extremely important.” (Partner and co-owner, case 

company #3). Staying alert to the client’s development potential, continuously monitoring the impact of 

their work, and increasingly refining their work enables the agencies to “gain a much deeper insight into 

the [client’s] business and its way of developing” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company #16), 

providing the agency better opportunities for extending their client relationship with reference to their 

knowledge-based authority.  

 

6.1.3.3. Networking 

Networking refers to ongoing activities aimed at creating identification with clients by reference to ethos 

aspects of trust and character (Erkama & Vaara, 2010). As one respondent describes it, networking ac-

tivities are “a way of showing that we’re still alive and demonstrating that we have something new to 

present… a way of creating identification” (Partner & CEO, case company #13). More specifically, net-

working entails “regular activities” (COO, case company #1) and “automatic touch points” (Director of 

Project Services, case company #8), either face-to-face or mediated, which facilitate different kinds of 

agency-client interactions.  

Among other things, networking activities include sending out newsletters, writing personal 

greetings such as Christmas cards to client representatives, hosting annual or bi-annual events such as 

company parties, inviting clients to ‘go-home-meetings’ where agencies share new trends, ideas, and 

knowledge with their clients in informal settings, pushing content and engaging with clients through 

social media channels, etc. (e.g. case companies #1, #3, #8, #11). As a way of creating identification, 

networking activities have an essentially socialising character, i.e. interactive and social communication 

processes of inter-relating and sense-making (Newell & Swan, 2000; Swan, Newell, Scarbrough, & 

Hislop, 1999, cf. also Weick, 1990). As one respondent puts it, networking is about “radiating to the 

client that a lot of things happen in the agency and that we’re an attractive agency to collaborate with.” 

(COO, case company #1); this indicates a legitimate strategy which utilises certain activities to convey 

the attractiveness of the agency. These activities are specifically associated with legitimising long-term 

relationships, because they are mainly targeted at extending relationships with existing clients, whether 

active or inactive.   
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6.1.3.4. Findings from archival data 

The three core activities of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies can be sum-

marised as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The analysis found no indication in the archival data of the activity show concern for the client. 

This might be due to the fact that the specific ways in which this activity are carried out, i.e. typically 

face-to-face or via personal e-mails or text messages, were not part of the empirical material provided by 

the agencies for this dissertation. The activity to continuously increase capabilities can be illustrated by 

a passage from a client proposal, in which case company #13 says that their solutions to the task in 

question are based on appropriate academic communication theory. Specifically, they refer to an organ-

isational identity framework by Hatch and Schultz, stating that “We work according to this branding 

model,” and cite Joep Cornelissen’s brand definition to argue that “We believe in a strong brand.” (Client 

proposal, case company #13). The proposal also emphasises that the person assigned to the client project 

“has taken quite a lot of postgraduate courses within strategic and digital marketing/communication in 

Denmark and abroad,” and in this way also draws on a form of personal knowledge-based authorisation 

(Van Leeuwen, 2007; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006).  

Core activities of 
long-term rela-

tionships 

Continuously increase ca-
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Show concern for the cli-
ent 

Networking 

Moralisation strategy 
 By reference to caring for the cli-

ent beyond the functional bounda-
ries of collaboration 

Authorisation strategy 
By reference to knowledge-based 

authority 

Authorisation strategy 
By reference to creating identifica-

tion through trust and character 

Figure 6.7. Core activities of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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Furthermore, case company #8 includes a slide in a PowerPoint presentation underlining their 

strengths vis-à-vis competitors. Among other things, they state that they have had “the strongest image 

4 years in a row,” and that they are “Good at creating results. Strategically strong. Creatively strong. 

Good at integrating communication solutions. Good at using the latest digital know how.” (PowerPoint 

presentation #1, case company #8). In these examples, case company #8 refers to their capabilities, and 

also state how they manage to retain their competitive advantage and remain the strongest brand four 

years in a row. Another example of increasing capabilities is from a PowerPoint presentation used by 

case company #12 at a meeting with a specific client and an external partner. The introductory slides 

show: “The objective of the day… Optimisation of the collaboration in the trinity of [client name], [part-

ner name], and [case company #12].” (PowerPoint presentation, case company #12). The meeting in 

question was the first meeting between the parties under a new 3-year collaboration deal, and according 

to this quote, the aim of the meeting was to optimise their collaboration. This reflects a concrete attempt 

to legitimise the ensuing long-term collaboration.  

Finally, findings from the internal guidelines for client collaboration provided by case company 

#1 also support the networking theme. According to these guidelines, the role and responsibility of the 

agency’s project managers involves “following up on long-term effects and nurturing the network.” (In-

ternal guidelines for client collaboration, case company #1), pointing to a connection between the social 

aspects of nurturing existing clients with a long-term perspective. In another example, a document from 

case company #12, consisting of the results of a pre-project analysis of a client organisation, says that 

“[Case company #12] wishes to build strong relationships and nurture the employees’ existing networks, 

contributing to enhancing the brand awareness in the industry and cement the professionalism.” (Pre-

liminary client analysis, case company #12). These two examples demonstrate a strategic concern for 

networking, as well as emphasising to clients that networking is useful.  
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6.1.4. Summary and perspective for discussion 

The themes for long-term relationships and their associated primary legitimation strategies can be sum-

marised as follows: 

 

Dimension Themes Primary legitimation strategy 

Goals • To deliver on core values 

• To generate stability 

• To create interdependencies 

• Moralisation of agencies’ relational values 

• Rationalisation of financial and operational stability 

• Rationalisation of substitution difficulty 

Characteristics • Adaptability  

• Process communication 

• Moralisation of the daily solving of the client’s problems 

• Moralisation of frequent and ongoing client communication 

Core activities • Show concern for the client 

• Increase capabilities 

• Networking 

• Moralisation of caring for the client beyond functional bonds 

• Authorisation of the agencies’ knowledge-based authority 

• Authorisation of agencies through identification  

Table 6.1. Goals, characteristics, and core activities of long-term relationships and their primary legitimation strategies.  

 

The first global theme, long-term relationships, describes the desired type of relationships that 

the studied agencies seek to have with their clients. One of the key arguments relates to a general strategic 

aim to establish and maintain long-term relationships, rather than engaging in temporary, project-based 

relationships. The theme was characterised by a combination of moralisation, rationalisation, and author-

isation strategies to legitimise long-term relationships. As regards moralisation, legitimation strategies 

focused on relational values, both in terms of enacting espoused organisational values on the part of the 

agencies, and in terms of meeting client expectations vested in values about agencies and about being in 

long-term relationships with agencies. Moralisation was also identified as more explicitly reflecting emo-

tional dynamics, in relation to showing concern for clients. Rationalisation strategies mainly reflected 

instrumental rational arguments for how long-term relationships have expected positive effects such as 

financial and operational stability. These arguments indicated potential tensions in terms of what might 

be regarded and experienced as legitimate from the point of view of agencies and clients, respectively. 

For authorisation, the analysis shows both knowledge-based and ethos-based arguments, which function 

to underline the authority of agency organisations and/or their individual employees.    
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 The analysis of long-term relationships implies a distinction between legitimation strategies 

emerging from an internal motivation and strategies emerging from an external motivation. By this is 

meant a difference in the underlying incentives for particular legitimation strategies. For example, while 

strategies to deliver on core values and generate stability reflect internal motivations, i.e. stemming from 

the desire by agencies to communicate their values and to achieve stability for their benefit, strategies 

such as being adaptable and conducting process communication reflect external motivation, i.e. stem-

ming from concrete client expectations of the agencies for demonstrating their legitimacy as long-term 

collaboration partners. It appears that both internally and externally motivated legitimation strategies are 

equally crucial for legitimising long-term relationships. However, whereas the goals (to deliver on core 

values, generate stability, and create interdependencies) seem to more clearly reflect internal motivations, 

characteristics and activities are generally more clearly associated with external motivations for meeting 

client expectations.  

The analysis of long-term relationships also reveals a potential tension in their goals. Specifically, 

whereas the moralisation of delivering on core values reflects an ideological motive, the rationalisation 

of stability and interdependencies is more closely associated with values of financial and operational 

efficiency, problematically reflecting how agencies gain from something which clients suffer from. For 

example, while stability and interdependencies are advantageous for the agencies, they potentially create 

high switching costs for clients, indicating an asymmetrical and unidirectional expression of legitimacy 

of long-term relationships, i.e. legitimacy unfolds in such a way that one party regards something as 

legitimate which the other party does not. By contrast, the process communication theme similarly im-

plied an asymmetric dynamic, but this time on the part of the client. As such, the theme described how 

clients expect agencies to be proactive in order to become legitimate long-term partners, but at the same 

time might judge such proactivity to be self-serving salesmanship, which could result in the agencies 

losing legitimacy.  
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6.2. Global theme 2: Collaboration 

The second global theme, collaboration, refers to respondents’ statements about the desired approach to 

working with clients. This theme is characterised by the contradistinction between establishing collabo-

rative client relationships and transaction-based buyer-supplier relationships. Figure 6.5 provides an 

overview of this global theme and the organising themes that have been analysed as goals, characteristics, 

and activities.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.8. Global theme 2: Collaboration and its organising themes. 
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6.2.1. Goals of collaboration 

Two themes point to the overall purpose of legitimising collaboration and were therefore characterised 

as goals: 1) to position the agency as a collaborative partner, and 2) to enhance outcomes through col-

laboration. To position the agency as a collaborative partner essentially means that the goal is to convince 

clients that collaboration is the way they should work together, highlighting collaboration as a value-

based approach to working with rather than for clients. To enhance outcomes through collaboration is 

closely associated with this, but the goal is also to provide clients with the best possible results, articu-

lating an instrumental rationalisation strategy, which legitimises collaboration by its expected functional 

outcomes.  

 

6.2.1.1. To position the agency as a collaborative partner 

The goal to position the agency as a collaborative partner moralises collaboration by expressing that 

agencies want to collaborate with clients, as opposed to working for them as suppliers. Utilising moral 

abstraction and analogical comparison strategies (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999), respondents provide 

more or less straightforward descriptions of how and why they want to collaborate with clients, specifi-

cally comparing and contrasting this with working with clients on a buyer-supplier basis. For example, 

respondents say, “We’re not a supplier. We’re a collaboration partner.” (CEO and Founding Partner, 

case company #17), “We usually say that we don’t just want to be suppliers. We want to be collaboration 

partners.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company #16), and “We do attempt to make the clients 

perceive us as collaboration partners and not suppliers.” (Project Manager, case company #18). These 

statements largely reflect value-based self-understandings as collaboration partners, rather than suppliers. 

In line with this, one respondent points out that clients select them rather than their competitors “on the 

basis of the way we work,” and specifically because they have “an extremely close collaboration with 

our clients” which means that they “don’t work for them, we work with them.” (Chief of Strategy and 

Concept, case company #16). This indicates that clients value a collaborative approach by agencies, and 

could mean an increase in their legitimacy perceptions of the relationship as a result of this positioning 

as a collaborative partner. As the respondent elaborates, “it never becomes really good” when they en-

gage as buyer-suppliers, implying a negative assessment of buyer-supplier relationships and, albeit indi-

rectly, a positive assessment of collaborative relationships.  
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In particular, respondents talk about collaborative values of co-creation and collaborative syner-

gies. As one respondent argues, “the most important thing is that we can collaborate, right, that we don’t 

have a supplier relation to our clients, because that’s rarely very beneficial. It should be so that they 

recognise that we gather around the table and then we create something together.” (Director of Project 

Services, case company #8). By linking collaborative relationships with the ability to co-create solutions, 

this statement suggests that collaboration has a co-creative potential, which a buyer-supplier relation does 

not. Additionally, another associated value is that of utilising each other’s strengths to complement each 

other as collaborative partners. As elaborated by the above respondent, “we’re capable of something they 

need, but they have something that we need in order for us to be good together, right… definitely, that is 

how it plays out the best way.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8). By highlighting how 

each party brings something to the collaboration that the other party lacks, this statement indicates the 

moralisation of collaboration by reference to a value of collaborative synergy. 

 

6.2.1.2. To enhance outcomes through collaboration 

Whereas the first goal emphasised a moral stance on collaboration, this goal reflects statements that 

collaboration serves functional purposes, indicating an instrumental rationalisation strategy by arguing 

that collaboration gives better results for clients. For example, a respondent argues that clients with whom 

his employees are “happy to collaborate also achieve better results.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case 

company #17). Another respondent notes, “Under the circumstances where it makes sense and when it 

feels value-creating and where it’s well-received [by the client], we do try to use those means and create 

that collaborative culture.” (Project Consultant, case company #10). This suggests that collaboration is 

strategically engineered by agencies when it is judged to create value. The “means” referred to above are 

communicative and interactive means aimed at establishing a rapport and developing close collaborative 

relationships with clients, albeit only, it seems, under the circumstances where it creates value.  

Following this, collaboration is viewed as value-creating because it allows the agency and the 

client to be “continuously aligned in terms of… what our work should do for them [and] where we’re 

headed.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8). This means that when the agency and the 

client collaborate, they are more likely to agree on the direction and desired outcome of the work they 

are doing together and, as a result, to enhance the value-creating potential of their collaboration. Achiev-

ing such alignment entails negotiating “the good mode” of collaboration, i.e. agreeing on how best to 
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collaborate, which in turn helps avoid “collaborative friction” and contributes to ensuring that “the client 

is constantly happy and… that we deliver according to or beyond expectations.” (COO, case company 

#1). In this way, alignment enables collaboration by supporting a shared understanding of the direction 

and end-goal of the collective work, in turn contributing to achieving better results and creating value.   

 Consistent with these concerns for aligning expectations, respondents also suggest that when cli-

ents are involved actively in a collaborative process, they are more likely to evaluate both the process 

and outcome of the collaboration more positively. In other words, collaboration yields more satisfied 

clients, not only because of better outcomes, but also because they regard the process as positive. For 

example, one respondent says that collaboration means that the client “gets the experience of having 

received a better delivery,” and, in particular, that collaborative processes make the client “satisfied with 

the entire project.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). Another respondent similarly notes that 

close collaboration enables clients to continuously assess whether they will be satisfied with the outcome. 

As he says, “the client is typically such a big part of it that I’m inclined to say that it’s their own fault if 

they don’t like the product, right, because they’ve been so involved in it and it’s been visible to them.” 

(Project Officer, case company #7). Thus, there seems to be a link with the client’s level of satisfaction 

with the outcome and degree of involvement in the collaboration process, suggesting the importance of 

involving clients in collaboration. Put another way, agencies experience clients as more satisfied with 

their overall experience with the agency when the parties collaborate, which could also imply enhanced 

legitimacy judgements by clients of collaborative relationships. This indicates a means orientation to 

rationalisation legitimation (Van Leeuwen, 2007), where engaging the client in collaboration is con-

structed as a means to an end (i.e. satisfied clients), further supporting the instrumental rationalisation of 

collaboration as improving the outcome of the PBO-client relationship.  

 

6.2.1.3. Findings from archival data 

The two goals of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in figure 6.9. 
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Archival data provides support for the goals of collaboration. For example, case company #1 

“emphasise agreeing with our client on how we best collaborate with each other… so that we achieve 

solutions of high quality while the process, too, is perceived as good and effective from both sides of the 

table.” (Internal guidelines for client collaborations, case company #1). This reflects both the positioning 

of the agency as a collaborative partner and the notion that collaboration contributes to achieving better 

results and more satisfied clients. Similarly, an extract from a PowerPoint presentation, used by case 

company #12 to facilitate and structure a joint workshop together with a specific client and an external 

third party collaborator, says that “The purpose of the day… Optimisation of the collaboration between 

[client], [third party], and [case company #12]… 1 + 1 + 1 = >3” (Workshop PowerPoint presentation, 

case company #12). First, the expressed aim is to optimise collaboration between the present parties, 

reflecting the agency’s positioning as a collaborative partner. Second, there is a reference to generating 

collaborative synergies, i.e. the three parties together are stronger than the sum of their parts. This indi-

cates a communicative means by which collaboration is portrayed as generating enhanced outcomes. 

Similarly, a client proposal from case company #10 urges the client to “work together with” them in 

order to collectively develop a design process (i.e. the solution offered) “with focus on being as effective 

and concrete as possible.” (Client proposal 2, case company #10). In other words, the proposal suggests 

a collaborative process in order to achieve the most effective solution.  

 Furthermore, in their cooperation agreement, case company #5 say that they “will work closely 

together with [client] on defining the task and collecting all necessary information.” (Cooperation agree-

ment, case company #5). Another example is from a client proposal by case company #13, which illus-

trates its communicative positioning as a collaborative partner: “I suggest that we collectively work on a 

Goals of collabo-
ration 

To enhance outcomes 
through collaboration 

To position the agency as 
a collaborative partner 

Moralisation strategy 
 By reference to an ideology of 
collaborating with rather than 

working for clients 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to the notion that 
collaboration enables creating 

better results 

Figure 6.9. Goals of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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communication strategy.” This emphasises the aim to establish collective work processes, in this case for 

developing a communication strategy. The proposal stresses that client input is invaluable for developing 

a strong and successful communication strategy, since it needs to be linked closely with the client’s 

organisational strategy. Further, the proposal says, “we achieve the best results if we co-think all channels 

and platforms from the outset.” (Client proposal, case company #13). The phrase “co-think” reflects a 

co-creative and collaborative approach on the part of the agency. These suggestions are backed up 

throughout the proposal with phrases such as a “joint workshop” to set up relevant KPIs as a point of 

departure for “further collaboration” and for developing “our joint work instrument in the future.” The 

proposal refers not only to collaborative efforts, therefore, but also to how such efforts extend into the 

future. This suggests a link between the aim of establishing collaborative partnerships with clients and 

developing long-term client relationships.  

 

6.2.2. Characteristics of collaboration 

Four themes were analysed as characteristics of collaboration: 1) collectivity, 2) joint ownership, 3) com-

munity of values, and 4) chemistry. These themes all represent core attributes that influence legitimacy 

perceptions of collaborative PBO-client relationships. Collectivity and joint ownership both reflect ra-

tionalisation strategies. Whereas the former draws on a shared sense of collectivity, a form of we-rela-

tionship, joint ownership means that clients must accept some degree of responsibility and accountability 

in the collaboration. Community of values reflects a value-based moralisation strategy emphasising the 

importance of sharing values. Finally, chemistry reflects a moralisation strategy which emphasises emo-

tional dynamics associated with pathos as crucial (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Hoefer & Green, 2016).  

 

6.2.2.1. Collectivity 

Collectivity relates to respondents’ statements that a we-relationship, i.e. a mutual sense of collective 

identity and a common purpose, is crucial to establishing legitimacy of collaboration. The theme is char-

acterised by a rationalisation strategy, which views collectivity as fulfilling functional and goal-oriented 

purposes. As one respondent puts it, “By far the best collaborations and the best results [are] when we 

have a collective which is so close that we say ‘we’ and when we describe our efforts as something that 

we do together.” (Project Consultant, case company #10). In other words, collectivity provides the ra-
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tionale (Vaara et al., 2006) for collaboration by emphasising its functional value. Specifically, collectiv-

ity appears to be operationalised in how the agency and the client interact and talk about each other, i.e. 

describing their efforts as “something that we do together.” The statement links the perceptual and com-

municative self-referencing to a collective, and suggests how this contributes to a mutual sense of col-

lectivity, rationalising both the process and outcome of collaboration by arguing that collectivity contrib-

utes to the “best collaborations and the best results.”  

 A central aspect of collectivity relates to this communicative establishment of a collective we; a 

we-relationship between the agency and its client. As some respondents say, “You develop and establish 

a collective style and a tone. It’s not, like, ‘us’ and ‘them’,” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case com-

pany #16); “we often say ‘we’ and ‘ours’ instead of ‘you’ and ‘yours,’ and it becomes this sense of 

collective… it contributes to creating a we-relationship. It is us.” (Senior Project Manager, case company 

#9); “we consider each other as close collaborative partners, bordering on colleagues, rather than ‘us’ 

and ‘them’ or ‘we’ and ‘you’.” (Project Consultant, case company #10); and “we have a sort of staff 

function for those with whom we collaborate closely.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company 

#16). These quotes describe a sense of collective, a mutually perceived ‘we-relationship’ between the 

agency and the client. This can be understood as an objective strategy legitimation, legitimising some-

thing as the subject of a means process (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) – i.e. collectivity as the subject 

in a means process legitimising collaboration. 

 In continuation of this, establishing collectivity is argued to contribute to transforming collabo-

rations into something beyond operational work. It becomes something “more than and different from 

just the operational” (COO, case company #1) and something “more than a co-operation” (Partner and 

Co-owner, case company #3). Respondents note how relationships characterised by feelings of collec-

tivity lead to developing a shared “direction with the client” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case com-

pany #16) and to building perceptions that they “work towards a collective goal.” (Partner and CCO, 

case company #6). In this way, collectivity becomes a strategy for achieving collaboration and, in a more 

implicit fashion, a strategy for ensuring more effective work that fulfils mutual expectations and requests.   

 

6.2.2.2. Joint ownership 

Joint ownership refers to the perceived importance that clients accept a joint role in collaborative projects 

and assume some level of ownership. Emphasising client responsibility and accountability, respondents 
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regard joint ownership as crucial, not only to improving the collaborative process, but also to making 

sure that clients will be more satisfied with the results and more able to realise the benefits of these results 

after project completion. Due to its focus on these functional outcomes, the theme has been interpreted 

as a rationalisation strategy. As respondents argue, joint ownership “results in the product becoming 

much, much better, because they too have a desire to spend their time on it.” (Project Manager, case 

company #11), and, correspondingly, clients who take ownership become “highly invested” in the col-

laboration and in the project, and this investment typically results in more useful outcomes for the client 

(Project Manager and Consultant, case company #10).  

Consequently, agencies encourage joint ownership, and they try to involve clients in decision-

making processes around the development of a solution. As one respondent says, it is important to “ask 

them what they think, and have a dialogue around this, because then you create this ownership for them. 

(Project Manager, case company #11). Correspondingly, another respondent says that client involvement 

is valuable for integrating the client’s vision into the development of a solution and, with it, for getting 

the client’s endorsement of this solution. As she says, “he [the client] has a clear vision of what the 

project should do, and so we aren’t interested in forcing a solution down his throat. So it’s important 

that there’s also, you know, that they’re part of that solution, that they feel [that] even though they cannot 

solve it, they need to have a feeling of having been asked and that it’s a collaboration.” (Partner and 

CCO, case company #6). This suggests that clients are involved for both actual and symbolic reasons, 

i.e. to actually integrate their vision in the development of the solution, and to symbolically let the client 

feel that they have been involved. This statement indicates a theoretical rationalisation strategy, which 

legitimises the involvement of the client and, with it, joint ownership, by framing it as natural and obvious 

(Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vaara & Monin, 2010). In this way, involving 

clients, even if only symbolically, indicates a rationalised strategy approach to legitimising collaboration.  

In line with these arguments, respondents also suggest that clients who are involved in decision-

making processes, and who adopt ownership, are also generally more satisfied (e.g. case companies #5, 

#11, and #18). For example, one respondent argues, “The worst that can happen is definitely that we 

assume all ownership so that the client has no ownership… because then they just sit back and wait for 

us to come with the solution… if they haven’t been part of the process, then when we present the solution, 

they might just say, ‘well, that’s not what we ordered’ or ‘I don’t like that, that’s not good.’ However, if 

they’ve put their own money on the line and have stakes in what comes out of it, then their satisfaction 
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with what comes out of it will also be greater.” (Founder and Co-owner, case company #5). This state-

ment shows that client satisfaction with the outcome increases as a result of having been involved and 

taken ownership of the project. Again, this denotes the rationalisation of joint ownership by reference to 

its functional value, and specifically emphasises the client’s point of view in the legitimation process.  

 Consistent with enhanced client satisfaction with the outcome, it is also argued that joint owner-

ship during the project is important for successful post-project implementation of the output by the client. 

As one respondent says, once the project is launched (e.g. a marketing campaign by the client), the client 

must be ready to adopt full ownership, because at this point the client is the public face of the product. 

The respondent argues that adopting full ownership at this stage is easier if the client has been involved 

and taken ownership during the collaboration, i.e. during the development of the product: “The [market-

ing campaign] that Carlsberg is running right now, well, it’s not the agency behind it that gets all the 

attention, because obviously that is Carlsberg themselves. And, indeed, that’s what Carlsberg is inter-

ested in; they have a desire to show the entire world that this is what we have made. And they do that 

best by taking ownership and by going out and showing it. So it also has to do with knowing as an agency 

that you need to stand in the background and let them take complete ownership, even though you have 

done all the nuts and bolts work. So, therefore, ownership is really, really important.” (Project Manager, 

case company #11). This indicates a link between the rationalisation of joint ownership, with reference 

to both the desired results, an aspect of client authorisation in the post-project stage, and to how it au-

thorises the client as product owner after product launch. By helping clients acquire legitimacy through 

authorisation after the project has been completed, this link between rationalisation and authorisation is 

significant for convincing clients to assume joint ownership during the project.  

 

6.2.2.3. Community of values 

Community of values relates to the perceived importance that the agency’s and the client’s core organi-

sational values are congruent. It reflects a moralisation strategy, since the legitimacy of collaboration is 

linked with a form of moral evaluation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) by the 

agencies of their clients and their organisational values.  

 According to respondents, agencies assess their clients and expect them to share basic organisa-

tional values in order to consider them legitimate collaboration partners. This is because they view con-

gruent sets of organisational values between agency and client are necessary for establishing legitimate 
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collaboration. For example, the Founder and Co-owner of case company #5 says that he typically decides 

whether to pursue potential clients based on four parameters: 1) do they have a specific recognised need, 

2) do they recognise their need as urgent, 3) do they have an appropriate budget to purchase the agency’s 

services, and 4) do they have the authority to authorise and complete a purchase. However, the respondent 

says that meeting these criteria is not sufficient unless the potential client also shares his agency’s core 

values. As he puts it, “Then you could add a fifth dimension which is community of values, right… If the 

four others are present, but there’s no community of values, I’d still stay away, right, in terms of hunting 

them, because I just know that I might be able to get a meeting, I might be able to get to the table and 

negotiate, but if I succeed in getting them, I just risk that it doesn’t become a success.” (Founder and Co-

owner, case company #5). Consequently, even if all four basic parameters of a relevant client lead were 

met, the collaboration risks becoming a failure in the absence of a community of values. In other words, 

the statement suggests that the agency expects some level of shared ideological basis, moralising collab-

oration by expressing how the absence of congruent values is a barrier to legitimate agency-client col-

laboration. 

 In continuation of this, respondents note that their agencies might discontinue their client rela-

tionships when their organisational values are incongruent. As respondents say: “We only want clients 

that treat us properly. If we have clients in here that don’t treat our staff properly, we fire them.” (CEO 

and Founding Partner, case company #17), and “We have one time fired a client… because there wasn’t 

a match between our core values and their core values. And that was something we could feel… you 

cannot collaborate if you constantly work against one another.” (Founder and Co-owner, case company 

#5). Another respondent talks about a client with “a relatively large bag of money,” who the agency 

rejected because “it was the wrong match” and because the client had “a type of product that we didn’t 

want to lend our name to.” (Project Officer, case company #7). This means that, even though this client 

appears rationally legitimate and can be expected to provide positive financial results for the agency, the 

agency might reject the client based on a moral evaluation of the character and credibility of the client 

(cf. Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). Choosing to reject or discontinue a client 

relationship because of perceived value incongruence, or perceived lack of moral character of the client, 

suggests a relatively stronger emphasis on the moral than the rational character of the client, in particular 

when the client in question is good for business from an instrumental perspective.  
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 It appears, therefore, that perceived value congruence strongly affects the degree to which a col-

laboration is considered legitimate in terms of what the agency stands for, as reflected in its organisational 

values. As such, the agencies seem to evaluate their clients as legitimate collaborative partners from a 

moral, ideological perspective. Being ultimately sociotropic (Suchman, 1995), such moralisation is 

linked with the agencies’ subjective judgements on what is morally justifiable in terms of their own value 

systems. Respondents note that some of the key values that help legitimise collaboration include mutual 

respect, the mutual recognition of the value of collaboration, and a shared sense of basic moral and ethical 

principles on how to work together (e.g. respondents from case companies #5, #7 and #17).  

 In addition, openness and honesty are particularly important for legitimate agency-client collab-

oration. For example, one respondent points out that the best collaborations are characterised by a “mu-

tual receptiveness,” which essentially means that they “can talk about things” and engage in “ugly dis-

cussions.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company #16). This is only possible with clients “with 

whom we have good relationships,” because these are characterised by a safe environment in which 

people are comfortable with putting issues into words, or, as the respondent puts it, comfortable with 

“call[ing] a spade a spade.” (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company #16). Other respondents 

concur that openness and honesty generally characterise collaborations which both parties regard as mu-

tually beneficial (e.g. case companies #3, #13, and #17). As one respondent stresses, “I don’t accept it 

when things aren’t running properly. I don’t. And we need to have conversation, and we need to have it 

honestly… we’re an agency that thinks about clients 100 % of the time. The clients think about us 15 % 

of the time. But I demand that that collaboration is there… that you also enter into a dialogue and a 

collaboration around these things.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case company #17, emphasis in origi-

nal). This again indicates a moralisation strategy, where the legitimacy of collaborations depends on 

whether the client and the agency engage in the collaboration on a similar ideological basis, exemplified 

in the above quote as proper and honest conduct and the inclination and willingness to enter into dialog-

ical and collaborative interactions.   

 

6.2.2.4. Chemistry 

One of the most dominant themes of the analysis is chemistry, which is highlighted as a critical, and even 

constitutive, characteristic of legitimate collaborative agency-client relationships (Case companies #1, 

#2, #6, #7, #8, #9, #10, #12, #16, #17, and #18). Chemistry in this context is understood as “agreeing 
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how to solve [and] approach the work” between the agency and the client (Chief of Strategy and Concept, 

case company #16), and as having a “united approach towards what we’re faced with” (Project Manager 

and Consultant, case company #10). It is about liking to work together, and fitting together as collabora-

tive partners. As one respondent says, “If the chemistry isn’t there, then there’s nothing, then you can’t 

do it. So, in fact, well, it’s definitely the most important [characteristic].” (Managing Director and Part-

ner, case company #2).  

Similarly, according to another respondent, agency-client collaboration “builds on the presence 

of chemistry.” (Partner and CCO, case company #6). The theme moralises collaboration by articulating 

a pathos legitimation strategy that highlights emotional dynamics (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Hoefer & 

Green, 2016). A telling example is the reference to chemistry as “a small crush… a little falling-in-love” 

between the agency and the client (Chief of Strategy and Concept, case company #16), which reflects a 

value-based rhetoric of emotion (cf. Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). Furthermore, respondents note that 

they operate in a “people business… a business which is based on personal relationships.” (Managing 

Director and Partner, case company #2), which makes relational chemistry even more crucial.  

In line with this, respondents consistently emphasise chemistry as an inter-personal characteristic 

which can enable (or, if absent, constrain) agency-client collaboration. Chemistry is argued to have noth-

ing to do with “the professional competence” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9) or “profes-

sional knowledge and capabilities.” (Chief Consultant, case company #12), but rather “has to do with, 

well, relationships, people. At the end of the day, indeed, it’s about people.” (Senior Project Manager, 

case company #9). Consequently, because “people do business with people.” (Chief Consultant, case 

company #12), the collaboration is likely to fail if these people “don’t fit together.” (Project Manager, 

case company #9). As one respondent claims, 70 % of the reason for selecting one agency over another 

in the Danish marketing industry depends on evaluations of chemistry: “I have realised that the less you 

actually talk about yourself, that is the agency, and the more you talk about the other [the client], it 

creates better synergies and more dynamic and chemistry. And I believe that 70 %... of what influences 

whether you actually select an agency first and foremost comes from whether the chemistry is there. If 

you like the person that you look into the eyes, you are also comfortable assigning this person the re-

sponsibility for managing your money.” (CEO and Founding Partner, case company #17). This links 

chemistry with mutual affection and trust. To “like the person that you look into the eyes” suggests an 
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emotional legitimacy judgement, where the reason for collaborating is that the parties like and trust one 

another.  

Due to its critical importance, chemistry needs to be felt from the start of new client relationships. 

One respondent notes that it is “necessary that you can feel chemistry and match at the first meeting.” 

(Partner and CCO, case company #6), while another maintains that “the first five minutes of a meeting 

where you small talk might be the most important, because that’s where you connect and things like 

that.” (COO, case company #1). Specifically, the respondent elaborates, connecting on a relational level 

is more important than discussing operational aspects of the collaboration at the beginning of new rela-

tionships. Similarly, another respondent notes that early client interactions focus on “agreeing that we fit 

together in terms of chemistry,” and only subsequently focus on “how we’re going to solve [the task].” 

(Project Officer, case company #7). Hence, relational dynamics of connecting, matching, and feeling 

chemistry are crucial at the outset of new relationships, and are given precedence over discussing task-

specific matters.  

 

6.2.2.5. Findings from archival data 

The four characteristics of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in fig-

ure 6.10 below.  

According to archival data, agencies tell new potential clients that becoming their client entails 

entering into a collaborative relationship characterised by a sense of collectivity. For example, a Power-

Point presentation of one of the case companies includes the words, “Our clients, our brands.” (Power-

Point presentation, case company #9), which, according to the respondent, is meant to convey that the 

agency views its clients as part of themselves and expects their clients to also adopt this collective un-

derstanding. A more concrete example is that of a client proposal by case company #13, where the agency 

asks the client a number of questions formulated as if the parties were already in a form of collective we-

relationship. These questions include, “What is our tone of voice,” “how do we communicate and why,” 

“will we use technical terms,” “what readability index are we aiming for,” “are we informal or formal,” 

and “how and where should we be visible.” (Client proposal, case company #13, my emphasis). Curi-

ously, the agency and client in question are not collaborating at this point, and the use of inter-subjective 
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rather than intrasubjective pronouns (i.e. repeatedly using “our” and “we”) therefore indicates a collec-

tive understanding of a we-relationship, perhaps even of a collective identity (cf. Ashforth, Rogers, & 

Corley, 2011).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The concern for joint ownership can also be seen in the agencies’ communication material. For 

example, a document from case company #2 explicitly states that the objective of a co-creation workshop 

between the agency and the client is to “involve key stakeholders in the communication process, partly 

to ensure ownership and partly to ensure that any future solutions address the right challenges across 

the value chain as well as across various markets.” (Process presentation template, case company #2). 

In the same document, the agency asks the client to select relevant participants for the workshop who 

will collaborate with the agency in identifying significant challenges and potential solution directions to 

pursue. In this way, the theme of ownership is connected to enabling co-creative efforts between the 

agency and the client.   

Characteristics of 
collaboration 

Chemistry 

Joint ownership 

Rationalisation strategy 
 By reference to the functional out-
comes of a mutual sense of collec-

tive identity 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to the positive effects 
of establishing joint ownership be-

tween agency and client 

Community of values 

Collectivity 

Moralisation strategy 
By reference to the importance of 

sharing basic organisational values 

Moralisation strategy 
By reference to emotional dynam-
ics associated with fruitful collabo-

ration 

Figure 6.10. Characteristics of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies. 



151 
 

There was also an emphasis on a community of values in the archival data. For example, one 

agency communicates that “All strategic work should build on… a clarified set of core values and a 

prioritisation of what’s important in order to achieve set goals.” (PowerPoint presentation, case company 

#5). Case company #5 also emphasise that they are “a value-driven communication design agency,” and 

that they operationalise three core values of “desire, courage, and empathy.” (PowerPoint presentation, 

case company #5). As explained by the respondent, these three values constitute the fundamental point 

of departure for all their client collaborations because, as he argues, if the client is not willing to engage 

in a collaboration based on this set of values, it will not be a success. Another example can be seen in a 

workshop proposal by case company #10, in which the sharing of basic values is said to enable a “com-

mon understanding of the scope and the process” of the ensuing collaboration (Workshop proposal, case 

company #10). 

Finally, as regards chemistry, there is an example from case company #1’s communication ma-

terial. In their internal guidelines for employees on how to collaborate with clients, they emphasise that 

the staffing of tasks should be based on thorough considerations of the right persons for the job: “Staffing 

of the task. Spend time on choosing the right people for the task the first time – it is expensive and 

fatiguing for clients as well as advisors to substitute [people] during the project.” (Internal guidelines 

for client collaboration, case #1). The document continues by arguing that staffing should be based on a 

set of principles, including “chemistry with the client” and “concrete experiences on the CV.” While 

emphasising chemistry as important, this also supports the moralisation strategy as identified in connec-

tion with the theme of chemistry. Finally, the document emphasises that it is important to “create trust 

and good personal relations [to] gain much more room for manoeuvre,” which implies reasoning based 

in rationalisation.  

 

6.2.3. Core activities of collaboration 

Two themes were identified and defined as core activities for legitimising collaboration: 1) use informal 

forms of contract, and 2) create transparency of work processes. Both of these activities rely on authori-

sation strategies aimed at building trust and credibility as a means of legitimising collaboration.  
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6.2.3.1. Use informal forms of contract 

This theme refers to strategic decisions about whether to use contracts at all, and about the degree of 

formality and legal discourse of those contracts that are used. Overall, respondents argue that they do not 

use contracts, or use only informal forms of contract, to express their collaborative intentions, foster trust, 

and appear as a credible and trustworthy collaboration partner. The theme reflects a combination of im-

personal authorisation (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 2006), with claims that the use of 

informal forms of contract indicates the credibility and trustworthiness of the agency, and personal au-

thorisation, with reference to the agency representative and his/her authority as the legitimising factor 

(Vaara & Tienari, 2008). Together, these strategies seem to legitimise the agencies as collaboration part-

ners rather than just product suppliers.  

As examples, one respondent says that he doesn’t use contracts when engaging in new client 

collaborations, but relies instead on mutual trust: “I have no contracts and I haven’t experienced any 

problems with it… it relies a lot on trust,” and elaborates that he builds such trust “through my person-

ality... being present and attentive to what the person in question says.” (Partner and CEO, case company 

#14). On the one hand, then, this draws on authorisation with reference to a procedure of not using con-

tracts and, on the other, it relies on personal authorisation with reference to the respondent’s personality 

and behaviour. Another respondent also says that they typically do not use formal contracts, and that it 

has never caused them any trouble, because their client collaborations rely on a “mutual belief” in one 

another (Partner and Co-Owner, case company #3). In fact, she elaborates, the rigidity that typically 

comes from working with very formal contracts makes the collaborative process “annoying as hell,” 

because it constrains the agency’s freedom of operation and signals a less trust-based relationship.  

Others do use a form of contract, albeit a much less formal type of document than a classical 

contract, which helps convey to clients that collaborations should build on mutual trust. As one respond-

ent explains, “We don’t work with contracts, and we actually make quite a case out of explaining to the 

client that we’re not contract-driven… It does something good for the relationships in the sense that 

there’s something with contracts that become, you know, in lack of better words, a bit lawyer-like… We 

present it as something very soft… It’s a mutual matching of expectations… it tells something about the 

way we work… that our collaboration builds on mutual trust, and that if there is no mutual trust, then it 

becomes a crappy project, and something like this functions to support this” (Project Officer, case com-

pany #7). Here, the use of a softer form of agreement is described as a strategic communicative means 
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of fostering mutual trust, and in this way functioning as an authorisation strategy that constructs the 

agency’s credibility and trustworthiness and legitimises the relationship with reference to relational trust. 

 However, there are also risks involved in not using contracts. Several respondents say they cur-

rently use standard legal contracts, and require written confirmation of ad hoc decisions made during 

projects, because of previous negative experiences with clients who failed to keep their word. One re-

spondent relates that, “Lectured by experience, every time there’s something that needs to be agreed 

upon about a delivery, I want it in writing… I’ve experienced so many times that it wasn’t the amount 

that we’d talked about or something like that, where, suddenly you stand there with a bill and who is 

going to pay it? Because something has been said without having been written down” (Project Manager, 

case company #4). In the same vein, another respondent says that his agency now uses formal contracts 

to ensure that their clients do not “run away” from their agreements (Project Manager, case company 

#11). Adding to this, he says that the contract functions as “a mechanism for ensuring that we mutually 

keep our word,” and that such a mechanism has been considered necessary because some clients have 

pulled out of their oral agreements and refused to pay for the hours that the agency had already spent on 

developing the solution.  

 Unlike the previous statements, these two examples demonstrate that relying on mutual trust in 

previous collaborations has generated a perceived need for written agreements and contracts. Specifi-

cally, instances of clients failing to keep their word have led to these agencies introducing a more classi-

cal form of contracting, where relational aspects are considered less relevant for exchanges between the 

parties. This indicates an approach to legitimising collaboration which relies more on impersonal, legal 

authorisation (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999), using contracts as a governance mechanism for the col-

laboration.  

 

6.2.3.2. Creating transparency of work processes 

Creating transparency of work processes describes an activity where agencies attempt to be transparent 

about work processes in their communication and interaction with clients. Since creating transparency is 

discussed by respondents as conducive to building trust and credibility in the agency, the theme is char-

acterised as an authorisation strategy, specifically drawing on ethos as a rhetorical strategy (Erkama & 

Vaara, 2010). According to one respondent, trust is crucial to agency-client collaboration, and is devel-

oped through creating transparency. As he says, “You don’t collaborate with people whom you don’t 
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trust,” and trust in turn is nurtured by “ensuring that we make things visible to the client [and] create 

that transparency of a rather dark and closed process for the client.” (Director of Project Services, case 

company #8). The respondent refers to the creative process through which the agency creates and devel-

ops their solution, and suggests that transparency supports trust-building through a form of personal au-

thorisation of the agency’s employees. Interestingly, the respondent suggests that transparency is “a ra-

ther modern expression and something to which we also conform.” This implies that they utilise trans-

parency because others do it, and in this way reflects what Van Leeuwen (2007) refers to as authorisation 

by conformity, i.e. the legitimation of organisational activities by pointing out that “that’s what most 

people do” (p. 97).  

Consequently, creating transparency can be seen as an activity where agencies tell their clients 

that they are following legitimate contemporary practices, and that they are doing what everybody else 

does (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Respondents say that this gives clients “a sense of security” (Partner and 

CCO, case company #6) and “peace of mind” (Chief Consultant, case company #12) in terms of whether 

the agency has things under control. Furthermore, transparency helps align and synchronise work pro-

cesses across the organisations, which in turn prevents disputes between the agency and the client over 

the process and progress of a given project (Partner and Co-owner, case company #3; Director of Project 

Services, case company #8). This is important, since it helps retain a mutual perception of trust and 

credibility, which in turn supports the ongoing legitimation of collaboration.  

  

6.2.3.3. Findings from archival data  

The two core activities of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies can be summarised as 

follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Core activities of 
collaboration 

Create transparency of 
work processes 

Use informal forms of 
contract 

Authorisation strategy 
 By reference to creating trust by 
not using contracts or using infor-

mal forms of contract 

Authorisation strategy 
By reference to creating a sense of 

security through transparency 

Figure 6.11. Core activities of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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 The contracts and agreement documents provided by the case companies seem to contradict the 

identified activity of using informal forms of contract. Broadly speaking, the provided contracts and 

agreements are more or less legal documents, involving “terms and conditions” and “conditions of pay-

ment” (Cooperation agreement, case company #7), and even legal clauses, including the settlement of 

disagreements through “Danish court and with the court of [city] as venue.” (Cooperation agreement, 

case company #6). The contracts from case companies #5 and #11 were similarly prased in rather legal-

ised terms. However, it could be argued that respondents’ statements regarding the benefits of informal 

contracts would be difficult to triangulate using archival data, particularly in those cases where the agency 

does not use a contract. In addition, it is also difficult to accurately interpret what is meant by ‘less legal’ 

or ‘informal’ forms of contract. That being said, there seems to be a conflict between the stated and actual 

approach to using contracts and/or cooperation agreement documents.  

 The archival data provides strong support for the activity to create transparency of work pro-

cesses. A key example is the general use of visuals in the agencies’ communication material, which 

illustrates the stages of the collaboration process with the client. For example, case company #8 presents 

the following process:  

 

            Figure 6.12. Creating transparency of work processes (PowerPoint presentation #2, case company #8). 

 

Subsequent slides in the PowerPoint presentation elaborate on each of these process stages, show-

ing and explaining how the client’s problem will be solved, and how the client will be involved in the 

process. A similar example from case company #5 presents its work process in the following way:  

Insight and 
analysis Vision Internal 

stakeholders Planning Communication



156 
 

Figure 6.13. Creating transparency of work processes (PowerPoint presentation, case company #5).  

 

Again, each of these stages are elaborated on and linked with the constitutive work activities of 

each stage. The stages exemplified here could be broadly described as: (1) mapping the current position 

of the client and understanding tendencies in the market, (2) conducting various kinds of qualitative and 

quantitative analyses in order to obtain relevant insights into the client’s business, (3) involving the client 

in the decision-making process in order to gain necessary confirmations and to create ownership and 

ensure prioritisation of the project among the project participants, (4) planning and preparing the specific 

strategies and tactics for carrying out the project, and (5) executing the project across selected channels. 

These two examples are typical of the type of visuals used generally across the case companies.  

These visuals are supplemented with textual descriptions of the processes. For example, the in-

ternal guidelines for client collaboration from case company #1 indicate the strategic focus on creating 

transparency of work processes: “Comprehensive start-up and briefing pays off,” which suggests the 

sharing of high-quality information at the beginning of the collaboration. It goes on to say, “Negotiate 

the collaboration form with the client, then the process becomes frictionless.” (Internal guidelines docu-

ment, case company #1). Assuming that negotiating the work process necessarily requires some level of 

intentional information-sharing, this suggests the aim to improve collaborative processes through trans-

parency. Another example is a project plan from case company #10: “We imagine a process in which we 

are in ongoing dialogue about the tasks and the sub-deliverables that are to be delivered. In practice, 

that means that our developer works with your tasks in sprints of 2-3 days each week, after which you 

receive the deliverables for test and approval. Subsequently, we prioritise which tasks are going to be 

completed the following week. This presupposes that you are capable of allocating resources for test, 

approval, prioritisation, and dialogue on an ongoing basis in the specified weeks.” (Project plan, case 

company #10). This excerpt from the project plan suggests a collaborative approach, according to which 

the client commits time and resources to participating in and contributing to the successful execution of 

the project.  

Thesis Insights Anchoring Strategies Execution
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6.2.4. Summary and perspective for discussion 

The themes for collaboration and their associated primary legitimation strategies can be summarised as 

follows: 

 

Dimension Themes Primary legitimation strategy 

Goals • To position the agency as a 

collaborative partner 

• To enhance outcomes through 

collaboration 

• Moralisation of collaborating with and not working for the 

client 

• Rationalisation of collaboration as creating better results 

Characteristics • Collectivity 

• Joint ownership 

 

• Community of values 

• Chemistry 

• Rationalisation of a mutual sense of collective identity 

• Rationalisation of the positive effects of joint ownership 

through shared responsibility and accountability 

• Moralisation of the importance of sharing basic values 

• Moralisation of emotional dynamics of collaboration and 

having congruent understandings and approaches 

Core activities • Use informal forms of contract 

• Create transparency of work 

processes 

• Authorisation through appealing to mutual trust 

• Authorisation through creating a sense of security and 

building trust 

Table 6.2. Goals, characteristics, and core activities of collaboration and their primary legitimation strategies. 

 

 The second global theme, collaboration, refers to the desired work approach of the studied agen-

cies. A core incentive for legitimising collaboration is the strategic aim to establish collaborative client 

relationships, rather than transaction-based, buyer-supplier relationships – or, in other words, working 

with rather than for clients. Through a combination of moralisation, rationalisation, and authorisation 

strategies, collaboration appears to be legitimised according to moral and value-based assessments of 

appropriate approaches to and characteristics of working with clients, rationalised motives that collabo-

ration creates better results for clients and increases client satisfaction with the agency’s work, and au-

thorisations vested in concepts of trust and credibility. While collaboration is linked with instrumental 
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outcomes of creating value for clients, relational aspects and ideological elements were also greatly em-

phasised, for example in terms of relational chemistry, collectivity, and mutual trust and credibility.  

 The analysis of collaboration reveals interesting legitimation dynamics. For example, as shown 

in the community of values theme, the agency as the focal organisation (typically the ‘object’ of legiti-

macy) judges the legitimacy of the client (typically the ‘subject’ of legitimation) with reference to the 

client’s organisational values and the congruence of both organisations’ values, indicating a change in 

the roles of object/subject along with a different direction of legitimation. Similarly, there is concern 

among respondents for collective and mutual legitimation processes, not only in terms of organisational 

values, but also in terms of joint ownership and collectivity. With regard to a community of values, 

respondents explain that their agencies inform clients that they have to fulfil certain requirements in order 

to be regarded as legitimate collaboration partners. This indicates a different directionality of the legiti-

mation process than is typically discussed. Specific aspects related to this process include establishing 

we-relationships to develop a shared direction built on a similar set of values. In addition, the emphasis 

on mutual trust implies a reciprocal understanding of trust, and also suggests that legitimacy perceptions 

of collaborative relationships are reciprocal, i.e. not only does the client need to trust the agency, but the 

agency also needs to trust the client and assess its legitimacy as a trustworthy collaborative relationship 

partner. In sum, these collective concepts indicate a more dynamic and reciprocal legitimation process, 

rather than a process where it is only the client that judges the agency’s legitimacy. 

In terms of mutual trust, this was especially connected to the use of informal forms of contract, 

or using no contracts at all. This particular legitimation strategy is similar to the concept of relational 

contracting, which has recently been argued as highly relevant in project contexts as a form of contract 

that promotes and encourages collaborative working for mutual benefit by emphasising relationships of 

trust and collaboration, rather than discrete exchanges (Smyth, 2015). Correspondingly, the analysis re-

veals relational chemistry as crucial for initiating new client relationships, suggesting the relevance of 

focusing more strategically on relationship management at the very beginning of new relationships. The 

identified understanding of chemistry echoes previous definitions of chemistry as a relational and emo-

tional construct that motivates parties to continue their collaborative relationships because their enjoy 

working together (B. Čater & Zabkar, 2009).   
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6.3. Global theme 3: Consultancy 

The third global theme, consultancy, describes the studied agencies’ desired role in client relationships 

and how they want to be perceived by their clients. The preference for the role of consultant can be seen 

as a reaction by agencies that they do not want to just deliver solutions according to predefined client 

briefs and proposals. Rather, through consultancy, agencies seek to engage strategically with their clients, 

and to counsel them based on deep insights into their businesses. Generally speaking, consultancy de-

notes advice-giving and counselling aimed at solving problems and creating value for clients. Figure 6.6 

summarises and illustrates the organising themes mapped to goals, characteristics, and activities.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.14. Global theme 3: Consultancy and its organising themes. 

 

Goals
• To adapt to the 

environment
• To create value for clients

Characte-
ristics

• Competence trust
• Strategic anhoring
• Insight into the client's 

business

Activities
• Use client cases
• Challenge the client
• The strategic workshop

Consultancy 

Cues for legitimacy attribution 
Organising themes for global theme 3 

 

Global theme 3 
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6.3.1. Goals of consultancy 

Two themes were characterised as goals of consultancy: 1) to adapt to the environment, and 2) to create 

value for clients. To adapt to the environment describes the overall purpose of the agencies to remain 

competitively relevant by achieving fit and congruence with their external environment. Due to its nar-

rative-like description of appropriate behaviour and how it creates benefits for the agencies in relation to 

operating in their industry, the theme was interpreted as a narrativisation strategy. To create value for 

clients reflects an instrumental rationalisation strategy which highlights consultancy as conducive to cre-

ating value for clients by delivering better solutions.  

 

6.3.1.1. To adapt to the environment 

The goal to adapt to the environment reflects agencies’ motivation to be consultants as a means of meet-

ing the requirements of their external environment. Characterised as a narrativisation strategy, the theme 

contains descriptions of the Danish marketing industry through a particular narrative construction. Spe-

cifically, while the industry is described as dynamic and volatile, agencies are portrayed as “winners” 

(cf. Vaara et al., 2006, 802) of this narrative if they adopt a consultancy role in their client relationships. 

Hence, as a strategy for successfully operating in a dynamic and volatile industry, the goal to adapt to 

the environment is a way of achieving fit and congruence with the external environment, which is a key 

process in legitimacy (cf. Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017).  

In this way, consultancy is portrayed as the most appropriate, viable, and even necessary role for 

agencies in their client relationships for meeting dynamic requirements resulting from changing client 

expectations and the growing digitalisation of marketing services. As one respondent puts it, “things 

change all the time,” which creates the need for agencies to adopt a problem-solving and solution-ori-

ented attitude in order to stay relevant and competitive: “If you don’t recognise that [problem-solving] 

attitude, if you don’t think like that, then you shouldn’t even be in this industry… You have to enjoy the 

fact that you must figure out how you solve things. You need to have that in you.” (Partner and CCO, case 

company #6). Here, the respondent narratively constructs the industry as constantly changing. Then, 

based on this, she argues that having an attitude of wanting to solve problems and always wanting to 

figure things out is necessary for an agency’s legitimate existence in the industry. This draws on concepts 

of inevitability and normalisation (cf. Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara & 
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Monin, 2010; Vaara et al., 2006) to legitimise consultancy as a natural and necessary consequence of 

client requirements that agencies have to be able to solve their problems.  

 In continuation of the previous quote, the emphasis on a problem-solving attitude is central to the 

goal of adapting to the environment. According to respondents, clients expect agencies to counsel them, 

and they also expect them to be able to tackle different kinds of problems, rather than merely delivering 

predefined products or services. As one respondent puts it: “That’s just what this world has become. You 

[clients] don’t just purchase services… You know, they damn well expect to be counselled and feel valued 

and feel that they’re talking with someone who really knows about [what they do].” (Project Manager, 

case company #11). Similar to the previous example, this respondent offers a narrative of his agency’s 

external environment (i.e. their “world”) which emphasises how it has changed and that it is now char-

acterised by clients who expect to be counselled by experts. In this overall frame, consultancy appears 

necessary for meeting client demands. As a consequence, he explains, “We’ll never say that we’re sup-

pliers. Instead, we’re consultants.” (Project Manager, case company #11). This indicates that the agency 

is mindful of how it presents itself to clients to gain legitimacy and/or remain legitimate with respect to 

their relationship role.  

Correspondingly, another respondent says that clients do not want “commissioned work,” i.e. 

concrete solutions to predefined tasks, but rather expect agencies to offer expert advice-giving to help 

solve their problems, no matter what their character. Therefore, she says, “We don’t do commissioned 

work… Our first job is to help them. You know, it is to give them a solution which solves the problem or 

challenge that they’re faced with… We need to be the experts and the best advisory authority for them 

on a particular task within their business, and we aren’t if we do commissioned work.” (Chief of strategy 

and concepts, case company #16). Albeit more implicitly, this example also portrays consultancy, with 

its focus on giving advice and solving problems, as a necessary response to client requirements and, as 

such, an important legitimation strategy. In line with the former examples, the narrative is one of a change 

in client demands from demanding specific products to requiring expert counselling.  

As mentioned above, the narrativisation of a volatile industry is also related to the increasing 

digitalisation of marketing services, which, according to respondents, reinforces the uncertainty and vol-

atility of the industry, both in terms of the demands on agencies’ capabilities and of client demands for 

digitalised solutions. Since clients seldom have sufficient knowledge about or skills in the digital aspects 

of marketing, advice-giving appears necessary for addressing and helping clients solve their problems. 
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As one respondent suggests, marketing constitutes “a fast developing industry which rides the waves of 

a technological evolution that thunders forward.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8). The 

use of words such as “evolution” and “thunders forward” frames this digitalisation as an external force 

which agencies must recognise and adapt to.  

Therefore, having to keep pace with technological developments in the industry can greatly in-

crease the complexity and diversity of the services an agency is expected to offer (e.g. increasing demand 

by clients for mobile app solutions and advice on social media advertising). This requires agencies to 

continuously expand their knowledge and capabilities and diversify their portfolio of services, which 

might in turn generate operational complexity and uncertainty (respondents from case companies #4 and 

#13). Here, the industry is portrayed as undergoing technological developments, the consequences of 

which are dramatised and concretised to indicate their implications for the agencies.  

This is further illustrated by the following quote on how digitalisation is changing client demands 

on the agencies’ services and how this has implications for clients’ perception of agencies: “For many 

years, we’ve maintained that what we do is marketing and marketing strategy, where we don’t touch very 

much on business strategy. However… The digital [aspect] means that it very quickly becomes business 

strategy. Therefore, we are actually working on becoming better at talking business strategy, because 

we are able to do this, but it’s not how we’re perceived as an agency. You know, so there is something 

about the expectations of what type of agency you purchase. Indeed, an agency has a reputation, and 

we’re known for being an insights-based advertising agency, not a business-based agency.” (Contact 

Director, case company #15). Hence, the emerging digital aspect transforms marketing services from a 

focus on marketing strategy to a wider focus on business strategy, which arguably creates new demands 

for agencies to offer advice at the level of organisational strategy. The respondents provide a narrative 

frame according to which the agency needs to continuously retain its legitimacy as a particular type of 

agency, or, put another way, to fulfil a particular role as an agency. Interestingly, it appears that the main 

challenge is not to develop new capabilities, but rather to maintain a favourable reputation among clients, 

specifically in terms of the fit between their image of the agency and how the agency operates.  

 

6.3.1.2. To create value for clients 

The goal to create value for clients reflects an instrumental rationalisation strategy, where the motivation 

for adopting a consultancy role is to create value for clients. In this way, emphasis is placed on positive 
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instrumental effects of consultancy by reference to its functional affordances of creating value (cf. 

Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Respondents view consultancy as enabling their agencies to “truly create 

value” (Project Manager, case company #11) and “create added value for our clients” (Chief Consultant, 

case company #12). Therefore, as the latter respondent explains, “We counsel [clients]… what we’re 

clearly working towards is the consultancy aspect… because that’s where we can create added value for 

our clients.” (Chief Consultant, case company #12, emphasis in original).  

More specifically, according to respondents, consultancy enables value creation because it in-

volves a more strategic approach to solving client problems. As one of the respondents elaborates, “There 

are plenty of suppliers that create websites. There are plenty of technical media companies that know 

how to procure. There are plenty of printing companies that know how to print inexpensively. But there 

are not very many that can integrate all of this and advise the client about how to make their entire bag 

of money work best – where can we benefit most for our money? And that’s the role we want to have.” 

(Chief Consultant, case company #12). This rationalises consultancy by arguing that it enables the agency 

to advise its clients on the most optimal use of their resources and, through this, secure enhanced and 

more effective outcomes for the client. There is also a positioning aspect to this, consultancy being the 

role they want to have in order to differentiate themselves from competitors who fulfil more concrete 

functional roles.   

Another respondent relates how, within the last couple of years, his agency increasingly views 

itself as a strategic consultancy, rather than a supplier of services. He explains how they convey this to 

their clients by referring to a specific PowerPoint presentation that his agency uses in initial client meet-

ings: “Compared to two years ago, we’re not as much an operative agency. Today, to a larger extent, 

we’re a strategic agency… a consultancy… This here is our introduction to why we’re not suppliers… 

We use the classical Henry Ford quote… ‘If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said 

faster horses.’ And, to a large extent, clients come here and ask for faster horses, asking for the same 

website that they have today, just cooler. Then we always respond that we’re probably not going to do 

that.” (Project Officer, case company #7, emphasis in original). As the quote demonstrates, the agency 

uses a Henry Ford analogy to explain that their strategic consultancy approach enables them to more 

radically create value for their clients, in contrast to a supplier role, which is limited to more incremental 

value creation (i.e. the difference between delivering faster horses and, as implied in the quote, delivering 

cars).  
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In continuation of this, the respondent elaborates that their strategic consultancy role is motivated 

by the aim to address more “holistic questions,” and by considerations of how they can ensure a “payoff” 

and “make a difference” for their clients (Project Officer, case company #7). This indicates an overall 

motivation vested in a rationalisation strategy, where consultancy is justified by reference to its utility 

and functional outcomes regarding the type of solutions the agency can offer its clients. To strengthen 

the argument to clients, this rationale is supported by a form of authorisation. Specifically, the use of the 

Henry Ford quote seems to function as an authorisation strategy, drawing on a personality in whom 

institutional authority is already vested (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). Using this 

particular quote can be interpreted as a strategic communicative attempt to both influence client percep-

tions of the agency and persuade the client to engage with the agency as consultant-consultee, rather than 

buyer-supplier.  

 

6.3.1.3. Findings from archival data 

The two goals of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in figure 6.15. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  It was difficult to trace the theme to adapt to the environment in the archival data. This may be 

due to the fact that, as a goal of consultancy, it does not so much refer to something the agencies neces-

sarily communicate to their clients, as to reflections on what constitutes legitimate agency behaviour and 

agency-client relationships within the boundaries of the agencies’ external environment. In addition to 

this, it would require longitudinal archival data to demonstrate continuity in comparable data streams. 

Goals of consul-
tancy 

To create value for clients 

To adapt to the environ-
ment 

Narrativisation strategy 
 By reference to meeting the re-

quirements of the agencies’ exter-
nal environment 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to increased value 

creation as a functional outcome 
of consultancy 

Figure 6.15. Goals of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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Notwithstanding, an extract of a document from case company #8 does suggest that agencies also 

bring these considerations into client discussions. The following is taken from a PowerPoint presentation 

at a meeting with a new potential client. The extract demonstrates the agency’s attempt to legitimise its 

digital approach to solving marketing problems as a means of convincing the client to engage in collab-

oration with them: “A new reality. A new customer mindset. Customers will want to interact anywhere 

at any time. They will want to try things as different kinds of information are deployed more effectively 

in ways that create value for them. They will expect all data stored about them to be targeted precisely 

to their needs or used to personalise what they experience. They will expect all interactions to be easy.” 

(Presentation, case company #8, emphasis in original). “Customers” here refers to the client organisa-

tion’s end customers. The above shows how the agency exploits the digitalisation aspect of consumer 

behaviour to describe a consumer environment in which consumers increasingly expect easy and value-

creating digital solutions. In other words, it can be interpreted as constructing a narrative about the envi-

ronment in which the client operates, and this in turn legitimises a consultancy approach that offers the 

client counselling on digital marketing solutions.  

 The archival data shows how agencies emphasise the value-creating potential of consultancy in 

their communication to clients. For example, case company #9 tells clients that they are an “innovation 

and communication agency that creates value for people and brands [through] the interplay between 

consumer insights, business insights, and creativity.” (PowerPoint presentation, case company #9). Ad-

joining pages in the document stress that client value “is much more than price,” but rather emerges from 

a combination of internal insights, idea richness, collective processes, and the creation of “AHA & WOW” 

feelings, i.e. feelings of awe and astonishment about the proposed solutions. Albeit implicitly, this sug-

gests that what the agency offers is knowledge, know-how, and the ability to counsel clients on how to 

evoke “aha” and “wow” feelings among their end consumers. For example, the internal guidelines on 

client collaboration from case company #1 underline the importance of matching the form of collabora-

tion with the client, because the agency “prides themselves on offering good service and competent coun-

selling/problem-solving for our clients.” (Internal guidelines for client collaborations, case company #1). 

The guidelines further indicate that competent counselling is about being “result-oriented in the dialogue 

with clients,” as well as about “utilising the client’s/project’s resources in the best possible way,” demon-

strating how counselling is perceived by the agency to create value for clients.  
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6.3.2 Characteristics of consultancy 

Three themes were analysed as characteristics of collaboration: 1) competence trust, 2), insight into the 

client’s business and 3) strategic anchoring. These themes were categorised as characteristics, because 

respondents emphasised them as crucial criteria for consultancy-based relationships to succeed over time. 

Reflecting an authorisation strategy, competence trust emphasises the importance that clients trust the 

agencies’ competencies and capabilities, and have faith in agencies that they will competently fulfil their 

role as consultancies. Similarly building on an authorisation strategy, insight into the client’s business as 

a theme is about creating client willingness to share important information, which in turn requires cred-

ibility and trustworthiness on the part of the agency. Finally, strategic anchoring advances both a ration-

alisation strategy, emphasising how it has positive effects for establishing strategic-level work with the 

client, and an authorisation strategy, describing the difficulty of being allowed by the client to gain access 

to the strategic level in their organisation.  

 

6.3.2.1. Competence trust 

According to the respondents, the legitimacy of consultancy relies on client trust in the agency’s compe-

tencies and capabilities, as well as in their ability to legitimately fulfil their role as consultants. This 

indicates the importance for agencies to authorise themselves as consultancies with reference to both 

their expertise and knowledge (Van Leeuwen, 2007; Vaara, 2014) and their character and credibility 

(Erkama & Vaara, 2010). For example, one respondent says it is crucial for clients to “trust that we can 

solve [the task] – that we can do our job… naturally, this trust that we contribute with something is quite 

essential.” (Partner and co-owner, case company #3). This statement implies trust with reference to ca-

pabilities (that they can solve the task in question) as well as role (that they can do their job). Together, 

trust in their capabilities and ability to fulfil their expected role leads to positive expectations by the client 

that the agency can actually contribute with something. It is also argued that clients must recognise that 

people from the agency “come with a certain professionalism” (Partner and co-owner, case company 

#3), which indicates the need for clients to recognise both the agency’s competencies and credibility. 

Similarly, another respondent underlines the importance “that the client trusts that I’m the right person 

to manage their tasks.” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9). This statement is more personally 

oriented, but also emphasises the significance that the agency authorises itself to clients to be perceived 

as the “right” one to perform the job.  
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Due to their emphasis on character and credibility, these statements point to legitimation through 

ethos, i.e. authority arguments (Erkama & Vaara, 2010) that the client can trust the agency to meet its 

expectations and not betray their trust. In line with this, another respondent argues that client trust in the 

agency’s competencies can be won by assigning their most experienced people to “enter into agreements 

with clients [and] make sure that the client feels safe and satisfied.” (COO, case company #1). In other 

words, they draw on the character and credibility (i.e. on the ethos) of specific persons to gain the client’s 

trust and legitimise their consultancy role.  

In addition, competence trust is an important characteristic of consultancy because it has impli-

cations for the quality of the agency’s counselling. As one respondent notes, “When I’m shown trust, I 

also feel more trustworthy, which contributes to me performing better… [And] providing my services to 

them in the best possible way.” (Project Manager and Consultant, case company #10). This indicates a 

functional effect as well, where client trust in the agency and/or its individual employees means enhanced 

performance. Another respondent concurs that trust contributes to improved performance. This is be-

cause it “requires trust… that they trust us to have all the necessary information so that we’re fully 

informed and so that we’re able to counsel them in the best possible way.” (Chief of strategy and con-

cepts, case company #16). These arguments indicate a reciprocal dynamic between the agency and the 

client: the agency relies on authorisation strategies to gain the client’s trust in their competencies and, in 

turn, this trust generates improved performance by the agency which arguably further substantiates the 

client’s trust in their competencies.  

 

6.3.2.2. Insight into the client’s business 

According to the respondents, building on insight into the client’s business is a basis for proper counsel-

ling, and helps agencies legitimise their role as consultants. Accordingly, it can be argued that agencies 

authorise their role as consultants through the acquisition of knowledge about and insight into the client’s 

business. The theme relates mainly to an authorisation strategy, since respondents suggest that their agen-

cies emphasise building on insights as a means of creating credibility and differentiating themselves from 

their competitors. For example, one respondent says that his agency’s “mantra” is to “always create 

results that build on insight.” (Founder and Co-owner, case company #5). Another respondent claims 

that her agency is “notorious for insisting on this insights phase” (Partner and co-owner, case company 

#3), while a third respondent observes that they pride themselves for not “just creating a product [but] 
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doing something based on consultancy and insight into the client’s business.” (Director of Project Ser-

vices, case company #8). Finally, a respondent argues, “we’re known for being an insights-based adver-

tising agency, not a business-based agency.” (Contact Director, case company #15). These statements 

indicate that building on insight into the client’s business is central to the agencies’ self-understanding 

as well as their reputation. 

 Additionally, the theme also reflects a more rationalised line of argumentation, where insight into 

the client’s business is argued to provide a stronger fundament for understanding the problem and scoping 

the task (Founder and Co-owner, case company #5; Partner and co-owner, case company #3; Contact 

Director, case company #15). As one respondent puts it, “the quicker you understand the commercial 

challenges [of the client], the quicker you can sort of deliver quality.” (COO, case company #1). Hence, 

in addition to the aforementioned authorisation strategy, these statements suggest an associated rational-

isation strategy which links insight into the client’s business to positive instrumental effects of delivering 

better solutions more quickly. This is linked more explicitly to consultancy. A respondent argues that the 

provision of sound advice “requires that we gain comprehensive knowledge about the company and that 

we gain comprehensive knowledge about their entire business.” (Senior Project Manager, case company 

#9). One respondent even argues that generating insights is a prerequisite for agencies to deliver their 

services: “It’s fine that you understand communication and branding, but you need to first understand 

their business – what it is they want to do with their business – because that’s a prerequisite for being 

able to do communication.” (Partner and CEO, case company #14, emphasis in original). 

 Another respondent concurs, arguing that in order for agencies to “offer a proper solution pro-

posal which is based in their business and their actual challenge… it requires that you gain comprehen-

sive insight into their business, their market position, their competitors, their clients, all kinds of things.” 

(Chief of strategy and concepts, case company #16). Gaining such insights involves creating a client 

willingness to share relevant information and allow the agency to gain these insights. Such client will-

ingness is characteristic of good agency-client relationships in which “they [they client] recognise that 

they must give us all input, and maybe expose themselves in terms of their business.” (Partner and CCO, 

case company #6). Arguably, achieving this willingness to share information and be “exposed” requires 

trust in the agency that they will treat this information appropriately, further emphasising the role of 

authorisation in building trustworthiness.     

 



169 
 

6.3.2.3. Strategic anchoring 

This theme refers to the importance for agencies to anchor their work at the strategic level in order to 

realise and legitimise a consultancy role. Respondents propose two main arguments. First, strategic an-

choring allows for better insights into the strategic direction of the client, which in turn enhances the 

agency’s possibilities of acting as a counselling authority. Second, strategic anchoring gives the agency 

access to people in the client organisation with decision-making authority, which is important for imple-

menting the agency’s advice and creating results in the client organisation. Primarily highlighting the 

functional purpose of strategic anchoring, the theme reflects a rationalisation strategy, albeit also with an 

authorisation aspect, which stems from the expressed difficulty of being allowed by clients to work at a 

strategic level.  

 According to one respondent, it is important for agencies to try to “pull things to a higher strategic 

level [and] try to enter into this overall strategic mode with the client.” (COO, case company #1). The 

aim of this, he elaborates, is to function as a “strategic agency” and to secure a “point of departure in the 

business challenge of the client.” (COO, case company #1), resting on the assumption that high-quality 

counselling of clients requires a strategic approach. As another respondent puts it, “The higher up in the 

[client] organisation you get, the better you also perform.” (Contact Director, case company #15), elab-

orating that “higher up” in the client organisation means working with the client at a strategic level across 

several individual projects, as opposed to working with them at a tactical, project-based level. The re-

spondent suggest that the agency will improve its performance if it manages to anchor work for the client 

at the strategic level, elaborating that working at the strategic level allows the agency to gain “the big 

picture” and foster discussions about the client’s overall strategic goals, its desired strategic direction, 

and its vision for the future. Through such strategic discussions, the agency and the client exchanges 

information which enables the agency to “counsel correctly” and enhance its overall performance. Hence, 

there is a clear outcome-oriented focus here, which implies an instrumental rationalisation strategy. Fur-

ther substantiating this point, another respondent argues that “anchoring it [their work] in something 

strategic” enables the agency to “offer intelligent communications solutions” to their clients (Partner and 

co-owner, case company #3).  

 While the above statements emphasise a rationalisation perspective, respondents also note that it 

is difficult to get clients to give them a seat at the strategic table, which indicates the need for authorising 
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their strategic role. As one respondent explains, whether or not an agency succeeds in strategically an-

choring their work “depends on the position that you’re allowed by the client to occupy; whether you’re 

in a position where you simply do project work, or you’ve been allowed to also discuss more overall 

strategies with the client.” (COO, case company #1). This indicates the need for agencies to legitimise 

themselves with reference to their credibility and character in order to achieve a role as strategic consult-

ants. In this sense, therefore, strategic anchoring is not only a possible antecedent of legitimising consul-

tancy, but also an outcome of successful legitimation as consultants. 

 It is also argued that strategic anchoring allows agencies to link up with people in the client or-

ganisation who have decision-making authority. One respondent says, “Above all, we want digital [so-

lutions] on the agenda around C-suite… it needs to be anchored at that level, because then you’re work-

ing with the right people in the right places, with the decision-making authority to enforce if there are 

certain things that need to be changed in the organisation.” (Director of Project Services, case company 

#8). Anchoring the agency’s work around the C-suite at the strategic level is crucial, therefore, because 

this is where the authority to enforce any necessary changes in the client organisation resides. The state-

ment implies a combination of rationalisation and authorisation, the former from the overall focus on 

more effectively realising the outcomes of the solutions offered by the agency, and the latter from col-

laborating directly with decision-makers in the client organisation. Collaborating directly with people 

with decision-making authority is generally considered important among respondents. These people of-

ten set the agenda in the client organisation, which means that the agency’s work is given high priority, 

and this in turn generates faster decision-making in the collective project work (Contact Director, case 

company #15). Correspondingly, this means that the implications of the agency’s work are likely to be-

come more substantial and contribute increased benefits for the client organisation (Project Officer, case 

company #7), which in turn could make the client want to extend their collaboration with the agency.   

 

6.3.2.4. Findings from archival data 

The three characteristics of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in fig-

ure 6.16 below.  

A staffing agreement document from case company #1 indicates that competence trust is a char-

acteristic of legitimate consultancy: “To the extent possible, [case company #1] will avoid substituting 



171 
 

consultants on the project for the client, as it entails risks of the loss of knowledge, the loss of effective-

ness, or the lack of competences.” (Staffing agreement, case company #1). The agency appears to con-

vince the client that they will do everything possible to keep the same people assigned to their task 

throughout the project, in order to guarantee the same competencies and experience. Similarly, in a pro-

posal to a client, case company #13 explicitly mentions the competencies and experience of the person 

assigned to the task: “[Employee name] will be your contact person on the task. [Employee name] is 

director at [case company #13], has an education in journalism, and is an experienced project manager.” 

(Proposal, case company #13). This extract corroborates the identified authorisation strategy, expressing 

the competencies, formal authority, and experience of the person in question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The majority of the agencies emphasise that they offer insight-based solutions in their communi-

cation material, including case companies #1, #3, #5, #7, #8, #9, #11, and #12. This corroborates the 

importance of insight into the client’s business as a central part of the agencies’ self-understanding and 

means of building their credibility. Key empirical examples include: “We are driven by insights and 

innovation” (PowerPoint presentation, case company #7); “Our ambition: To set new standards for cus-

tomer relations based on insight and technology” (Presentation, case company #8, emphasis in original); 

“All strategic work should build on deep insight into strengths and weaknesses… and a prioritisation of 

Characteristics of 
consultancy 

Insight into the client’s 
business 

Competence trust 

Strategic anchoring 

Authorisation strategy 
 By reference to client trust in the 
agency’s competencies and ability 

to fulfil their consultancy role 

Authorisation strategy 
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Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to enhance the 

agency’s counselling authority and 
enable effective decision-making 

Figure 6.16. Characteristics of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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what is important in order to achieve the set goals.” (PowerPoint presentation, case company #5); “[Case 

company #9] – A strategic and insights-driven innovation and communication agency” (PowerPoint 

presentation, case company #9); and “Our promise: [Case company #5] creates results through the de-

velopment and design of strategically anchored communication solutions that build on insights.” (Pow-

erPoint presentation, case company #5). The emphasis on insights in the communication material is 

something that the agencies highlight as part of their identity and differentiating factors.  

Thus, the concept of insights is central among the studied agencies, all of whom maintain that 

they take pride in developing solutions which build on deep insights into their clients’ businesses. As 

illustrated in figure 6.17, the initial insights phase has gained considerably more attention as being crucial 

to developing quality solutions for clients. The figure is adapted from a PowerPoint presentation by case 

company #7, and shows how what they call the “analysis” stage has become dominant. The tendency 

illustrated in this figure is apparent throughout the case companies, and there seems to be a strong em-

phasis on client analysis to generate the necessary insights and ensure that the solutions offered solve 

pertinent problems for the clients. 

 

 

 

 

 

Previously Today 

Analysis 

Development 

Design Analysis 
Design 

Development 

 

Figure 6.17. Empirical example of the growing emphasis on gaining insights into the client’s business (adapted 
from PowerPoint presentation, case company #7).  
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There are also examples of strategic anchoring in the archival data. Case company #7 tell their 

clients that they “will function as consultants at the strategic level, while the execution of the strategy is 

handled by the client.” (PowerPoint presentation, case company #7). Here, in addition to expressing the 

aim to anchor their work at the strategic level, the agency also tells the client that they will be responsible 

for the post-delivery operation of the solution. The analysis also found a general tendency among the 

case companies to persuade their clients of the advantages of “strategic” solutions. Case companies #2, 

#3, #5, #6, #7, #8, #9, #10, #11, #12, and #13 all provide written communication material which in 

various ways includes such a strategic emphasis. One example is case company #8, which describes 

strategic work with clients as “necessary to achieve digital success,” (PowerPoint Presentation #2, case 

company #8), thus conveying that strategic anchoring is a prerequisite for successful digital marketing 

solutions.  

 

6.3.3. Core activities of consultancy 

Three themes were characterised as core activities of consultancy: 1) use client cases, 2) challenge the 

client, and 3) the strategic workshop. Use client cases refers to activities aimed at building knowledge-

based authorisation through reference to other clients the agencies have worked for. Challenge the client 

refers to statements that agencies insist on challenging clients and their own understanding of their prob-

lem, mainly from a rationalisation point of view aimed at creating better results. Finally, the strategic 

workshop is also discussed in terms of rationalisation, specifically as regards its facilitation of collabo-

rative processes and enhanced solutions.   

 

6.3.3.1. Use client cases 

This theme refers to activities aimed at legitimising the agency by referencing other clients. It shows a 

combination of knowledge-based authorisation (Vaara, 2014) and institutionalised authorisation (Van 

Leeuwen, 1999; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara et al., 2006), where client cases, on the one hand, function 

to highlight the agency’s competencies and capabilities and, on the other, to endorse the agency. Espe-

cially the latter use of client cases can be described as ‘giving voice’ to other clients (Aggerholm & 

Thomsen, 2016; Vaara, 2014) as a means of gaining legitimacy. As described by respondents, client 

cases are relatively brief case stories concerning other clients, previous or current, for whom the agency 
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has worked. Generally, they function to describe and exemplify the agency’s work to new potential cli-

ents, and to swiftly authorise the agency with reference to its credibility and competencies.  

Using client cases is described as an “extremely important [means of] strategic communication 

in the beginning [of relationships]” because “they’re what we’re measured against.” (Senior Project 

Manager, case company #9). Correspondingly, it is argued that, “When clients purchase something in 

our industry, they basically purchase a promise… because they’ve seen what we’ve done previously. And 

our company is an expression of the cases and clients for whom we’ve worked.” (Director of Project 

Services, case company #8). Thus, client cases convey both a measure of the agency’s capabilities and a 

promise to new clients that the agency must keep. As elaborated by the latter respondent, client cases are 

among the primary reasons that clients select agencies, and their significance therefore cannot be under-

estimated: “Our legitimacy to a large extent comes from previously delivered projects, either for the 

client or for other clients. And, most often, a sale, a project, or a relationship emerges from that. In the 

beginning, there’s nothing but a piece of paper and those people who look each other in the eyes. There 

is no product. There is nothing tangible. So it is one hundred percent this commitment to the belief that 

these people can solve our task.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8, emphasis in original). 

Here, the respondent suggests that the agency’s legitimacy is essentially a product of their previous work, 

because clients form their expectations of the agency based on their previous work. Thus, the agency’s 

way of communicating this becomes crucial, and this is why client cases are a key authorisation activity. 

There is an element of credibility and trustworthiness, and hence a link to competence trust (cf. the first 

characteristic of consultancy).  

The analysis suggests that the studied agencies strategically select those client cases that fit the 

needs articulated by the specific client and strategically adjust how they want to construct themselves to 

clients to gain legitimacy. Put another way, the agencies select specific cases which they consider to be 

particularly useful to show to specific clients. At the first meeting with new potential clients, agencies 

let the client present their need and their business. On this basis, the agency presents itself and can “more 

or less adjust according to this, which means that we turn up and down on the nuances or cases that we 

find relevant for the client in question.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8). As such, the 

agency can prepare for client meetings by “run[ning] through our cases and see which ones could be 

relevant to show them.” (Project Manager, case company #11), and in this way strategically influence 

how the client perceives them through a selective choice of client cases.  



175 
 

 

6.3.3.2. Challenge the client 

Challenge the client reflects a rationalisation strategy, describing how agencies engage critically with 

their clients in order to explore and uncover their actual problems and needs, and enhance the possibility 

that their solution will solve an important problem and create value for the client. Challenging clients 

enables agencies to gain a better understanding of their clients’ actual problems, which in turn helps them 

offer higher-quality counselling and more effective solutions. As one respondent says, “The consultancy 

approach is about finding the cure, because that’s what the client doesn’t have. Sometimes, sometimes 

the client is able to define their pain. Sometimes. But they don’t have the cure. Other times, they don’t 

even know what their pain is. They just know that something could be better. Something isn’t quite work-

ing. Something isn’t really functioning for us… So where exactly is the challenge?” (Chief Consultant, 

case company #12, emphasis in original).  

As these quotes indicate, consultancy is not only about providing a solution, but also about help-

ing the client identify and define their actual problem. Challenging clients on their understanding of the 

problem is necessary because “clients typically aren’t very strong digitally” (Project Officer, case com-

pany #7), i.e. their knowledge about the agency’s services is limited, and because clients “don’t even 

know what [their challenge] is” (Chief Consultant, case company #12), and therefore cannot accurately 

define and describe it. This is problematic, since inaccurate problem descriptions means that agencies 

“don’t have the right conditions for solving the task” and, consequently, they “don’t necessarily restrict 

ourselves to what the client asks for… to the extent that we can see that it’s relevant for the client.” 

(Project Consultant, case company #10). In other words, challenging the client helps align the mutual 

understanding of the client’s problem. These statements frame the challenging of clients according to an 

instrumental rationalisation strategy focused on providing better results from an outcome-oriented point 

of view, specifically based on knowledge claims (Vaara & Tienari, 2008) that this activity typically leads 

to enhanced outcomes for the client.  

Challenging the client is about explicating the actual business problem of the client. As one re-

spondent observes, even though some clients “have already thought about a solution to a need… we 

always try – especially if we don’t think it’s the world’s best solution – to challenge them a bit and say 

why is this what you want? What is it you want to solve for your customers? What business problem do 

you have, that you see this solution address?” (Director of Project Services, case company #8). The 
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respondent elaborates that this sometimes requires broadening the client’s horizon and helping them un-

derstand their situation better. Consequently, he concludes, “we not only address the particular problem, 

but also challenge them and counsel them.” (Director of Project Services, case company #8), explicitly 

linking the activity of challenging the client to the consultancy role.  

In this way, challenging the client is about making the client aware of what the agency’s work is 

going to do for them, i.e. which problem it is supposed to solve. This is illustrated in the following 

statement, which reveals the perceived functional value of challenging the client on their own under-

standing of the problem and an appropriate solution to this problem. The quote concerns a Danish uni-

versity department, which needed twelve additional Master students on one of their programmes for it to 

be accepted: “A contact person calls me and says, ‘we need, ehm, we need 4,000 of these leaflets. How 

quickly can you deliver them?’ Ehm, well, perfect, we can print those by tomorrow if that’s what you 

want. But, wait a second. What is it that these 4,000 leaflets are going to do for you… what you need is 

twelve Master students. It’s not 4,000 leaflets... So it’s this thing about saying, wait a second, not just 

saying okay, 4,000 leaflets you said, yes, order accepted, thank you very much… You know, I know that 

you’re asking for 4,000 leaflets. I recognise that… but what is the actual problem? The actual problem 

is that they are twelve Master students short. That’s the actual problem.” (#12). The agency offered 

another solution than the one proposed by the client, which helped them secure the 12 Master students. 

The example illustrates how the agencies view the activity to challenge clients as a means of creating 

value for them and thus legitimising consultancy through rationalisation.  

Similarly, another respondent says that challenging the client can change the content of the task. 

As she puts it, “after we’ve talked to them, we’ve heard them say between the lines that it’s actually a 

different challenge… and that’s the one we’re going to solve in order to reach another level.” (Partner 

and co-owner, case company #6, emphasis in original). For example, this agency worked for a Danish 

municipality whose vision was to become a smart city. However, when challenged by the agency, the 

municipal representatives were neither able to define their vision and core values nor articulate a core 

narrative around the desire to become a smart city. Consequently, the agency worked together with this 

client to discover their DNA and core values and to define a core narrative, and only then started work 

on the campaign for which they were originally hired. As such, challenging clients is a way for agencies 

to make them reflect on the underlying reasons behind their requests, thus “forcing them to reflect objec-

tively on their own business” (Chief of strategy and concepts, case company #16), and “forcing them to 
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reflect on something… which they haven’t thought about.” (Project Officer, case company #7). It is ar-

gued that such reflections can be beneficial for both parties, because they enhance the collective under-

standing of the client’s problem, and of “whether the need is right in contrast to what they want solved.” 

(Project Officer, case company #7). In other words, facilitating reflections by the client is perceived to 

support an alignment with what the client hopes to achieve and what solving the problem they have 

defined actually achieves.   

 

6.3.3.3. The strategic workshop 

The strategic workshop is a pre-project activity where agencies involve their clients to facilitate collab-

orative processes and develop the necessary knowledge about the client in order to be able to counsel 

them. The theme reflects a rationalisation strategy, inasmuch as respondents mainly discuss its functional 

affordances, e.g. its crucial role for enabling high-quality counselling. The strategic workshop is argued 

to facilitate collective mapping of the “entire strategic point of departure of the [client’s] business” 

(Chief of strategy and concepts, case company #16), thus contributing to “gaining a deeper understand-

ing of the project’s DNA and unique selling points.” (Founder and Co-owner #5). In this sense, it helps 

ensure that agencies “understand what type of task we are going to solve, you know, what type of company 

we’re faced with. What is their DNA? What is their culture? What is it in fact that this is all about?” 

(Contact Director, case company #15).  

As a result, the strategic workshop helps develop insights and challenge clients, and in this way 

emerges as a supportive function of other characteristics and activities of consultancy, with a clear goal 

orientation (Van Leeuwen, 2007) to enhance counselling and deliver higher-quality solutions. As one 

respondent puts it, the strategic workshop is “definitely targeted towards creating a product and a solu-

tion… it needs to be useful for something. We do it to create a good solution” (Founder and Co-owner, 

case company #5). Accordingly, the strategic workshop contains activities which enable agencies to 

“much quicker reach an interesting solution” (Contact Director, case company #15) and “to plot the 

direction forward” (Chief of strategy and concepts, case company #16) together with the client, thus 

ensuring that “solutions are based on the right things.” (Partner and CEO, case company #13). These 

activities include analysing the client’s internal and external environment, facilitating knowledge shar-

ing, and talking with clients about their marketing plans, strategic plans, goals for the previous five years, 

vision for the future, their story, etc. (Senior Project Manager, case company #9).  
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Not having a workshop with the client prior to the project can have negative consequences. Re-

spondents argue that projects are more likely to fail if they are not based on an initial strategic workshop: 

“a workshop lasts maybe three hours, and if you aren’t ready to spend three hours on scoping the task 

and describe the task… then you aren’t serious. Unfortunately, we sometimes experience someone who 

says that they don’t have the time to sit down for three hours and talk about it… if you allow yourself to 

be enticed by that, then the probability that you hit the target is significantly lower… because you don’t 

know what it is that you are doing.” (Founder and Co-owner, case company #5). This is endorsed by a 

Project Consultant (case company #10), who notes that her agency sometimes refuses to work with cli-

ents who do not want to do the workshop. This is because, without it, the foundation and starting point 

of the project will be insufficient, there will be a mismatch of agency and client expectations, and the 

agency will not be able to legitimise itself as a competent consultancy and carry out its services appro-

priately. Correspondingly, respondents argue that their agencies “insist that we need to have this strategic 

workshop” (Chief of strategy and concepts, case company #16) and that they will not initiate a project 

with a client “if they don’t want to pay for the workshop first.” (Senior Project Manager, case company 

#9). Again, these arguments are based on the rationalisation that legitimising and carrying out competent 

consultancy “requires that we gain comprehensive knowledge about the company, and that we gain com-

prehensive knowledge about their entire business” (Senior Project Manager, case company #9), which is 

made possible by doing a workshop together with the client.  

 

6.3.3.4. Findings from archival data  

The three core activities of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies are summarised in figure 

6.18. 

There is a general tendency among the case companies to refer to other existing or previous clients 

in their communication material, not only in PowerPoint presentations about the agency, but also in con-

crete solution proposals to clients. This is evident in communication material from case companies #2, 

#7, #8, #9, #10, and #13. For example, in their client proposal, case company #10 concludes the proposal 

document with a section called “A bit about [case company #10],” in which they write: “We have devel-

oped numerous strategies and concepts for both private and public companies and organisations. Via 

[case company #10]’s Mail, we deliver e-mail marketing to among others [client], [client], and [client].” 
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(Client proposal, case company #10). The three clients listed here are large organisations with a good 

reputation in Denmark, and thus function as authorising components. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Similarly, an entire section of their proposal is dedicated to “Experiences and relevant refer-

ences.” (Client proposal #1, case company #13). Another proposal by case company #13 includes the 

following quotation from a previous client: “For a period of years, we’ve received help from [case com-

pany #13] for multiple types of tasks, spanning from the production of newsletters and folders to inter-

views, reporting, and the development of campaigns. [Case company #13] work effectively and focused 

on a task and have been good at engaging with our product. They are extremely flexible and they have 

always been ready to help us – despite sometimes tight deadlines. [Name], Marketing Manager, [Client 

name].” (Client proposal #2, case company #13). These examples imply the use of cases as references to 

establish and strengthen the authority of the agency.  

With respect to the activity challenging the client, it was difficult to identify explicit examples in 

the communication material used to interact with clients. However, the internal guidelines of case com-

pany #1 shows that they adopt a consultancy approach when working with clients, and that such an 

approach specifically entails challenging clients. The document says, “We give pride of place to good 

Core activities of 
consultancy 

Challenge the client 

Use client cases 

The strategic workshop 

Authorisation strategy 
 By reference to the agency’s 

knowledge-based authority and en-
dorsement through other clients 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to the positive effects 
of engaging critically with the cli-

ent to uncover their actual problem 

Rationalisation strategy 
By reference to facilitating collabo-

rative processes and build up 
knowledge to improve outcome 

Figure 6.18. Core activities of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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service and competent counselling/problem solving for our clients. Traditionally, our service level is 

rated close to 9 out of 10 in our client surveys, so we’re good at being ‘respectful’. Good service is not 

about saying ‘yes’ to all the client’s suggestions. Quite the contrary. We must also be ‘tough’ and ‘result-

oriented’ in the dialogue with clients. Otherwise, we don’t utilise the client’s/project’s resources in the 

best possible way… Most often, [agency] has the lead and can explain to our client how the project/co-

operation runs most smoothly, because we have tried it many times before. Of course we take into con-

sideration specific conditions and requests from each individual client.” (Internal guidelines for client 

collaborations, case company #1). First of all, this rather long extract shows that good service and com-

petent counselling involve a critical and even “tough” approach to client interactions, requiring the 

agency’s consultants to be sceptical and not always to say yes to client suggestions. Secondly, the extract 

also links this rationalisation strategy for challenging clients with an aspect of authorisation. Specifically, 

the agency’s legitimate authority to adopt such an approach is justified through its high rating in client 

surveys, together with its valuable experience.  

 In the agencies’ communication material, the strategic workshop is “step 1” (Project plan, case 

company #10) of the agency-client collaboration, and is referred to as the “startup” or “kick off” (Client 

proposal, case company #10) of projects. Documents from case companies #2, #6, #7, #8, #9, #10, #12, 

and #13 suggest that the workshop functions to: define goals and objectives; identify and define key 

performance indicators; identify and define relevant target audiences and stakeholder groups; define the 

project team, and organise activities for both the project and potential ongoing collaboration across an 

annual life cycle; prepare and facilitate various client analyses; discuss directions for and the content and 

design of specific solutions; negotiate a collective tone of voice between the agency and the client; es-

tablish a common understanding of the desired outcome of the project; define relevant communication 

channels and platforms for the solution, uncovering the client’s core organisational values; discuss who 

the client creates value for; and unfold the client’s essential brand story and brand DNA. Case company 

#2 describes this as a “co-creation workshop” with the client to generate ownership and ensure a solid 

foundation for future solutions to the right problems (PowerPoint presentation, case company #2). Case 

company #6 state in their cooperation agreement that “Our work with [client] takes a point of departure 

in a workshop where we in collaboration are going to map values, key words, and the essence of [cli-

ent’s] profile and DNA. On this basis, we are going to work with a draft of a brand story which will 

function as a “platform” for the future work with mapping [client’s] strategy for branding and commu-

nication to the target audiences” (Cooperation agreement, case company #6). 
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Interestingly, the case companies bill their clients for the workshop, which implies that the col-

lective definition of goals and objectives, and the generation of important insights, are embedded in the 

overall service offered by the agencies. As such, the studied agencies appear to extend their services with 

a backward integration of additional services, suggesting a process of servitisation of their offerings, as 

previously discussed.   

 

6.3.4. Summary and perspective for discussion 

The third global theme, consultancy, relates to the desired role that agencies seek in their client relation-

ships, specifically emphasising the legitimacy of consultancy in contrast to having a supplier role in a 

buyer-supplier relationship, e.g. with respect to collaborating with clients at a more strategic level, and 

offering solutions based on challenging clients and developing insights about their businesses. A supplier 

role is framed as limited to just delivering concrete products or services according to predefined client 

requirements, which do not always accurately describe the actual problems they face. Furthermore, the 

solutions delivered by suppliers are portrayed as limited in their scope, whereas consultancy solutions 

are integrated, holistic, and value-creating.  

 

Dimension Themes Primary legitimation strategy 

Goals • To adapt to the environment 

• To create value for clients 

• Narrativisation through reference to external requirements 

• Rationalisation of potential for increased value creation 

Characteristics • Competence trust 

• Insight into the client’s business 

• Strategic anchoring 

• Authorisation by trust in competencies and role fulfilment 

• Authorisation by appearing as credible and proper consultants 

• Rationalisation of effective consultancy and decision-making 

Activities • Use client cases 

• Challenge the client 

• The strategic workshop 

• Authorisation of knowledge and through client endorsement 

• Rationalisation of engaging critically with the client 

• Rationalisation of better results through workshop-facilitated 

activities 

Table 6.3. Goals, characteristics, and core activities of consultancy and their primary legitimation strategies.  
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Consultancy is legitimised through a combination of rationalisation, authorisation, and narrativi-

sation strategies. Interestingly, consultancy contained the only narrativisation strategy, but did not rely 

on moralisation at all. The narrativisation strategy revealed how agencies legitimise consultancy as a role 

that helps them adapt to a dynamic and volatile external environment. While the rationalisation strategies 

largely pointed to the instrumental effects of consultancy, i.e. how it helps create value for clients, au-

thorisation strategies emphasised the need for agencies to gain credibility and trustworthiness in order to 

be perceived as legitimate consultancies by their clients.  

Similar to the long-term relationships global theme, the consultancy theme also indicates a dis-

tinction between internally and externally motivated legitimation strategies. For example, the goal to 

adapt to the environment suggests that agencies are adopting the consultancy role, and with it a solution-

oriented and problem-solving attitude, as a way to remain legitimate in the face of changing client ex-

pectations and a volatile industry currently undergoing radical technological change. Conceptually, this 

attitude can be characterised as consultancy, which relates to advice-giving to solve clients’ problems 

(Jacobson, Butterill, & Goering, 2005; Röttger & Preusse, 2013; Schoeneborn, 2008), while the under-

lying motivation for adopting a consultancy role can be characterised as externally motivated. On the 

other hand, the concept of strategic anchoring rather implies an internal motivation, i.e. to anchor their 

work at the strategic level in the client organisation as a means of realising and legitimising their desired 

consultancy role and, arguably, receive larger and more important tasks and generate additional income. 

Similarly, the emphasis on generating insights about the client’s business appears internally motivated 

with respect to authorising the agency. Finally, themes such as competence trust and using client cases 

show that it is crucial for agencies to gain their clients’ trust in order to acquire legitimacy as consultan-

cies, which indicates a somewhat asymmetric relationship.  

 

6.4. Moving on to the findings and discussion 

Chapter 6 has presented the dissertation’s empirical analysis. Through a thematic analysis using the an-

alytical framework based on theory on legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies, the analy-

sis showed how different legitimation strategies are used with reference to organisational goals, charac-

teristics, and core activities in order to legitimise three particular dimensions of PBO-client relationships. 

While long-term relationships denote the type of relationships agencies strive for, collaboration refers to 
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their preferred work approach, and consultancy implies their desired role in client relationships. Put dif-

ferently, the analysis indicates that Danish marketing agencies, as a form of PBO, seek to establish long-

term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client relationships. On this basis, the next chapter takes a 

synthesised look at the findings of the analysis, and subsequently, chapter 8 discusses the findings in 

terms of existing literature.  
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Chapter VII  
Findings  
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7. Findings  

This chapter presents the main findings of the preceding analysis. Section 7.1 provides a meta-interpre-

tation of the three global themes as legitimacy theorisations (Suddaby et al., 2017; Suddaby & Green-

wood, 2005), showing the simultaneous use of legitimation and delegitimation arguments. It highlights 

three juxtapositions identified in the analysis of the three global themes: long-term vs. project-based 

relationships, collaborative vs. transaction-based relationships, and consultancy-based vs. buyer-supplier 

relationships. Section 7.2 focuses on the 24 organising themes of the analysis, to illustrate their uses and 

functions independent of the global themes, but rather in terms of their associated legitimation strategies 

across goals, characteristics, and activities. Following this, section 7.3 explores these uses and functions 

to discern two new theoretical dimensions of legitimacy, namely the locus and directionality of legiti-

macy. This paves the way for the subsequent discussion of the findings against PBO and legitimacy 

literatures in chapter 8.  

 

7.1. A meta-interpretation of the global themes as legitimacy theorisations 

Each of the three global themes contains a central argument that legitimises the theme by criticising and 

delegitimising its alternative (Vaara et al., 2006), thus constructing it as illegitimate (Suddaby et al., 

2017). These contradistinctions can be understood by the concept of legitimacy theorisations. Legitimacy 

theorisations function to delegitimise existing norms and/or practices and simultaneously legitimise their 

alternatives (Suddaby et al., 2017), thus constructing new practices, perpetuating, justifying, or trans-

forming existing practices, and/or destructing practices which no longer serve their purposes (Van Leeu-

wen & Wodak, 1999). By reframing and contrasting particular practices, theorisations imply change and 

progress (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). In particular, the analysis shows that respondents establish 

long-term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client relationships as legitimate practices, by framing 

transaction- and project-based buyer-supplier relationships for temporary clients as illegitimate practices. 

Figure 7.1 illustrates the relational dimension and the central theorisation of each global theme. The 

following three sections lay out the arguments for the theorisation of the three global themes individually.  
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7.1.1. Long-term relationships vs. project-based relationships 

The theorisation of long-term relationships illustrates their legitimacy vis-à-vis project-based relation-

ships, in a combination of realising strategic motivations by agencies and meeting client expectations. 

This relates to rational, outcome-focused, as well as moral and ideologically-based arguments.  

In terms rationalisations, the analysis indicates that while project-based relationships suffer from 

financial and operational instability due to a focus on solving one-off tasks for temporary clients, long-

term relationships provide financial and operational stability for the agency and enhance the quality of 

solutions for the client. In other words, long-term relationships are framed as mutually advantageous 

from a rationalisation perspective that emphasises stability and quality in the relationship. In continuation 

of this, respondents also stressed the importance of ongoing communication and interaction between the 

agency and the client, which was argued to help continuously nurturing active relationships as well as 

activating latent relationships. The rationalisation of ongoing communication frames a relational and 

interactive process as a strategic means of enhancing the rational legitimacy of long-term relationships. 

Interestingly, the findings indicate that, when agencies interact with their clients for rationalisation pur-

poses, they simultaneously use an authorisation strategy to show clients that they have developed new 

competencies and acquired new knowledge to be used in future collaboration, and to point out that this 

is difficult in project-based relationships due to their temporary nature.  

Long-term relationships

Type of client relationships

Contrasted with project-
based relationships

Collaboration

Work approach of client 
relationships

Contrasted with transaction-
based relationships

Consultancy

Role in client relationships

Contrasted with buyer-
supplier relationships

Figure 7.1. The three global themes and their theorisation. 
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The theorisation of long-term vs. project-based relationships was also linked with more ideolog-

ical arguments. A key argument for developing long-term rather than project-based relationships relates 

to client expectations that agencies should be flexible and adaptable, i.e. continuously addressing emerg-

ing client problems on a day-to-day basis. Respondents described this as client expectations of how agen-

cies should conduct their work in order to become legitimate long-term partners, thus indicating a mor-

alisation argument for earning legitimacy with reference to generalised client value systems. Respond-

ents also stressed the importance of showing concern for clients, which was portrayed more explicitly as 

a pathos strategy with a focus on social and inter-personal concerns (see also findings by Erkama & 

Vaara, 2010). This is also achieved through networking activities, which respondents described as a 

means of creating identification with clients, suggesting an interactive and social communication process 

of inter-relating and sense-making (Newell & Swan, 2000; Swan et al., 1999). In particular, clients regard 

long-term relationships as legitimate when inter-personal relationships develop beyond the professional 

scope of the task, pointing to the significance of relational dynamics in agency-client relationships.  

 

7.1.2. Collaborative relationships vs. transaction-based relationships 

The theorisation of collaborative relationships indicates their legitimacy in contrast to transaction-based 

relationships. A central argument by respondents is that collaboration enables co-creative and synergetic 

efforts, which in turn facilitate more effective collaborative processes, ensure higher-quality solutions, 

and are more likely to create value for the client. This contradistinction is in line with previous empirical 

findings which show that, while transaction-based relationships are typically characterised by one-way 

interactions, collaborative efforts are commonly associated with interactive, synergetic, and co-creative 

interactions (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). On key difference between transaction-based and collaborative 

relationships is that the latter require clients to accept some level of ownership in order to demonstrate 

and fulfil their engagement in and commitment to the collaboration. According to several respondents, 

without joint ownership, collaboration fails. This is because active client participation in the collabora-

tion, together with the development of collective goals, helps mutually legitimise their relationship.  

While collaborative relationships were discussed in terms of their rational affordances, for exam-

ple with respect to creating value for the client, they were more explicitly legitimised with reference to 

social and relational aspects, compared to long-term relationships. According to the respondents, their 

agencies are always quite adamant in communicating to their clients that they are not suppliers, but rather 
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collaboration partners. In particular, respondents linked this with relational factors such as chemistry, 

sharing values, and developing a mutual sense of shared identity in the collaboration, reflecting a collab-

orative attitude built on relational values. In other words, relational factors are crucial to the development 

of legitimate collaborative relationships.  

 

7.1.3. Consultancy vs. buyer-supplier relationships  

Finally, the theorisation of consultancy points to its legitimacy in contrast to buyer-supplier relationships. 

A major argument here is that while buyer-supplier relationships revolve around the delivery of a con-

crete product and/or service to predefined client requirements, consultancy enables a more critical prob-

lem-solving and solution-oriented approach that relies on expert counselling and advice-giving. Domi-

nated by rationalisation strategies, the global theme of consultancy mainly focused on how, in this way, 

consultancy facilitates effective counselling of clients to enable true value creation. The main challenge 

relates to authorising the agency as a consultant, because this role, in contrast to a supplier role, involves 

taking part in strategic discussions with the client and critically challenging them on their needs and 

understanding of the problem they are faced with.  

Correspondingly, while buyer-supplier relationships are portrayed as limited to delivering a pre-

defined product or service, consultancy is framed as conducive for fostering strategic-level collaboration 

based on a more critical approach that challenges clients on their understanding of the problem in order 

to generate the necessary business insights for value-creating advice-giving. This requires trust, not only 

clients’ trust in the agencies’ competencies and their ability to competently fulfil their role as consultan-

cies, but also their trust in the agencies’ intentions, which might influence their willingness to share 

potentially delicate business information. In this regard, a key activity is the strategic workshop, where 

the agency involves the client in a collective process of problem identification and co-creation of the 

solution. 

Interestingly, consultancy is portrayed largely as a responsive strategy enabling agencies to adapt 

to their external environment in order to maintain their legitimacy among clients, cf. the narrativisation 

strategy to adapt to the environment. This strategy referred to the industry as relationship-dependent, 

which requires a strategic focus on building client relationships based on strategic counselling and ad-

vice-giving that solves strategic problems and creates value for the client. It also refers to changing client 
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requirements of being counselled by experts, as opposed to having a concrete solution delivered accord-

ing to their own definition of their needs.  

Re-interpreted as legitimacy theorisations, the identified strategic aim for long-term, collabora-

tive, and consultancy-based client relationships can be seen as strategic initiatives and responses to trans-

forming existing practices into more relevant and legitimate ones. Such a process is similar to that iden-

tified by David, Sine, and Haveman (2013), who have found that entrepreneurs legitimise the profes-

sional form of management consulting through theorisation, involving specifying generic problems and 

justifying particular solutions to these problems. Their study shows how such theorisation strategies can 

be used to institutionalise new practices, emphasising how both the specification of the problem and the 

definition of a solution are social constructions, and thus function to frame specific practices as illegiti-

mate and others as legitimate. In this regard, from a legitimacy theorisation perspective, it can be argued 

that there is currently a process in the Danish marketing industry of legitimising long-term relationships 

and associated collaborative and consultancy-based practices by institutionalising them as appropriate 

replacements of other relationship types and work practices between agencies and clients.  

Following this re-interpretation of the analysis as legitimacy theorisations, the next section dis-

cusses the 24 organising themes to illustrate their uses and functions in terms of moralisation, rationali-

sation, authorisation, and narrativisation strategies across goals, characteristics, and activities.  

 

7.2. The uses and functions of themes and their primary legitimation strategies 

The analysis shows the multifaceted and sometimes interconnected use of moralisation, authorisation, 

rationalisation, and narrativisation strategies. This finding supports previous empirical findings that le-

gitimation strategies are often used in distinct and interlinked ways, in a variety of combinations, and for 

a variety of purposes (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Monin, 2010), and shows that this 

is similarly the case in the context of PBO-client relationships. Table 7.1 maps the 24 identified themes 

and their primary legitimation strategies across goals, characteristics, or activities, and independent of 

the three global themes.  
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Goals: The overall goals and purposes of the organisation guiding their legitimacy management, connecting internal or-

ganisational guidelines with external cues for the legitimacy of the organisation.  

Moralisation: 

• Delivering on core organisational values is a relational value supporting the development and maintenance of long-

term relationships.  

• Positioning the agency as a collaborative partner rests on the ideological conviction that it is better to collaborate 

with rather than working for the client.  

Rationalisation: 

• Generating financial and operational stability as a rationalised purpose to strengthen the agencies’ own businesses. 

• Creating interdependencies as an effect-oriented strategy to increase the difficulty for clients to replace the agency.  

• Collaborative work approaches are rationalised by arguing that they create better results and thus improve the out-

come of the agency-client work relationship.  

• Increased value creation for clients is used as an argument to legitimise consultancy. 

Narrativisation 

• Meeting the dynamic requirements of the external environment demands a consultancy approach to become “win-

ners” of this narrative. 

Characteristics: The core organisational characteristics and attributes that are consistent and recurrent over time. 

Moralisation 

• Adaptability concerns the moralised ability to continuously solve the client’s ad hoc problems on a daily basis. 

• Community of values, i.e. sharing basic organisational values, is a crucial moralised characteristic of fruitful collabo-

ration.  

• Chemistry relates to inter-personal emotional dynamics and similar understandings, and are morally imperative for 

the possibility for collaboration.  

• Process communication is a rather straightforward description of frequent and ongoing client communication to meet 

client expectations. 

Rationalisation: 

• Collectivity frames the mutual sense of collective identity as enhancing the effectivity of collaborative relationships.  

• Joint ownership emphasises the positive effects of relationships characterised by shared responsibility and accounta-

bility. 

• Strategic anchoring rationalises relationships characterised by strategic-level collaboration, which enhances the 

agency’s counselling authority and improves decision-making processes. 
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Authorisation 

• Competence trust authorises the agency with reference to characteristics of competence and role fulfilment. 

• Insights into the client’s business supports the agencies’ authority and credibility as proper consultants. 

Activities: The discrete organisational activities emerging in the concrete techniques and procedures adopted by the or-

ganisation, albeit more temporary in nature than characteristics. 

Moralisation: 

• Showing concern for the client functions to moralise the relationship by demonstrating care and concern for the cli-

ent beyond the functional and instrumental level of the relationship.  

Rationalisation: 

• Challenging the client relates to rationalising activities where critically engaging with the client is argued to lead to 

better results.  

• The strategic workshop comprises a set of value-creating activities which contributes to improving the outcome of 

the collaboration.  

Authorisation:  

• Continuously increasing capabilities legitimises the agency by reference to its knowledge-based authority.  

• Networking activities function to create identification. 

• Use informal forms of contract or no contracts at all authorises the agency by appealing to mutual trust.  

• Using client cases has authorising qualities because it highlights the agency’s knowledge and competencies and uses 

other clients as endorsers of the agency. 

• Creating transparency of work processes creates a sense of security and builds trust and credibility in the agency. 

Table 7.1. Legitimation strategies and their locus and directionality. 

 

In terms of goals, moralisation strategies function to convey organisational values, and demon-

strate how the agencies enact their values in their client relationship management. These values emerge 

from ideological convictions of how client relationships should be managed, as well as how agencies 

would like to be perceived by their clients. By contrast, rationalisation strategies emphasise the functional 

and utilitarian aspects of client relationship management, specifically highlighting the agencies’ strategic 

aims to establish financial stability for themselves, but also to enhance their chances of creating value 

for their clients by solving problems that are subjectively relevant for them. Finally, the one narrativisa-

tion strategy identified articulates how the agencies legitimise their client relationships by strategically 
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responding and adapting to a dynamic external environment, including the digitalisation of marketing 

solutions, and changing client requirements, such as their growing expectations to receive counselling. 

Across these strategies, there are potential tensions to be addressed, for instance the difference between 

the highly moralised strategy to deliver on organisational values, versus the highly rationalised strategy 

to make the client dependent on the agency to enhance the agency’s financial situation. The narrativisa-

tion strategy reflects a macro perspective focused on how adapting to the external environment functions 

to achieve fit and congruence in order to gain legitimacy (cf. Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017).  

With regard to characteristics, moralisation strategies function to articulate and highlight the im-

portance of value-based, emotional, and relational aspects in the relationship, most notably in terms of 

chemistry and the sharing of values. These were framed as crucial and even necessary for establishing 

and maintaining fruitful relationships, which are mutually considered to be legitimate. In addition to 

these relational aspects, moralisation strategies reflected a processual focus. Here, moralisation was used 

to describe client expectations for agencies to be adaptable and continuously solve their ad hoc problems 

on a daily basis, and to maintain frequent and ongoing communication. A potential tensions arising from 

these themes relates to the discrepancy between client expectations that agencies are proactive and main-

tain ongoing communication while not being too pushy and opportunistic in their interactions. This indi-

cates the need for agencies to strike a balance in being adequately proactive while not being inappropri-

ately pushy. 

Correspondingly, rationalisation strategies across characteristics also reflect relational aspects, 

albeit from a more outcome-oriented point of view. For example, relational factors such as developing a 

mutual sense of shared identity and fostering joint ownership were both framed according to their func-

tionality in legitimising the relationship. A more explicitly rational theme was strategic anchoring, which 

described a more effective collaborative process as the outcome of anchoring client collaborations at the 

strategic level. In line with this, authorisation strategies at the level of characteristics suggest that agen-

cies are aware of the need for authorising their desired ways of managing their client relationships. This 

relates to fostering trust in their competencies and role fulfilment, which also has an impact on the clients’ 

willingness to let the agency generate the necessary insights to perform their work at the strategic level.  

Finally, at the level of activities, moralisation strategies function to show concern for the client 

as a means of emphasising a strong and personal relationship beyond the functional boundaries of col-

laboration. This strategy strongly relies on demonstrating emotional concern for clients. Rationalisation 



193 
 

strategies across activities function to highlight the positive effects of adopting a more critical and chal-

lenging approach to understanding the client’s experienced problem, in particular arguing that it creates 

better results for the client. Similarly, the concrete activity called the strategic workshop was also dis-

cussed in rational terms to emphasise its value-creating potential and its contributions to improving the 

outcome for both parties. Finally, authorisation strategies were prevalent across activities. Authorisation 

strategies function to convey the agencies’ knowledge-based authority vis-à-vis their clients, among other 

things through networking activities which was also function to create identification between the agency 

and its clients. Authorisation strategies are also widely used for building trust, for example by using 

informal forms of contract, by cultivating a collaborative atmosphere, by demonstrating transparency 

about work processes and objectives, and by using client cases to support building trust, as well as cre-

ating and retaining the agency’s ethos through client endorsement.  

The intended uses and functions of these various strategies differ in terms of whether they rely 

on an internal or external motivation, e.g. whether they emerge from a wish to deliver on core values or 

a need to adapt to changing client requirements, and in terms of whether they are mobilised towards the 

agency’s, the client’s, or a collective gain. These differences can be described as the locus and direction-

ality of legitimation strategies, which is discussed in section 7.3.  

 

7.3. The locus and directionality of legitimation strategies 

The identified themes and their primary legitimation strategies vary according to their locus of motivation 

and their directionality of goals and expected outcomes.  

Locus of legitimacy describes the underlying motivation for particular legitimation strategies, i.e. 

seeking to legitimise something in terms of what, because of what, or as a consequence of what. There 

is a distinction between an internal and external locus of legitimation, the former referring to legitimation 

strategies with a basis in what the PBO considers to be strategically relevant and in something over which 

it has a certain degree of strategic control. By contrast, external locus refers to legitimation strategies 

with a basis in a more responsive and adaptable strategy, i.e. what the PBO feels it needs to do to gain 

legitimacy because of some external factor. As such, while an internal locus implies a chosen strategic 

move or initiative, an external locus rather implies the strategic response to a felt need, for instance 

adapting to external requirements and changing conditions.  
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Directionality describes the direction of legitimation strategies as well as their primary intended 

end-goal. As such, it uncovers by whom and to whom particular legitimation strategies are mobilised, 

and whose needs they mainly serve to fulfil. Directionality can be distinguished into unidirectionality 

and bidirectionality. Unidirectionality indicates a one-way orientation, denotes separate end-goals, and 

focuses on fulfilling the needs of one organisation, whether it be the PBO or the client. For example, the 

theme of creating interdependencies is unidirectional towards the PBO’s goals, because it describes how 

relationships are extended for the benefit of the PBO, but potentially at the expense of the client who is 

left with a feeling of forced dependency as a result of perceived high switching costs. By contrast, the 

theme of adaptability is unidirectional towards the client’s needs, because it describes how it realises 

client needs and thus contributes to their legitimacy perceptions of the relationship.  

Bidirectionality, by contrast, indicates a two-way orientation, denotes collective end-goals, and 

focuses on fulfilling the collective needs of both organisations. While unidirectionality reflects a rather 

transaction-based approach to inter-organisational relationships, bidirectionality reflects a more collabo-

rative and collective approach. In other words, using the terminology of Schoeneborn, Vásquez, and 

Cornelissen (2016), whereas unidirectionality denotes the legitimacy of the agency in terms of the client 

or vice versa, bidirectionality implies the legitimacy of the agency in terms of the client and vice versa.  

Importantly, the categorisation of themes into internal/external locus and uni-/bidirectionality is 

based on how they were talked about by the respondents, and therefore how they indicate underlying 

intentions, motivations, and strategic orientations by the studied agencies, as reflected upon by these 

respondents. For example, the locus and directionality of the theme value creation (of consultancy) do 

not indicate who actually yields such value and how, but rather how and for whom legitimacy is estab-

lished based on the argument that consultancy creates value. As such, in line with the definition of legit-

imacy, locus and directionality is defined here as the intentions behind and orientations of strategic com-

municative efforts aimed at influencing legitimacy perceptions, and should be understood as dimensions 

of legitimacy management.  

Figure 7.2 maps the 24 themes from the analysis to internal/external locus and uni-/bidirection-

ality of legitimacy. As the figure shows, there is a concentration of themes in the internal locus/bidirec-

tional quadrant (Q3). This suggests that the majority of themes from the analysis relates to proactive 
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strategic initiatives, more so than strategic responses, and reflects a collective concern for realising col-

lective end-goals, more so than focusing on achieving separate end-goals. Each quadrant is now dis-

cussed in more detail.  

 

 Internal locus  External locus 

Unidirectionality Q1 

• Delivering on core organisational values 

• Generating stability 

• Creating interdependencies 

• Networking 

• Strategic anchoring 

Q2 

• Adaptability 

• Creating transparency 

• Consultancy as value-creating 

Bidirectionality Q3 

• Positioning the agency as collaborative partner  

• Collaboration as value-creating 

• Community of values 

• Showing concern for the client 

• Collectivity 

• Joint ownership 

• Using informal contracts 

• Using client cases 

• Challenging the client 

• The strategic workshop  

• Increasing capabilities 

Q4 

• Chemistry 

• Adapt to the environment 

• Competence trust 

• Insights into the client’s business 

• Process communication 

Figure 7.2. Themes mapped to locus and directionality of legitimacy.  

 

In the internal locus/unidirectionality quadrant (Q1), delivering on core organisational values was 

discussed by respondents as something their agencies strategically chose to do, as a way of being per-

ceived as authentic and trustworthy, and in particular demonstrating that having long-term client rela-

tionships is a core organisational value. Generating stability and creating interdependencies were dis-

cussed by respondents as fulfilling their agencies’ needs to make client relationships long-term. The 
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themes reflect a unidirectional orientation, focusing on financial and operational advantages of long-term 

relationships for the agencies, but disregarding their negative effects on the client such as increased 

switching costs and the client being relatively more dependent on the agency than vice versa. As such, 

they both emerge from strategic considerations of realising goals for the agency. Networking relates to 

telling clients about the services the agency offers. Mainly discussed in terms of how clients might benefit 

from networking activities, it has been categorised as a unidirectional orientation with a focus on ful-

filling client needs. Finally, strategic anchoring reflects an internal motivation to be involved by the client 

in strategic considerations and to improve decision-making processes. It is categorised as unidirectional 

with a focus on fulfilling this aim of the agency. In fact, rather than establishing legitimacy from the 

client’s point of view, it might actually challenge their legitimacy perceptions because they are forced to 

review the agency’s legitimate role as strategic partners.   

In the external locus/unidirectionality quadrant (Q2), adaptability is a theme clearly motivated by 

an external force, explicitly referring to client expectations of agencies being flexible and adaptable. It 

mainly focuses on realising client requests and thus reflects a unidirectional orientation. Similarly, trans-

parency is focused on client needs and wants, in terms of creating a sense of security and peace of mind, 

and was even discussed as something to which the agencies conform because they feel they need to. 

Finally, the theme portraying consultancy as value-creating has been categorised as unidirectional be-

cause it mainly refers to the functional legitimacy of consultancy from the client’s point of view, and as 

external locus because it reflects strategic considerations of market positioning and of gaining competi-

tive advantage through adopting a consultancy role.  

The internal locus/bidirectionality quadrant (Q3) is the dominant one. Overall, positioning the 

agency as a collaborative partner reflects a bidirectional aim because it was viewed as enhancing the 

potential for synergetic and co-creative efforts for both the agency’s and client’s benefit. Similarly, the 

theme describing collaboration as value-creating also notes how collaborative efforts have mutual bene-

fits. There are numerous relationally-focused themes in this quadrant. For example, community of values 

highlights the importance of sharing values as a means of enhancing the mutual perceptions of relation-

ship legitimacy. Moreover, while showing concern for the client refers to having relationships beyond 

the functional parameters for mutual gain, collectivity denotes a relational focus on the idea of collective 

identity. Collectivity was explicitly discussed as facilitating a collective direction and working towards 

a collective goal, which clearly indicates it bidirectionality. Joint ownership also points to a bidirectional 
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aim of improving the collaborative process and outcome for both parties, hereunder emphasising how it 

increases the agency’s work process and the client’s experience of and satisfaction with the collaboration. 

Themes in this quadrant also focus on the mutual gains of relationships based on mutual trust. 

For instance, using informal contracts and client cases both function as fostering mutual trust and build-

ing the credibility of the agency, and suggest that the presence of mutual trust helps achieve better results 

for both parties. In line with this, challenging the client is motivated by the agencies’ desire to not restrict 

themselves to a predefined task description, but engage critically as consultants to solve important prob-

lems, which requires mutual trust. The client benefits from this critical approach as well, inasmuch as it 

helps the parties create more effective solutions. Correspondingly, the strategic workshop is discussed as 

enabling better and quicker value creation for both parties, improving the mutual and collective under-

standing of the problem and ensuring that the right problem is solved. Finally, continuously increasing 

the agency’s capabilities refers to a desire to retain clients. It is discussed as fulfilling mutual legitimacy 

goals. On the one hand, it authorises the agency, and on the other, it enables the agency to competently 

fulfil its role and contribute to solving important problems for the client and help develop its business.  

Finally, in the external/bidirectionality quadrant (Q4), chemistry has been categorised as external 

locus, because it relates to meeting client expectations; respondents noted that 70% of clients select an 

agency based on the assessment of chemistry. Its bidirectionality relates to how it enhances the mutually 

perceived quality of the relationship and collaboration. Correspondingly, adapting to the environment 

has an explicit external locus, discussed by respondents as a strategic response to changing conditions in 

their external environment and to dynamic client requirements. By a similar token, competence trust is 

similarly linked with meeting client demands of a trustworthy agency in relation to its competencies, but 

has been categorised as bidirectional because it also describes how being perceived as competent en-

hances the quality of the agency’s counselling. This allows the agency to gain insights into the client’s 

business, which in turn has an authorising effect on the agency. Finally, process communication relates 

to client expectations that the agency is proactive and maintains the communication, but is bidirectional 

since it orients towards both the client’s wish to be continuously updated and the agency’s aim to con-

tinuously uncover new client needs and thus create new business.  

 In the next chapter, these various findings are discussed against existing literature and according 

to the two research sub-questions.  
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8. Discussion 

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings. The dissertation’s findings are based on exploring 

PBO-client relationships through the theoretical lens of legitimacy. Structured according to the two sub-

research questions, sections 8.1 and 8.2 offer the two main contributions of the dissertation, which are 

subsequently discussed in terms of theoretical, practical, and methodological implications in sections 8.3, 

8.4, and 8.5, respectively. More specifically, section 8.1 addresses the question of what characterises 

PBO-client relationship management when explored through legitimacy. In responding to this question, 

the discussion proposes a strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management. Sec-

tion 8.2 responds to the question of how and why legitimation strategies are used by project-based or-

ganisations to manage and legitimise their client relationships. In responding to this question, the discus-

sion suggests a dynamic and reciprocal understanding of legitimacy. 

 

8.1. Towards a strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management 

This section addresses research sub-question 1: what characterises PBO-client relationship management 

when explored through legitimacy?  

The analysis found that PBOs aim for long-term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client re-

lationships. A re-interpretation of these global themes using the concept of theorisation suggested that 

long-term relationships are legitimised by their contrast to project-based relationships; that collaborative 

relationships are legitimised by their contrast to transaction-based ones; and that consultancy is legiti-

mised by its contrast to buyer-supplier relationships. This section argues that this points to a strategically 

relational approach to PBO-client relationship management. Specifically, a framework is proposed which 

consists of three inter-related approaches: (1) the relational approach, (2) the project-based approach, and 

(3) the ongoing approach. The framework is shown in figure 8.1.  

First, the relational approach can be defined as a strategic and proactive approach to developing 

and managing client relationships, which views strong client relationships as crucial to organisational 

legitimacy and development. This approach centralises having long-term relationships built on strong 

relational factors and with a long-term vision. Second, the project-based approach can be defined as a 

more functional and task-oriented approach to developing and managing client relationships, which 

views client relationships as an outcome of solving concrete tasks given by clients. This approach em-
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phasises developing a collaborative atmosphere to enable the transformation of project-based relation-

ships into long-term collaborative relationships. Finally, the ongoing approach can be defined as a set of 

activities that support the relational and project-based approaches to client relationship management.  

 

 

 

 

 

In line with the dissertation’s positioning within project studies and its aim for integrative re-

search contributions, the framework should be understood as integrative. As such, while the framework 

does challenge the currently dominant functionalist and project-centric perspectives on PBO-client rela-

tionships, and with it existing assumptions of “projects as the quintessence of organisational legitimacy” 

in PBOs (Löwstedt et al., 2018, p. 895), it does not propose to replace these. Rather, it extends, nuances, 

and enhances them by integrating them into a framework with other perspectives, and which propose a 

strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management, rather than a purely project-

centric focus on the relationship as an outcome of the project. By doing so, the framework aims at ac-

knowledging existing attempts at exploring client relationship management with a point of departure in 

the project (Artto et al., 2016; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Tikkanen et al., 2007), while at the same time 

foregrounding a relational perspective which is more appropriate for addressing relationship consistency 

Relational
Relationship management as 

strategic initiative

Project-based
Relationship management 
based on concrete project 

tasks

Ongoing
Relationship management 
supported through ongoing 

activities

Figure 8.1. A strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management. 
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and continuity beyond individual projects in project-based environments (Smyth, 2015). Each of the 

three approaches is discussed in more detail below.  

 

8.1.1. The relational approach 

The relational approach views client relationship management as a matter of strategic initiative, and un-

derstands strong client relationships as investments in and opportunities for operational continuity and 

organisational development (cf. Smyth & Edkins, 2007). Therefore, it places emphasis on relational ra-

ther than functional factors in developing and managing the relationship, with a focus on establishing 

legitimacy of and mutual commitment to the relationship per se, rather than the project (cf. Larson & 

Wikström, 2007). In this way, the relational approach focuses on managing the relationship, also in the 

absence of or prior to any discussions of concrete project tasks. Consequently, it extends the previous 

focus on extending project-based relationships with primary reference to the project, i.e. by including 

pre-project (Lecoeuvre-Soudain & Deshayes, 2006; Lecoeuvre-Soudain et al., 2009) and post-project 

relationship management (Cova & Salle, 2000; Hadjikhani, 1996). 

Arguably, this emphasis on the relationship per se echoes the original aim of the project marketing 

literature to explore client relationship management outside any concrete project opportunity (Cova & 

Salle, 2000). Such a focus was for instance reflected in statements by the Partner and Co-owner of case 

company #5 and the Project Officer of case company #7, who explained that they are first and foremost 

concerned with developing a strong relationship with the client, and only subsequently focus on formu-

lating a project to address a concrete problem. This was argued to not only ensure a better process and 

outcome of the immediate work they are doing together, but also to lay the foundation for a long-term 

relationship and collaborative PBO-client relationship. Consistently, the underlying assumption of the 

relational approach draws on the argument that relationships are able to provide PBOs with the stability 

and relational continuity which projects as temporal and time-bound objects cannot (cf. Sydow & Braun, 

2018).  

Congruently, in contrast to previous arguments that rational and formal arguments dominate le-

gitimacy management in PBOs (cf. Ahn et al., 2010; Gutiérrez & Magnusson, 2014), the relational ap-

proach involves both rationalisation, moralisation, and authorisation strategies, which all revolve around 
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legitimising PBO-client relationships with reference to relational factors. Specifically, it emphasises re-

lational processes of fostering mutual trust, cultivating relational chemistry, and negotiating shared val-

ues. These were all identified as important for legitimising long-term collaborative relationships.  

First, as regards mutual trust, previous studies have also identified trust as an important relational 

factor in PBO-client relationships (Pinto, Slevin, & English, 2009), in particular because it motivates 

clients to select PBOs based on relational aspects rather than functional purchasing strategies (Ahola et 

al., 2013). Trust has been described as both an antecedent that helps sustain long-term PBO-client rela-

tionships (Manning, 2017; Manning & Sydow, 2011) and as a long-term outcome of PBO-client collab-

oration (e.g. Artto et al., 2015). According to this dissertation’s findings, mutual trust can be cultivated 

and therefore utilised strategically for developing collaborative relationships. For example, this was ev-

ident in respondents’ explanations that using particular forms of contracts and presenting selected client 

cases help foster mutual trust and legitimise long-term collaborative relationships.  

Second, in terms of relational chemistry, the dissertation’s findings indicate that it is one of the 

most decisive relational factors for strategically developing PBO-client relationships. Consistent with 

previous descriptions of chemistry as affective bonds between individuals that make them like working 

together (B. Čater & Zabkar, 2009), chemistry was identified as crucial in the very first minutes of new 

PBO-client relationships, where the involved people assess whether they would like to work with each 

other. Once again, respondents explained that this mutual assessment of chemistry is prior to considera-

tions about concrete tasks, and is therefore not linked with any concrete project opportunity (cf. Cova & 

Salle, 2000). The identified importance of chemistry supports previous findings that chemistry is a crucial 

relational factor for developing inter-personal relationships in project-based environments (Ojansivu & 

Alajoutsijärvi, 2015), specifically because it increases mutual trust and commitment between PBOs and 

their clients (J. Kujala et al., 2013; Matinheikki et al., 2016). By contrast, the absence of chemistry was 

described by respondents as a deal breaker when entering into new relationships. Specifically, it was 

argued that 70% of the client’s decision of whether or not to select an agency rests on their perception of 

chemistry, supporting previous arguments that 75% of new business is lost at the first contact (Harvey, 

1988: in Smyth, 2015).  

Third, with respect to negotiating shared values, the analysis shows that agencies discard new 

client relationships and discontinue existing ones in the perceived absence of similar or congruent organ-
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isational values. This indicates that negotiating shared values is crucial for establishing a mutual percep-

tion of legitimacy of the relationship. This is consistent with a recent argument that PBO-client relation-

ships should be viewed as more than financial exchanges, and rather as dependent on “shared values and 

norms” (Smyth, 2015, p. 57). However, except for this argument by Smyth (2015), the role of organisa-

tional values remains largely underexplored in the context of PBO-client relationships. Nonetheless, ad-

ditional support for the importance of shared values can be found in organisation and marketing man-

agement literatures, which have empirically demonstrated that linking organisational values to external 

relationships helps develop such relationships (Voss, Cable, & Voss, 2000), and that perceived shared 

values and norms contribute to building trust in the initial stages of inter-organisational relationships 

(Dowell, Morrison, & Heffernan, 2015). Furthermore, previous research on inter-organisational relation-

ships suggests that perceived shared values and norms generate affective commitment through perceived 

similarity and mutual involvement (B. Čater, 2007; T. Čater & Čater, 2010), further indicating the im-

portance of perceived value congruence in PBO-client relationships.  

 

8.1.2. The project-based approach 

While the relational approach emphasises relational factors and views client relationship management as 

a matter of strategic initiative, the project-based approach rather emphasises task-oriented and project-

centric processes. Reflecting a more functional focus, this means that client relationships are developed 

and managed with a point of departure in a concrete task from a client and solved by the PBO through a 

specific project. This also means that, while the relational approach might be described as a proactive 

approach to developing new relationships, the project-based approach is more reactive, inasmuch as new 

relationships are developed on the basis of concrete client enquiries. Consequently, the relationship is 

linked to a specific project, and its long-term potential relies either on post-project negotiations, or on 

the early establishment of a collaborative atmosphere between the PBO and the client to influence their 

mutual desire to extend the relationship beyond the project in question. Nonetheless, emphasis is placed 

on satisfying clients by meeting their immediate requirements, relying primarily on rational and func-

tional arguments for legitimising decisions (cf. Ahn et al., 2010; Gutiérrez & Magnusson, 2014), for 

example how the solution is going to solve the client’s expressed problem.  

In this way, the project-based approach is congruent with the project-centric view of PBO-client 

relationships and, compared to the relational approach, is more pragmatic, as it is more open to accepting 
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concrete project tasks without a vision for a long-term relationship. As some respondents noted, they do 

accept one-off tasks because they need to, for instance due to financial reasons. However, they also called 

this approach risky, since it can create high transaction and acquisition costs for the PBO, and, as a result, 

make it difficult for them to achieve financial and operational stability. Therefore, while accepting one-

off tasks, the studied agencies always seek to enter into relationships when possible. In support of this, 

scholars have pointed out that focusing too much on the individual project makes it difficult for PBOs to 

achieve relationship consistency and continuity beyond individual projects, because the strength of a 

project-based relationship relies too much on functional and product-focused parameters (Cova et al., 

2002; Cova & Salle, 2005; Hadjikhani, 1996; Smyth, 2015, 2018). Correspondingly, because the exten-

sion of the relationship relies on functional rather than relational factors, clients might develop negative 

perceptions of the relationship, emerging from perceived high switching costs of replacing the PBO. This 

was reflected in respondents’ arguments that systematising and routinising work processes creates high 

perceived switching costs for the client and, through this, makes them feel dependent on the PBO.  

Consequently, when PBO-client relationships are developed through the project-based approach, 

PBOs might focus on establishing a collaborative atmosphere, including formulating collective goals and 

vision and fostering a collaborative work environment. According to the dissertation’s findings, this in-

volves using informal forms of contract to negotiate collaborative work processes based on mutual trust. 

This challenges the existing assumption that PBO-client collaborations are mainly established through 

formal contracts (Ahola et al., 2013), but echoes other findings that project-based relationships built on 

mutual trust facilitate collaborative atmospheres in project-based environments (Lecoeuvre-Soudain & 

Deshayes, 2006; Lecoeuvre-Soudain et al., 2009). In support of this, projects that are characterised by a 

collaborative atmosphere and by a focus on achieving common goals more easily gain legitimacy (B. 

Walker et al., 2017), and therefore might also more effectively legitimise the project-based relationship. 

Furthermore, the development of collaborative routines has been found to sustain project-based relation-

ships project by project (Manning & Sydow, 2011; Sydow, 2009), which further supports the disserta-

tion’s findings that developing a collaborative atmosphere can help extend the PBO-client relationship 

beyond the first project.  

More specifically, a concrete means of facilitating a collaborative atmosphere is the strategic 

workshop. The strategic workshop has three primary goals. First, it functions to convey to the client that 

the PBO views collaboration as important for creating value for the client, among other things because 
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it involves co-creative and synergetic work processes. As Artto et al. (2016) have argued, the capacity 

for value creation must be established in the initial stages of projects in order for clients to extend value 

creation in the post-project operations phase. Therefore, the strategic workshop might be an effective 

means of convincing clients about the value-creating potential of collaboration at the beginning of the 

project.  

Second, the strategic workshop functions to encourage clients to accept joint ownership of and, 

hence, be more actively involved in the project. Consistent with findings by Galera-Zarco et al. (2014), 

the dissertation’s findings indicate that such early involvement of clients enables the co-definition of 

client requirements and co-creation of solutions. Such shared activities have been found to align expec-

tations of project purpose (Smyth, 2018), to positively influence the quality of solutions in PBO-client 

contexts (S. Kujala et al., 2010), to lead to desired project outcomes (Sydow & Braun, 2018), and ulti-

mately to support the development of long-term collaborative PBO-client relationships (Artto et al., 

2015). In other words, client involvement at the start of the project to facilitate co-creative efforts can 

help PBOs transform a project-based relationship into a long-term relationship. In addition to these out-

comes, the dissertation’s findings indicate that joint ownership supports a mutual authorisation of the 

project work between the PBO and the client, and in turn ensures that the client takes ownership of the 

solution after project completion.  

Third, the strategic workshop also functions to develop shared understandings of the client’s 

problem and of desired approaches to solving it. Here, transparency of work processes is a means for 

giving the client peace of mind and establishing trust in the PBO’s capabilities. This is consistent with 

contemporary definitions of transparency as a trust-building mechanism (Schnackenberg & Tomlinson, 

2016, p. 1788), and with empirical findings that transparency is the result of clear communication about 

work processes and structure (Gemünden et al., 2018). When utilised in PBO-client relationships, trans-

parency of work processes was identified as an activity legitimising collaboration, and therefore seems 

appropriate for establishing a collaborative atmosphere.  

 

8.1.3. The ongoing approach 

Finally, the ongoing approach concerns a continuous set of activities aimed at supporting both the rela-

tional and the project-based approach, and both with respect to developing new client relationships as 

well as managing and maintaining existing ones. Previously, ongoing relationship management has been 



206 
 

linked with the post-project period (i.e. after project completion) as a means of overcoming discontinuity 

issues, which, according to Razmdoost and Mills (2016), “makes [ongoing] relationship management 

even more crucial in project-based firms” (p. 318). While agreeing with this sentiment, the present con-

ceptualisation of ongoing relationship management involves not only pre-, during-, and post-project pe-

riods, but also relationship management completely detached from any concrete project, for example 

through networking activities aimed at creating identification with the PBO among potential future cli-

ents. 

As such, the ongoing approach reflects a focus on managing client relationships both when clients 

are active (e.g. when PBOs carry out some form of ongoing operations not tied to a project, such as 

managing their social media channels), when they are inactive (i.e. when PBOs are not currently doing 

anything for the client), and when there is not yet any formal relationship between the PBO and the client. 

This contributes to previous understandings of the in-between-projects period of PBO-client relation-

ships, or what has been referred to as the “period of discontinuity” between buyers and sellers, which 

requires relationship management outside the boundaries of individual projects, and during inactive pe-

riods where the parties are not collaborating (Hadjikhani, 1996, p. 320) (see also Cova & Salle, 2000; J. 

Kujala et al., 2013; Lecoeuvre-Soudain & Deshayes, 2006; Manning, 2017; Razmdoost & Mills, 2016). 

While previous literature has mainly focused on after-sales services to address relational discontinuity 

(Artto, Wikström, Hellström, & Kujala, 2008; Cova & Salle, 2000; J. Kujala et al., 2013), reducing it to 

a matter of overlapping project deliveries to the same client (Ahola et al., 2013), the ongoing approach 

focuses also on nurturing the client relationships as such, rather than on managing the project.  

This requires recurrent relational processes to continuously develop and maintain long-term client 

relationships. for example creating identification with potential clients through networking activities, 

showing concern for current clients, being adaptable and available for addressing emerging client prob-

lems, and conducting frequent and ongoing communication to nurture the relationship as well as uncover 

new client needs. The significance ascribed to showing concern for clients corroborates arguments that 

personal involvement and relational closeness helps build strong collaborative relationships (Ahola et 

al., 2013), but also links these processes with achieving long-term relationships. Similarly, the notion of 

adaptability, i.e. continuously meeting new client requirements, supports previous arguments that clients 

demand frequent interaction and negotiations about the particular needs and services they require, mak-
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ing close relationships important (Sydow et al., 2004). Interestingly, adaptability was described as im-

portant for transforming one-off client projects into long-term relationships. While disagreeing with the 

notion that PBOs gain legitimacy through routines that stabilise their practices (Sydow, 2009), this find-

ing extends early research on how the versatility of PBOs enables them  to continuously meet novel and 

transient client requirements (J. R. Turner & Keegan, 1999, p. 300). 

In addition to this, ongoing communication is more focused on relational processes aimed at nur-

turing the relationship per se, which is consistent with other findings that frequent and intense interaction 

helps create shared relational understandings and build strong, long-term relationships between PBOs 

and their clients (Ahola et al., 2013; Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008; Matinheikki et al., 2016). In this regard, 

the findings imply that clients perceive long-term relationships as legitimate only when the parties inter-

act regularly, and when the PBO takes responsibility for uncovering new client needs.  

Table 8.1 summarises the key characteristics and associated relational processes of the three ap-

proaches. 
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 Key characteristics Relational processes 

Relational 

approach 

• Relationship management as strategic initi-

ative and proactive. 

• Emphasises strong client relationships built 

on relational factors and with a long-term 

vision. 

• Cultivating mutual trust 

• Assessing relational chemistry 

• Negotiating shared values 

Project-based 

approach 

• Relationship management as project-based. 

• Emphasises task-oriented and functional 

factors.  

• Can transform project-based relationships 

into long-term relationships through a col-

laborative atmosphere 

• Establishing a collaborative atmosphere with 

joint ownership 

• Using informal contracts and show client cases 

• Co-defining requirements and co-creating solu-

tions 

• Being transparent about work processes 

• Involving clients in strategic workshops 

Ongoing ap-

proach 

• Relationship management through a set of 

ongoing supportive activities. 

• Emphasises nurturing client relationships, 

by managing active clients, reactivating la-

tent clients, and developing relationships 

with new clients.  

• Continuously nurturing clients 

• Creating identification 

• Reactivating latent clients 

• Showing concern for clients 

• Being adaptable and available 

• Ongoing communication 

Table 8.1. Relational, project-based, and ongoing relationship management: relational processes and key characteristics. 

 

 

8.2. Towards an understanding of legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal 

This section addresses research sub-question 2: how and why are legitimation strategies used by project-

based organisations to manage and legitimise their client relationships?  

 First of all, while concepts of legitimacy and communicative legitimation strategies were found 

to be relevant in this context of dyadic, inter-organisational PBO-client relationships, the research context 

also shed light on novel aspects of legitimacy, showing its dynamic and reciprocal characteristics. This 

reveals two points for discussion. First, the roles entailed in legitimation processes, i.e. the object, the 

change agent, and the evaluator (cf. Suddaby et al., 2017), appear more fluid and dynamic, and both the 
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PBO and the client can adopt, negotiate, and change between all three roles. This is addressed in section 

8.2.1. Second, findings indicate two dimensions along which legitimation processes operate, i.e. the locus 

and directionality of legitimacy. Theorising the potential combinations of these two dimensions reveals 

four new macro-legitimation strategies in PBO-client relationship contexts, which describe considera-

tions by PBOs of whether their legitimation strategies rely on internal/external motivations, and whether 

they orient towards separate or collective end-goals. These strategies have been named (1) impose and 

enforce, (2) adapt and conform, (3) negotiate and match, and (4) adjust and accommodate. This is ad-

dressed in section 8.2.2.  

 

8.2.1. The dynamic and fluid roles of legitimation processes 

The importance of relational parameters such as collectivity, collaborative synergies, mutual trust, shared 

values, joint ownership, and relational chemistry for legitimising PBO-client relationships suggests a 

dynamic process of legitimation, where legitimacy emerges in an ongoing process of mutual assessments. 

Such mutuality of legitimacy challenges common conceptualisations of legitimacy, which tend to view 

the focal organisation (in this context the PBO) as the object of legitimacy, and (a collective of) stake-

holders (in this context the client(s)) as the evaluator who judges the legitimacy of the object (Ashforth 

& Gibbs, 1990; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). This conceptualisation reduces legitimacy to “a 

social evaluation made by others” of the focal organisation (Bitektine & Haack, 2015, p. 50), which in 

this context suggests that PBOs are always the object of legitimacy and clients are always the subject of 

legitimation.  

This is problematic in the context of PBO-client relationships, which can be described as dyadic 

inter-organisational relationships, because these often rely on sharing risks and pooling resources to fa-

cilitate co-creative efforts (Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008; Maurer, 2010), achieve desired collective out-

comes (Sydow & Braun, 2018), and establish collective self-understandings to pursue collective end-

goals with mutual outcomes (Aaen Thuesen, 2018). Since the mutual establishment of legitimacy is cen-

tral to developing collective self-understandings and achieving effective collaboration in such inter-or-

ganisational relationships (Hardy, Lawrence, & Grant, 2005; Vaara et al., 2006), it is crucial that both 

PBOs and clients take part in legitimation processes and in assessing one another’s role in either estab-

lishing or weakening the legitimacy of each other and their relationship.  
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This notion of collectivity in PBO-client relationships supports the idea that discursively estab-

lished legitimacy is central to collective identity construction and effective collaboration in inter-organ-

isational relationships (Hardy et al., 2005; Vaara et al., 2006), and extends recent empirical findings by 

Aaen Thuesen (2018) that effective inter-organisational collaborations are the result of the creation of 

collective self-understandings, which enable collaborating parties to refer to themselves as a collective 

rather than a set of individual actors, and to pursue collective end-goals with mutual outcomes. Further-

more, it supports recent arguments that projects are increasingly used deliberately as a means of estab-

lishing and conducting inter-organisational collaboration (Sergi, 2012).  

This suggests a conceptual shift from organisation-centric to collective-centric understandings of 

PBO-client relationships, emphasising collaborative and collective approaches to relationship manage-

ment. This means that it is not the organisation, but the inter-organisational relationship whose goals, 

characteristics, and activities are judged in terms of their contribution to establishing legitimacy. For 

example, adapting to the environment to achieve congruence becomes a collective aim, and the parties’ 

self-interests increasingly converge. Such collective self-understandings could be seen in the empirical 

material by the fact that PBOs and their clients naturally referred to each other as “we,” “us,” and “col-

leagues.”  

The dissertation previously argued that Suddaby et al.’s (2017) legitimacy-as-property, legiti-

macy-as-perception, and legitimacy-as-process perspectives could be integrated, in particular by relying 

on Suchman’s (1995) seminal definition of legitimacy (cf. sections 3.1. and 3.2.). Specifically, Suddaby 

et al.’s (2017) distinction between these three perspectives suggests a clear demarcation of the object (the 

receiver), change agent (the actor trying to change how the object is evaluated), and evaluator (the actor 

who judges the object’s legitimacy) of legitimacy. However, in the context of PBO-client relationships, 

these roles appear more dynamic and interchangeable. While the studied agencies are clearly concerned 

with establishing their legitimacy toward their clients, they also judge their clients’ legitimacy, for ex-

ample by scrutinising their organisational values, by insisting on collaborative work processes and joint 

ownership, etc.  

Consequently, both agencies and clients act as objects and evaluators of legitimacy. Furthermore, 

they both act as change agents to change aspects of their relationship so as to establish its legitimacy, e.g. 

negotiating common values, anchoring the collaboration at the strategic level, and facilitating a mutual 

willingness to share business information. They also change conditions for legitimacy perceptions, e.g. 
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in terms of changing client expectations of the role that agencies should fulfil to be legitimate. Here, 

findings showed that, to be regarded as legitimate partners, agencies are increasingly expected by clients 

to offer expert counselling. On the other hand, agencies also change conditions, e.g. expecting clients to 

accept responsibility and ownership and take an active part in the collaborative process. 

Hence, according to the findings, PBOs are not always only objects of legitimacy, and clients are 

not always only subjects of legitimation. Rather, both organisations assume roles of establishing legiti-

macy, changing the conditions for legitimacy perceptions, and of judging each other’s legitimacy. In 

other words, PBOs and clients are at the same time both attributors and receivers of legitimacy, and both 

organisations therefore possess legitimacy and have expectations of each other’s legitimacy in their re-

lationship. 

Accordingly, PBOs and clients appear as co-objects and co-subjects of a mutual legitimation pro-

cess where they engage in reciprocal assessments of each other, emphasising the importance of relational 

and communicative processes to articulate, negotiate, and align expectations and thereby legitimise their 

relationship. As such, they both individually and collective judge and are responsible for managing their 

relationship as the object of legitimacy. In other words, it can be argued that when PBOs and clients 

manage to engage in collaborative processes with common visions and goals based on collective self-

understandings, the object of legitimacy is neither of the two separate organisations, but rather their re-

lationship. For example, this was seen in the empirical material, where respondents said that the involve-

ment of clients in collaborative processes meant that project evaluation is less retrospective and focused 

on the product, and more prospective and focused on the relationship and its relational aspects.  

The resulting dynamic relationship between object, change agent, and evaluator of legitimacy is 

illustrated in figure 8.2, which also connects each of these roles to the three perspectives identified by 

Suddaby et al. (2017). Figure 8.2 illustrates the idea that legitimacy roles of object, change agent, and 

evaluator are integrated into a dynamic framework, and that perspectives of legitimacy-as-property, pro-

cess, and perception are integrated aspects of legitimacy in inter-organisational relationship contexts. 

Thus, the convergence of object, change agent, and evaluator of legitimacy supports the previously ar-

gued integration of Suddaby et al.’s (2017) three legitimacy perspectives, in turn further substantiating 

Suchman’s (1995) definition of legitimacy as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions 

of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, val-
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ues, beliefs, and definitions.” (p. 574, my emphasis). Specifically, the framework proposes to take Such-

man’s inclusive definition seriously, and at the same time recognises legitimacy as a property to be stra-

tegically managed by organisations and as the result of an ongoing process of social construction resting 

on (collective) perceptions of legitimacy. This indicates a more dynamic and fluid legitimation process, 

and in this way supports a reciprocal understanding of legitimacy in PBO-client contexts more specifi-

cally, and inter-organisational context more generally.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

8.2.2. Four macro-legitimation strategies 

Based on this dynamic, reciprocal, and more collective understanding of legitimacy, coupled with the 

legitimacy dimensions of locus and directionality (discussed in the findings section 7.3), this section 

proposes nuancing the current understanding of legitimation strategies. Specifically, based on the insights 

into legitimacy management in PBO-client relationships, an empirically-driven framework is developed, 

Object 

Change agent Evaluator 

Figure 8.2. A dynamic relationship between object, change agent, and evaluator of legitimation processes 

Legitimacy-as-process Legitimacy-as-perspective 

Object 

Change agent Evaluator 

Legitimacy-as-property 
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(1) Impose and enforce (2) Adapt and conform

(3) Negotiate and match (4) Adjust and 
accommodate

Figure 8.3. Four communicative legitimation strategies in project-based organisational contexts 

which proposes four macro-legitimation strategies: (1) impose and enforce, (2) adapt and conform, (3) 

negotiate and match, and (4) adjust and accommodate. These four strategies are distinguished along the 

two legitimacy dimensions of locus and directionality, as shown in figure 8.3  

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

As previously noted, locus of legitimacy describes the underlying motivation for particular legit-

imation strategies, distinguishing between internal locus (what the focal organisation considers strategi-

cally relevant) and external locus (what the focal organisational finds necessary due to some external 
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factor). Directionality of legitimation describes the direction of legitimation attempts and legitimacy 

judgements, and is distinguished into unidirectional (mainly serving the needs and pursuing the goals of 

one organisation) and bidirectional legitimation (serving the needs and pursing the goals of several or-

ganisations).  

Dimensions of locus and directionality has implications for the notion that the fluidity of legiti-

macy roles can be seen as a shift of the object of legitimacy from the organisation itself to the inter-

organisational relationship. For example, assuming a more collective object of legitimacy, the locus of 

legitimation would now suggest that ‘external’ refers to what is perceived as external to the collective 

PBO-client relationship, rather than what is external to each individual organisation. Furthermore, this 

more collective understanding would be expected to be reflected in whether legitimation strategies are 

mobilised unidirectionally (one-way) or bidirectionally (two-way), or, put another way, whether they 

emphasise separate or collective end-goals (Aaen Thuesen, 2018) between PBOs and their clients. The 

dominance of internal/bidirectional legitimation strategies, as argued in section 7.3, indicates the preva-

lence of collective approaches to legitimising PBO-client relationships. Each of the four legitimation 

strategies are now discussed. 

First, the ‘impose and enforce’ strategy comprises legitimation strategies with an internal locus 

and a unidirectional orientation. This means that legitimation attempts are motivated by strategic initia-

tives formulated by the PBO, and over which the PBO feels it has a certain degree of control. It also 

means that they are targeted at separate end-goals, and therefore rest on a disjointed understanding of the 

PBO-client relationship. Examples of this strategy are the themes to generate stability and to create in-

terdependencies. Both of these can be categorised as strategic initiatives by the PBO, and as mainly 

fulfilling the PBO’s goals, even at the potential detriment of the client due to higher switching costs. 

Consequently, there is a risk of adverse effects for client organisations, such as real or perceived calcu-

lative commitment, where they stay in the relationship due to a lack of alternative choices (B. Čater, 

2007; T. Čater & Čater, 2010). A similar risk is reflected in previous legitimacy literature, which has 

cautioned that purely instrumental and financial arguments for legitimacy can have negative effects on 

stakeholder judgements of legitimacy (Elsbach, 1994; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992). Therefore, in this par-

ticular example, it is important to balance positive and negative outcomes of creating interdependencies 

so that clients do not perceive their PBO relationships as being more necessary than fruitful. In other 
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words, a unidirectional strategy with an internal locus might be risky, because it legitimises the relation-

ship in the eyes of the agency, but potentially delegitimises it in the eyes of the client.  

Second, the ‘adapt and conform’ strategy consists of legitimation strategies with an external locus 

and a unidirectional orientation. According to this strategy, legitimation attempts are motivated by a felt 

need by the PBOs, but still focuses on separate end-goals. Examples of this strategy are the themes 

adaptability, creating transparency, and portraying consultancy as value-creating. For example, adapta-

bility was described as a necessary characteristic to adopt in order to fulfil client expectations. In this 

way, it denotes an external locus, and, interestingly, a unidirectional orientation concerning the client, 

rather than the PBO. In other words, adaptability mainly legitimises the PBO-client relationships from 

the client’s point of view. Correspondingly, transparency about work processes was described by re-

spondents as a modern practice that the agencies feel they need to conform to, and as something which 

primarily functions to meet client expectations and thus enhance the client’s legitimacy perceptions. Fur-

thermore, respondents’ descriptions of consultancy as value-creating reflects an external locus because 

it emerges from an experienced need to gain competitive advantage through adopting a consultancy role. 

It could be argued that this strategy, as a combination of external locus and unidirectionality, involves 

the risk that agencies focus so much on establishing legitimacy in the client’s perspective, that they over-

look their own legitimacy criteria for the relationship.  

 Third, the ‘negotiate and match’ strategy comprises legitimation strategies with an internal locus 

and a bidirectional orientation. This strategy therefore revolves around strategic initiatives aimed at col-

lective outcomes. For example, shared values are so important that PBOs reject or discontinue client 

relationships in their absence. This was especially evident in the theme community of values, which 

reflects value-based arguments that legitimate collaboration demands a compatible ideological basis of 

congruent values between the organisations. The underlying motivation is internal, and the orientation is 

bidirectional, because it reflects a concern for enhancing the mutual perceptions of relationship legiti-

macy. This is reflected also in associated concerns for creating a mutual sense of collectivity, with shared 

understandings, a common vision, and collective goals. In particular, these themes reflect a focus on 

having congruent organisational values as well as on sharing collaborative values, including openness 

and honesty, relational chemistry, the willingness to collaborate and take responsibility, and the willing-

ness to rely on mutual trust in the collaboration. Conversely, value incongruence was argued to result in 

ineffective collaboration characterised by a negative atmosphere and adverse project outcomes.  
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Arguably, the mutual perception of relationship legitimacy rests on collective efforts to realise 

collective outcomes. Generally, the analysis shows that collaborative efforts were recognised to benefit 

both parties, since they require aligning expectations, aligning the desired direction and negotiating the 

goals of the collaboration, and establishing co-creative and synergetic work practices. For example, joint 

ownership demonstrates bidirectionality in that it is perceived to improve the agency’s work while at the 

same time making clients more satisfied, not only with the outcome, but also with the process. Using this 

strategy, PBOs should be careful not to force their own values and collaborative intent of particular types 

of client relationships onto their clients. Such a risk can be traced in the rather rigid attitude expressed 

by some respondents that they reject clients if they do not subscribe to the same values as the agency.  

Finally, the ‘adjust and accommodate’ strategy consists of legitimation strategies with an external 

locus and a bidirectional orientation. A key example here is the goal to adapt to the environment, which 

reflects an external motivation to achieve fit or congruence with the external environment (Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). The concept of adapting to the environment to 

achieve fit and congruence describes a relationship between PBOs and their most immediate environ-

ment, i.e. their industry and with respect to client requirements. As such, this strategy is more similar to 

Suchman’s (1995) concept of pragmatic legitimacy, underlining the relationship between an organisation 

and its most immediate stakeholders, than it is to the concept of congruence in other legitimacy studies, 

which tend to focus on congruence between organisations and their wider external environment and its 

normative expectations and social norms and belief systems (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Suddaby et al., 

2017). 

More specifically, the environment was consistently described by respondents as dynamic and 

unsettled and as heavily dependent on relationships, for example concerning client expectations, which, 

due to the digitalisation of the marketing industry, focus more on PBOs’ ability to counsel clients on how 

to make the right strategic and operational choices. Meeting these expectations with a collective benefit 

in mind depends on relational factors of chemistry and competence trust. Specifically, chemistry was 

described as a relational factor that clients use to assess agencies. Correspondingly, competence trust was 

similarly linked with meeting client demands of a trustworthy agency in relation to its competencies.  

According to the analysis, the requirements for operating in this environment were externalised 

through a narrativisation strategy, reflecting appropriate and legitimate behaviour on the part of PBOs, 

but also with a view to how they benefit the client. For example, respondents pointed out how their 
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capabilities for counselling their clients are the result of adapting to the environment. These legitimation 

strategies, then, are a response to external requirements, and reflect an argument by Manning (2017) that 

PBOs operating in volatile and uncertain environments have limited strategic control, and therefore need 

to gain control by establishing long-term relationships. Adopting this strategy could involve the risk that 

PBOs constantly struggle to adapt to changing requirements of their external environment in order to 

facilitate and pursue collective end-goals, and as a result overlook their own strategic ambitions and self-

interests.  

 Sections 8.1 and 8.2 have discussed the main findings of the dissertation regarding the two sub-

research questions, resulting in two overall theoretical perspectives: (1) a strategically relational approach 

to PBO-client relationship management, and (2) an understanding of legitimacy as dynamic and recipro-

cal. These suggestions have theoretical, practical, and methodological implications, which are discussed 

below in sections 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5.  

 

8.3. Theoretical implications 

Taking a starting point in the overall research question, i.e. how are client relationships strategically 

legitimised by project-based organisations, this section discusses theoretical implications across the two 

perspectives discussed in the preceding sections. These implications address the key issues for PBOs as 

identified in the literature review: (1) the growing interest in relational aspects of, but still a lack of 

genuine relational perspectives in the study of the PBO-client relationships, (2) challenges in managing 

PBO-client relationships associated with PBO characteristics, i.e. the inter-organisational dimension, 

temporality, and the demand for tailored solutions, and (3) the role of legitimacy in understanding PBO-

client relationship management. Additionally, the implications also address the concept of legitimacy, in 

particular how it might be conceptualised when explored in inter-organisational contexts, and how this 

influences the current understanding in a wider context of strategic communication. Accordingly, section 

8.3.1 presents a reinterpretation of PBO-client relationship management as strategically relational, while 

section 8.3.2 offers a reconceptualisation of legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal. It should be noted that 

the discussion of implications operates at different levels of abstraction and generalisation. While the 

theoretical implications are discussed in terms of PBOs more generally, the practical implications relate 

specifically to Danish marketing agencies. 
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8.3.1. Reinterpreting PBO-client relationship management as strategically relational 

The proposed framework for PBO-client relationship management is based on an interpretation of the 

empirical findings vis-à-vis existing PBO-client relationship literature. Reinterpreting PBO-client rela-

tionship management as strategically relational has five implications for PBO literature.   

First of all, in line with the adopted project studies perspective and its concern for an integrative 

research contributions that enrich the field by embracing different perspectives (Geraldi & Söderlund, 

2018), the proposed reinterpretation of PBO-client relationship management is based on an integrative 

and inclusive framework. The proposed framework consists of a relational, a project-based, and an on-

going approach, and in this way recognises project-centric conceptualisations of PBO-client relationship 

management, while also extending and enhancing these with more relational perspectives. As such, the 

framework does not seek to reject or replace the project-centric perspective, but rather to extend and 

enhance it by integrating it into a unifying framework which embraces both project- and relationship-

focused approaches. By doing so, it addresses the currently dominant functionalist assumption in the 

PBO literature, which has been argued to limit the scope of PBO-client relationships to individual pro-

jects, thereby failing to address problems of relational discontinuity (Cova et al., 2002; Cova & Salle, 

2005; Hadjikhani, 1996). 

Second, by placing emphasis on and centralising the relationship per se, rather than focusing 

solely on the project as the point of departure for PBO-client relationship management, the dissertation 

contributes to realising the as yet unfulfilled potential of focusing on relational factors to understand 

relational issues in project-based environments (Smyth, 2015). One implication of this is that this disser-

tation provides empirical support for the growing consensus on the need to employ relational approaches 

to studying relational issues in project contexts (Manning & Sydow, 2011; Smyth, 2015; Söderlund, 

2004a), and to shift the conceptual focus from the PBO to the project-based relationship, in order to 

better understand and address challenges of managing PBO-client relationships (Manning & Sydow, 

2011). In this way, the dissertation addresses the continuing tendency to explore and conceptualise these 

relationships as being developed according to and managed in projects (Artto et al., 2016; Cova et al., 

2002; Cova & Salle, 2000; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Tikkanen et al., 2007) which, problematically, pre-

vents recognising PBO-client relationships beyond individual projects (Ahola et al., 2013; Sydow & 

Staber, 2002). Consequently, the dissertation’s findings also has implications for the understanding that 

PBOs have a tendency to build immediate project-based working relationships with their clients, rather 
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than long-term relationships (Artto et al., 2015), which prevents them from achieving relational continu-

ity and enabling long-term strategising. Rather, the findings indicate that the studied PBOs have a clear 

strategic focus on developing long-term relationships rather than short-term and project-based relation-

ships.  

A central motivation for doing so is to achieve stability in an otherwise turbulent environment. 

This coheres with previous findings that stability requirements can be met by establishing long-term 

client relationships (Sydow, 2009; Sydow & Braun, 2018). At the same time, it challenges the notion 

that PBOs should leverage their ability to quickly establish new relationships due to their dynamic and 

highly uncertain environments (Pemsel et al., 2016), instead arguing that PBOs can deal with their dy-

namic and uncertain environment by achieving stability through long-term collaborative client relation-

ships. In continuation of this, a key factor in achieving long-term relationships concerns the ability of 

PBOs to be adaptable to meet emerging client requirements. The findings indicate a tension between, on 

the one hand, achieving stability for the PBOs sake and, on the other, being adaptable for the client’s 

sake.  

This has implications for PBO literature, specifically in terms of whether or not the versatility 

and adaptability of the PBO enables or constrains its operation in volatile industries (Manning, 2017). 

Scholars have disagreed on whether the adaptability of PBOs is an advantage that helps them quickly 

and flexibly respond to changing client needs (Hobday, 2000; Thiry & Deguire, 2007; J. R. Turner & 

Keegan, 1999), or a disadvantage that creates high operational complexity (Ahola et al., 2013; Miterev 

et al., 2017; Tikkanen et al., 2007) and therefore represents a barrier to long-term strategising (Artto & 

Kujala, 2008; DeFillipi & Arthur, 1998; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Tikkanen et al., 2007). According to its 

findings, this dissertation argues for a dual focus on to simultaneously manage stability and adaptability 

to satisfy both PBO and client interests and, arguably, mutually legitimise their relationship. 

Third, the proposed framework also has implications for the current understanding of the inter-

organisational dimension in PBO-client relationship management. Previous literature on the inter-organ-

isational dimension of PBOs has consistently highlighted their dependence on relational factors such as 

trust and reciprocity in their client relationship management (Ahola et al., 2013; Artto et al., 2015; Pinto 

et al., 2009; Sydow & Braun, 2017; Sydow & Braun, 2018). In support of this, the strategically relational 

approach to PBO-client relationship management centralises relational factors of mutual trust, relational 
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chemistry, and shared values, all of which emerge from assumptions of the positive outcome of collec-

tivity and reciprocity in the relationship. Correspondingly, the dissertation argues that establishing a col-

laborative atmosphere based on a collective vision, as opposed to focusing solely on using projects as 

vehicles for developing relationships, helps build long-term collaborative client relationships. 

Fourth, reinterpreting PBO-client relationship management as strategically relational also means 

challenging the recurrent focus on temporality in PBO scholarship, which results in focusing on the tem-

porary nature of projects as a central aspect of PBO-client relationship management. As such, by empha-

sising relationship management independent of any concrete project, the proposed framework implies a 

shift from conceptualising relationship management according to the temporality of the project, towards 

relationship management according to the relationship per se and its potential for continuity. Thus, by 

arguing for a shift in focus on PBO-client relationships, the proposed framework posits that temporality 

issues such as managing relational discontinuity can be addressed by recognising PBO-client relationship 

management independently of and beyond the level of any individual project, thus providing a perspec-

tive for more effectively supporting the development and maintenance of long-term relationships.  

A focus on the temporality of the project in PBO-client relationship management is problematic, 

because it typically results in discussions of extending relationships by extending the project life cycle, 

which in turn is typically conceptualised according to its temporality and linear sequence of tasks (for 

illustrations of linear life cycle models, see, for instance, Artto et al., 2008; Artto et al., 2015; Davies & 

Brady, 2000). This is problematic, because it risks overlooking the relatively stable arrangements in 

which PBO are embedded and, as a result, overstating the problem of temporality in PBO-client relation-

ships (Smyth, 2018). Consequently, it becomes difficult to overcome issues of relational discontinuity 

and achieve relational consistency beyond individual projects in PBO-client relationships (Smyth, 2015, 

2018). As pointed out by Svejvig and Andersen (2015) and Svejvig and Grex (2016), viewing projects 

as linear sequences of tasks denotes an instrumental life cycle image, reflecting a more classical project 

understanding. Instead, they argue, the project literature in general is moving towards a focus on social 

interactions between the people involved in the project, which rather denotes a social understanding of 

projects as a result of various social interactions. 

Fifth, the findings suggest a greater recognition of the importance of collaborative and reciprocal 

processes in managing PBO-client relationships. For example, in addition to arguing for the relational 

approach, the proposed framework argues that when a relationship is developed on the basis of a concrete 
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project, its long-term potential can be enhanced by fostering a collaborative atmosphere. This extends 

recent findings that project legitimacy is established through creating a collaborative project culture fo-

cused on achieving common goals (B. Walker et al., 2017) and empirically demonstrates that this is also 

the case in inter-organisational project-based environments. Furthermore, the theorisation of collabora-

tive vs. transaction-based relationships supports previous arguments to replace transaction-based ap-

proaches with collaborative, relational approaches that rely on relational contracting and relationship 

marketing to coordinate work across inter-organisational boundaries (Razmdoost & Mills, 2016; Smyth, 

2015).  

Correspondingly, it echoes empirical findings that marketing agencies generally seek to collabo-

rate with their clients, rather than work for them, because such collaboration strengthens and enriches the 

bonds between the parties (Girard & Stark, 2002; Grabher, 2002a, 2002b, 2004). This also reflects recent 

arguments that PBOs are currently taking strategic steps towards a client focus by establishing long-term 

collaborative client relationships(Artto et al., 2015; Galera-Zarco et al., 2014). This prompts theoretical 

considerations in terms of involving clients actively from the very beginning of collaborations, and sup-

ports scholarly arguments that PBOs can enhance their performance by not only co-creating solutions 

with their clients, but also co-defining client requirements (Artto et al., 2015; S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. 

Kujala et al., 2011). However, while these studies tend to emphasise how such collaborative efforts en-

hance performance by improving the delivered solution, the dissertation posits that involving clients in 

collaborative processes also has positive implications for extending their relationship, for example by 

transforming project evaluations into prospective discussions revolving around collaborative and rela-

tional aspects, rather than retrospective discussions revolving around the contents of the solution.  

   

8.3.2. Reconceptualising legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal 

The suggestion for reconceptualising legitimacy as dynamic and reciprocal is based on using legitimacy 

theory for exploring PBO-client relationships or, in other words, applying this theoretical lens in a novel 

empirical context of dyadic inter-organisational relationships. Reconceptualising legitimacy as dynamic 

and reciprocal has two primary implications for legitimacy literature.  

First, the proposed dynamic and reciprocal conceptualisation of legitimacy challenges existing 

understandings of legitimacy roles as rather fixed. For example, scholars typically describe legitimacy in 

terms of the relationship between the focal organisation as the object of legitimacy, and (a collective of) 
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stakeholders as the subject of legitimation (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 

2017), and correspondingly see clear conceptual distinctions between legitimacy object, change agent, 

and evaluator (Suddaby et al., 2017). This view of legitimacy risks reducing the concept to a social eval-

uation of the organisation, where stakeholders as evaluators make judgements about the social properties 

of the organisation and thus attribute the organisation legitimacy or illegitimacy (Bitektine & Haack, 

2015).  

In contrast to such perspectives, the dissertation’s findings suggest that PBOs and clients engage 

in a more dynamic and reciprocal legitimation process, where both can adopt and change between roles 

of legitimacy object and subject. Having used legitimacy theory to study PBO-client relationships, the 

dissertation’s empirical context of dyadic inter-organisational PBO-client relationships illustrates these 

dynamics of legitimacy, arising from the need in this context for collaborating organisations to share 

risks and pool resources (Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008; Maurer, 2010) and to develop collective self-un-

derstandings to establish effective collaboration and achieve mutually desired outcomes (Hardy et al., 

2005; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Vaara et al., 2006; Aaen Thuesen, 2018).  

In continuation of this, the dynamic and reciprocal conceptualisation of legitimacy also indicates 

a more collective legitimation process. This is exemplified by the perceived importance of relational 

aspects such as value congruence, collectivity, joint ownership, mutual trust, relational chemistry, etc. 

For example, the identified emphasis on collectivity suggests that when PBOs and clients successfully 

engage in inter-organisational collaborations, their relationship becomes the object of legitimacy, rather 

than any of the individual organisations, suggesting a conceptual shift from organisation-centric to col-

lective-centric legitimacy. This notion of legitimacy as reciprocal might be linked with Suchman’s (1995) 

description of pragmatic legitimacy as a form of exchange legitimacy, relying on the mutual expectation 

of value between the organisation and its stakeholders. However, while pragmatic legitimacy ultimately 

reflects a self-interest-based motivation by both organisations and their most immediate stakeholders, 

the collective aspect of legitimacy in this dissertation rather denotes a collective interest.  

Therefore, in inter-organisational contexts, it might be helpful to conceive of collaborating or-

ganisations as co-subjects and co-objects of a mutual legitimation process, rather than defining the focal 

organisation as always being the only object of legitimacy, and stakeholders and/or client organisations 

as always being the only subjects of legitimation. This also means that focus is on legitimising the rela-

tionship, rather than the project. As such, by empirically demonstrating that legitimacy appears to unfold 
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differently in an inter-organisational context, the dissertation provides insights into how PBOs strategi-

cally respond to legitimacy requirements and achieve desired outcomes beyond individual projects, as 

called for in recent literature (Löwstedt et al., 2018; Aaltonen, 2013). 

Second, on the basis of this more dynamic and reciprocal understanding of legitimacy, the dis-

sertation also offers a framework of four legitimation strategies which were theorised by interpreting 

combinations of locus and directionality as two new dimensions of legitimacy. These four strategies, (1) 

impose and enforce, (2) adapt and conform, (3) negotiate and match, (4) adjust and accommodate, are 

argued to enrich existing legitimation strategies. These strategies were argued to represent a more strate-

gic, macro-level set of strategies to be used by PBOs in their overall considerations of whether they 

generally rely on internal/external motivations for legitimacy, and orient towards separate or collective 

end-goals. In this way, they can be thought of as nuances to existing typologies of legitimation strategies, 

which tend to emphasise a micro-level focus on the discursive or rhetorical accomplishment of legitima-

tion. In continuation hereof, the internal/external locus and uni-/bi-directionality of legitimation can be 

thought of as conditions for investigating how and why client relationships are legitimised in PBO con-

texts specifically, and in inter-organisational contexts more generally. For example, they align with re-

cent conceptualisations of arguments that legitimacy is closely linked with collective identity construc-

tion and effective collaboration in inter-organisational relationships (Hardy et al., 2005; Vaara et al., 

2006), that effective inter-organisational collaborations are the result of creating collective self-under-

standings (Aaen Thuesen, 2018), and that projects are increasingly used strategically for conducting in-

ter-organisational collaboration (Sergi, 2012).  

Following these implications for legitimacy literature, the dissertation’s findings also have impli-

cations for strategic communication literature. The dissertation defined legitimacy as a form of strategic 

communication, arguing for the conceptual convergence of, on the one hand, strategic communication as 

the intentional use of communication to form relationships and achieve mutual understanding through 

informational, persuasive, relational, and discursive practices (van Ruler & Verĉiĉ 2005; Hallahan et al., 

2007) and, on the other, legitimacy as an operational resource that can be strategically managed by means 

of specific communicative strategies to influence stakeholder relationships and perceptions of the organ-

isation (Suchman, 1995). Specifically, the dissertation’s findings about a more collective legitimacy pro-

cess have implications for the instrumental understanding of communication within strategic communi-
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cation. This instrumentality reflects an emphasis on the purposefulness and intentionality of communi-

cation to achieve the organisation’s goals and fulfil its mission (Argenti, 2017; Hallahan et al., 2007; 

Verhoeven et al., 2011). This concern for interpreting the organisation’s goals, vision, and mission to 

stakeholders (Steyn, 2003) and enhancing the organisation’s strategic positioning (Argenti et al., 2005) 

reflects a rather organisation-centric orientation with a sender-oriented, unilateral communication focus. 

Or, in other words, it indicates unidirectionality in the strategic communicative efforts, which therefore 

mainly aims at fulfilling the organisation’s goal, thereby centralising the focal organisation and decen-

tralising stakeholders as little more than manipulative subjects.  

At the same time, however, strategic communication literature also highlights the importance of 

relational processes such as building trust, supporting a willingness to engage, fostering commitment, 

motivation, loyalty, and satisfaction, and establishing shared norms and common values and behaviours 

within and across organisations (Argenti et al., 2005; de Beer, 2014; de Castro et al., 2004; Malmelin, 

2007; Zerfass & Huck, 2007; Zerfass & Viertmann, 2017). Correspondingly, stakeholder relationships 

have been described as the foundation for an organisation’s survival, strategic communication as a nec-

essary condition for maintaining such relationships (Malmelin, 2007). This instead reflects a more col-

lective-centric orientation with a view to both the organisation’s and the stakeholders’ needs.  

At the intersection of these two somewhat contradictory perspectives, the dissertation’s findings 

of a dynamic and reciprocal legitimation process imply a potential for nuancing the concept of intention-

ality within strategic communication literature. While a result of an inter-organisational empirical con-

text, this might be relevant across strategic communication contexts. Specifically, the organisation’s mis-

sion might be realised by suspending self-interests and organisation-centric intentions, and instead fo-

cusing on the client organisation’s or stakeholder interests, thereby facilitating a mutual achievement of 

organisational missions. This is not to argue that the instrumentality of strategic communication should 

be abandoned, but rather nuanced so that the accomplishment of something through communication is 

realised not only by focusing on fulfilling the organisation’s own goals, but also on fulfilling others’ 

goals.  
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8.4. Practical implications 

First of all, the findings echo recent tendencies and developments in the wider advertising industry. For 

example, the AdForum WorldWide Summit in 2015 found that the digitalisation and resulting multiplat-

form environment within advertising requires ongoing partnerships rather than campaign-based collabo-

ration over a fixed period (AdForum WorlWide Summit, New York 2015 in:  Jensen, 2015). Additional 

recent trends identified by CEOs from leading international agencies include the importance of advice-

giving as the central, critical characteristic of today’s marketing and communication agencies, which are 

“heading back for the client boardroom as they evolve into consultancies” with the goal to solve “any 

business issues – not just those that require an advertising response.” (AdForum Worldwide Summit, 

New York 2015 in: Jensen, 2015, p. 11). Consequently, agencies and clients increasingly develop col-

laborative approaches to work processes, and one of the most important criteria when clients choose an 

agency is the degree to which it builds on knowledge about and insight into the client’s business and 

industry (Jensen, 2015). All of these tendencies were identified as relevant in this dissertation, which in 

addition provides some recommendations on how to meet these emerging requirements.  

First, it appears crucial that marketing agencies recognise the importance and strategic potential 

of relational aspects of client relationship management, e.g. the presence of relational chemistry and 

mutual trust, the importance of shared values, and the significance of continuously showing concern for 

and interest in the client. For instance, the analysis showed the importance of authorising the agency not 

only with respect to its knowledge and capabilities, but also in terms of its credibility and trustworthiness. 

Specifically, the consultancy role required authorising because this role, in contrast to a supplier role, 

involves being invited by the client to become part of its strategic considerations, and to fundamentally 

challenge them on their self-understanding.  

While relational factors might sometimes be disregarded as ‘soft’ aspects and therefore unim-

portant when compared to functional aspects, these should not be viewed as separate foci. Rather, rela-

tional and functional factors could by viewed as mutually beneficial in managing client relationships. 

For example, while the sharing of values and the presence of relational chemistry were identified as 

moralised characteristics of fruitful collaborations, related characteristics of collectivity and joint own-

ership were discussed more in terms of their functional value in enhancing collaborative processes and 

improving collaborative outcomes. Also, showing concern for clients has immediate relational conse-

quences, but in a long-term perspective helps retain clients and thus provides functional value as well. A 
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note of caution here is to manage the potential tensions emerging from the differences moralisations, 

such as emphasising organisational values, and rationalisations such as making the client dependent on 

the agency to enhance the agency’s financial situation 

Second, another practical implication relates to the relationship between legitimation and dele-

gitimation. Convincing clients to collaborate with the agency not only entails emphasising the advantages 

of certain ways of working together, but also articulating the disadvantages of working in different ways. 

This was evident in the emphasis placed by respondents on the negative implications of project- and 

transaction-based work in buyer-supplier relationships, in order to highlight the positive implications of 

long-term, collaborative, consultancy-based relationships.  

Consequently, the aforementioned tendencies can be addressed by agencies by emphasising to 

their clients how campaign-based collaboration over a fixed period is less effective in realising client 

goals than are ongoing partnerships, which facilitate insight-based and strategic advice-giving and enable 

collaborative work processes to support co-creative efforts and mutual value creation. Interestingly, the 

legitimation of consultancy was found to rely on a combination of rationalisation and authorisation to 

emphasise strategic advice-giving and insight-based approaches to solving problems for clients. As such, 

the identified understanding of consultancy is congruent with existing conceptualisations of consultancy 

as strategic advice-giving aimed at creating value by solving problems for clients (Jacobson et al., 2005; 

Röttger & Preusse, 2013; Schoeneborn, 2008) through “a process of transferring expertise, knowledge, 

and/or skills from one party (the consultant) to another (the client) with the aim of providing help or 

solving problems” (Jacobson et al., 2005, p. 302). 

Third, another related practical implication is to focus strategically on balancing conflicting re-

quirements of versatility and adaptability in order to meet emerging client requirements, and stability in 

order to gain legitimacy and survive in a turbulent environment. In this regard, agencies need to com-

municate to their clients that requirements of adaptability, i.e. meeting emerging and changing demands, 

requires stability, which first and foremost comes from ongoing relationships. Therefore, when com-

municating with clients, it is important to make explicit the links between a long-term relationship and 

the agency’s possibilities for meeting client requirements and helping them solve important problems. 

This might be supported by the initial establishing of collaborative mind-sets, hereunder establishing 

common goals and cultivating a collaborative atmosphere.  
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Fourth, in continuation of this, agencies could benefit from closely evaluating potential new cli-

ents regarding whether or not to establish a relationship with them. This involves considerations of 

whether organisational values fit, whether there is relational chemistry, the client’s degree of willingness 

to collaborate (i.e. actively contribute and assume ownership and responsibility), the client’s openness in 

terms of sharing relevant information, etc. The important point is that rejecting ‘illegitimate’ clients is as 

important as acquiring good clients in terms of realising the long-term objectives of the agency.   

Finally, marketing agencies should reflect on the consequences of an industry in constant develop-

ment. In this dissertation, emphasis was placed on the concept of legitimacy, and findings indicate the 

relevance of this concept. One particularly interesting revelation was the general reluctance to using 

contracts, relying instead on either very informal forms of contract or purely on mutual trust. When legal 

concepts are substituted with more elastic relational concepts of trust and legitimacy, practitioners need 

to pay increasing attention to how their organisations appear in terms of values, culture, reputation, etc. 

In legitimacy terms, there appears to be a need to shift attention from rationalisation strategies towards 

moralisation and authorisation strategies for managing client relationships. This might produce difficul-

ties in managing the portfolio of clients, where norms of collaboration become increasingly individual-

ised and negotiable, suggesting the importance for PBOs to formulate and be very clear about their basic 

organisational values and culture, as these become one of the primary governing mechanisms in their 

client relationship management.   

 

8.5. Methodological implications 

The dissertation demonstrates the relevance of employing qualitative and interpretative perspectives in 

project studies, and follows Geraldi and Söderlund (2018) in urging future project research to explore 

such approaches to contribute to further integrating project studies through inter-disciplinary research 

using different methodological approaches. An associated methodological implication relates to employ-

ing a relational perspective, more specifically a legitimacy lens, to study PBO-client relationships, which 

appears as a timely and relevant avenue for enhancing the empirical and conceptual understanding of 

both PBO-client relationships and legitimacy.  

 Furthermore, the analytical framework developed and used in this dissertation might be used and 

further developed by future studies focusing on legitimacy in PBO contexts, or inter-organisational rela-
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tionship contexts more generally. For example, this could focus on integrating the proposed macro-legit-

imation strategies in order to explore their relevance in other empirical contexts. The new aspects of 

legitimacy are the result of using a legitimacy perspective in a novel empirical context, and therefore 

requires additional theoretical and empirical research to explore their validity across different organisa-

tional contexts. 
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Chapter IX  
Conclusion 
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9. Conclusion 

The research objective of this dissertation has been to enhance the current understanding of PBO-client 

relationship management by investigating the strategic communicative means by which PBOs legitimise 

their client relationships. This objective was motivated by an aim to address the tension between the 

general increase in project-based ways of organising work, the continuing challenges of PBO-client re-

lationship management, and the lack of relational perspectives for exploring this. This chapter concludes 

on the overall research question, i.e. how are client relationships strategically legitimised by project-

based organisations, and the two interrelated sub-research questions: (1) what characterises PBO-client 

relationship management when explored through legitimacy, and (2) how and why are legitimation strat-

egies used by project-based organisations to manage and legitimise their client relationships?  

 First of all, the dissertation concludes that Danish marketing agencies, as a form of PBO, seek to 

establish long-term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client relationships, and that they seek to le-

gitimise such relationships using a combination of legitimation strategies. Responding to calls in the PBO 

literature for exploring how PBOs develop long-term collaborative client relationships (Artto et al., 2016; 

Artto & Kujala, 2008; Artto et al., 2015; Artto et al., 2008; S. Kujala et al., 2010; S. Kujala et al., 2011; 

Manning & Sydow, 2011; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Sydow, 2009; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Tikkanen et 

al., 2007; Turkulainen et al., 2013), the dissertation reveals that relationship aspects are legitimised sim-

ultaneously with delegitimising their alternatives, essentially juxtaposing long-term vs. project-based re-

lationships, collaborative vs. transaction-based relationships, and consultancy vs. buyer-supplier rela-

tionships. These legitimacy theorisations indicate that Danish marketing agencies are currently in a pro-

cess of legitimising new organisational practices, specifically delegitimise some aspects of existing 

norms and practices in order to pursue different interests (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Suchman, 1995; 

Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). In addition, this finding pro-

vides empirical evidence that PBOs are taking strategic steps towards more relational approaches to es-

tablishing long-term collaborative client relationships (Galera-Zarco et al., 2014).  

Second, with regard to sub-question (1), the dissertation suggests reinterpreting PBO-client rela-

tionship management from a strategically relational perspective. The proposed framework for PBO-client 

relationship management draws on the distinction between long-term vs. project-based relationships, 

collaborative vs. transaction-based relationships, and consultancy vs. buyer-supplier relationships, and 

proposes three inter-related relationship management approaches: the relational, the project-based, and 
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the ongoing approach. The strategically relational approach can be seen as a response to the overweight 

of functionalist perspectives and a dominant project-centric focus in studies on PBO-client relationships, 

which tend to emphasise project-specific, structural, and temporal conditions, thereby reiterating and 

potentially overstating problems of temporality in PBO-client relationship management (see, for 

example, Artto et al., 2016; Artto et al., 2015; Artto et al., 2008; Cova et al., 2002; Cova & Salle, 2000; 

Davies & Brady, 2000; Galera-Zarco et al., 2014; S. Kujala et al., 2010; Matinheikki et al., 2016; 

Tikkanen et al., 2007). By the same token, these typical foci of interest also means that relational per-

spectives are overlooked, in turn failing to conceptualise and explore PBO-client relationships beyond 

individual projects (Ahola et al., 2013; Löwstedt et al., 2018; Smyth, 2015; Aaltonen, 2013). 

Hence, the strategically relational approach suggests centralising relationships per se, rather than 

projects. In this way, the dissertation argues that PBO-client relationship management should emphasise 

and be based on relational rather than, or in addition to, project-focused strategising. This echoes recent 

recommendations to adopt genuine relational approaches and employ relationship management concepts 

in the study of PBO-client relationships (Smyth, 2015), and, accordingly, shift scientific interest and 

focus “from project-based firms (PBF) to project-based relationships” (Manning & Sydow, 2011, p. 

1395). Furthermore, in line with the adopted integrative approach to project studies (Geraldi & Söder-

lund, 2018), the framework proposes an integrative understanding of client relationship management, 

which both recognises project-based ways of managing client relationships, while also adding more re-

lational perspectives and factors. As such, it aims not at replacing or rejecting existing project-based foci, 

but rather at enlarging and enriching these with a relational and communicative perspective.  

Third, with respect to sub-question (2), the dissertation first of all demonstrates the relevance of 

legitimacy as a theoretical lens for exploring PBO-client relationships, and perhaps also more generally 

in project and in inter-organisational contexts. Specifically, the dissertation finds that communicative 

legitimation strategies of rationalisation, moralisation, authorisation, and narrativisation are used in sim-

ilar ways in this empirical context as they are in previously studied contexts, i.e. as multifaceted and 

sometimes interconnected strategies in a variety of combinations and for a variety of purposes (Erkama 

& Vaara, 2010; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Monin, 2010). In addition to this, the dissertation also proposes 

nuancing legitimacy theory, thereby contributing to clarifying and further theorising legitimacy, as called 

for in recent legitimacy literature (Suddaby et al., 2017) and in studies on legitimacy in project-based 

contexts (Brunet & Aubry, 2016; Scott, Levitt, & Orr, 2011; Aaltonen, 2013).  
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More specifically, based on its empirical observations and the subsequent interpretation of the 

findings, the dissertation suggests an understanding of legitimacy as a dynamic and reciprocal process, 

which is mutually negotiated between PBOs and their clients. This points to a more dynamic interrela-

tionship between legitimacy roles of object, change agent, and evaluator, in turn suggesting that PBOs 

and clients engage in a collective and mutual legitimation process in which they both act as co-subjects 

and co-objects of legitimacy. As a result, their relationship becomes the object of legitimacy, rather than 

any of the individual organisations, which indicates a shift from organisation-centric to collective-centric 

legitimacy perceptions – or, in other words, a collective rather than separate understanding of the PBO-

client relationship. These insights support the growing recognition of the multifaceted and complex na-

ture of legitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017; Vaara, 2014) by challenging “the unidimensionality of legiti-

mation strategies” (Vaara & Monin, 2010), and, with it, how to “understand the overall dynamics of 

legitimation” (Vaara, 2014, p. 515; see also Erkama & Vaara, 2010).  

These ideas are illustrated by two new dimensions of legitimacy, locus and directionality, result-

ing in four distinctive legitimation strategies: (1) impose and enforce, (2) adapt and conform, (3) negoti-

ate and match, and (4) adjust and accommodate. In contrast to existing legitimation strategies of ration-

alisation, moralisation, authorisation, and narrativisation, which typically refer to micro-level legitima-

tion, the four legitimation strategies proposed here complement these existing strategies by emphasising 

more macro-level strategic considerations by PBOs in their client relationship management, i.e. whether 

their legitimation attempts generally rely on internal/external loci of motivation, and on bi-/unidirectional 

orientations. 

By responding to the overall research question and the two sub-research questions, the disserta-

tion offers a set of contributions. 

 

9.1. Contributions 

The dissertation’s contributions address the PBO and legitimacy literatures, but also more generally the 

project and strategic communication literatures.  

First, overall, the dissertation offers an interdisciplinary empirical investigation of PBO-client relation-

ships using legitimacy theory. In doing so, it responds to recent calls for qualitative, interpretative, and 

hermeneutical research approaches and interdisciplinary perspectives to enrich the field of project studies 



233 
 

(Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018), specifically by adopting a relational approach for exploring PBO-client 

relationships (Smyth, 2015; 2018), as well as for advancing the interdisciplinary nature and integrative 

research foci of strategic communication (Heide et al., 2018; Werder et al., 2018), specifically by demon-

strating how legitimacy as a form of strategic communication is relevant for empirical study in a project-

based context. In this way, these overall contributions also involve a meta-theoretical contribution, i.e. 

demonstrating the relevance of a previously underexplored connection between legitimacy and PBO lit-

eratures, and strategic communication and project literatures.  

Second, in continuation of this, by empirically demonstrating the relevant use of legitimacy the-

ory for exploring PBO-client relationships, the dissertation addresses what Heide et al. (2018) refer to as 

clear blind spots, i.e. underdeveloped research areas within strategic communication. Studying legiti-

macy as a strategic communicative concept in an inter-organisational relationship context has enabled 

the dissertation to reveal novel dynamics of legitimacy, and arguably of strategic communication. Spe-

cifically, the dissertation’s findings imply rethinking the concept of intentionality in the wider context of 

strategic communication. As argued previously in the dissertation, strategic communication is typically 

defined according to its intentionality and purposefulness in fulfilling the overall mission of the organi-

sation (Hallahan et al., 2007; Heide et al., 2018). However, the reciprocity and collectivity identified in 

connection with legitimation strategies implies that the concept of intentionality within strategic com-

munication could also be thought of as a more collective and reciprocal aspect. In effect, this means that 

realising the organisation’s mission could benefit from suspending purely organisation-centric and self-

interest-driven intentions, and instead focusing on the client organisation’s (or other external stakehold-

ers’) interests and/or the collective interests of the organisation-client relationship. The inherent instru-

mentality of strategic communication should not be abandoned, but rather nuanced so that the accom-

plishment of something through communication is realised from a focus on fulfilling not only the organ-

isation’s own end-goals, but also both its stakeholders’ and collective end-goals.  

Third, the dissertation contributes to legitimacy literature as well. While demonstrating the rele-

vance of a legitimacy perspective for exploring PBO-client relationships, the dissertation also shows that 

legitimacy appears to function and unfold differently in this empirical context than what has been previ-

ously discussed. In particular, based on insights from this novel empirical context, the dissertation sug-

gests nuancing the concept of legitimacy and in this way offers new insights to better understand the 
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overall dynamics of legitimacy (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Vaara 2014). As such, it is hoped that the dis-

sertation contributes to the ongoing pursuit of construct clarity of legitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017) by 

starting to recognise that legitimacy works differently in different contexts.  

In particular, legitimacy appears more dynamic, reciprocal, and collective in the context of legit-

imising PBO-client relationships, where the PBO as the focal organisation is not always only the object 

of legitimacy, and clients are not always only the subjects of legitimation (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; 

Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). Rather, the identified importance of developing collective self-

understandings to establish effective collaboration and achieve mutually desired outcomes warrants dif-

ferent approaches to legitimacy management and, with it, different legitimacy conceptualisations. For 

example, the dissertation suggests the notion of co-objects and co-subjects of mutual legitimation pro-

cesses, as well as the idea that the inter-organisational relationship per se, rather than any of the individ-

ual organisations, could be thought of as the object of legitimacy in these contexts. Furthermore, the 

proposed typology of four macro-level legitimation strategies contributes to legitimacy theory by offer-

ing a set of strategies for overall considerations of legitimacy management, thereby adding to recent 

studies which have empirically demonstrated legitimation at the micro-level, e.g. as a particular mode of 

strategic communication (Aggerholm & Thomsen, 2016).  

Finally, in terms of the PBO literature, the dissertation makes both theoretical and methodological 

contributions. Theoretically, the dissertation contributes to the still-growing body of research on PBO-

client relationship management (Artto et al., 2016; Artto et al., 2015; Matinheikki et al., 2016; Miterev 

et al., 2017; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Tikkanen et al., 2007). Specifically, by suggesting a strategically 

relational approach to PBO-client relationship management, the dissertation contributes with concrete 

theoretical and practical recommendations for researching and managing client relationships in PBO 

contexts, hereunder how PBOs might tackle relational discontinuity and associated issues of long-term 

strategising. In this regard, the dissertation suggests shifting from an organisation- and project-centric 

towards a relationship-centric understanding of and approach to managing PBO-client relationships. 

Methodologically, by using the Danish marketing industry as its empirical context, the dissertation re-

sponds to calls for using new approaches in new contexts (Söderlund et al., 2014) and offers novel in-

dustry-specific and contextual empirical knowledge on PBO-client relationships, as called for elsewhere 

(Carden & Egan, 2008; Tikkanen et al., 2007). In responding to these various calls, the dissertation offers 

empirical findings which both substantiate the importance of and provide empirical insights into how 
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PBOs strategically manage and legitimise their client relationships as long-term, collaborative, and con-

sultancy-based.  

 

9.2. Limitations and suggestions for future studies 

First, the dissertation rests on a qualitative case study based on theoretical and purposive sampling of the 

empirical data. The motivation behind this was to ensure the relevance of the empirical context, and 

enable analytic generalisations of the findings (Maaløe, 2002), as well as to respond to calls within pro-

ject studies for qualitative and hermeneutical research contributions. A typical drawback of this research 

design is that, on the one hand, findings might be relevant mainly to the particular context studied, and, 

on the other, the generalisations of the findings risks disregarding the differences between different types 

of PBOs and project-based industries. However, previous studies have also highlighted the importance 

of legitimacy and relational factors for advertising agencies in the UK (Grabher, 2002a, 2002b) and Ger-

many (Sydow, 2009; von Bernuth & Bathelt, 2007), which could indicate that the findings in this disser-

tation are not confined to the context of the Danish marketing industry. Nonetheless, as previously ar-

gued, there is still a need for more industry-specific contextual knowledge to improve the understanding 

of PBOs (Carden & Egan, 2008; Söderlund et al., 2014; Tikkanen et al., 2007), and future studies could 

therefore provide qualitative insights to explore the relevance of the dissertation’s findings in other em-

pirical contexts, whether in different countries or different industries characterised by their project-based 

environment. In addition, quantitative studies across several industries and/or countries could reveal the 

generalisability of the findings, e.g. following the recent example of Schoper et al. (2017) demonstrating 

the growth of projectification in Western economies.   

 A second limitation lies in the construction of the empirical data in the marketing agencies alone, 

and not in their client organisations, or in their interactions, which means that the findings reflect only 

the perspective of the PBO in the PBO-client relationship. Along similar lines, the embedded case design 

included only one or two interviewees from each case organisation, a risk that was accepted in order to 

realise the embedded case study of multiple organisations within one project-based industry. A follow-

up study might reveal the perspective of client organisations through similar interview and archival data, 

but could also employ an ethnographic methodology to enable participant or non-participant observations 

of PBO-client interactions. One interesting venue for this could be the initial meetings during which the 

parties assess each other and find out whether there is chemistry, or the workshops where the parties 
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collaborate to co-define requirements and co-create solutions. Another interesting venue could be longi-

tudinal studies to explore how the legitimacy of the PBO-client relationship develops and is managed 

over time. Such studies might reveal detailed and thick descriptions of the actual relational and collabo-

rative processes identified in this dissertation. Here, it should be noted that the dissertation was originally 

designed as an ethnographic and longitudinal study, but the research design was changed due to the initial 

case company discontinuing the collaboration, as well as difficulties in being given ethnographic access 

by other organisations to their client interactions.   

 Third, a related potential limitation concerns the use of thematic analysis, as opposed to the more 

widely used critical discourse analysis or rhetorical analysis within the communicative legitimation lit-

erature. While using either discourse or rhetorical analysis might have revealed more subtle nuances in 

terms of discourses drawn upon, or rhetorical means used in connection with, the various identified 

themes, they might also have hampered the broader and more integrative view across themes. Further-

more, the finding regarding locus and directionality as two new dimensions of legitimation, and the four 

associated legitimation strategies at the macro-strategic level, largely emerges from focusing the analysis 

on underlying intentions and motivations, rather than concrete textual, discursive, or rhetorical means for 

achieving different intentions through language. Future studies could nonetheless take the present dis-

sertation’s findings and explore them further using discursive or rhetorical approaches.  

 Fourth, conceptualising legitimacy from a strategic communication perspective, and relying on 

Suchman’s (1995) definition of legitimacy, means emphasising its strategic and communicative charac-

ter, as opposed to its role in institutional issues at the societal level. In other words, the institutional 

perspective of legitimacy has been largely disregarded in the dissertation. Notwithstanding, the analysis 

showed how the studied agencies legitimise certain practices by delegitimising their alternative, i.e. in-

dicating the use of legitimacy theorisation. Legitimacy theorisation has previously been connected to 

institutionalisation theory (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) as well as demonstrated empirically in con-

nection with the institutionalisation of the professional form of management consulting (David et al., 

2013). In a similar way, the analysis indicated that the Danish marketing industry is currently in a trans-

formation phase, where practices related to long-term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client rela-

tionships are legitimised and institutionalised and their alternatives delegitimised. It might be interesting 

to further explore this process from an institutional perspective of legitimacy. While legitimacy literature 

has dealt extensively with institutional theory (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; Scott, 
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1995; Suchman, 1988, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara & Tienari, 

2008), future studies could look more into strategic institutionalisation processes to further explore how 

organisations strategically gain legitimacy by adapting to and achieving fit with their external environ-

ment, and through legitimation processes of theorisation.  

Fifth, the dissertation proposes to reconceptualise legitimacy in order to recognise and embrace 

more dynamic, collective, and reciprocal processes. This contribution seems both timely and relevant 

within legitimacy literature and more broadly within strategic communication literature. However, the 

collaborative and collective processes emerging from the inter-organisational context of the dissertation, 

including concepts of collectivity and shared identity across organisational boundaries, could be further 

explored through practice theory approaches and CCO (communication constitutes organisation) per-

spectives (see, for example, Koschmann, 2012, 2016; Koschmann & Burk, 2016; Koschmann & 

Wanberg, 2016; Aaen Thuesen, 2018). This would also follow recent suggestions by Heide et al. (2018) 

to enrich the strategic communication field with strategy-as-practice (SaP) and CCO perspectives.  

Finally, the dissertation developed an analytical framework specifically for the purpose of its 

empirical investigation. Future research could reveal whether this framework is applicable beyond the 

present dissertation, and could also attempt to further develop it. A possible way to do so could be to 

integrate the proposed macro-legitimation strategies in order to analytically distinguish between these 

and the more micro-level discursive/rhetorical strategies that have been extensively studied in extant 

literature, and which were also used in this dissertation. The new aspects of legitimacy proposed by the 

dissertation are the result of using a legitimacy perspective in a novel empirical context, and therefore 

require additional theoretical and empirical research to explore their validity across different organisa-

tional contexts. 

 

9.3. Concluding remarks 

In this Ph.D. dissertation, I initially set out to explore PBO-client relationship management in the context 

of the Danish marketing industry. The dissertation was motivated in part by practical experience of a 

small marketing agency suffering from a short-term and project-centric focus in their client relationship 

management, and in part by the growing concern in the literature regarding PBO-client relationship man-

agement. In order to take on this challenge, I formulated the following overall research question: 
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How are PBO-client relationships strategically legitimised by project-based organisations? 

 

The brief answer to this question is that PBOs use a complex combination of communicative 

legitimation strategies to legitimise various desired aspects of their client relationships, with an overarch-

ing strategic focus on the relationships per se, and on the dynamic negotiation and mutual definition of 

legitimate relationships with their clients. As such, while highly strategic in their relationship manage-

ment approaches, there also seems to be a genuine concern for achieving mutually fruitful business col-

laborations through candid relationship-building and maintenance. I find it relevant here to reiterate a 

quote by Manning and Sydow (2011) that, in order to further our relational understanding of PBOs and 

project-based organising in general, and in order to highlight relational processes rather than structural 

properties for collaborating, we need to “shift [our] focus from project-based firms (PBF) to project-

based relationships” (p. 1395, my emphasis). Overall, while only a small piece of the puzzle, this disser-

tation represents an attempt to place further emphasis on the use of legitimacy by PBOs for strategically 

managing their client relationships.  
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10. Summaries 

10.1. English summary 

While project-based ways of organising are increasing, and today account for more than 40% of the 

global economy, theoretical knowledge of the project-based organisation (PBO) remains at a nascent 

stage. Described as an emerging and new form of organisation, the PBO is faced with inherent issues of 

legitimacy. However, while legitimacy has been described as one of the preconditions for the PBO, it 

remains a little-recognised factor of the PBO, and a seldom-studied concept in this context. As an organ-

isation, the PBO depends on delivering tailored solutions to the individualised requirements of their cli-

ents, and therefore one key legitimacy issue relates to client relationship management.  

Specifically, the PBO has a tendency to focus on creating short-term, project-based client rela-

tionships, possibly as a result of a widespread functionalist assumption and associated project-centric 

research focus, which views client relationships as developed on the basis of and managed in and through 

projects. This is problematic, because it prevents the PBO from leveraging recurring business with the 

same clients, inhibits its opportunity for relational continuity, and constrains its long-term strategising. 

Moreover, this predisposition for functionalist research approaches has been argued to create a gap in 

research on PBO-client relationship management, because it fails to adopt genuine relational perspectives 

for exploring relational issues, and as a consequence does not adequately address relationship consistency 

and continuity beyond individual projects. 

This dissertation follows recent recommendations to adopt a qualitative, interpretative, and rela-

tional perspective for studying PBO-client relationships. Based on a hermeneutical and exploratory re-

search approach, the dissertation utilises a theoretical lens of legitimacy to empirically investigate how 

PBOs strategically legitimise their client relationships. Legitimacy theory is uniquely suitable for inves-

tigating PBO-client relationships, because it is essentially a relational and communicative concept con-

cerned with establishing and managing fruitful organisation-stakeholder relationships to achieve rela-

tional continuity.  

 Placed in the broader perspective of strategic communication, the dissertation defines legitimacy 

as a form of strategic communication, emphasising its focus on communicative instrumentality, purpose-

fulness, and intentionality, and formulates an analytical framework consisting on legitimacy theory and 
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communicative legitimation strategies. Accordingly, the dissertation aims at exploring how PBOs legit-

imise their client relationships through communicative legitimation strategies of authorisation, moralisa-

tion, rationalisation, and narrativisation. 

 Using the Danish marketing industry as its empirical context, the dissertation conducts a thematic 

analysis of semi-structured interviews and archival documents collected in 18 marketing agencies. The 

analysis shows that Danish marketing agencies, which are defined as a form of PBO, seek to establish 

long-term, collaborative, and consultancy-based client relationships, and demonstrates how legitimacy 

and legitimation strategies are used in a variety of ways to support this strategic aim.  

 Based on its findings from the empirical analysis, the dissertation proposes two main contribu-

tions. First, it suggests a strategically relational approach to PBO-client relationship management, pro-

posing to focus strategically on the relationship, rather than focusing solely on the project as the vehicle 

for relationship management. This approach is expressed in an empirically-driven framework, which 

proposes three inter-related approaches for creating and managing client relationships: the relational ap-

proach, the project-based approach, and the ongoing approach. Second, it proposes a reconceptualisation 

of legitimacy as a dynamic and reciprocal concept which relies on a mutual negotiation process to legit-

imise the PBO-client relationship, rather than any one of the individual organisations. In continuation of 

this, the dissertation proposes understanding PBOs and their clients as co-subjects and co-objects in a 

mutual legitimation process, where both parties seek to legitimise themselves and the relationships, as 

well as asses the other party’s legitimacy in the relationship. This reconceptualisation rests on the iden-

tification of two new legitimacy dimensions, i.e. the locus and directionality of legitimacy. Based on 

theorising the combinations of these two dimensions, a framework is offered which presents four new 

legitimation strategies: (1) impose and enforce, (2) adapt and conform, (3) negotiate and match, and (4) 

adjust and accommodate. 

The dissertation concludes by responding to the overall research question of how client relation-

ships are strategically legitimised by PBOs. It concludes that PBOs use a complex combination of com-

municative legitimation strategies, focused on the dynamic and reciprocal negotiation of relationship 

legitimacy with its clients, and based on an overarching strategic focus on developing and managing the 

client relationship per se. On this basis, its conclusion points to the relevance for adopting relational 

perspectives for exploring PBO-client relationships. At a meta-theoretical level, the dissertation responds 
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to calls in both project and strategic communication literatures for more research with integrative and 

interdisciplinary contributions.  
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10.2. Danish summary 

Selvom project-baserede måder at organisere virksomheder på stiger, og i dag udgør over 40% af den 

globale økonomi, er den teoretiske viden om den projektbaserede organisation (PBO) stadig sparsom. 

PBO’en beskrives som en ny form for organisation, som stadig er under udvikling, og er som sådan mødt 

af legitimitetsudfordringer. Imidlertid, selvom legitimitet er blevet beskrevet som en forudsætning for 

PBO’en, er det stadig en lidet anerkendt faktor, og derfor et sjældent undersøgt koncept in denne kon-

tekst. Som organisation afhænger PBO’en af at levere skræddersyede løsninger til individualiserede kun-

dekrav, og en af kerneudfordringerne i forhold til legitimitet vedrører derfor dens håndtering af kunde-

relationer.  

 Mere specifikt har PBO’en en tendens to at fokusere på at skabe kortsigtede og projektbaserede 

kunderelationer, hvilket sandsynligvis er et resultat af den udbredte funktionalistiske antagelse og, rela-

teret hertil, det udbredte projektcentrerede forskningsfokus, som anser kunderelationer som opstået på 

baggrund af og håndteret i og gennem projekter. Dette er problematisk, fordi det forhindrer PBO’en i af 

udnytte tilbagevendende forretning med de samme kunder, vanskeliggør dens mulighed for relationel 

kontinuitet, og begrænser dens langsigtede strategi. Derudover er det blevet argumenteret, at prædispo-

sitionen for funktionalistiske forskningstilgange skaber et hul i forskningen af håndteringen af PBO-

kunderelationer, fordi den mislykkes med at anlægge oprigtigt relationelle perspektiver til at undersøge 

relationelle problematikker, og som konsekvens heraf ikke tilstrækkeligt adresserer relationel konsistens 

og kontinuitet på tværs af individuelle projekter.  

 Denne afhandling følger nylige anbefalinger om at anlægge kvalitative, fortolkningsbaserede, og 

relationelle perspektiver for at undersøge PBO-kunderelationer. Baseret på en hermeneutisk og eksplo-

rativ forskningstilgang anvender afhandlingen legitimitet som teoretisk ramme for empirisk at undersøge, 

hvordan PBO’en strategisk legitimerer dens kunderelationer. Legitimitetsteori er velegnet til at under-

søge PBO-kunderelationer, da det i bund og grund er et relationelt og kommunikativt koncept, som har 

fokus på at etablere og håndtere frugtbare relationer mellem organisationer og deres interessenter for at 

opnå relationel kontinuitet.  

 Indplaceret i et bredere perspektiv inden for strategisk kommunikation definerer afhandlingen 

legitimitet som en form for strategisk kommunikation, og understreger dermed dets fokus på kommuni-

kation som formålsbestemt og intentionelt instrument. På dette grundlag formulerer afhandlingen en ana-
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lyseramme, bestående af legitimitetsteori og kommunikative legitimeringsstrategier. Dermed søger af-

handlingen af udforske hvordan PBO’en legitimerer dens kunderelationer gennem kommunikative legi-

timeringsstrategier, nærmere bestemt autorisering, moralisering, rationalisering, og narrativisering. 

 Afhandlingen bruger den danske marketingbranche som dens empiriske kontekst, og foretager en 

tematisk analyse af semistrukturerede interviews og arkivmateriale, som er indsamlet i 18 marketingbu-

reauer. Analysen viser, at danske marketingbureauer, som er defineret som en form for PBO, søger at 

etablere langsigtede, konsulentbaserede samarbejdsrelationer med deres kunder, og demonstrerer den 

varierede brug af legitimitet og legitimeringsstrategier til at opnå dette strategiske mål.  

 Baseret på resultaterne af den empiriske analyse foreslår afhandlingen to hovedbidrag. For det 

første foreslår den en strategisk relationel tilgang til at håndtere PBO-kunderelationer, og anbefaler i den 

sammenhæng at fokusere strategisk på relationen, i stedet for udelukkende at fokusere på projektet som 

omdrejningspunkt for håndteringen af relationen. Denne tilgang er udtrykt i en empirisk-drevet ramme, 

som foreslår tre indbyrdes relaterede tilgange til at skabe og vedligeholde kunderelationer: den relatio-

nelle tilgang, den projektbaserede tilgang, og den løbende tilgang. For det andet foreslår afhandlingen en 

rekonceptualisering af legitimitet som et dynamisk og gensidigt begreb, som beror på en gensidig for-

handlingsproces, der legitimerer PBO-kunderelationen, snarere end de enkelte organisationer hver for 

sig. I forlængelse heraf forslår afhandlingen at forstå PBO’ere og deres kunder som co-subjekter og co-

objekter i en gensidig legitimeringsproces, hvor begge parter forsøger at legitimere sig selv og relationen, 

og samtidig vurderer den anden parts legitimitet i relationen. Denne rekonceptualisering beror på identi-

ficeringen af to nye dimensioner af legitimitet, nemlig ’sted’ (’locus’) og direktionalitet (’directionality’) 

for legitimitet. På baggrund af en teoretisering af mulige kombinationer af disse to dimension skabes en 

figur, som præsenterer fire ny legitimeringsstrategier: (1) indfør og håndhæv (impose and enforce), (2) 

tilpas og indordn (adapt and conform), (3) forhandl og matche (negotiate and match), and (4) korriger og 

imødekom (adjust and accommodate).   

 Afhandlingen konkluderes ved at besvare det overordnede forskningsspørgsmål om, hvordan 

kunderelationer strategisk legitimeres af PBO’ere. Den konkluderer at PBO’ere udnytter en kompleks 

kombination af kommunikative legitimeringsstrategier, med fokus på den dynamiske og gensidige for-

handling med kunden af relationens legitimitet, og baseret på et overordnet fokus på at udvikle og ved-

ligeholde kunderelationen som sådan. På dette grundlag pointerer konklusionen også relevansen af at 

anlægge relationelle perspektiver til at undersøge PBO-kunderelationer. På et metateoretisk plan svarer 
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afhandlingen også på anbefalinger fra både projekt- og strategisk kommunikationslitteraturerne om mere 

forskning med integrative og interdisciplinære bidrag.  
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