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Fairness matters: organisational justice in project contexts

Christine Unterhitzenberger and Kate Lawrence

Leeds Centre for Projects, School of Civil Engineering, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK

ABSTRACT
Organisational justice is an established construct in the context of permanent organisations and relates
to perceptions of fairness in the working environment. Justice judgements are context specific and
whilst prior research has shown the positive impact of fair treatment on organisations and employees,
less is known about organisational justice in projects and the impacts of fair or unfair treatment of
project team members. This paper sets out to explore these shortfalls through a qualitative multi-
method study. Combining the diaries of ten project team members, with pre- and post-diary
interviews, the paper presents dimensions (distributive, procedural and interactional) of organisational
justice experienced in the project context, factors influencing project team members justice judge-
ments (sources, timing, delegation, and reflection) and the impact of in-/justice on individuals (ways of
working, health and wellbeing, relationships, feelings), projects (project delivery) and organisations
(reputation, effectiveness of processes). Policy and practice recommendations are made.
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Introduction

Charles J. Sykes often quoted first rule for life is that ‘life is
not fair - get used to it’. Is this a hard and fast rule in the
workplace or are there alternatives to simply accepting that
life is unfair in the working environment? Previous research
on organisational justice in permanent organisations has
established that the fair treatment of employees has a posi-
tive impact on the employees themselves and their organisa-
tions (Colquitt et al. 2013; Feng et al. 2023). However, we
also know that justice judgements are context specific, and
that the phenomenon is perceived differently in different
social and organisational contexts (Colquitt and Jackson
2006). With projects being vehicles for change and an
increased need for transformational change on an organisa-
tional and societal level to address grand challenges such as
climate change, there is an increase in work being organised
by projects. This spread of project organising is sometimes
also referred to as ‘projectification’ or that we live and work
in a ‘project society’ (Lundin et al. 2015; Lundin 2016).
However, it has been recognised that some fundamental
concepts of projects as temporary organisations are different
to permanent organisation (Lundin and S€oderholm 1995).
This means that projects provide a different social and
organisational context for fairness perceptions and it is
unclear how this context influences these perceptions.
Generally speaking, the perception of fairness in the working
environment is known as organisational justice (Colquitt,
Greenberg, et al. 2005). More specifically, organisational just-
ice is defined as ‘the extent to which an aspect of the

organizational environment is perceived as fair, according to
a certain rule or standard’ (Moliner et al. 2017, 1; Cropanzano
et al. 2001).

Despite the need to better understand behavioural
aspects in projects (Unterhitzenberger 2021), limited research
on organisational justice in the project context has been
undertaken. Current work suggests that it positively influen-
ces the performance of projects (Unterhitzenberger and
Bryde 2019), but a more in depth understanding of how just-
ice perceptions are formed and how the duality of authority
in the form of client/project manager and line manager influ-
ences these perceptions is missing. Also, so far, we have very
limited understanding of the impact of organisational justice
in project settings beyond project performance, i.e. impact
on the individual, on project processes or on the permanent
organisations associated with the project. Hence, with this
paper, we aim to investigate how fair treatment is character-
ised in the context of projects and we developed the follow-
ing research question: How do project team members perceive
organisational justice in projects and what are the impacts of
fair or unfair treatment of project team members?

We have conducted a qualitative multi-method study
using diary method and interviews to get in depth and con-
text specific insights into fairness perceptions of project
team members and project managers. Prior research has
established the benefits of organisational justice in perman-
ent organisations. Projects differ from permanent organisa-
tions in respect to temporality, uncertainty and changing
relationships (Lundin and S€oderholm 1995). The contribution
of the paper is to extend what is known about organisational

CONTACT Christine Unterhitzenberger c.unterhitzenberger@leeds.ac.uk
� 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/),
which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.
The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

PRODUCTION PLANNING & CONTROL
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537287.2023.2251424

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09537287.2023.2251424&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-31
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5815-9127
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537287.2023.2251424
http://www.tandfonline.com


justice in the project context. By learning about the justice
rules project team members employ and how justice judg-
ments are formed, the paper provides important contextual
information on ways to support the fair treatment of project
team members in intra and inter-organisation projects and
by doing so it contributes towards a fairer working
environment.

Theoretical background

Organisational justice is viewed as a phenomenon which is
complex and multifaceted ‘as individuals are concerned
about fairness for several reasons, judge the fairness of sev-
eral aspects of decision events, and use fairness perceptions
to guide a wide range of key attitudes and behaviors’
(Colquitt, Greenberg, et al. 2005, 45). Traditionally, it is div-
ided into three dimensions (Colquitt, Greenberg, et al. 2005):
1) Distributive justice, which is concerned with the fair distri-
bution of outcomes; 2) Procedural justice, which is con-
cerned with the procedures which are used for decision
making and 3) Interactional justice, which is concerned with
the communication of outcomes and procedures.

Distributive justice
Distributive justice relates to the equitable, equal, and needs-
based allocation of outcomes, rewards, and resources
(Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland 2007). Originally based on
Adam’s equity theory, equitable refers to the distribution of
outcomes and rewards according to an individual’s contribu-
tion (Adams 1965; Leventhal & Greenberg 1976). Equality
and need have been recognised as influencers of fairness
judgements (Colquitt et al. 2005). Distributive justice plays a
role in the allocation of rewards such as benefits packages
and pay (Schminke, Cropanzano, and Rupp 2002; Colquitt
and Jackson 2006) as well as professional development and
promotion opportunities (Schminke, Cropanzano, and Rupp
2002). When individuals make judgements about distributive
fairness in these contexts, they take aspects such as effort
and experience (Lim and Loosemore 2017; Yang et al. 2018)
as well as responsibility and workload (Yang et al. 2018)
into account. Distributive justice is also relevant in relation
to the allocation of resources such as work schedules
(Schminke, Cropanzano, and Rupp 2002; Sahoo and Sahoo
2019), workload and job responsibilities (Chih et al. 2017),
appropriate equipment and support (Yang et al. 2018) and
contracts and risks as it ensures that resources are
adequate to enable individuals to work effectively (Lim and
Loosemore 2017). An individual’s perceptions of fair
rewards (distributive justice) are influenced by judgements
on procedural and interactional justice (Lim and Loosemore
2017).

Procedural justice
Procedural justice concerns practices (Sahoo and Sahoo
2019), policies and guidelines (Rupp and Cropanzano 2002),
regulations and processes (Loosemore and Lim 2015), and
procedures used for making decisions and determining

outcomes. For procedures to be perceived as fair they should
be (i) based on accurate and valid information, laws, facts,
and opinions; (ii) be bias free, impartial, neutral, and non-dis-
criminatory; (iii) be designed and applied consistently to all;
(iv) should provide opportunities for procedures to be cor-
rected, modified and for challenges/appeals; and (v) should
not deceive and should be ethical and moral (Leventhal
1980; Colquitt and Jackson 2006; Dayan and Di Benedetto
2008). Fair procedures should also be (vi) representative of
all views (Leventhal 1980) and (vii) support the speedy reso-
lution of disputes (Loosemore and Lim 2015; Lim and
Loosemore 2017). Moreover, fair procedures provide oppor-
tunities for people to express, and give voice to, their views,
opinions, beliefs, and feelings, whilst also being able to input
to, negotiate and influence decision outcomes (Thibaut and
Walker 1975; Colquitt and Jackson 2006; Dayan and Di
Benedetto 2008).

Interactional justice
Interactional justice focuses on the communication of out-
comes and procedures (Bies and Moag 1986; Colquitt,
Greenberg, et al. 2005). Furthermore, interactional justice
relates to treatment at an individual level and comprises of
interpersonal and informational justice (Colquitt 2001).
Interpersonal justice relates to individual’s perceptions of
their treatment by sources of justice, for example, are they
treated with politeness (Colquitt and Jackson 2006; Lim and
Loosemore 2017), respect and dignity (Rupp and Cropanzano
2002; Colquitt and Jackson 2006; Dayan and Di Benedetto
2008; Rupp et al. 2014; Lim and Loosemore 2017), kindness
and consideration (Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008). It also
relates to whether individuals perceive they have freedom of
expression and association (Lim and Loosemore 2017), that
they feel they are valued, and held in high regard, by the
sources of justice (Rupp and Cropanzano 2002).

Informational justice relates to individual’s perceptions of
how sources of justice communicate with them, for example,
is the way information is communicated timely and truthful
(Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008), honest (Colquitt and
Jackson 2006) and open and transparent (Rupp and
Cropanzano 2002; Lim and Loosemore 2017). It involves
sources of justice consulting with individuals (Lim and
Loosemore 2017), keeping individuals informed about deci-
sions (Rupp and Cropanzano 2002; Lim and Loosemore 2017)
and providing reasonable levels of information (Schminke,
Cropanzano, and Rupp 2002; Lim and Loosemore 2017),
explanations (Rupp and Cropanzano 2002; Colquitt and
Jackson 2006; Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008; Rupp et al.
2014; Lim and Loosemore 2017) and justification for actions
(Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008).

The negative impacts of injustices from other justice
dimensions will be reduced if organisations are able to main-
tain high levels of the interactional justice dimension
(Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland 2007). Perceptions that
sources of justice value the rights of individuals (Dayan and
Di Benedetto 2008; Chih et al. 2017; Yang et al. 2018), can
suppress personal biases (Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008) and
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refrain from making improper remarks (Yang et al. 2018) are
characteristics of interactional justice.

Influences on justice perceptions

Justice perceptions are ‘in the eye of the beholder’ (Colquitt
et al. 2018, 159), i.e. inherently subjective, and in addition
context specific (Colquitt and Jackson 2006). This means that
there is no correct or incorrect perception of fairness, but
that individuals make fairness judgements based on their life
narrative themes, trait dispositions and context they operate
in Colquitt et al. (2018). Hence, there are different aspects
which influence how an individual perceives fairness. One of
the most prominent influences identified in prior literature is
the source of the treatment. Reactions to fair or unfair treat-
ment are influenced by an individual’s own predisposition to
viewing sources as fair, referred to as their ‘fairness propen-
sity’ (Colquitt et al. 2018) and judgements on the source of
justice or injustice (Lavelle, Rupp, and Brockner 2007;
Cojuharenco, Marques, and Patient 2017). So, in addition to
individual’s assessments of just rewards, procedures, commu-
nications, etc., fairness judgements are informed by percep-
tions on accountability for implementing justice rules, i.e.
consideration on the sources of justice (Rupp and
Cropanzano 2002; Rupp et al. 2014). Prior research has estab-
lished organisations (for example, an individual’s employer
organisation) and individuals as sources of justice (Rupp and
Cropanzano 2002; Rupp et al. 2014). Differentiating between
organisations and individuals as sources of justice, Greenberg
(2001) described how injustice emanating from an
‘impersonal’ organisation source (such as a procedural injust-
ice) are potentially easier to tolerate than a personally felt
injustice from an individual.

Often focussing on individual sources of justice with direct
lines of authority, such as managers and supervisors (Rupp and
Cropanzano 2002; Chih et al. 2017; Yang et al. 2018), prior stud-
ies have also considered, although to a lesser extent, co-work-
ers, and customers (Rupp et al. 2014), in a health care context,
patient family members (Harris, Lavelle, and McMahan 2020), in
a service industry environment, banking customers (Rupp et al.
2008), manufacturing industry customers (Ahmed, Shafiq, and
Mahmoodi 2022) and in a project context, clients/sponsors as
justice sources (Unterhitzenberger and Bryde 2019).

Decision making in team contexts, such as agreeing group
responsibilities and tasks, extends the concept of organisa-
tional justice in an interesting direction, that is workgroup or
team members as sources of justice (Harris, Lavelle, and
McMahan 2020) for example, in new product development
teams (Dayan and Di Benedetto 2008) and construction pro-
ject teams (Lim and Loosemore 2017; Unterhitzenberger and
Bryde 2019).

Other influences on justice have been found to be tem-
poral and spatial aspects. In a study of the role of organisa-
tional justice in job burnout, Yang et al. (2018) found that
Chinese construction project managers held low-perceptions
of spatial and temporal justice in the construction industry,
moreover the findings linked exhaustion with both spatial
injustice (for example, a lack of autonomy in decisions on

work locations, poor physical working conditions, or
extended periods working away from home) and temporal
injustice (for example, long working hours exceeding routine
working hours and negatively impacting on a worker’s free
or discretionary time). Prior research has explored the rela-
tionship of temporal aspects of organisational justice, such
as frequency of exposure to injustice, to impacts (Butler and
Chung-Yan 2011; Hayashi et al. 2019) and the role of antici-
pation of future experiences, recall of past experiences and
present evaluation of treatment on reactions to justice
(Ambrose and Cropanzano 2003). ‘Dynamics’ reflects the
effect on justice judgement of past experiences, and fre-
quency and patterns of treatment over time, and is one of
Fortin et al. (2016) five ‘temporal’ aspects of justice events,
perceptions and reactions. Fortin et al. (2016) remaining tem-
poral characteristics of organisational justice related to
‘duration’ (for example the duration of prior experiences or
justice reactions), ‘timing’ (for example, the timeliness of just-
ice events or a delayed reaction to injustice), ‘temporal per-
spectives’ (relating to an individual’s past/recall, present or
future temporal focus), and ‘temporal scale’ (reflecting on
the significance of the length of temporal intervals, for
example, days, months, years, on justice dimensions).

Outcomes of organisational justice

The adoption of organisational justice rules in the workplace
and perceptions of fair treatment generate beneficial out-
comes for organisations and employees (Colquitt et al. 2013;
Colquitt and Rodell 2015). Benefits of workplace justice
include increasing support of an authority’s legitimacy (Tyler
and Lind 1992) and acceptance of organisational change
(Greenberg 1994). Workplace justice increases employee
organisational citizenship behaviours (Cropanzano, Bowen,
and Gilliland 2007; Colquitt et al. 2013; Harris, Lavelle, and
McMahan 2020), directed at an organisation or at an individ-
ual, such as a supervisor (Rupp et al. 2014), positively impact-
ing customer satisfaction and loyalty (Cropanzano, Bowen,
and Gilliland 2007). Improved organisational commitment is
a further outcome of workplace justice (Cropanzano, Bowen,
and Gilliland 2007). In Harris, Lavelle, and McMahan (2020),
when health care workers were treated with respect and dig-
nity by clients, commitment increased, also supporting client
satisfaction. The impact on customer services on the
response of employees to unfair treatment holds implications
for competitive advantage (Rupp et al. 2008). In the project
context, organisational justice positively influences project
performance (Lim and Loosemore 2017; Unterhitzenberger
and Bryde 2019; Shafi et al. 2021).

Prior research has also explored the impacts of organisa-
tional justice on individual’s job satisfaction (Rupp et al.
2014), disruptive (Greenberg and Lind 2000) and counterpro-
ductive work behaviour, such as sabotage and aggression
(Colquitt et al. 2013; Rupp et al. 2014), and job performance
(Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland 2007; Colquitt et al. 2013;
Rupp et al. 2014), with perceptions of unfair treatment nega-
tively impacting on job performance (Chih et al. 2017).
Justice in the workplace reduces job stress and job burnout
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and increases professional efficacy (Yang et al. 2018) and
trust (Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland 2007), and reduces
employee turnover intentions (Harris, Lavelle, and McMahan
2020). Employee turnover intention increases in response to
unfair treatment from customers (Harris, Lavelle, and
McMahan 2020), whilst distributive injustice sustains cynicism
and procedural and interactional injustice cause exhaustion
(Yang et al. 2018).

Organisational justice in projects

This overview on the theoretical background demonstrates
that there is a good understanding of organisational justice,
how it is influenced and what the outcomes or benefits are.
However, most of these studies have been undertaken in the
context of permanent organisations with only a limited num-
ber of quantitative studies exploring its impact in project
contexts (Lim and Loosemore 2017; Unterhitzenberger and
Bryde 2019; Shafi et al. 2021). As outlined earlier, projects
have developed into a widespread organisational form and
are recognised as being temporary organisations with unique
characteristics (Lundin and S€oderholm 1995), which differ
from those of a permanent organisation and establish a par-
ticular organisational context (Tyssen, Wald, and Heidenreich
2014) in which justice perceptions are formed. This specific-
ally relates to the concepts of time, task, team and transition
which differentiate projects as temporary organisations from
permanent organisations (Lundin and S€oderholm 1995).

In the project context, justice judgements are made by
individuals involved in time-limited and temporary collabora-
tions with individuals, and teams, delivering specific tasks,
within predetermined periods. Project characteristics (individ-
uals from heterogenous teams working together for a limited
time) have implications for levels of respect and trust
between individuals from different organisations (Lim and
Loosemore 2017), and for the levels of commitment of team
members to project success, and project team leadership
behaviours (Tyssen, Wald, and Heidenreich 2014). They there-
fore have consequences for interpersonal justice, for example
in terms of the establishment of respectful and trusting rela-
tionships in a time-limited and temporary environment, and
for informational justice, for example in terms of decision
making and communication in the inter-organisational con-
text. Furthermore, aspects such as implications for informa-
tional and procedural justice of the sequential (Lim and
Loosemore 2017) and uncertain (Unterhitzenberger and
Bryde 2019) characteristics of projects need to be considered,
e.g. the opportunities for team members to feedback con-
cerns and the clear communication of information to reduce
uncertainty in teams with temporary hierarchies and relation-
ships (Tyssen, Wald, and Heidenreich 2014). In addition,
whilst involved in a project, individuals will potentially con-
tinue with activities outside of the project with their
employer organisation and will be exposed to a duality of
authority (i) through the project from the temporary organ-
isation and (ii) through their employing organisation (Lundin
and S€oderholm 1995; Tyssen, Wald, and Heidenreich 2014).
This is pertinent in a sector with high levels of job burnout

(Yang et al. 2018) in terms of distributive justice of dual
authority and determination of e.g. workload and job
stresses or rewards contribution.

Due to the context sensitivity of justice perceptions we
need to get a better understanding of how individuals per-
ceive fairness in projects, how justice perceptions are influ-
enced and what are the impacts (beyond project
performance). This paper sets out to explore these questions
through a qualitative multi-method study.

Method

In this research, we focus on the perceptions of fairness (and
unfairness) in project settings and explore the characteristics,
factors, and impacts of organisational justice in this specific
context. We are particularly interested in the subjective expe-
riences of project managers and team members and hence,
adopt an interpretivist research philosophy with an inductive
research approach (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2019). In
line with this we’ve chosen a multi-method qualitative
research design involving the diary method (Hyers 2018) and
semi-structured interviews adopting the critical incident tech-
nique (Flanagan 1954). Diary method allows researchers to
‘capture phenomena of interest on a regular basis, in con-
text, and over time’ (Hyers 2018, Preface) and involves
research participants recording and reflecting on their per-
ceptions of events (Radcliffe 2013). Diary methods therefore
potentially minimise retrospection bias and limit recollection
mistakes (Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003). This makes them
particularly suitable to investigate behavioural and context
sensitive topics in project studies such as organisational just-
ice (Unterhitzenberger and Lawrence 2022). On completion
of the diary exercise, post-diary interviews were held with
the research participants. These provided the opportunity for
the research team to follow-up on fair and unfair treatment
recorded in the diaries (Gill and Liamputtong 2009), extending
the teams understanding of events (Radcliffe 2013). Post-diary
interviews also enabled us to discuss interesting examples of
fair and unfair treatment (‘critical incidents’) recorded in the dia-
ries using the critical incident technique (Flanagan 1954). For
an in-depth discussion on this research design please see
Unterhitzenberger and Lawrence (2022).

Sampling

Research participants were required to either manage a pro-
ject or be part of a project team and hence, work in the
temporary organisational environment of projects. We were
looking for junior as well as experienced, senior professionals
from any industry. Our participants are all located in Europe
and their main role involves working in inter- or intra-organ-
isational projects. We initially recruited fourteen participants
of which ten completed both stages of the research. For par-
ticipant details please see Table 1.
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Data collection

Diary method
We collected data through solicited diaries, which means
that participants are fully aware of how their diaries will be
used by the research team (Milligan, Bingley, and Gatrell
2005). Before the diary writing, we conducted pre-diary inter-
views with the participants to impart information about how
data from the diaries will be used (Radcliffe 2013) and learn
about (Radcliffe 2013) and build relationships with them
(Matta et al. 2014). This was in the form of a thirty-minute
video call, which along with the use of standard documenta-
tion and protocols, outlined the research project and what
participation would involve. Following the thirty-minute
video call, fourteen participants were recruited to take part
in the diary study (Table 1).

Participants were asked to record events that met criteria
set by the research team (Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003) in
an event-based diary, capturing the participants ‘relatively
immediate and spontaneous assessments of daily experien-
ces’ (Poppleton, Briner, and Kiefer 2008, 483). Criteria were
detailed in a Diary Instruction Sheet issued to participants.
The Diary Instruction Sheet was developed based on litera-
ture (Hyers 2018; Unterhitzenberger and Lawrence 2022) and
adapted to the topic under investigation. It included infor-
mation about the expected frequency and timeframe of diary
entries, prompts on what to write about (see Table 2), the
format of diaries and communication methods between
researcher and participants. Over four weeks, participants
were asked to record their perceptions of fairness during
their working day, at least three times a week. The four-week
period/three entries a week frequency was chosen to allow
sufficient diary entries to be collected, whilst minimising the
burden of diary recoding on the participants.

Diaries were unstructured, although participants were
issued prompts to guide diary writing (Hyers 2018). Table 2

details seven questions/prompts outlined in the Diary
Instruction Sheet issued to the participants. Participants were
asked to send copies of their diaries to the research team at
the end of each week. Diaries can be recorded in multiple
formats, for example, handwritten, typed, online, audio or
video recordings (Hyers 2018). The form of recording was left
to the participant to choose with typed electronic diaries
being chosen by all participants completing the diary stage
of the research project. Participants ID8, ID11, ID12 and ID14
abandoned participation during the diary stage.

Interviews
The interviews provided an opportunity for participants to
reflect on their justice perceptions and the experience of
recording their diaries. Moreover, the interviews provided the
opportunity for the research team to clarify any uncertainties
relating to diary entries (Poppleton, Briner, and Kiefer 2008).
Following critical incident technique (Flanagan 1954), inter-
esting examples of fair and unfair treatment (‘critical inci-
dents’) were identified in the diaries and during the
interviews participants were asked to describe who was
involved in the event, what actions were taken by others
and how those actions impacted on the participant at the
time, going forward and on their feelings for those involved
in the event. Appendix A details the list of questions dis-
cussed at the post-diary interview. Following a pilot-interview
to test interview protocols, interviews were conducted via
Microsoft Teams. The interviews lasted on average approxi-
mately one hour and were audio recorded and subsequently
fully transcribed.

Ethics
This study has received full ethical approval from the
author’s institution (approval number: MEEC 20-002).

Data analysis

We analysed first the diary data of each participant in prep-
aration of the interview and then analysed the interview
data, which was followed by data and methods triangulation.

Table 1. Diarist characteristics.

ID Role Organisation type Experience Diary Interview

ID1 Project Manager Construction 0-5 years X X
ID2 Project Engineer Boiler Manufacturer 0-5 years X X
ID3 Project Manager Education Trust Over 20 years X X
ID4 Project Planner Construction Over 20 years X X
ID5 Mechanical Engineer University Over 20 years X X
ID6 Research Facilitator Design and Consulting 0-5 years X X
ID7 Communication Lead Communications Over 20 years X X
ID8 Change Portfolio Manager Government 10-20 years Abandoned
ID9 Building Services Manager Construction 10-20 years X X
ID10 Project Manager Nuclear Operator 10-20 years X X
ID11 Project Manager Infrastructure Consultancy 10-20 years Abandoned
ID12 Commercial Manager Design and Consulting 10-20 years Abandoned
ID13 Project Manager Airport Operator 10-20 years X X
ID14 Project Manager Management Consultancy 0-5 years Abandoned

Table 2. Prompts for diary recording.

You are asked to address the following questions in your diary:
a) Please describe how you felt today.
b) Was there any time today when you felt treated fairly or unfairly?
c) Could you please describe this situation in more detail?
d) Who treated you fairly/unfairly?
e) How did this treatment make you feel?
f) Will you change your behaviour based on this treatment?
g) Do you have any other thoughts you would like to share?
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Diary method
After receiving the final diary entry, an initial stage of quali-
tative data analysis was undertaken. Template analysis (King
1998, 2004) was used to code and categorise data recorded
in 118 daily diaries. Revising an initial template which
reflected a priori themes derived from organisational justice
and project studies literature, diary data (75 pages, 28,920
words) was categorised into three high-level themes, dis-
tributive justice (and two sub-themes, resources, and reward),
procedural justice (and sub-themes, relating to organisational
and project structures, policies, processes, and procedures)
and interactional justice (and two sub-themes, informational
and interpersonal).

The coding process involved reading the diaries and iden-
tifying text evidencing justice dimensions (see Figure 1). For
example, ID4 described in their diary how ‘due to our work-
load some tasks were (are often) unable to be completed by
the Friday afternoon deadline’ as evidence of excessive work-
load and distributive justice ‘resource’ unfairness. ID3
described in their diary how in a meeting with their line-
manager ‘I was asked my opinion on a variety of solutions,
thanked for advice that I had given him in previous weeks
and not blamed for things that were arguably my fault’ evi-
dence of procedural justice (ID3 had been able to voice their
opinion/process control) and interactional-interpersonal just-
ice (non-blaming/appreciative feedback). Conversely, ID1 felt
that they had been unfairly blamed for the failings of
another ‘I am not very happy to be blamed for not (re)doing
something when someone else said they would take care of
it, and changed their minds afterwards’, providing evidence
of interactional-interpersonal injustice.

Interviews
This stage of the analysis was completed following the post-
diary interviews. The template categories developed from
the diary analysis were revised to reflect the data detailed in
the transcription of the interviews (148 pages, 69,969 words).
Following the same analysis process, interview transcripts
were read, and coded to organisational justice themes, but
also to new categories emerging from the text. ID4

described, in their diary, an angry exchange with a project
team colleague (interactional injustice). In the interview ID4
provided more details ‘I could see [source] point, he was
waiting for things off me. He’d set some deadlines, reset
them, reset them, I couldn’t hit them’. The additional text
highlighted the source of the unfairness (intra-organisation
colleague), that ID4 recognised how their own failings in not
providing information on time (understanding own actions)
could influence their colleagues treatment of them (under-
standing actions of others).

Impacts of fairness, and unfairness, were also highlighted
through questioning at the interviews. In discussing a critical
incident of interactional unfairness in their diary, ID5 com-
mented ‘reflecting back when you say, ‘treated unfairly’,
that’s probably one of the most disappointing ones, actually,
because I had got such a good relationship and such a bond
of trust with this [source] that the disappointment was palp-
able, really… … he’s apologised but… … that’s changed.
He’s got to earn that back up again now’. The comments
highlighted how ID5’s treatment had impacted on their
working relationships (trust) with a project contractor (inter-
organisation). Analysis of the interview transcripts resulted in
changes to the template including additional levels of sub-
themes (see Figure 2).

Triangulation
The data obtained through the diaries and the interviews
were then triangulated. We employed data triangulation in
the sense that data were from different data sources with
different characteristics (see Table 1) which facilitated corrob-
oration and compensation of weaknesses (Denzin 2007). We
also employed methods triangulation using multiple meth-
ods to study one specific phenomenon which resulted in
modifications to the analysis as outlined in Figure 2 (Denzin
2012). The initial diary exercise resulted in a data set that
allowed the research team to identify occurrences of fair or
unfair treatment within the immediate context they occurred.
The more in-depth exploration of these occurrences took
place in the interviews, for example, diaries could mention a
source by name, but there was little background information

Figure 1. Examples of initial themes derived from diary analysis.
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on the source. The follow-on interviews with the participants
were an opportunity to fill in the blanks, providing in-depth
evidence on not only the sources and impacts of justice, but
also placing acts of justice in context, i.e. what happened,
before, what happened after, what are the impacts going
forward.

Following the triangulations, distributive, procedural, and
interactional justice became a sub-theme of organisational
justice dimensions, resulting in three revised high-level
themes of: organisational justice dimensions, factors (sources
of fairness/unfairness, timing, authority/responsibility/ac-
countability, and reflection) and impacts (individual, project,
and organisation) of organisational justice (see Table 3).
Through the analysis process, illustrative quotes for each
theme were identified and recorded in the template, enhanc-
ing credibility of the findings.

Findings

In the following the findings from the qualitative multi-
method study are presented. First, we introduce the dimen-
sions of organisational justice as experienced in the project
context, then the factors influencing justice judgements and
finally the impact of organisational justice in the project
context.

Dimensions of organisational justice in project contexts

Distributive justice related to the participants perceptions of
the fair, or unfair, allocation of resources and rewards. Topics
discussed in respect to resource allocation included levels of
workload and work pressures, access to skills, experiences

and capabilities including equipment, and allocation of
authority, responsibility, and accountability. Fair, or unfair dis-
tribution of rewards focused on non-financial criteria, for
example, appreciation, recognition of contribution, and
opportunities for professional development. The participant’s
perceptions of fair, or unfair, policies, procedures and stand-
ards used for decision making, procedural justice, related
both to the organisation they were employed by, as well as
the project organisation they were working in. Procedural
fairness and unfairness, related to clarity of policies, proce-
dures, processes, standards, and regulations (for example,
transparency, consistency, and accuracy) and representation
(ability to voice opinions, involvement in decision making,
open and honest debates). Interactional justice related to
communication between the participants and organisational
and project team authorities and peers. Interpersonal justice
involved feelings of fair, and unfair treatment (for example,
levels of support, respect, trust, blame, and understanding).
Informational justice related to the manner that information
and decisions were conveyed to the participants, for
example, how information was exchanged (was information
clear, truthful, timely, and justifiable?) and from whom (how
reliable, competent, consistent, honest, ethical was the
source?).

Factors influencing organisational justice judgements in
project contexts

Sources of treatment, along with timing of treatment, levels
of delegation, and reflective practices, were factors that influ-
enced how the participants evaluated their perceptions of
fair, and unfair, treatment in projects.

Figure 2. Examples of revised themes derived following interview analysis.
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Sources: intra and inter-organisational/individual and
organisational
Participants differentiated between justice and injustice, from
intra or inter-sources. Intra-sources related to the organisa-
tion/sources within the organisation that employed the par-
ticipant. Inter-sources of justice related to external
organisations/sources within external organisations which are
part of the temporary project organisation. External organisa-
tions included clients, contractors, suppliers, consultants, and
stakeholders. Furthermore, in addition to organisational sour-
ces, sources of fair and unfair treatment could be individuals
(managers, peers, co-workers) or teams (departments, project
teams, site teams).

Describing the sources of fair, and in particular unfair
treatment, participants explained how treatment from an
individual within their own organisation was felt more keenly
than treatment by the organisation they worked for or from
sources (individual or organisational) external to their own
organisation (‘I suppose I would more feel a sense of unjust
to somebody who was internal rather than external’. (ID9)).
Explaining differences in perceptions of treatment from
internal and external sources, ID2 explained how they
expected the people they reported to within their organisa-
tion, such as a line-manager, should be ‘aware of what is
your situation, what you live every day’ and hence
‘unfairness from the line manager can arise when his

behaviour is in contrast with what he’s supposed to know
about you, about your job, about what you do every day’.
Conversely, unfair treatment by an external source who ‘just
don’t mean as much to me’ (ID9), such as a client who
‘cannot know how you feel and… … .who doesn’t know you
very well’ (ID2) are set against ‘distant’ (ID1) relationships
and were felt less keenly by participants.

This is not to say that unjust treatment by external sour-
ces is not a concern for participants. ID5 explained how, of
all the acts of unfairness they had felt over the period of
writing their diary ‘one of the most disappointing ones’
occurred when a contractor employed by ID5 had failed to
highlight a problem and ‘because I had got such a good
relationship and such a bond of trust with this [source] that
the disappointment was palpable, really, when I phoned him
up’. This example also exemplifies how, although organisa-
tional justice is typically associated with treatment by an
authority, for example, a client (inter-source) or line-manager
(intra-source), participants also described fair and unfair
treatment from subordinates (such as external suppliers), and
intra-organisational peers (‘if you work, you put effort, time,
effort and time on the scheduling and organisation of an
activity and for no reason it is constantly and continuously
changed [by a peer], this is very, very unfair’ (ID2)).

Moreover, ID5’s comment also highlighted how closeness
of relationships and levels of familiarity with the source of

Table 3. Themes following diary and interview analysis.

OJ Dimensions Distributive Justice Allocation of resources Workload, skills, capabilities, and equipment,
delegated powers

Distribution of rewards Financial and non-financial including recognition,
appreciation, and professional development

Procedural Justice Clarity of policies, process and
procedures

Accurate, clear, consistent

Representation in decision making Voice opinions and influence decisions, open debate
Interactional Justice Interpersonal treatment Supportive, trusting, respectful and non-blaming

Informational exchange Reliable, consistent, and competent sources
Clear, truthful, and timely communications

Factors influencing OJ Source Individual or group
(team/organisation) source

Intra or inter-organisational source

Relationship with source Familiarity and friendship
Time Temporality of relationship Time-limited and temporary relationships (projects)

vs permanent relationships (employer
organisation)

Frequency of treatment Frequent vs infrequent acts of injustice
Prior experiences Set treatment in context of career experiences

Delegated authority Authority, responsibility and
accountability

Senior/junior project professional
Work independently and make decisions

Use of reflection On reasoning behind treatment Empathy for the different objectives, pressures and
poor treatment of sources

Recognition of lack of own capabilities and skills
On potential outcomes Potential to accrue benefits or avoid failure

Impact of OJ þve Impact of justice /-ve
impact of injustice

On individual Ways of working (job performance, job turnover,
personal and professional development, workloads
and work pressures)

Relationships (trust, strength of relationship,
openness)

Feelings (happiness, sense of being valued and
respected, levels of frustration and
disappointment, confidence in sources of OJ)

Health & Well-being (levels of stress, emotional and
physical exhaustion, sense of self)

On organisation Employee impressions, task delivery, achieving
objectives, organisation reputation, staff retention

On project Project team relationships, and project delivery
Injustice as a stimulus
for individuals to
make changes

Direct impact New ways of working, building new relationships,
asking for help, and developing coping strategies

Indirect impact Effectiveness of project and organisation processes
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treatment also influenced perceptions of justice generally, as
ID6 explained, ‘I don’t feel treated unfairly, especially
because, actually, my supervisors are really friendly’, or, with
a specific incident, ‘it’s not clear cut fairness, there’s all kinds
of your own biases… .I think anyone else would’ve left
[intra-source] and walked away and wouldn’t be working
here. They would probably see him as a very unfair guy, but
it depends if you get on with the person generally’ (ID4).

Timing: temporality and frequency
Temporality and frequency of acts of fairness, and unfairness,
were factors influencing the participant’s perceptions of just-
ice in projects. Inter-sources of justice are set in the context
of temporary relationships with clients, suppliers, etc.
Injustices are tolerated because the participants know that
issues relate to temporary project relationships ‘they’re
[source of injustice] not going to be on the pitch for much
longer and then I’m going to side-line them out’ (ID7) and
knowledge that the projects would end ‘there was an end-
game with that and you knew it would resolve itself when
the project came to a conclusion, and there was a definitive
date for that, so that was the thing that assisted on that
one’ (ID5).

A second timing factor, frequency, also influenced the
participant’s perceptions of justice. As ID6 explained, fre-
quent acts of unfairness were less acceptable than infrequent
acts, ‘the meeting with my manager where his attitude
wasn’t great and kind of made me feel a bit spoken down
to, if that had been something which was an ongoing issue
rather than a one-off, that would’ve been very different. I
would’ve felt that was very unfair treatment’.

Related to the timing factor, was the influence of career
experiences on the participants perceptions of treatment.
Experienced participants were willing to set justice treat-
ments in context to career experiences over time, as ID5
explained ‘I’ve learned to accept that… . I’ve been there
eighteen years and I’ve had ups and downs during that
time,… .it’s swings and roundabouts’. Using prior experien-
ces of similar situations to set treatment in context, partici-
pants recognised fairness ‘I felt treated fairly, it was
extremely stressful, but I’m used to situations where when
things go like that, there’s a lot of shouting, there’s a lot of
accusations, a lot of drama and while it was very stressful,
there was none of that. So there were no cross words, there
were no inappropriate comments or attempts to make some-
body the guilty party’ (ID3), but also when unfairness
occurred participants had ‘learnt that holding a grudge on
any of these things just isn’t worth – it’s not worth the
energy’ (ID13), advising less experienced colleagues not to
‘feel beat up by the situation because there are some diffi-
cult days and there are some difficult things that we’re going
to go through. But just stick with it, the next day is a new
day type of thing’ (ID9). Moreover, linking experiences over
time, with temporality of injustice events, as participants
move towards retirements, they have learned to ‘not get to
wound up about things, given that I’ll not be there for-
ever’ (ID5).

Delegation: authority, responsibility, and accountability
Levels of authority, responsibility and accountability influ-
enced the justice perceptions of the participants. Participants
felt it was unfair to be held accountable for actions for which
they were ‘not responsible’ (ID5) or over which they held no
authority as ID7 explained ‘if I was thinking about other
organisations I’ve worked for previously… .You’d probably
have accountability, but you wouldn’t have authority.
Definitely not. Or you might be told you’ve got authority,
but you haven’t’. Moreover, participants described how it
was unfair to be held accountable for performance when
they had ‘not being given the resource to deliver it which is
quite a difficult situation really’ (ID7) and criticised for the
work of others (‘I think it’s wrong that we should be attacked
and grilled for a programme that we didn’t do in the first
place’ (ID4)). ID13 cautioned that it was incumbent of project
management professionals to understand their ‘position and
power’ and make ‘sure that you stay true to that. And you
aren’t delegating that – or trying to delegate that responsi-
bility onto someone else unfairly’.

An example of being treated fairly by their line-managers
(intra-sources) for ID6 was they had been given ‘a lot of
independence in my work and trust that I will deliver what is
needed without needing micromanaging’ (ID6). Participants
who felt free to work independently and were happy with
the allocation of authority, responsibility and accountability
in their role, did not perceive unfairness to be an issue, for
example, senior project managers who had the latitude to
make their own decisions and deliver their work, who do not
feel constrained by interventions from line-managers (intra-
source) ‘I kind of like the autonomy or independence’ (ID9)
or unfairness from inter-source because ‘I’ve got autonomy
and authority over what I do. So, there’s not really anyone in
the alliance that particularly tells me what to do. I know
what I need to do. I’ve got a project I need to deliver, and I
get on and do that with my team’ (ID7).

Reflection: influence of reflection on perceptions
Participant’s perceptions on justice were also influenced by
their understanding of why sources of justice and injustice
acted the way they did and self-reflection on their own
actions, capabilities, and personal/professional gains. Firstly,
participants were empathic towards sources of injustice in
circumstances were sources had different objectives to the
participant (‘it just gave me a bit more of an appreciation to
understand that certain weeks, people’s attention isn’t going
to be on this project. I need to kind of then speak a bit
louder to draw attention back if I need to have those conver-
sations’ (ID6)) or did not share the ‘same level of commit-
ment to the project’ (ID5) as the participant. ID4 and ID5
both recognised that whilst they had been treated unfairly
by their respective line-managers, they understood that their
line manager ‘had got many pressures on him… … on
some occasions I am absolutely convinced that he was genu-
inely busy’ (ID5) or ‘was also in the firing line, maybe just
not as visible’ (ID4). Pressure was also cited as excuse for the
poor behaviour of intra-sources (‘I think [senior manager]
kind of just was under a lot of stress in the past few months’
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(ID6)) and inter-sources (‘I understand [source] was under a
great deal of pressure’ (ID5)). Participants showed under-
standing towards sources of injustice who had also been
treated unfairly (‘I can accept that some of what – what
could feel unfair or does feel unfair from an emotional level
in terms of how they treat projects I know comes from how
they’re treated’ (ID13)) or were reacting to prior disappoint-
ment (‘the customer sometimes, rightly so I feel, they get
carried away a little bit, but I sometimes feel their
point’ (ID1)).

Secondly, reflecting on the influence of their own actions
and capabilities on the unfair actions of others, participants
described how ‘[client representatives] didn’t play right, but I
could’ve done something better as well’ (ID1), ID4 described
how ‘I sometimes say yes to a deadline and really I know I
can’t hit it, but I’ll say yes because I think, well I might hit it
and if I don’t I can probably get around it… .and that drives
[intra-source of injustice] bonkers’ and ID13 commented that
‘it was nothing to do with me, this is all him [intra-source of
injustice] and his reporting line, but I still felt this real sense
of how could I have handled it differently so they weren’t
put in that situation’. Furthermore, participants were willing
to tolerate unfairness to avoid future personal/professional
difficulties (‘It’s a bit of a difficult situation in some respects,
in that it’s more annoying than anything else, but what I
don’t want to do is upset the applecart too much because
that team is undertaking a really critical piece of work at the
moment which feeds into a key milestone’ (ID7)) or to valid-
ate past personal/professional commitment (‘I’ve invested a
lot of time and effort to get to a stage and the project com-
ing up to its completion. It was one of those ‘well, I’ve
wasted three years if the project isn’t successful’ (ID5)).

Impacts of organisational justice in project contexts

In the diaries, and during the interviews, participants
described the impacts of justice and injustice on themselves
(individual level), on the organisations involved in the pro-
ject, and on the project as the temporary organisation in
which the treatment occurs.

Impact of organisational justice on individuals and
organisations
Participants described how organisational justice had
impacted on their ways of working, relationships, feelings,
and health and wellbeing. In respect to ways of working, fair
treatment of employees by their own organisation (for
example, being provided with opportunities to attend con-
ferences, mentoring, and new work opportunities) had sup-
ported personal and professional development, whilst
investment in equipment (such as IT, and workwear) sup-
ported staff performance. Failure by organisations to invest
in resources resulted in increased workloads and work pres-
sures on staff, whilst organisational failure to reward, or rec-
ognise the contribution of staff, influenced staff decisions to
transfers or move to new jobs. Resignations and redundancy
were also the result of differences in client-oriented

behaviour across an organisation (procedural injustice) as
ID10 explained ‘there was quite a big disconnect with what
the executive leadership wanted to get out of the relation-
ship with [client] and then the management where I was,
and below, what they wanted the relationship to be… .and
it contributed to me obviously being made redundant and
leaving’.

Participants bonds of trust with individual sources of
injustice were increased through acts of interactional fairness
but lost following acts of unfairness such as failure to com-
municate information in a timely and transparent manner.
Relationship between the participants and the project/orga-
nisation they work for were strengthened through justice ‘if
you’ve been valued or treated in a way that’s fair, that also
sticks more closely to you in your feeling of the organisation
or the project’ (ID13). However, at an individual level, inter-
actional unfairness (for example, being treated in hostile or
accusatory manner) detrimentally impacted future working
relationships between the participants and the sources of
injustice (peers, managers), for example, making participants
less open in future interactions with the source of injustice
as ID7 commented ‘I won’t be sharing as much information
with [source]… .He won’t know that, but I’ll be keeping him
at arm’s length’.

Accusatory and aggressive behaviour towards participants
had also left them feeling scarred and anxious. Lack of
resources leading to increased workload/pressures and situa-
tions where due process was not followed or participants did
not feel they had a ‘voice’, left participants feeling annoyed,
stressed, frustrated, taken for granted, pressurised, disap-
pointed, and embarrassed. Instances where justice sources
had recognised the contribution of participants and shown a
high regard, appreciation of and confidence in the partici-
pants had left participants feeling happy, valued, appreci-
ated, supported, and respected. Furthermore, participant’s
confidence in the capabilities and competences of sources of
justice and that the sources, such as line-managers had the
participant’s best interests at heart, left participants feeling
respect for, and supported by, justice sources.

Beyond feelings, the impacts of organisational justice also
affected the health and wellbeing of the participants.
Participants described how fair treatment by their organisa-
tion (providing quality workwear, equipment, social opportu-
nities) had supported their emotional wellbeing, whilst fair
treatment at team level helped participants manage stress
and increased their confidence in their own abilities and sense
of self (‘they make me feel like a respected leader whose dir-
ection setting is appreciated’ (ID3)). Underperformance of
team members, excessive work expectations and workload
(‘due to our workload some tasks were (are often) unable to
be completed by the Friday afternoon deadline. This puts
pressure on us that can linger and niggle across the weekend,
stopping us from relaxing sufficiently’ (ID4)) detrimentally
impacted on the health and wellbeing participants, leaving
them emotionally and physically exhausted.

Although not discussed by participants as often as
impacts at an individual level, unfair and fair treatment of
participants by project team members, and the participant’s
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employer organisation and organisational colleagues,
impacted on project organisations and the projects them-
selves. Organisational effectiveness was supported by partici-
pants (‘happy to work even harder’ (ID1)) when they felt
they were valued and being treated with respect and under-
standing. However, ineffective communications within the
participants own organisation led to time wasting, whilst
excessive workload and a lack of organisational resources
resulted in participants failing to complete tasks.
Furthermore, poor treatments of client organisations had
resulted in reputational damage to, and staff leaving,
employer organisations. Client organisations ‘lost out’ when
‘key [project team] resources that were able to make stuff
happen and get things done were moved’ (ID10), negatively
impacting on project viability and costs. Moreover, increased
project delivery costs and programme delays were the result
of acts of unfairness between project team members.

Organisational (in)justice as a motivation for change
In general, at an individual level, participants described the
positive effects of justice and the negative effects of injust-
ice. However, participants also described how experiences of
injustice had, whilst not resulting in overtly positive impacts,
acted as a stimulus for change. Injustices lead to the partici-
pants developing coping strategies such as ‘choosing the
battles you can win sometimes and, sometimes, I think let-
ting things go’ (ID5), not holding a ‘grudge’ ‘it’s not worth
the energy’ (ID13) and reflecting about ‘what’s important’
(ID9) and what the potential long-term opportunities are
(‘The payoff, however, is that you work on virtually guaran-
teed successful projects, as all of [source of injustice] projects
tend to be a success’ (ID4)).

Following injustice, participants attempted to build new
relationships with the sources of injustice (‘me and her have
had a number of conversations since and she has been more
supportive’ (ID13)) and participants who had changed jobs
built new relationships in general ‘on the one hand I’ve lost
some professional friends and colleagues, however, I’ve
gained quite a few more’ (ID10). Participants also used
unfairness to prompt requests to their managers for ‘training’
(ID1) and help (‘look we need to just have a conversation
about workload’ (ID4)), and changes in their own behaviours
(‘overall it’s probably encouraged me to be more vocal and
so if I see something that is unfair, I just state the facts and
do that’ (ID10)) and working practices (‘since then, at the
weekly meetings, if we have diary things to book in, I’ve
then just raised it and said, ‘Okay, everyone, let’s open our
diaries and let’s book it at the same time’, because it’s just
meant that I’m doing in front of everybody and we can have
that conversation’ (ID6)).

The impact of changes made by the participants resulting
from injustice, were felt beyond the individual level, support-
ing fairer and more effective meetings (‘we’re generally fin-
ishing [meeting] fifteen minutes earlier now because
everybody… .know they’re going to have their opportunity
to speak, but also everybody else has that opportunity to lis-
ten’ (ID13)) and supporting planning at the project level (‘I
think the lessons that people have learnt as a result and the

improvements that we’ve put in as a result will hopefully
make May go smoother’ (ID3)), and organisational level (‘it
has certainly helped me to try and get a framework put
together for future projects’ (ID5)).

Discussion

The findings presented above allow us to address the
research question we set out to answer as we obtain in
depth insight into organisational justice in project contexts.
We have identified dimensions of organisational justice, the
factors influencing justice judgments and the impacts of fair
and unfair treatment in projects.

Project team members perception of organisation
justice in projects

Dimensions of organisational justice in projects
Broadly aligning with established dimensions of organisa-
tional justice, and reflecting organisational justice research in
project disciplines (for example, Chih et al. 2017; Lim and
Loosemore 2017; Yang et al. 2018) the findings identify dis-
tributive, procedural and interactional justice in the project
context. Distributive justice in projects related to the fair and
equitable distribution of resources (workload, skills and capa-
bilities, and delegated powers) and rewards, which tended
towards non-financial criteria such as receiving recognition,
appreciation, and professional development opportunities.
Procedural justice in projects related to perceptions of fair-
ness in decision making in project organisations through the
application of policies, procedures, processes, standards, and
regulations that were accurate, clear, consistent, and pro-
vided project team members with the opportunities to voice
their opinions and influence decisions. Interactional justice in
projects is characterised by supportive, understanding, trust-
ing and respectful treatment from reliable, consistent, and
competent sources (individuals and project organisations)
who exchange information in a clear, truthful, and timely
manner. Overall, this suggests that individuals broadly adopt
the established justice rules (Chih et al. 2017; Lim and
Loosemore 2017; Yang et al. 2018) in project contexts and
use the same or similar criteria to inform their justice judge-
ments as they do in permanent organisations.

Influences on justice perceptions of project team members
We mentioned earlier that the source is one of the most
dominant influences on how individuals perceive fairness
(Lavelle, Rupp, and Brockner 2007; Cojuharenco, Marques,
and Patient 2017). Our findings suggest, that in project con-
texts other factors also play a role, namely timing, delega-
tion, and reflection. In line with prior research the source of
the treatment is an important influencing factor, which can
be located across two dimensions: intra vs inter-organisa-
tional sources (Rupp et al. 2014; Harris, Lavelle, and
McMahan 2020), and individual vs group (teams, organisa-
tions) sources (Rupp and Cropanzano 2002; Rupp et al.
2014). We found that justice perceptions are influenced by
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the source (Lavelle, Rupp, and Brockner 2007; Cojuharenco,
Marques, and Patient 2017) with injustice felt more keenly
from intra than inter-sources. Justice perceptions were also
influenced by project team member’s familiarity, and friend-
ship, with the source emphasising the context specificity of
justice judgements and the potential challenges individuals
might experience in the temporary, and uncertain, project
context, where they are likely to work (i) with individuals,
and organisations, they are less familiar with, reinforcing the
importance of team working to create trusting and respectful
working environments, and (ii) to project policies, procedures
and processes that they are unfamiliar with, reinforcing the
importance of the clear and timely exchange of accurate
information from competent sources who provide individuals
a voice to influence decisions. Interestingly we also found
that injustice was not hierarchical, and could be felt from
non-authority sources, such as peers or subordinates. This
has implications for project team members and suppliers/-
sub-contractors who need to be aware that their fair or
unfair treatment of a client or project manager will create
fairness perceptions and can have an impact on the interper-
sonal and organisational relationship.

Consistent with prior research on the temporal aspects of
organisational justice (Ambrose and Cropanzano 2003; Fortin
et al. 2016), the findings show that perceptions of justice
were influenced by the temporality of the relationship
between project team members and the source of the treat-
ment and the frequency of justice treatment. Project team
members were willing to tolerate infrequent acts of injustice
and instances of injustice when they knew that their treat-
ment was set within the context of time-limited and tempor-
ary relationships, such as a project, or phase of a project.
This raises potential concerns as, whilst prior research sug-
gests the positive impact of organisational justice on project
performance (Lim and Loosemore 2017; Unterhitzenberger
and Bryde 2019; Shafi et al. 2021), individuals appear to be
less concerned about being treated fairly in project contexts,
potentially allowing authorities to exploit the tolerance of
project team members. Experienced project team members
use a sense of perspective to judge treatment against prior
career experiences, appreciating fairness when it occurs, but
also considering the temporality of unfair treatment.

A third factor influencing justice judgements is delegation.
Unfairness is perceived as less of an issue by project team
members (often senior) who have the latitude to work inde-
pendently and are happy with the balance between author-
ity, responsibility, and accountability in their role, than for
project team members held accountable for performance
without appropriate resources, or actions for which they
have no responsibility or over which they have no authority.
This indicates that suitable project governance arrangements
considering the four good governance principles of transpar-
ency, accountability, responsibility, and fairness (M€uller 2017)
are likely to support fairness perceptions in project contexts.
This has also been suggested by Unterhitzenberger and
Moeller (2021) who investigated fair project governance. The
project context also potentially exposes project team mem-
bers to duality of authority (Lundin and S€oderholm 1995;

Tyssen, Wald, and Heidenreich 2014), resulting in challenges
for project team members as they struggle to balance work-
load allocation from both authorities or fail to receive appro-
priate rewards due to a lack of recognition of unseen
achievements.

And finally, a fourth factor influencing justice perceptions
is reflection. Our findings suggest that project team mem-
bers reflect on the reasons sources of justice acted the way
they did and how their own actions and capabilities poten-
tially contributed to their treatment by the sources of justice.
This means that an evaluation of the circumstances under
which the treatment is received takes place which once
more emphasises the context specificity (Colquitt and
Jackson 2006). Project team members also considered the
potential to accrue benefits or avoid failure and this
impacted on justice perceptions and the willingness of pro-
ject team members to tolerate unfairness.

Impacts of fair or unfair treatment of project team
members

The impact we found most evidence for, and which appears
to be of the greatest concern to individuals, is the impact at
an individual level. The findings highlighted how across four
categories – ways of working, relationships, feelings, and
health and wellbeing – fair treatment resulted in positive
impacts for project team members, whilst unfair treatment
generally resulted in negative impacts on project team mem-
bers. In terms of ways of working, organisational justice influ-
ences job performance (Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland
2007; Colquitt et al. 2013; Rupp et al. 2014; Chih et al. 2017),
and job turnover intentions (Harris, Lavelle, and McMahan
2020). Consistent with prior studies, we found that in the
project context, organisational justice supported staff per-
formance and personal and professional development, whilst
injustice resulted in increased workloads and work pressures,
potentially resulting in redundancy or project team mem-
ber’s feeling it necessary to change roles. In terms of rela-
tionships, justice in the workplace increases trust
(Cropanzano, Bowen, and Gilliland 2007) and the findings
show how bonds of trust between project team members
and sources of justice were reinforced through fair treatment
and damaged following unfair treatment. Being valued by a
source of justice strengthened relationships, however hostile
and accusatory treatment lead to project team members
being guarded in their relationships with sources of injustice.
This is in line with previous studies, where organisational
justice is considered as a heuristic to judge if an authority
can be trusted (Blader and Tyler 2005) and adopted particu-
larly in uncertain environments with projects being prime
examples for uncertain environments. In terms of feelings,
unfairness from sources of justice, such as accusatory treat-
ment, unacceptable workloads, and procedural failings asso-
ciated with failure to follow due process or provide project
team members with a ‘voice’, resulted in feelings of anxious-
ness, annoyance, disappointment, frustration, and embarrass-
ment. These are negative feelings which, if experienced over
a sustained period, can cause stress, and have a negative
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impact on the health and wellbeing of individuals.
Conversely, recognition and appreciation from sources of
justice for the contribution and capabilities of project team
members, resulted in project team member’s feeling appreci-
ated, supported, valued, and respected which in return are
likely to lead to organisational and project citizenship behav-
iour (Shafi et al. 2021). And finally, in terms of health and
wellbeing, justice in the workplace reduces job stress whilst
injustice cause exhaustion (Yang et al. 2018). Fair treatment
by sources helped project team member’s manage levels of
stress and build levels of confidence in their own sense of
self and capabilities, whilst unfair treatment, such as under-
performance by others which impacts project team mem-
bers, and high levels of workload and expectations set by
sources of justice, left project team member’s feeling emo-
tionally and physically exhausted resulting in less engage-
ment and disconnection from their project and organisation.

Additionally, our findings suggest an impact at the project
level on relationships with internal and external project team
members as well as overall project delivery. Delivery aspects
affected by fair/unfair treatment were schedule, budget, pro-
ject viability as well as skills available in the project. Many of
the impacts at project level are indirect impacts as a conse-
quence of the impacts at the individual level. This is also the
case with the impact on the organisational level, were we
found that unfairness leaves stronger and more lasting
impressions, with participants feeling the need to report
those. Failing to finish tasks and hit deadlines set by their
own organisation were expressed as outcomes of intra-
organisational injustices with project team members being
willing to move jobs rather than work for organisations with
incompatible values. Reputational damage is also a potential
outcome for organisations perceived as acting unfairly, both
in respect to external relations with clients or collaborators
and internally, for example, in terms of relationships between
different parts of the organisation.

The findings also highlight how on occasion organisa-
tional injustice acts as a stimulus for change. Responding to
unfairness in projects, project team member’s implemented
new ways of working, built new relationships, were
prompted to ask for help, and developed coping strategies
to address current injustice and mediate the impact of future
organisational injustice. Indirectly, changes made by project
team members to address unfairness occasionally result in
more effective project and organisation processes.

Overall, we found that the impacts of organisational just-
ice on the different levels are complex and interconnected.
An impact at an individual level, such as feeling anxious or
frustrated, can have knock on effects on the project through
e.g. project citizenship behaviour on project performance
and then subsequently on the employing organisation. The
perception of fairness ‘lies in the eye of the beholder’
(Colquitt et al. 2018, 159) and therefore is an individual
experience shaped by a multitude of personal and environ-
mental factors. In project contexts, individuals and organisa-
tions need to develop an awareness of the impact fair and
unfair treatment has on individuals and the subsequent
potentially detrimental effects on the project and

organisation. Whilst we found that unfair treatment can
occasionally be a catalyst for change, this is not the norm.
We caution against justifying unfair treatment in the hope
for the development of new ways of working. Whilst this
was occasionally the case, it should be remembered that the
stimulus for new ways of working were acts of injustice.

Conclusion

The findings in this paper show how fair treatment is charac-
terised in project contexts through the justice perceptions of
project team members. We found that project team mem-
bers adopt the established justice rules of distributive, pro-
cedural and interactional justice in the temporary
environment of projects. Despite the significantly different
contexts of permanent organisations and temporary organi-
sations, organisational justice perceptions in both settings
are largely aligned. However, we found that the factors
which influence justice judgements are more varied in pro-
ject contexts and include the source of the treatment, the
timing and temporality of the treatment, the levels of dele-
gation as well as reflective practices of the individuals receiv-
ing the treatment. We also identified that fair or unfair
treatment impacts the ways of working, feelings, relation-
ships and health and wellbeing of project professionals and
that these impacts subsequently effect the temporary and
the permanent organisation. These novel insights extend our
understanding of the perceptions of fairness and unfairness
in temporary organisations and therefore contribute to the
development of the theory on organisational justice. They
specifically address the under-researched area of context
specificity of organisational justice by investigating an
increasingly relevant context, namely the project as the tem-
porary organisation. This research also makes an important
contribution to the research stream of project behaviour
(Unterhitzenberger 2021) and more specifically to behaviour
in projects as it provides insights into the behaviour of peo-
ple within project settings.

Policy and practice implications

This work also has implications for policy and practice on dif-
ferent levels. Firstly, the project profession needs to take
action to raise awareness of the impact of fair and unfair
treatment on individuals, organisations, and projects.
Secondly, organisations need to embed fair procedures in
project team working and enable project managers and
team members to implement fair processes and procedures
by 1) building skills and capabilities of project team mem-
bers and managers in how organisational justice can be
adopted in projects; 2) developing suitable governance
arrangements which take into account organisational justice
(Unterhitzenberger and Moeller 2021); 3) allowing for appro-
priate delegation of levels and balance of authority, responsi-
bility and accountability and 4) capturing and learning from
prior examples of injustice. Thirdly, injustice from individual
sources were felt most acutely by project team members
and therefore individuals (whether that be intra-
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organisational line-managers and peers, or inter-organisa-
tional team members) need to develop awareness of the
impact of their own actions on others, seeking feedback and
amending actions to create a fair and equitable working
environment for project team members.

Limitations and areas for further research

Evidently, this research has some limitations. We employed a
novel research method in the field of project and operations
management and were only able to collect diary data over a
period of four weeks. This leads to certain limitations as only
the events which occurred during these four weeks were
captured by the diaries. Despite the resource intensity, future
research could adopt a longer diary period to see if different
events are captured. Additionally, several participants aban-
doned the diary exercise whilst it was underway. This has
potentially skewed the data as we do not have information
from these participants. Nevertheless, this research set the
ground for future research into organisational justice in pro-
ject contexts. This includes but is not limited to 1) the
exploration of justice perceptions of project stakeholders, 2)
the investigation of fairness considerations in project leader-
ship, and 3) the examination of the interaction of organisa-
tional justice in projects with other justice concepts such as
social justice or energy justice. Overall, we hope that this
research is a starting point for more work in this area to fur-
ther enhance our understanding of justice perceptions in
project contexts.
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Appendix A: Post-diary interview questions

1. Can you tell us a little bit about your role, your projects, your
reporting line and your organisation?

2. From your diaries we have selected examples of ‘fair’ and ‘unfair’
events. We would like to discuss these examples in more detail.
a) Can you please describe the people involved in the event

(roles and organisations), their relationship to you and the
project that you are all collaborating on?

b) Can you describe the actions of each person in the event
and how their actions made you feel?

c) Will this event impact on how you do your work in the
future? If so, why, and how?

d) Does this event impact on how you feel about the individu-
als involved? If so, why, and how?

3. In completing the diary you have had an opportunity to reflect on
whether you are being treated fairly or unfairly:
a) Do you ever think about if you are being treated fairly or

not? What would you describe as fair treatment?
b) Do your perceptions of fairness (or how you are treated) dif-

fer if your treatment is due to the actions of your line-man-
ager (or someone in your organisation) or due to the actions
of someone outside of your organisation (for example, a cli-
ent, or someone within your project team, but outside of
your organisation)?

c) What has been your experience of writing the diary?
4. Would it be possible to provide further details on specific informa-

tion detailed within the diary texts to ensure we have the appropri-
ate understanding of your notes?

5. Is there anything you would like to add to what has been said
already? Anything else you would like to talk about?
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