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Stakeholder agency and grand challenge projects in forced displacement context 

Abstract 

Grand challenge projects (GCPs) address critical global issues such as poverty, climate change, COVID-

19, and forced displacement. However, research reveals that many GCPs often yield limited results when 

managed through a top-down approach. In this research, we investigate how the agency of external 

nonmarket stakeholders (i.e., the project beneficiaries), can be useful in aligning GCPs to local needs for 

successful outcomes. Using participatory action research and interpretive structural modelling, we 

identify the key agency factors influencing the iterative, the practical–evaluative, and the projective 

dimensions of beneficiaries’ agency in forced displacement grand challenge context. We show how 

beneficiaries’ agency influences project legitimacy and urgency. Our findings also demonstrate that active 

beneficiaries’ involvement can significantly improve project outcomes, emphasising the need for GCPs to 

meaningfully incorporate beneficiaries’ perspectives to enhance impact and sustainability. Finally, our 

research provides practical insights for project managers and policymakers on engaging stakeholders in 

complex, high-stakes contexts. 

Keywords: Stakeholder agency; Forced displacement; Project legitimacy; Participatory action research; 

Grand challenge projects (GCPs). 
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1 Introduction 

Grand challenge projects (GCPs) address critical global issues such as poverty, climate change, COVID-

19, forced displacement, and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Ferraro et al., 

2015; George et al., 2016; Holzberg et al., 2018; Howard-Grenville, 2021; Ika and Munro, 2022; 

Sankaran et al., 2020). These projects are multinational, multidisciplinary, and involve diverse 

stakeholders, each bringing unique perspectives and expertise. However, research reveals that many 

GCPs, particularly those originating in the Global North and implemented in the Global South, often yield 

limited results when managed through a top-down approach (Ika and Munro, 2022; Miković et al., 2020). 

Engaging stakeholders—especially project beneficiaries, who are external nonmarket stakeholders that 

stand to benefit from the project—is essential to understanding local needs and ensuring that projects 

align with these needs for successful outcomes (Bandé et al., 2024; Di Maddaloni and Davis, 2017; 

Freeman, 2018; Ika et al., 2020).  

GCP beneficiaries possess a uniquely comprehensive understanding of the challenges within their 

environment, as well as the types of interventions required to address these issues effectively. Their daily 

immersion in these conditions provides valuable insights that can guide the design and implementation of 

more responsive and contextually relevant interventions (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012; Clarke and Crane, 

2018; Finsterbusch and Van Wicklin III, 1987; George et al., 2016; Stadtler et al., 2024). Therefore, 

engaging with them can potentially harness the views of individuals and groups looking for potential 

approaches to addressing grand challenges (Diallo and Thuillier, 2005; Quayle et al., 2019). In particular, 

the determinations of project alignment, intention and value can be better understood, negotiated, and 

scoped through the agentic actions of the beneficiaries (Crawford et al., 2008; Gagnon and Rodrigues, 

2020; Mullaly, 2014; Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018).  

The agentic actions of beneficiaries ensures that they actively participate in, and shape the direction, 

processes, legitimacy and results of a project (Cornelius and Wallace, 2010; Fraser et al., 2006; Freeman, 

2018; Weber, 2009). Emirbayer and Mische (1998) suggested that agency should be understood as a 
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configuration of influences from the past, orientations towards the future and engagement with the 

present. For project managers, a crucial aspect of delivering GCPs lies in managing these agency 

influences to align beneficiaries’ actions with the project’s intended outcomes. This becomes particularly 

significant in GCPs aimed at addressing grand challenges like forced displacement, where beneficiaries’ 

agency may be influenced by the complex and unpredictable project environment, often shaped by active 

disasters or conflicts (van der Giessen et al., 2022). These situations expose the often already 

marginalised and underserved people to distressing events that might influence their agentic actions 

(Alobo and Obaji, 2016; World Bank Group, 2023). Consequently, an important research direction 

involves examining the underlying drivers of agency in these contexts and exploring how beneficiaries 

enact agency within GCPs to effectively address such challenges. 

However, to the best of our knowledge, the project management literature has not addressed this gap. 

Most of the research on stakeholder agency has been framed as an internal project executive, managerial 

and operational level decision making phenomenon (Benitez-Avila and Hartmann, 2023; Eisenhardt, 

1989; Mullaly, 2014) or agency in programme integration (Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018). Those 

specific to grand challenge focus on aspects of sensemaking (Ferraro et al., 2015; van der Giessen et al., 

2022), and the role of advocacy groups (Olsen et al., 2016). Research is, therefore, needed to address 

aspects of agency of external nonmarket stakeholders (beneficiaries) in grand challenge contexts. 

Moreover, the current theoretical framing of stakeholder agency in project management literature is 

mostly focussed on the legal and commercial distinction between principal(s) and agent(s), contractual 

relationships, and governance and accountability structures (Ahola et al., 2021; Amin et al., 2022; Chang, 

2014; Davis et al., 2023; Farrell, 2003; Müller and Turner, 2005; Nwajei et al., 2022; Wang and Liu, 

2015). Research into agency in GCPs is important because the agentic actions of project beneficiaries can 

offer valuable theoretical insights that can contribute to more informed and contextually relevant 

interventions. It can also practically equip project managers with the aptitude to ensure better engagement 

with project beneficiaries for equitable value distribution (Gil, 2022; van der Giessen et al., 2022). Hence, 
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we asked, (1) How do project beneficiaries enact their agency in GCPs aimed at addressing the grand 

challenge of forced displacement? (2) How might their agentic actions influence the delivery of the 

GCPs? 

To address these questions, we build on the work of Alimadadi (2022) and Benitez-Avila and Hartmann 

(2023), adding a project beneficiary perspective to the enactment of agency, with a focus on the context 

of forced displacement in GCPs. We therefore focus on the theoretical concept of stakeholder agency and 

how it is realised within the specific context of the grand challenge of forced displacement, shaped by 

distinct environmental conditions and situations  – also referred to as the ecological perspective of agency 

(Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). Hence, we define agency as the ability of 

external nonmarket stakeholders to make independent choices, participate, influence decisions, and take 

actions to ensure beneficial project outcomes within forced displacement context. Therefore, instead of 

conceptualising agency as a quality of project beneficiaries or limiting it to issues of compliance, control, 

and accountability in projects (Badenfelt, 2010; Liu et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2021), it is understood as a 

developing phenomenon resulting from the interaction between project beneficiaries and how the grand 

challenge context impacts their circumstances. We argue that beneficiary agency provides explicit access 

to greater influence, legitimacy, and urgency pressures within GCP contexts (Agle et al., 1999; Connelly 

et al., 2011; Mitchell et al., 1997). 

We employ a participatory action research approach to gather and interpret data using Interpretive 

Structural Modelling (ISM). This method enables us to identify and understand the drivers influencing 

agency and their interactions within GCP contexts. Our analysis reveals how specific factors shape 

beneficiaries’ agency across past, present, and future dimensions, informing their actions and influencing 

the legitimacy and urgency of GCP outcomes (Mitchell et al., 1997). 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In section 2 we discuss forced displacement as a grand 

challenge and highlight the role of GCPs in addressing forced displacement on local and global levels. In 
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Section 3 we redefine stakeholder agency from the beneficiaries’ perspective, and theorise how past, 

present, and future influences shape their agency within GCPs. We then present our research method and 

results in Section 4 and Section 5 respectively. In Section 6, we discuss the theoretical implications of our 

results, linking beneficiaries’ agency to project legitimacy and urgency pressures. Finally, we present our 

concluding remarks and the managerial implication of our research in Section 7. 

2 Forced displacement as a grand challenge 

Forced displacement is a highly complex and enduring societal challenge (van der Giessen et al., 2022; 

World Bank, 2024). At the end of 2022, the World Bank Group (WBG) reported a total of 108.4 million 

individuals were involuntarily displaced on a global scale (World Bank Group, 2023). Most of these 

individuals reside in emerging nations in the global South, with approximately two-thirds experiencing 

displacement exceeding a five-year duration. The nations and communities that host displaced 

populations encounter notable obstacles in attaining their own development objectives while 

simultaneously accommodating individuals who have been displaced (Crawley and Skleparis, 2018). 

Forced displacement can take the form of internal displacement (leading to internally displaced persons, 

IDPs) or refugees (persons who cross international borders). Causes of forced displacement are multiple, 

multi-dimensional and complex, encompassing armed conflicts, persecution, discrimination (including 

gender-based violence), structural violence, climate change, natural/ man-made disasters and inequality 

(Ayeleru et al., 2020; Martin, 2016; van der Giessen et al., 2022). This also makes forced displacement an 

outcome of other grand challenges and also a cause of other grand challenges. For instance, the conflict in 

Syria has resulted in the involuntary displacement of more than ten million individuals, with over four 

million seeking refuge in neighbouring nations, thereby creating and contributing to other grand 

challenges in those contexts. Similarly, in 2020 approximately 1.2 million people were displaced due to 

the grand challenge of climate change related wildfires around the world (UNHCR, 2020). 

Like any grand challenge, forced displacement is a “glocal” puzzle that cut across the local and the 

global, North and South, East and the West (Ika et al., 2020; Ika and Munro, 2022). Forced displacement 



 6 

has, therefore, provoked major, global, complicated and complex interventions to counter them. Ika et al. 

(2020) refers to these interventions as GCPs. Examples of areas of target for forced displacement GCPs 

include projects on health, education, shelter, water and sanitation, disaster defence infrastructures, 

climate change resilience projects, environmental management initiatives, access to economic 

opportunities, conflict mitigation programmes, and inclusion in social safety net programmes. 

Forced displacement GCPs can take the form of soft and/or hard projects or interventions. Soft 

interventions involve projects such as environmental zoning, conflict mitigation initiatives, and 

advocating for policies concerning land ownership, rights and tenure. Hard interventions encompass 

delivery of infrastructure to support livelihoods such as physical shelter structures, flood defence 

infrastructure, delivery of emergency refugee camps, the construction of new disaster-resistant buildings, 

management and operation of the offshore refugees processing centres etc (Quayle et al., 2019) . These 

projects may also be discrete such as the World Bank Group project in Bangladesh for the Health Sector 

Support that provides immunisations for over 87,000 displaced Rohingya children in 2018. They may 

form a component of a portfolio or be included in a programme, where they exhibit interconnectedness 

and aim to accomplish a shared objective that cannot be attained by a single project or even a few projects 

individually (Davies, 2017; Ferraro et al., 2015). A typical example is the multi-billion dollar, multi-

stakeholder and multi-national approach taken by the Global Programme on Forced Displacement 

(GPFD) established in 2009 to enhance the global development response to forced displacement through 

economically and socially sustainable projects (see World Bank, 2024).  

In their review Stadtler et al. (2024) found that dealing with a grand challenge like forced displacement 

can take two approaches: (1) transformative projects to address factors contributing to grand challenges 

and initiate transformative change (Dentoni et al., 2018; Gray et al., 2022), and (2) mitigative intervention 

projects to assist governments, businesses, and civil-society organisations in eliminating grand challenge 

and help develop resilience capability for affected stakeholders (Bryson et al., 2015). Research also shows 

that forced displacement GCPs can be subject to contexts with varied levels of uncertainty and vagueness 
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(Burström and Wilson, 2018; De Meyer et al., 2002). We classified this into three distinctive contexts-

pessimistic, routine and optimistic. Pessimistic context is characterised by high uncertainty and 

vagueness. Projects delivered in this context are subjected to higher levels of complexities (van der 

Giessen et al., 2022). This can include, for example, projects intersecting with active wars, and active 

disasters such as flood and earthquake response (Cretney, 2016) in which the causal conditions are still 

actively unfolding with high levels of uncertainties and vagueness. Routine context is characterised by 

moderate uncertainty and vagueness allowing for some anticipation, though constrained by uncertainty 

(Mohagheghi et al., 2015). Here, the projects mostly intersect with recovery efforts to stabilise the victims 

of forced displacement events. This can include provision of shelters, setting up migrant processing 

centres, immunisation and health programmes, local integration programmes, etc. Finally, optimistic 

context is marked by low levels of uncertainty and vagueness that allows for greater predictability. 

Projects in this context tend to intersect with prevention and preparedness initiatives to mitigate forced 

displacement events such as the building of flood defence barriers or constructing emergency earthquake 

shelters (Silva and Belderrain, 2019; Vahanvati and Mulligan, 2017). 

The aforementioned forms and contexts of forced displacement GCPs, suggests the need for stakeholder 

engagement to ensure value distribution that makes significant impact on the project beneficiaries (Gil, 

2022). To do so, an agency-based paradigm shift to stakeholder engagement (Chen et al., 2023) is 

required to support the ways in which organisations and practitioners conceptualise and deliver these 

projects. We theorise this in the next section. 

3 Theoretical framework: rethinking agency for project beneficiaries 

GCPs that deal with forced displacement often takes the form of developmental projects with direct or 

indirect goals centred on supporting sustainable livelihoods for stakeholder beneficiaries (Ika and Munro, 

2022). This makes understanding the agentic action of stakeholders an important dimension of the 

delivery of such projects. We argue that achieving this requires the project management literature to offer 
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a theoretical understanding of the drivers that shape the development of agency among stakeholders, 

particularly project beneficiaries. 

To theorise stakeholder agency, we cannot ignore the extensive examination of agency in the sociological 

literature that has refined our understanding of the factors that pertain to social action. This include 

Bourdieu’s investigation into the notion of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 2008, 1995), Giddens’s conceptualisation 

of ‘structuration’ (Giddens, 1984), Freeman’s stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2018), and Archer’s realist 

social theory (Archer, 1995). In this context, the concept of agency is frequently contrasted with structure, 

often being equated with action (Biesta and Tedder, 2007). When agency is interpreted in a broader sense, 

it helps to emphasise the psycho-social structure of the actor, indicating the possibility of purposeful, 

voluntary behaviours. This interpretation aligns with a broad definition of agency as the ability for 

independent social action (Calhoun and Calhoun, 2002).  

Indeed, GCPs conceptualised through a top-bottom approach is likely to face agency problem because the 

interests of development organisation might not always align with those of beneficiaries (Fama and 

Jensen, 1983; Ika and Munro, 2022; Mitchell et al., 2016). This can lead to a problem of utility loss, 

referring to the disparity between the utility that beneficiaries could attain if management adhered to their 

interests, and the utility gained when management prioritises its own interests (Hill and Jones, 1992). Hill 

and Jones (1992) suggests various incentives, monitoring, and enforcement structures to address this 

agency problem including external oversights and internal commitment processes that create mutual 

dependence between management and stakeholders (Mitchell et al., 2016). Other approaches to dealing 

with such agency problems include (1) the implementation of stakeholder participation panels and 

codetermination mechanisms, (2) stewardship governance frameworks, (3) non-hierarchical structures 

that facilitate communication within organisations, and (4) accounting for stakeholders (Harrison and van 

der Laan Smith, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2016, 2015; Scherer and Palazzo, 2011). By addressing the problem 

of agency through the conventional framing of agency theory, these approaches focus, at least to some 

extent, on monitoring and enforcing management behaviour (Ahola et al., 2021; Farrell, 2003; Mitchell et 
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al., 2016; Müller and Turner, 2005) and ignores how the project can benefit from the agentic actions of 

the beneficiaries, particularly in grand challenge context. We argue that by expanding the theoretical 

framing of stakeholder agency to incorporate insights from sociological theorising of agency, we can 

enrich the understanding of the effects or implications of the agentic actions of beneficiaries in GCPs. 

According to Biesta et al. (2015) agency is rooted in action–theoretical approaches. Here, “rather than 

seeing agency residing in individuals, agency is understood as an emergent phenomenon of actor-situation 

transaction” (Biesta et al., 2015, p 626). This ecological conception of agency emphasises the transaction 

between actors (e.g., the project beneficiaries) and their situations (i.e., the project contexts earlier 

characterised as optimistic, routine or pessimistic). This transaction shows that agency is not a fixed 

attribute but is continually shaped and reshaped by the circumstances of the project beneficiaries.  

When viewed from the action–theoretical perspective, two aspects to project beneficiary’s agency must be 

understood in the context of the delivery of GCPs - specifically those aimed at addressing forced 

displacement. First, agency should be understood as a configuration of influences from the past, 

orientations towards the future and engagement with the present (Alimadadi, 2022; Biesta and Tedder, 

2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). These three dimensions are referred to as the iterative, the practical–

evaluative, and the projective dimensions of agency respectively (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Turner, 

1994). In different project contexts, these three dimensions are important for the enactment of agency by 

project stakeholders. The iterative dimension of agency involves the selective reactivation by project 

beneficiaries “of past patterns of thought and action, routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby 

giving stability and order to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions 

over time” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; p.179). For instance, the experience of forced displacement, 

provide crucial insights into response and the socio-cultural impact of projects that a beneficiary may 

prefer.  
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The projective dimension has to do with “the imaginative generation by project beneficiaries of possible 

future trajectories of action, in which received structures of thought and action may be creatively 

reconfigured in relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; 

p.179). The practical–evaluative dimension involves the capacity of project beneficiaries “to make 

practical and normative judgements among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the 

emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of evolving contexts” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; 

p.179). The configuration of these three influences in project context positions agency as a dialogical 

process in which project beneficiaries, embedded in temporality, interact with one another within 

collectively organised contexts of action. Indeed, research shows that project beneficiaries engage with 

the future and make decisions in the present, while building on the past (Alimadadi, 2022; Kaplan and 

Orlikowski, 2012). The future orientation dimension of action is conceptualised by the notion of 

projectivity (Mische, 2014). Hence, as Alimadadi (2022) asserted, the front-end of a project is where the 

highest projective dimension of beneficiary agency is evident, constituting a site of deliberation and 

“hyperprojectivity” (Mische, 2014). For project practitioners, this important configuration is relevant for 

understanding how to deal with demands and how to ensure projects are designed to deliver embedded 

multilevel benefits (Söderlund and Sydow, 2019). 

Second is the legitimacy dimensions and urgency pressures that emerges, and is exerted by the agentic 

actions of project beneficiaries in GCPs (Agle et al., 1999; Connelly et al., 2011; Freeman, 2018; Mitchell 

et al., 1997). Legitimacy is the perception that an entity’s actions are appropriate within a socially 

constructed system of norms (Baba and Brunet, 2023; Di Maddaloni and Davis, 2017; Weber, 1978). A 

project legitimacy reflects whether the beneficiary has a rightful claim or standing to influence, 

participate in, or be affected by a project (Wilson and Koester, 2008). This may involve moral legitimacy 

(e.g., normative evaluation of activities), pragmatic legitimacy (e.g., exchange benefits), consequential 

legitimacy (e.g., social value of products/outcomes), and procedural legitimacy (e.g., social acceptability 

of operations), among other factors (Aaltonen, 2013; Derakhshan et al., 2019a; Melé and Armengou, 
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2016). Finally, urgency refers to the level of immediate attention required for stakeholder claims (Agle et 

al., 1999). This is based on time sensitivity, i.e., the degree to which managerial delay in attending to the 

claim or relationship is unacceptable to the stakeholder, and criticality, i.e., the importance of the claim or 

the relationship to the stakeholder (Agle et al., 1999), particularly in crisis situations such as those found 

in forced displacement.  

Combining our ecological conception of stakeholder agency (Biesta et al., 2015; Biesta and Tedder, 2007; 

Emirbayer and Mische, 1998) with the legitimacy dimensions and urgency pressures that emerges, and is 

exerted by the agentic actions of project beneficiaries in GCPs (Agle et al., 1999; Connelly et al., 2011; 

Freeman, 2018; Mitchell et al., 1997), guided the development of our research model shown in figure 1 

below. In the next section we present our research method. 

 

Figure 1. Stakeholder agency framework 
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(Cornelius and Wallace, 2010; Fraser et al., 2006; Freeman, 2018; Weber, 2009) to ensure equitable value 

distribution (Gil, 2022).  Consequently, we theorise stakeholder agency as a configuration of influences 

from the past, orientations towards the future and engagement with the present (Alimadadi, 2022; Biesta 

and Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). The methodological question for us, therefore, is how to 

comprehensively identify the driving factors of the past, present and future influences of agency as a first 

step towards building an empirical and theoretical framework for agency enactment in GCPs. Hence, we 

employ a systematic literature review (SLR), as it offers a comprehensive and replicable research protocol 

for collecting, coding, and analysing information (Thomé et al., 2016).  

We use Scopus the database to identify papers based on the following search strings: “agency” (Article 

title, Abstract, Keywords) AND “project” (Article title, Abstract, Keywords). A total of 2902 papers were 

identified. We then screen the papers two stages: the first stage used titles, keywords, and abstracts, while 

the second stage involved full-text screening. We apply inclusion and exclusion criteria such as article 

type, language of publication, subject discipline and scope of the study to narrow down to the relevant 

papers as shown in our PRISMA framework in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. PRISMA flowchart with the different stages of data screening. 
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In our analysis and synthesis of high-quality research papers, we focus on identifying factors that drive 

the past, present, and future influences of agency. We employ thematic coding, following the Braun and 

Clarke's (2006) method of thematic analysis, which involves systematically reviewing the papers and 

noting key elements that may indicate recurring patterns. We then sort the various codes into themes, 

refining them by excluding irrelevant themes and merging similar ones to create cohesive categories. This 

process enables us to identify and define ten driving factors that influence agency over time, as shown in 

Table 2.  

At this point, we link the 10 factors identified to our theoretical framework by associating each of the 

drivers to the influences of agency. For instance, a project participant’s life experience (Alimadadi, 2022; 

Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Sewchurran, 2008), professional, occupational 

experience (McKevitt et al., 2022; Muñiz Castillo, 2014; Tynjälä, 2013) and educational qualification 

(Esmaeili et al., 2024; Faysse and Thomas, 2016; Muñiz Castillo, 2014) are associated to the past 

influences of agency. Similarly, the present influence of agency is driven by the participant’s shared 

project norms, perceived autonomous capability, social structure positions, supportive discourse, and 

locally rooted options (Döringer, 2020; Muñiz Castillo, 2014; Paripurno et al., 2022; van der Giessen et 

al., 2022; Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018). Finally, we associate the short and long term goals of the 

participants to the future or projective influences of agency (Alimadadi, 2022; Amin et al., 2022; Fried 

and Slowik, 2004; Mullaly, 2014). We use the identified drivers to develop our Hesitant Fuzzy 

Interpretive Structural Modelling (HFISM) questionnaires, which are administered in phase 2 of our 

research. 
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Table 1. SLR Extract of agency influencing factors 

Past 
influences 

(1) 

Driving 
factors 

ID 
No. 

Description (indicative research) 

Life 
experiences 

F1-1 The accounts of a project beneficiary’s related lived experiences, decisions, and significant events over the 
course of their life. These provide insights into how their backgrounds, environments, and personal 
trajectories shape their choices, and actions. Life experiences are often used to understand the impact of 
socio-cultural contexts on an individual’s actions. Although different people may be subjected to the same 
experience they may have completely different perceptions of that experience and it influences on their 
actions (Alimadadi, 2022; Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Hitlin and Elder, 2006; 
Landes and Settersten, 2019; Sewchurran, 2008; Vargas, 2006). 

Professional/ 
occupational 
background 

F1-2 The accumulated work experiences, skills, qualifications, and roles a project beneficiary or stakeholder 
has acquired throughout their career. It encompasses everything from formal on-the-job experiences to 
professional networks and seen as an enabler of undertaking creative initiatives and making suggestions 
for transforming a given frame of action (Haapasaari and Kerosuo, 2015; Lovett et al., 2015; Lukic et al., 
2013; McKevitt et al., 2022; Muñiz Castillo, 2014; Tynjälä, 2013; Vähäsantanen et al., 2017). 

Educational 
background 

F1-3 Educational background refers to the formal schooling, training, and academic qualifications that a project 
beneficiary or stakeholder has obtained throughout their life. It is often conceptualised as an agency 
influencing factor that provides instrumental agency for capacity development leveraging on the 
knowledge, skills, and confidence needed to navigate challenges and pursue goals. The more educated an 
individual is the more likely they are to enact their agency (Esmaeili et al., 2024; Faysse and Thomas, 
2016; Landy et al., 2022; Muñiz Castillo, 2014; Winch, 2014; Winch and Addis, 2022) 

Present 
Influences 
(2) 

Shared project 
norms 

F2-1 The degree to which project beneficiaries and stakeholders understand, internalise, and align with the 
implicit and explicit norms of a project—such as shared ideas, values, and beliefs—and how this 
understanding shapes their capacity to act freely and effectively within the project context. The interplay 
of various norms can complicate decision-making (Baker and Niederman, 2023; Fanzini, 2024; Ferrer et 
al., 2021; Kadefors, 2005; Stingl and Geraldi, 2017; Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018)  

Perceived 
autonomous 
capability  

F2-2 The extent to which project beneficiaries feel they have the freedom and control to make their own 
decisions and take independent actions within the project context. It emphasises the subjective experience 
of self-governance, awareness of owns capacity, and empowerment where individuals believe they can 
influence outcomes based on their own choices and capacity. This also includes having considerable 
flexibility to navigate any established rules, possessing decision making prowess. (Ahola et al., 2021; 
Ambituuni et al., 2021; Apsan Frediani et al., 2014; Benitez-Avila and Hartmann, 2023; Brummel, 2023; 
Davis et al., 2023; Mullaly, 2014; Muñiz Castillo, 2014) 
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Social structure 
positions 

F2-3 This relates to a project beneficiaries’ position within a social structure—such as their relationships, 
access to resources, organisational structures, networks, and power dynamics—shapes their capacity to 
enact agency. This influences the sensemaking around interrelations within social systems, resilience and 
collective action (Bresnen et al., 2005; Brown et al., 2008; Ferraro et al., 2015; Iao-Jörgensen, 2023; 
Müller et al., 2018; Quinn and Worline, 2008; van der Giessen et al., 2022) 

Supportive 
discourse  

F2-4 A project beneficiary’s perception of constructive and collaborative communication and dialogue among 
stakeholders (internal and external) that encourages mutual understanding, trust, and cooperation. It 
involves sharing ideas, providing feedback, active listening, empathy, the willingness to find solutions and 
building consensus in a manner that facilitates progress toward common objectives (Burchell and Cook, 
2006; Kaptein and Van Tulder, 2003; Paripurno et al., 2022; Tugirimana and Dushimimana, 2024; Welp 
et al., 2006; Zakhem, 2008). 

Locally rooted 
options 

F2-5 Locally rooted options reflect the possibilities for action that emerge from, and are responsive to, the 
immediate surroundings and context of the project beneficiaries involved. They enable project 
beneficiaries to exercise their agency by leveraging local strengths, traditions, and networks, as opposed to 
being solely dependent on external solutions or influences (Che, 2019; Döringer, 2020; Reuter, 2023). 

Future 
Influences 
(3) 

Short term 
goals 

F3-1 Short-term goals provide immediate focus, priorities and direction, which directly shapes how a project 
beneficiary or stakeholder exercise their ability to act independently, make decisions, and influence 
outcomes (Aaltonen and Kujala, 2010; Amin et al., 2022; Derakhshan et al., 2019b; Hadavi and Krizek, 
1993; King, 1998; Mullaly, 2014; Ward and Chapman, 2008). 

Long term 
goals 

F3-2 Long-term goals create a framework for sustained decision-making. It offers a broader perspective on how 
short-term actions contribute to overall aspirations. Long-term goals provide a strong sense of purpose, 
which can increase an individual’s resilience and sustain their agentic actions (Alimadadi, 2022; Amin et 
al., 2022; Chih and Zwikael, 2015; Diallo and Thuillier, 2005; El-Gohary et al., 2006; Fried and Slowik, 
2004) 
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4.2 Phase 2- Hesitant Fuzzy Interpretive Structural Modelling (HFISM) 

4.2.1 Phase 2-step 1: data collection 

We took an interpretivist approach in which the agency enactment in forced displacement GCPs takes 

place through the words and actions of the beneficiaries of these projects. In this view, the stories these 

beneficiaries narrate provide insights and reflective prompts into how they associate with the agency 

factors (Klein et al., 2007). Indeed,  Gabriel (1998) contends that storytelling “educate, inspire, 

indoctrinate and convince” (p 135). Pentland (1999) asserts the importance of storytelling in organisation 

research and identifies the benefits such as a focus on the actor(s); an identifiable narrative voice (to 

reflect a particular point of view); a ‘canonical’ or evaluative frame of reference (embodying meaning and 

moral); and indicators of content and context (pp 712–713). The relevance of storytelling in organisation 

and management research can be seen in the growing corpus of research (Boje, 2008, 1997, 1991; 

Bowman et al., 2013; Gephart, 1991; Koskinen, 2008). Stories, therefore, offer a window into how the 

project beneficiaries reflect and interpret their roles, connect with various agency driving factors to 

contribute to a project’s trajectory (Alimadadi, 2022). Hence, building on the stories of the IDPs as our 

research participants, we allow reflective opportunities for them to gain insights into factors that might 

drive them to enact their agency in project contexts. We then leveraged these insights to ensure that the 

questionnaire was completed comprehensively and aligned closely with participants’ lived experiences. 

To achieve this, we utilised storytelling in a Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Stringer and Aragón, 

2020) via a 4-day in-person workshop conducted with the eighteen (18) IDPs in Nigeria. Because of the 

sensitivity and traumatising effects of forced displacement events such as conflict and natural disasters, 

Day 1 of the workshop focused on introduction and building trust via ice-breaking sessions between the 

research teams and the IDPs. Day 2 involved stimulating story projections, sharing and learning from the 

IDPs’ stories. By day 3 the team began to encourage the participants to share stories from their lived 

experiences including their participations or contributions to projects or interventions that sought to 

benefit them as IDPs. At this stage, the team prompted participants to reflect on and relate their agentic 
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actions to the factors influencing the enactment of agency, using the framework of past, present, and 

future influences. By day 4 the team explained and administered a HFISM questionnaire, which 

participants then completed and returned. Each workshop day typically began at 10.00 am and ended at 

2.00 pm. 

In the HFISM questionnaire, participants were asked to respond to two questions about the relationship 

between each pair of factors identified from the SLR. The first question was, “What is the nature of the 

relation between factor (i) and factor (j)”? The second question was, “How confident each participant was 

regarding the relationship between factor (i) and factor (j)?”. To respond to the first question, four choices 

were possible, including:  

(i) Factor (i) results in the factor (j), which is known as (V), 

(ii) Factor (i) emanates from the factor (j), which is known as (A), 

(iii) Factor (i) and factor (j) have mutual impact on each other, which is known as (X), and 

(iv) There is no relationship between factor (i) and factor (j), which is known as (O) (Ghobakhloo 

et al., 2024).  

Table 2 shows the linguistic terms used for the second question and then transferred to hesitant triangular 

fuzzy values.  

Table 2 Linguistic terms and HTF values used for the HFISM questionnaire 

ID linguistic terms hesitant triangular fuzzy values 
EI Extremely Impressive {(0.7,0.8,0.9); (0.8,0.9,1)} 
HI Highly influential {(0.6,0.7,0.8); (0.7,0.8,0.9)} 
NI Nearly Influential {(0.4,0.5,0.6); (0.5,0.6,0.7)} 
MI Meagrely Influential {(0.2,0.3,0.4); (0.3,0.4,0.5)} 
NR No relation {(0.0,0.1,0.2); (0.1,0.2,0.3)} 

 

Our methodological approach of storytelling in PAR is justified by its robustness, validity and reliability 

as reported in other research that address aspects of agency (Hall et al., 2010). The approach ensures 
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robust findings grounded in authentic, real-world experiences, providing insights into how beneficiaries 

might enact their agency to influence the trajectory of GCPs for their benefit. Similarly, our approach 

encourages more open and honest participation that creates reflective opportunities (Anderson, 2017; 

Emke et al., 2024; Kunt, 2020). Participants convey their experiences within an evaluative frame of 

reference, which embodies the meanings and values they attach to their agentic actions. Our storytelling 

approach within PAR involves continuous dialogue and feedback between researchers and participants. 

This process includes relationship building, establishing a shared understanding of the issue, observing 

and gathering materials, collaborative analysis, and developing effective working practices (Cornish et al., 

2023; Dalziel and Piazzoli, 2019). This ensures the validity and reliability of our data. The active 

participation of IDPs in validating their experiences and linking them to our theoretical framework 

ensures that the findings are credible and theoretically relevant. In addition, the validity of the data 

analysis was enhanced by the diversity of researchers involved and the feedback provided by various 

external colleagues throughout the development and implementation of the method. 

Table 3 shows the profile of the research participants. Each participant was purposefully sampled based 

on (1) participants must be genuine IDPs registered in a formal IDP camp (2) must be over 18 years old 

and capable of providing relevant insights to the project. This include, for instance, past experience of 

being involved, engaged, participated or contributed to any project aimed at dealing with the grand 

challenge of forced displacement. Eighteen (18) purposively sampled IDPs is considered an optimal 

number and sufficient for HFISM (Kasanen et al., 2000), as several studies have typically used between 

ten and eighteen participants (Avella, 2016; De Vet et al., 2005; Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2023). 

Table 3. Participants’ Profile. 

ID Age 
groups 

Education 
Attainment 

Working Experience 
(years) 

E01 30s Secondary 5-10 
E02 30s BA/BSc/BEng/etc. 5-10 
E03 20s Diploma Less than 5 
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E04 30s Diploma 5-10 
E05 30s Secondary 5-10 
E06 50s Diploma 21+ 
E07 50s Diploma 16-20 
E08 30s BA/BSc/BEng/etc. 5-10 
E09 40s Secondary 11-15 
E10 40s Diploma 11-15 
E11 30s Diploma 5-10 
E12 50s BA/BSc/BEng/etc. 16-20 
E13 30s Postgradaute. 5-10 
E14 30s Secondary 5-10 
E15 20s Diploma Less than 5 
E16 40s BA/BSc/BEng/etc. 11-15 
E17 40s BA/BSc/BEng/etc. 11-15 
E18 30s Secondary 5-10 

 

4.2.2 Phase 2 - step 2: data analysis 

Definitions and Hesitant Fuzzy Operators. The Hesitant Fuzzy Set (HFS) was first introduced by (Torra, 

2010). It is a robust method for addressing the hesitation of group decision-makers when considering a set 

of crisp possible values for membership. Notably, the Membership Function (MF) plays a crucial role in 

avoiding the use of crisp values when evaluating alternatives (Arslan and Kaya, 2001). A variety of MFs 

exist, but the triangular MFs is often recommended because they perform better (Sadollah, 2018). 

Consequently, the Hesitant Triangular Fuzzy Set (HTFS), as elaborated below, offers a more convincing 

framework than HFS when integrated with Multi-Criteria Decision-Making (MCDM) approaches (Zhao et 

al., 2014). 

Let X be a constant set; an HTFS on X is defined as a function that, for each x∈X, returns a subset of fuzzy 

values within [0,1]. Mathematically, Zhao et al. (2014) expressed the HTFS as " = $< &, ℎ)*(,) >∕ & ∈ 01, 

where ℎ)*(,) = 23 = 425, 26, 278 denotes the fuzzy possible membership degrees of the element & ∈ 0 to 

the set ", through TFNs 23 in [0, 1]. Ease of use, ℎ)*(,) = ℎ) is assumed as HTF Element (HTFE), and = 

includes the set of all HTFEs 4ℎ)>, ℎ)?, … , ℎ)A8 (Mahdiraji et al.,2024).  
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With the Hesitant Triangular Fuzzy Element (HTFE) ℎ) in consideration, the Triangular Fuzzy Score 

Function (TFSF), B4ℎ)8 = >

⋕DE
∑ 23GHIDE , is derived from the arithmetic average and is used to compare different 

HTFEs. Here, #ℎ) denotes the number of Triangular Fuzzy Numbers (TFNs) contained in ℎ). 

In addition, several aggregation operators have been introduced to combine HTFEs. Among these, the HTF 

Einstein Hybrid Average (HTFEHA) operator proposed by Zhao et al. (2014) has been effectively applied 

in group decision-making problems. This operator is particularly suitable for cases where evaluations of an 

alternative JK under an attribute LM  by p participants’ are represented by the HTFS =E Nℎ)KMO, P =

1,2, … ,R; T = 1,2, … , U; V = 1,2, … , WX, leading to the construction of a group decision matrix YE =

4Z[KM86×A. The HTFEHA operator stands out as it not only accounts for the ordered position of each 

argument but also incorporates their relative importance (Zhao et al., 2014). It is computed using Einstein 

sum operations, as shown in Equation (2): 

=]^"=J_,`4ℎ)>, ℎ)?, … , ℎ)A8 = ⨁Mb>
A NcMℎ̇

)
e(f)X 

(1) 

= 	∪ĠEi(j)IḊEi(j),ĠEi(k)IḊEi(k),…,ĠEi(l)IḊEi(l)	× m
∏ (1 + 2̇)e(M))_f − ∏ (1 − 2̇)e(M))_f

A
Mb>

A
Mb>

∏ (1 + 2̇)e(M))_f + ∏ (1 − 2̇)e(M))_fA
Mb>

A
Mb>

q 

 

After gathering the completed questionnaires, the following rules were implemented to construct the 

Hesitant Triangular Fuzzy Self-Structural Interaction Matrix (HTFSSIM) for each participant.   

§ V (or A) together with EI, HI, NI, MI, if the driver (i) leads to the driver (j) (or vice versa), 

§ X together with EI, HI, NI, MI, if driver (i) and driver (j) both lead to each other, 

§ NR if there is no relationship between driver (i) and driver (j). 
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Then, the following rules converted three HTFSSIMs into the Initial Hesitant Triangular Fuzzy 

Reachability Matrix (IHTFRM). 

[1]. If the element (i, j) in the HTFSSIM gets “V” (or “A”) together with EI, HI, NI, MI, the element 

(i, j) in the IHTFRM will get EI, HI, NI, MI (or “NR”) and the element (j, i) will get “NR” (or EI, 

HI, NI, MI). 

[2]. If the element (i, j) in the HTFSSIM get “X” together with EI, HI, NI, MI, both the element (i, j) 

and the element (j, i) in the IHTFRM will get EI, HI, NI, MI; 

[3]. If the element (i, j) in the HTFSSIM gets “O”, both the element (i, j) and the element (j, i) in the 

IHTFRM will get “NR”. 

The linguistic terms were transformed into the corresponding Hesitant Triangular Fuzzy (HTF) value, and 

the aggregated IHTFRM was obtained by implementing the abovementioned operators and equation 1. 

4.2.3 Phase 2 - step 3: Cross-Impact Matrix Multiplication Applied to Classification (MICMAC) and 

Level-Based Conceptual Frameworks (LBCF) 

In the aggregated matrix (IHTFRM), the defuzzified aggregated matrix was obtained by applying the 

arithmetic mean of six values. Subsequently, based on the participants' opinions, values greater than 0.5 

were converted to 1, while values less than or equal to 0.5 were converted to 0. Subsequently, the transitivity 

rule was verified (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021), deriving the Final Reachability Matrix (FRM). 

The driving and dependence power were calculated by summing the rows and columns of the FRM, 

respectively. Then power mappings were created, depicting four categories of factors: (i) dependent (high 

dependence power and low driving power), (ii) trigger (high driving power and low dependence power), 

(iii) linkage (high in both dependence and driving power), and (iv) autonomous (low in both dependence 

and driving power) (Cherrafi et al., 2017; Yaftiyan et al., 2023). Then, the results were mapped in a 

MICMAC graph where the x-axis is the driving power, and the y-axis is the dependence power.   
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Finally, to develop the levels and conceptual frameworks illustrating the correlation between the factors, 

three categories were identified: (i) reachability (or output), (ii) antecedent (or input), and (iii) a common 

set (intersection) for each factor. The reachability set includes factors influenced by any other factor, while 

the antecedent set comprises factors that influence any other factor. The common set represents factors that 

are both reachable and antecedent. If the intersection and reachability sets are identical for any factor, these 

are considered high-level factors and are removed from the FRM. This process is repeated until all factors 

are categorised by level (Beheshti et al., 2023). 

4.3 Phase 3: Validation of the conceptual frameworks 

In the third and final phase of the research, we validated findings of our MICMAC and LBCF in a one-

day workshop and through focus group discussions (FGDs) with the project managers. We purposefully 

identified government bodies, local, and international development organisations involved in delivering 

projects addressing forced displacement as a grand challenge, and sent out 15 workshop invitation letters. 

A total of eight (8) project managers from seven of the invited organisations attended the workshop which 

took place in Abuja, Nigeria. The workshop began with the presentation of the research questions, 

methods and results of the MICMAC and LBCF. The participants were then divided into two breakout 

groups. Each group was given the results of MICMAC and LBCF and asked to discuss how the agentic 

actions of project beneficiaries can affect or influence project’s legitimacy and exert urgency pressures. 

Afterwards, the two groups merged to discuss the responses of each group. The discussion on each of the 

two focus groups and the joint discussion was recorded and transcribed. The transcript was then analysed 

using thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) described in Section 4.1. The sets of theme 

candidates that emerged from our analysis allowed us to make sense of two important aspects of our 

research questions, i.e., how the enactment of the agency of project beneficiaries in context of the grand 

challenge of forced displacement can influence the legitimacy of the GCPs, and the ways in which agency 

can exert pressure on project urgency.  Methodological rigour was achieved through precision planning, 

data collection and analysis. This includes careful planning and tabularising our research data, engaging 
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our data sources and focusing on verification and validation such as the methodological coherence, 

appropriate sampling frame and data analysis (Robson, 2015).  

5 Results 

5.1 MICMAC classification  

Our result shows that the enactment of beneficiaries’ agency in GCP context is strongly dependent and 

driven by their life experiences, social structure position, locally rooted options, perceived autonomous 

capabilities, and short-term goals. These factors serve as link between dependent and autonomous factors 

of the agency framework and aid in the transmission of agency impact in the projects. Any change 

affecting their strong driving force and high dependency will influence other factors and, therefore, affect 

how agency influences emerge as shown in Figure 3. Of similar importance is the professional/ 

occupational and educational background of the beneficiaries which has high driving power and low 

dependence power. These factors act as agency-enabling triggers and are the key determinants that exert a 

significant driving impact on other factors. Finally, long-term goals, supportive discourse, and whether 

the beneficiaries align with the implicit and explicit norms of a project are reactive indicators, meaning 

they have a high dependency on other factors. They can become critical points of focus for project 

managers in GCP context where a sudden increase in agency influence is expected or required. 

 

Figure 3. MICMAC classification of agency inflecting factors 

Triggers
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5.2 Level-based conceptual framework (LBCF) 

Figure 4 shows our LBCF and the organisation of agency influencing factors across distinct levels based 

on their influence and dependency relationships. Factors related to the past influences or iterative 

elements of agency all form the prerequisite lowest level drivers for agency enactment by project 

beneficiaries in GCP context as shown in Figure 4. Notably, the experiences surrounding forced 

displacement events become intrinsic to the life experience of the beneficiaries. Together with 

educational, occupational and professional experience, the factors act as enablers of agentic actions. 

These factors form the prerequisite background of past influences of agency, and are all strongly correlate 

with each other. The factors complement and synergistically enhance each other while collectively 

enabling the hierarchical influences of locally rooted options, supportive discourse and short-term goals.   

 

Figure 4. Level-based conceptual framework 

The hierarchy of the next four (4) agency influencing factors reveals a dynamic structure that critically 

informs stakeholder engagement with project beneficiaries. Locally routed options – i.e., the possibilities 

for action that emerge from, and are responsive to, the immediate surroundings and context of the project 

beneficiaries – emerged as the prerequisite for the perception of constructive dialogue (i.e, supportive 

discourse) and, therefore, supports the practical evaluative element of agency enactment. Subsequently, 
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beneficiaries perceived autonomous capability and projective evaluation of short-term goals follow this 

hierarchy. Such an ordering aligns with our ecological conception of agency, which situates agency 

enactment within pessimistic and routine forced displacement scenarios where GCPs converge with 

forced displacement response and recovery measures aimed at stabilising displaced victims, who are, in 

this case, the beneficiaries of projects. This ordering aligns with our ecological conception of agency, 

which situates agency enactment within challenging and routine forced displacement scenarios. Here, 

GCPs converge with response and recovery measures aimed at stabilising displaced individuals, who are, 

in this context, the project beneficiaries. Hence, the emergence of short-term goals as a practical-

evaluative element of agency at this point shows the beneficiary’s priority to attain some level of 

livelihood stability in the immediate aftermath of the displacement event by leveraging the potential 

outcome of the GCPs. 

The hierarchical succession of social structure position from the predecessor (short-term goals) brings to 

bear the inherent ties between the beneficiaries’ relational and resource-based standing within the socio-

organisational context of GCPs. This factor introduces a relational dimension to agency enactment. 

Beneficiaries’ positions within social structures are seen as a practical evaluative element that informs 

their capacity to influence outcomes. In particular, social structure position shapes how beneficiaries 

enact and interpret their agency, embedding it within a network of relationships that either constrain or 

amplify their potential for meaningful action. As the successor to the social structure position, long-term 

goals frame beneficiaries’ agentic actions within a broader temporal and aspirational context. It forms a 

projective element that reinforces the beneficiaries’ commitment to their agentic pathways by imbuing 

their immediate actions with a sense of continuity and purpose that extends beyond the project context. 

Finally, shared project norms occupy the highest level of this hierarchical structure known as the outcome 

driver. Leveraging this driver, beneficiaries negotiate both individual and collective imperatives within 

the context of their understanding objectives of the project. Hence, an alignment between this factor and a 
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project’s objectives can amplify the beneficiaries’ capacity to act supportively towards the project, whilst 

misalignment may lead to resistance or delegitimisation of the project.  

With the MICMAC and LBCF understanding of the driving and dependency power of the agency 

influencing factors and their hierarchical interactions respectively, we sought to understand how the 

contextual enactment of agency by GCP beneficiaries might exert legitimacy and urgency pressures on 

GCPs. Based on the framework of our thematic analysis of data from the FGDs with project 

professionals, the findings are structured around the process dynamics of the exertion of legitimacy 

pressures. We present our findings using the themes and indicative quotes in Section 5.3 and 5.4. 

5.3 Project legitimacy dimensions 

Project managers perceive that the beneficiaries’ (which in this context are IDPs) positive agentic actions 

aligns the project with local ethical standards and social norms, as shown in Table 4. It ensures that the 

GCPs respect local norms which reinforces the project’s credibility and moral standing. Beneficiaries’ 

agency is also essential for pressure on GCPs to create tangible benefits and reciprocal value, which in 

turn strengthens the project’s appeal. Finally, procedural legitimacy arises from the agentic actions that 

entrenches perceived fairness and acceptability of how the projects operate. The agentic actions of 

beneficiaries reinforce project accountability and inclusiveness, and enhance the project’s support within 

the community and other stakeholders. 

Table 4. Project legitimacy dimensions and agency enactments. 

Legitimacy 
dimensions 

Agency enactment 
themes 

Indicative quotes 

Moral 
legitimacy 
(Normative 
evaluation of 
activities) 

Aligns the project 
with ethical standards 
and social norms 
 
Respect for local 
norms 
 

“When IDPs bring their views forward, it grounds us in 
what’s ethically right for this community. They ensure we’re 
sensitive to their values and customs, which is essential for 
us to act responsibly”. [Participant 3, FG1] 
 
“Their perspectives keep us aligned with the local moral 
compass. This way, we’re not imposing an outsider’s view 
of ‘right’ but letting them guide us on what’s appropriate 
and respectful”. [Participant 1, FG1] 
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Pragmatic 
legitimacy 
(Exchange 
benefits) 

Building reciprocal 
project value 
 
 
Increased buy-in and 
social support 
 
 
Local knowledge for 
adaptive solutions 

“It’s a win-win because we gain from their input, and they 
gain ownership of the interventions… which enhances the 
project’s success”. [Participant 5, FG2] 
 
“When IDPs take ownership, they also advocate for the 
project, which helps us gain acceptance from the rest of the 
community…. The opposite might also be the case”. 
[Participant 2, FG1] 
 
“Without their input, we might miss critical details about 
what truly works here”.  [Participant 7, FG2] 

Procedural 
legitimacy 
(Social 
acceptability of 
operations) 

Accountability in 
projects 

 

Inclusive processes 

“Abuse does take place in some of these projects. So where 
possible it makes sense to engage and empower the IDPs to 
ask questions and give feedback”. [Participant 3, FG1] 
 
“If they know what’s going on [in the project] and are part 
of the conversation. It creates an open environment where 
everyone feels heard…. we’re signalling to the whole 
community that the project respects local voices”. 
[Participant 8, FG2] 

 

5.4 Urgency pressure 

The way in which the beneficiaries’ agency exerts pressure on project urgency is dependent on the 

context of the forced displacement within which the project is situated. Our result, shown in Error! Not a 

valid bookmark self-reference., suggests that in a pessimistic context, often involving active crises such 

as wars, natural disasters, or ongoing civil conflicts, where GCP conditions are volatile and ever-

changing, agency enactment reflects immediate survival needs and heightened vulnerability. Agency 

emerges as demands for urgent, adaptive responses from project managers. It mandates that project 

managers develop improvisational capabilities to address the urgent needs of beneficiaries', emanating 

from their agentic actions, while coordinating the rapid delivery and supply of relief materials from 

donors organisations. In a routine context, GCPs aim to stabilise and recover from forced displacement 

events. Here, beneficiaries enact agency with a focus on rebuilding stability to regain control over their 

livelihoods. While some uncertainties remain, project managers are generally able to anticipate and 

respond to this with more structure and consistency than in the pessimistic context. Lastly, in an 
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optimistic context, the pressure exerted by agentic actions is more about the projective pre-empting of 

urgency to deliver projects that mitigate future vulnerabilities. 

Table 5. Project context, agency and urgency pressures 

Project context Themes: agency 
influences on urgency  

Indicative quotes 

Pessimistic context, 
characterised by 
high uncertainty 
and vagueness 

Adaptive project 
responses 

 

High-level of 
pressurised 
improvisation in project 
coordination 

“They advocate for survival resources not just for the day 
but for the next few hours. This level of urgency pushes us to 
rethink our project processes and outcomes, and be ready to 
respond in real-time.” [Participant 7, FG2] 

“… we are attempting to balance IDP needs with the rapid 
delivery of relief materials from donors with very little time 
to plan. It’s almost like we improvise as we go.” 
[Participant 3, FG1] 

Routine context, 
characterised by 
moderate 
uncertainty and 
vagueness, 
allowing for some 
anticipation 

Structured approach to 
building stability from 
project outcomes 

 

Conflict management 
of project delivery 

“IDPs advocate strongly for economic opportunities here; 
they want training and job access immediately, to avoid 
dependency on aid. This sense of urgency is able delivering 
projects that focus on resilience and makes us focus on 
implementing, for example, of vocational programmes.” 
[Participant 6, FG2] 

“Some projects aim to ensure integrating the IDPs with the 
local community… often pushing us to mediate or intervene 
when tensions arise.” [Participant 4, FG1] 

Optimistic context, 
marked by low 
levels of 
uncertainty and 
vagueness that 
allows for greater 
predictability 

Projective urgency 
  

“…their involvement signals an urgency to prepare for what 
they’ve already experienced. Their agency here is less about 
immediate need and more about empowerment—they’re 
looking ahead, wanting tools and knowledge that will allow 
them to protect themselves in the future.” [Participant 5, 
FG2] 

 

6 Discussion and theoretical implications 

In our inquiry, we expand the theoretical conception of agency to illustrate how project beneficiaries 

enact their agency in the context of GCPs and how their agentic actions impact project legitimacy and 

urgency pressures. Thus, we make three contributions. 

First, we contribute to the streams of research on agency in projects (Benitez-Avila and Hartmann, 2023; 

Ferraro et al., 2015; Mullaly, 2014; van der Giessen et al., 2022) and expand Emirbayer and Mische’s 
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(1998) theoretical conception of agency to the context of GCPs. Specifically, we identify the driving 

factors of the iterative, practical–evaluative, and projective dimensions of agency in GCP context. We 

show the characteristics of these factors as dependents, triggers and linkages and illustrate how they 

interact in GCP contexts. In particular, our MICMAC classification reveals that in GCP contexts, agency 

does not manifest in a vacuum. Factors like beneficiaries’ educational and professional backgrounds, 

social positions, and life experiences are high-driving factors (Alimadadi, 2022; Emirbayer and Mische, 

1998; Landes and Settersten, 2019; Muñiz Castillo, 2014). Similarly, social positioning ensures a 

sensemaking process through which beneficiaries evaluate and adapt to the social environment, facilitate 

a collaborative framework for resilience and collective action, and envision their short and long-term 

goals (Bresnen et al., 2005; Brown et al., 2008; Ferraro et al., 2015; Iao-Jörgensen, 2023; van der Giessen 

et al., 2022). For example, beneficiaries who faced forced displacement have specific life experiences, 

short- and long-term goals that affect their perception of autonomy and the practical actions they take 

within a project context. Hence, we clarify agency as a cumulative construct with an enduring impact of 

past experiences on current action, and a projective outlook of what the GCP offers the project 

beneficiary from the perspective of their short- and long-term goals. With this ecological conception of 

agency in GCPs (Biesta et al., 2015), we argue that the agency of project beneficiaries can be nurtured to 

align their expectations with the project’s intended outcomes. This is relevant for the bottom-top 

broadening of stakeholder engagement (Fraser et al., 2006; Weber, 2009) and for the local adaptation of 

projects to deliver contextual value for the beneficiaries (Andres et al., 2016; Cornelius and Wallace, 

2010). It is also relevant for influencing the effectiveness of some project initiation decisions (Mullaly, 

2014). 

Second, we show how the enactment of agency by GCP beneficiaries can have implications on the 

normative (moral), exchange benefit (pragmatic) and procedural legitimacy of the project. This 

contribution situates the argument of legitimacy within the context of temporary organisation (Baba and 

Brunet, 2023; Suchman, 1995) as opposed to the focus of research that is rather on the taken-for-granted 
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immortal forms of organizing (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). In our work, we show how the “micro” level 

of project legitimacy can be influenced by the beneficiaries’ agentic actions that align the project with 

ethical standards and social norms (moral legitimacy); build reciprocal project value, social support and 

contextual solutions (pragmatic legitimacy), and enhance project accountability and inclusive processes 

(procedural legitimacy) (Aaltonen, 2013; Derakhshan et al., 2019a; Melé and Armengou, 2016). With this 

important contribution, we further add to the debate on assessing legitimacy (Bitektine et al., 2020) and 

argue that a beneficiary’s agency is an important dimension of a GCP legitimacy. The extent to which the 

beneficiaries of a GCP enact their agency might provide a better framework for understanding both the 

individual and collective dimension of their trust and belief in its value and purpose. Moreover, with our 

MICMAC classification and hierarchical understanding of the factors that drive the iterative, practical 

evaluative and projective elements of agency, we show that it is possible to develop conditions suitable 

for the enactment of beneficiaries’ agency in GCPs, and therefore, nurture conditions for the 

legitimisation of projects. Agentic actions aligned with the project can influence its social acceptability, 

while those that contest the project can, in the worst cases, lead to project failure (Aaltonen, 2013; Orr 

and Scott, 2008). 

Our third contribution focuses on the project management capabilities that arise from the urgency 

pressures due to project beneficiaries’ agency in GCP contexts. Beneficiaries' agency increases the 

pressure on both the time sensitivity and criticality of GCPs within challenging forced displacement 

contexts (Agle et al., 1999). This prompts the development of adaptive project responses and 

improvisation capabilities by project professionals to deal with the prioritised needs of the beneficiaries. 

Improvisation involves dealing with the unforeseen without the benefit of preparation (Hadida et al., 

2015) and, in this instance, improvisational actions at the individual level and complex collective 

improvisation at the team and organisational levels are relevant (Pavlou and El Sawy, 2010). It ensures 

that project professionals develop acumen for adapting and moving quickly and smoothly (Ambituuni et 

al., 2021; Cunha et al., 2020), including in unexpected forced displacement contexts where it is 



 31 

impossible to accomplish detailed plans. In routine contexts where the focus is on stabilising and 

recovering from forced displacement events, project managers develop capabilities to address conflicts 

that may arise from projects potentially creating tension between displaced persons and host communities. 

Moreover, the capability for projective urgency becomes essential in optimistic contexts. These projective 

urgency capabilities enable project managers to respond to agentic actions that anticipate the need for 

urgent delivery of projects aimed at mitigating future vulnerabilities. In this instance, the agency of 

project beneficiaries plays a crucial role in initiating GCPs (Mullaly, 2014).  

7 Concluding remarks 

In this study, we investigate the agency influencing factors of project beneficiaries and how these factors 

shape the enactment of agency in GCPs aimed at addressing forced displacement. We contribute to the 

project management literature by expanding the concept of stakeholder agency to include nonmarket 

stakeholders (i.e., beneficiaries) in forced displacement context, thus offering a more nuanced 

understanding of relevance of understanding of project beneficiaries’ agency in complex GCP 

environments. We show how beneficiaries’ agency—shaped by past experiences, present circumstances, 

and future aspirations—affects project legitimacy and urgency, and emphasise the importance of 

engaging stakeholders as active participants rather than passive recipients in GCP contexts. Our findings 

reveal that specific factors influencing agency, such as life experiences, social structure position, locally 

rooted options, perceived autonomous capabilities, and short-term goals, can significantly affect how 

project beneficiaries enact their agency to ensure that project align with their needs. Ultimately this ensure 

the delivery of contextual and equitable value distribution of project outcomes.  

7.1 Managerial implications 

The findings of this study suggest that project managers overseeing GCPs, especially those addressing 

complex, high-stake issues like forced displacement, should actively encourage the enactment of 

beneficiary agency into project design and execution. Engaging beneficiaries as partners in the process 

can increase project legitimacy and improve responsiveness to local needs. By focusing on factors that 
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influence agency—such as life experience, short- and long-term goals, and social structure positioning—

managers can enhance alignment with beneficiary priorities and address legitimacy and urgency issues 

more effectively. Project managers also need to develop strong adaptive project responses, conflict 

management, and improvisational capabilities to deal with the prioritised needs of the beneficiaries when 

delivering GCPs in forced displacement context. 

7.2  Limitations and directions for future research 

The limitation of the study should be noted. Whilst the study provides valuable insights into beneficiary 

agency in GCPs in forced displacement, the context-specific nature of the study may limit its 

generalisability to other grand challenge contexts. Future research could build on these findings by 

examining beneficiary agency in different grand challenge contexts, such as climate change, public 

health, or poverty alleviation, to test the applicability of this framework in these contexts. Finally, the 

research briefly addressed agency factors linked to cultural dimensions, such as social structure and 

locally rooted options. However, it did not provide detailed exploration of cross-cultural differences in 

agency. Exploring these differences could help project managers develop culturally sensitive strategies to 

understand beneficiaries’ agency that is useful for effective engagement across diverse regions. 

Funding source: UK Research and Innovation, AHRC AH/W00979X/1. 
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