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Abstract

Theories on project management are dominated by a perspective on singular projects, treating the unit of analysis as a
lonely phenomenon. Anchored in a comparative case study, this paper discusses how the interior processes of a project are
influenced by its historical and organizational context. The paper illustrates how the structures and procedures employed in
a project have to be understood in relation to previous and simultaneous courses of activity, to future plans, and to standard
operating procedures, traditions, and the norms of its surroundings. The findings suggest that future research on project
management needs to extend its temporal scope, analyzing how project practices evolve through history over prior, present,
and future projects, as well as its organizational scope, analyzing how project practices relate to long-term institutions as well
as simultaneous activities in its environment.
© 2002 Elsevier Science B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction larger share of the organizations’ ordinary operations
(Hobday, 2000; Turner, 1999
Projects are one of the most significant character- Consequently, from being a practitioner-driven
istics of contemporary organization€légg, 1990; normative theory, there is a growing scholarly inter-
Ekstedt et al., 1999; Whittington et al., 199Nt est in projects, and the role these temporary struc-
present, projects are initiated to solve tasks and work tures play in organizations. Except for the line of
assignments of almost any type or size, in almost any research which addresses project management issues
type of businessMaylor, 200). Actually, the West- ~ per se Dvir et al., 1998; Engwall, 1992; Morris and
ern economies seem to be heading towards a “projec-Hough, 1987; Pinto and Kharbanda, 1995b; Pinto and
tified society” Cundin and Soderholm, 1998wvhere Prescott, 1990; Shenhar and Dvir, 1998 0jects have
project management and time-limited organizational been discussed as integrating mechanisms enabling
structures are not just used for handling extraordi- cross-functional integrationAficona and Caldwell,
nary undertakings, but also represent an increasingly 1990; Ford and Randolph, 1992; Galbraith, 193
contractual arrangements between markets and hier-
archies Gtinchcombe, 1985 as time-limited teams
* Tel.: +46-8-736-9333; fax+46-8-31-2785. working towards stipulated deadlineS€rsick, 1988,
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characteristics compared to permanent organiza-take place within a complex societal web of structures,
tions (undin and Séderholm, 1995as effective resources, values, and players (comparanovetter,
tools in organizing product developmer@lérk and 1985.
Wheelwright, 1992; Eisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1995; In project management, however, similar theories
Lindkvist et al., 1998 as the natural work form in  are rare. The small, but growing, body of studies
modern IT-companiesBarley and Kunda, 2000 challenging the predominant universalistic approach
and as the core units of analysis for understanding to project management tends to address the rela-
the production of high cost, complex products and tionship between project management behavior and
systems, so called “CoPSDévies and Brady, 2000; qualities that are intrinsic to the project’s technical
Hobday, 1998 content, such as differences between projects in R&D
With few exceptions (e.gBrown and Eisenhardt, and constructionKinto and Covin, 1989r between
1997; Eskerdd, 1998; Hobday, 2Q0@his research projects of varying degrees of complexit$henhar
has been dominated by a perspective based on “theand Dvir, 1996. Studies with a more open systems
lonely project”. The primary interest has been in the approach to projects are rare. Even though some
structures and dynamics of individual projects, typi- scholars have pointed out the importance of the char-
cally discussed from the individual project manager’'s acter of the linkages between, for instance, a project
(PM’s) perspective. As an outcome, the project has and its parent systemBlomquist and Packendorff,
been conceptualized as a lonely phenomenon, inde-1998; Léwendahl, 1995; Mahring, 2002between
pendent of history, contemporary context and future a project and its principalSoderlund, 2000 and
(Kreiner, 1995. Earlier experience, simultaneous between a project and its prehistogngwall, 1995;
events, and future intentions are seldom included in M&hring, 2002, limited attention has been paid to the
the analysis. In this dominating ontology, procedures consequences for the interior project dynamics that
employed in one project are considered to be unique these connections produce.
(Gustafsson, 1998; Léwendahl, 199&nd factors The purpose of this paper is to address the impor-
determining project success are considered to betance of analyzing the interior processes of a project
due to the individual project in questioM6rris and in relation to its historical and organizational context,
Hough, 1987; Pinto and Kharbanda, 1995a; Pinto and i.e. the project’s environment. The paper examines
Prescott, 1990 how structures and procedures employed in a project
In organizational theory, the environmental impact have to be analyzed in relation to previous and si-
on organizations is a classical issue. There are prob- multaneous courses of activity, to future plans, and to
ably few organizational theorists today who would standard operating procedures, traditions, and norms
challenge the idea that external factors strongly influ- of its organizational context. Since a project inherits
ence the inner life of an organization. Many scholars such qualities from its surrounding organization, it is
have shown how environmental contingencies, such asargued here that a project needs to be conceptualized
uncertainty Galbraith, 1973; Thompson, 196 ¢om- as a history-dependent and organizationally-embedded
plexity (Woodward, 196} rate of changeRurns and unit of analysis. Thus, this calls for an ontological
Stalker, 1961; Lawrence and Lorsch, 196&nd the change; instead of lonely and closed systems, projects
allocation of authority and the availability of resources have to be conceptualized as contextually-embedded
(Pfeffer and Salancik, 19F7&ave an impact on the in-  open systems, open in time as well as in “space”.
ternal behavior of an organization. In addition, more  The fact that projects are issued and executed
recent research has supplemented the picture of exterwithin a larger organizational setting has being known
nal influences by emphasizing different institutional among scholars of the innovation for a long time (cf.
aspects of the environment, such as traditions, norms,Allen, 1977; Myers and Marquis, 19%5@nd within
values, and procedures taken-for-granted in the orga-the recently emerging discourses on project-based
nization Scott and Meyer, 19940ther scholars have  organizationsGann and Salter, 2000; Hobday, 2000
stressed the concept of embeddedness to describe thaand multi-project managementgoper et al., 1999;
the “environment” is not exclusively on the outside of Cusumano and Nobeoka, 1998; De Maio et al., 3994
the organization, but that organizational actions always as well. Most of this literature departure, however
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from the level of analysis of the firm (the organiza- 2. Theoretical background
tional level) dealing with issues concerning project
selection, portfolio strategy, and portfolio coordina- 2.1. Normative project management theory
tion. There are only a small number of studies on how
the inner life of an individual project is affected by The present body of knowledge on project manage-
factors determined and designed at the organizationalment Morris, 2001; PMI, 199pis primarily a result
level (one example iEskerod, 1998 Actually, when of its own specific line of development, exogenous to
individual projects are discussed within these dis- the hemispheres of academic organizational research.
courses, the discussion is dominated by a treatment of Except for some mathematical research, addressing al-
projects as well-defined, solitary units, detached from gorithms and techniques for project planni@p{drat,
both history and context (cEisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1997; Gordon and Tulip, 1997; Leach, 1999; Wiley
1995; Katz and Allen, 1982 As stated byGann and et al., 1998, current project management knowledge
Salter (2000) little research has been completed on is a practitioner-driven theory that has emerged from
the links between the operations at project level, the practical problems in coordinating and implementing
portfolios of projects at the organizational level, and huge and complex undertakings, such as high-tech
central routine activities of the firm as a whole. weapon systems programs or major infrastructure
This is where this paper fits in. While past re- projects Engwall, 1995; Hughes, 1998; Morris, 1994
search on projects has emphasized the links betweenlt provides a management theory for practical PMs
the project organizational behavior and the technical (Engwall, 1995; Packendorff, 1985It deals with
content of the project objectives, this paper adds the two principal problems: (1) how to structure and plan
institutional aspects of the project environment to the project activities in order to meet the stipulated ob-
analysis. Methods applied, measures taken, occurringjectives, and (2) how to ensure that project activities
problems and organizational behavior within an indi- decided upon are executed according to the stipulated
vidual project have—of cause—to be analyzed in re- plan. The proposed solutions to these problems usu-
lation to the task at hand. But in order to understand ally revolve around administrative methods and formal
the inner life of a project in depth, it also needs to procedures concerning, e.g. project structuring, plan-
be analyzed in relation to (1) experiences from past ning, performance measurement, quality management,
activities; (2) politics during the pre-project phases; and coordination. Usually, the literature describes
(3) parallel courses of events happening during project the application of these methods as a basic, neces-
execution; (4) ideas about the post-project future; and sary condition for successful project management.
(5) institutionalized norms, values and routines of the Some typical contributions within this discourse are
project’s organizational context. Archibald (1976); Cleland and King (1968); Meredith
The paper is based on serendipitous findings from and Mantel (1995); PMI (1996); Turner (1999)
qualitative case studies of project management in the The starting point of this literature is the conception
execution of two complex, major engineering projects of the project as a time-limited, unique assignment
(compareGenus, 1997; Hobday, 1998; Nightingale, with a PM in charge of its execution. The underlying
2000. It is structured in three major partSection message is that success or failure primarily depends on
2 outlines the theoretical background of the lonely the skills of the PM in the systematic planning, the ap-
project perspective, discussing its effects and limita- propriate selection of team members, and the applica-
tions.Sections 3 and describe the research approach, tion of project management techniques and procedures
methodology, and observations, first from the tradi- (Packendorff, 1996 In the literature, the role of PM is
tional lonely project perspective and subsequently described as difficult and complex, usually equipped
from an extended perspective, where the two observedwith little formal authority Gaddis, 1959; Gobeli
projects are analyzed in their historical and organiza- and Larsson, 1986; Pinto and Kharbanda, 1995b
tional contextsSections 5 and @iscuss the possible  There is a common conception of the PM as acting
effects of bringing history and context into project as a non-legitimate change agent in a conservative, or
management research, summarizing the implications sometimes even hostile, organizational environment
of current findings for theory and practice. (Kimmons and Loweree, 1989 Thus, employing
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formal project management procedures is described asaspects of projects, such as the temporary nature
a basic, necessary condition for gaining legitimacy and of project organizations Lndin and Sdderholm,
administrative control within the organizatiodohns, 1995, the hierarchical relations in major projects
1995; Middleton, 1967; Pinto and Kharbanda, 1995a (Stinchcombe, 1985 the process dynamics within
project organizations L{ndkvist et al., 1998;
2.2. Descriptive research on project management Léwendahl, 1995 the organizational design of the
relationship between projects and their parent or-
Most descriptive research on the management of ganizations Clark and Wheelwright, 1992; Larson
projects is relatively young and suffers from a weak and Gobeli, 198)f how major projects functions
theoretical basis Shenhar and Dvir, 1996 It is as time-limited networksHellgren and Stjernberg,
strongly influenced by the normative project manage- 1999, the project as a natural organizational form
ment theory. So far, one major issue has dominated thefor the production of CoPSHobday, 200), and the
research: the quest for project management efficiency many different connotations of the project concept
and project succes$lienhar et al., 1997In empiri- (Engwall, 1998.
cal research, there are several studies on best practices
and critical success factors in project management 2.3. Smilar but unique
(Morris, 1983; Morris and Hough, 1987; Norrgren
et al., 1997; Pinto and Prescott, 1998ven though One tendency in past research is to treat projects
the very concept of project success has been calledas fundamentally similar to each other. Consequently,
into question as ambiguouBdccarini, 1999; de Wit, = project management has been conceptualized as a
1988, a similar quest for critical success factors can universal phenomenon. Even though several clas-
also be seen in research on specific kinds of projects, sifications of different types of projects have been

e.g. in IT and new product developmerBréwn suggested, they have had limited theoretical impact.
and Eisenhardt, 1995; Cooper, 1994; Tatikonda and However, the universal approach has recently been
Rosenthal, 20000r in construction \(inch, 1998. called into question by comparative studies across

Altogether, this research has resulted in the identifica- different types of empirical projects, such as R&D
tion of sets of factors contributing to project success, projects and construction projectBifito and Covin,
e.g. project mission, top management support, client 1989, projects of varying technological uncertainty
consultation, planning and control, staffing, and lead- and level of system scopé&lienhar and Dvir, 1996
ership skills. All these factors are non-historical and or projects of different sizeShenhar, 2001 or differ-
directly connected to the studied, individual project.  ent proportions of hardware and softwale/ir et al.,

In comparison, organizational research on projects 1998. Findings from this research have revealed that
and project management has been less influenced by‘project management has a wide range of variations
the desire for identifying the list of critical success and projects have less characteristics in common than
factors. Within this discourse, projects are basically previously considered” (op. cit., 931). Consequently,
discussed in two different ways. In many studies, there has been a desire for a more diverse picture,
the project has constituted central parts of the em- where the successful management of a project has to
pirical background to the phenomenon or factor un- be contingent upon the project content.
der study, i.e. communication patternslién, 1977; Another tendency in past research is to treat
Ancona and Caldwell, 1990 innovative capacity  all projects as fundamentally different from all
(Katz and Allen, 198p cross-functional structures non-project activities. The unique and extraordinary
(Ford and Randolph, 1992group dynamicsEkwall, gualities of projects, stipulated in the normative text-
1993, knowledge creationNonaka and Takeuchi, book definitions of the project conce®Nil, 1996;
51999, and team processeSérsick, 1989; Hoegland  Turner, 1999, are thus treated as empirical facts. In
Gemueden, 2001 the literature, there are some references to project

Other studies, however, have addressed the projectembeddednessBlomquist and Packendorff, 1998
as an organizational phenomenon in itself. The prin- inter-project learningNobeoka, 199band the coor-
cipal foci have thus been on different organizational dination of multiple simultaneous projectSysumano
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and Nobeoka, 1998 but in mainstream thinking,
there is a predominant view of the project as a lonely
phenomenon in timeKreiner, 199%. The project
is thus understood as “being done for the first time
or with procedures that are being altere@réham,
1985 p. 2). Consequently, limited attention has been specific project management skills or techniques.
paid to structures and procedures spanning over suc- Secondly, the timeframe of the lonely project per-
cessive projects. The project as a unit of analysis has spective is too short. If we focus on one project at
been conceptualized as a lonely phenomenon, with a time, every project seems like a unique undertak-
neither history nor future. ing. But one project organization cannot be under-
Furthermore, since projects are viewed as different stood deeply without taking its history into account
from non-project activities, procedures and techniques (Engwall, 1995; Karlson, 1994 If we expand the
applied in empirical projects are seldom discussed timeframe, we find that some projects really are unique
in relation to surrounding organizational structures undertakings, representing a completely new experi-
and routines. In fact, several authors claim that the ence for the parent organization. However, we also
best way of promoting project management successfind that a large number of the project assignments
is to execute the project autonomously; under the are of a repetitive nature, with little deviation in re-

process between the PM and different players in the
project environment, which continues throughout the
entire project. Thus, the success or failure of an in-
dividual project might, on many occasions, be caused
more by the result of these negotiations than by any

authority of a powerful PMClark and Wheelwright,
1992; Eisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1995; Karlsson and
Nellore, 1998, and with only loose connections to its
organizational environmentHpbday, 2000; Larson
and Gobeli, 198)

lation to preceding projects within the organization
(Kadefors, 1995; Obeng, 1995; Turner and Cochrane,
1993. Thus, the success or failure of an individual
project might be more dependent on the experience of
the key project team members than on specific project

management skills and techniques.
2.4. The lonely project perspective and its limitations

Contemporary thinking on project management is 3. Research approach and methodology
thus grounded in a lonely project perspective. Both

textbooks and research literature primarily discuss in- 3.1, Background and sample
dividual projects. The perspective is from the inside
(Danielsson, 1983 The dominant unit of analysis is

one project at a time, the timeframe is, at maximum, e principal power utilities in Scandinavia was stud-
the lifecycle of one individual project, and the dom- o4 for more than 2 years. The original purpose was
inant level of analysis is the individual project and 1 examine critical factors for effective project man-
sometimes the individual PM. In this perspective, the 4gement. The study was carried out from a traditional
players and actions of the environment do not appear gject management perspective. Since only a limited

in their own right, rather through their relationship  ,mper of studies had been reported with this focus at
with the project in question. The historical and organi- this point in time, we chose an inductive, qualitative
zati(_)nal contgxts of thg project are Faken for granted, .5qe study approach based on the in-depth analysis of
or simply not included in the analysis. _ two casesYin, 1994.! This approach combined the
There are two significant shortcomings with this - chance of discovering the unanticipated with the pos-
perspective. First, its organizational scope is too nar- sibility of comparing the findings of the cases with
row. During the last decade, some research studiesgge.py otherEisenhardt, 1989 The study was a pilot.

have shed light on how the implementation of an 15 hrpose was to gain experience and raise issues for
individual project is closely coupled to its organi- fther research.

zational environment Blomquist and Packendorff,
1998; Engwall, 1992; Eskerdd, 19PGAS pomted 1 Most significant contributions to research on project manage-

out by Eskerdd (1998)for example, the appointment  ment success factors were reported after the fieldwork of this study
of team members to a project is usually a negotiation had been completed.

The managing and organizing of projects at one of
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Table 1
The studied projects
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The Hydropower Project

The Transmission Project

Objective Major extension and refurbishment
of an old hydropower plant

Scope Process design, civil engineering,
erection and construction

Budget (US$) 250 million

Duration 1985-1992

Design, engineering, and construction of an HVDC
power transmission link across the Baltic Sea
Process design, civil engineering, electrical
installations and construction

250 million

1985-1990

The first project studied—here called the Hy-

while the existing power plant was working at full

dropower Project—was a major extension to an scale production.

old hydropower plant in central Scandinavia, while

the second—here called the Transmission Project— 3.1.2. The Transmission Project

encompassed the design and construction of an in- The Transmission Project comprised all the en-
ternational power transmission link, connecting the gineering activities, including the planning, design,

power systems of two nations across the Baltic Sea. procurement, construction, installation, and com-

These two projects were among the biggest capital missioning, of a power transmission link across the
investment projects carried out in Scandinavia during Baltic Sea. In order to cross the sea, the transmission
the late 1980s. They had a budget of approximately of power was based on an advanced application of
US$ 250 million each and were both complex un- power transmission technology called high voltage
dertakings, employing a large network of engineers, direct current (HVDC). At that time, these transmis-

departments, contractors, and suppliers over severalsion systems were technically complex and extremely
years. In this way, they had several of the signifi- expensive to build, and consequently very rare. In

cant characteristics in common with projects produc-
ing CoPS (compareBarlow, 2000; Hobday, 1998
(Table 1.

3.1.1. The Hydropower Project

The Hydropower Project was a major extension to,
and the total refurbishment of, one of the oldest, major
hydropower plants in the country. The project was car-
ried out over an 8-year period (1985-1992). It encom-

operation, these HVDC transmissions usually have a
strong impact on the overall power systém.

The project was implemented over 6 years
(1985-1990). The transmission system was a joint
venture between the two leading power utilities of
the countries involved. Consequently, the project was
structured between the utilities in two equal parts.
The studied utility broke its share down further into
two separate project assignments, a Cable Project and

passed several measures to improve the productivity of a Converter Station Project, each with its own PM.

the plant and increase the safety of the old dams. The The following discussion concentrates specifically
project included the plant’s electrical equipment, ex- on the latter project, the Station Project. This project
cavations of the downstream river channel and the total

destruction and reconstruction of the power station’s
three dams.

The project had two major constraints. First, the site
was a national historic landmark, with its waterfalls,
old plant, and old village located beneath the installa-
tion. Thus, the works had to be carried out with great

care and an environmental conservation program for

the vicinity of the plant was included in the project.

Second, because of the plant’s role in the energy sys-

tem, all the construction work had to be undertaken

2 A typical HVDC power transmission link consists of two
converter stations connected to each other by a direct current cable.
When power is transmitted, one of the converter stations is fed with
alternating current from the connected power grid; the current is
transformed to an extremely high voltage and converted into direct
current. Then the high voltage direct current is transmitted along
the cable to the station on the other side, where it is converted
back to alternating current, transformed down to normal voltage
and exported to the power grid on this side of the transmission
link. In the late 1980s, there were only about 35 HVDC systems
in commercial operation in the whole world.



M. Engwall / Research Policy 32 (2003) 789-808 795

had a budget of approximately US$ 60 million and in- were transcribed into complete manuscripts within
cluded the entire core HVDC technology of the trans- a week of the interview. In order to get an in-depth
mission link. It was dominated by one major contract understanding of the projects, most respondents were

executed by an external systems supplier. interviewed several times on different occasions.
One central activity was generating a description
3.2. Research design, data collection and analysis which captured vital aspects of the projects. This de-

scription was based on categories generated from the

The empirical studies were carried out using an data and given a meaning through the data constituting
ethnographic approaclétterman, 1989 For practi- it. The goal was that the categories should be close to
cal reasons, the studies were done sequentially. Thethe empirical material in the sense that they should be
author spent approximately 3 days per week at the recognizable and meaningful for the practitioners un-
organization, first at the Hydropower Project (August der study (Verr, 1999. Thus, one important part of the
1987-July 1988), then at the Transmission Project research process was to feed back and test the research
(December 1988—April 1989). In both cases, the au- findings with the participants of the two projects.
thor had an office at the same department as the PM. Since the studies were explorative, the collected

The author had a tutor who did not participate data was analyzed in gradual stages during the entire
directly in the fieldwork but who handled formal con- fieldwork. To provide corrective input to this subjec-
tact with the company. The author and the tutor met tive stream of interpretation, interview data was con-
approximately every other week to discuss method- stantly compared and triangulated with “real time”
ological issues and interpretations of emerging find- observations and written archival evidence, and tenta-
ings. Through this design, one researcher acted as thetive findings were presented and discussed in gradual
“insider”, with a close relationship to the organization stages within the reference committees. However, the
under study, while the other researcher acted as theproduction of knowledge was anything but linear. On
“outsider” who could reflect upon findings from a dis- the contrary, insights and understandings were pro-
tance Bartunek and Louis, 1996In addition, each duced by several iterations, where new data from in-
one of the case studies had a reference committeeterviews and observations was compared in gradual
comprising the two researchers and key personnel atstages with the mental picture constructed by data col-
the parent organization of the projects. The reference lected previouslyAlvesson and Skéldberg, 2000
committee of the first project met eight times during Using these sources, two case studies were writ-
the study, while the committee of the second project ten, one for each project. These manuscripts were sent
met three times. back to the persons in question at the company for

As with most qualitative case studies, the study their comments and remarks twice during the process.
combined different data collection methods, such as However, the author wrote the final texts of the re-
archives, interviews, questionnaires, and direct obser- ports himself, taking full responsibility for their con-
vations at formal and informal meetinggi¢enhardt, tent. The full cases studies are reportedeimgwall
1989. Having been trained as an engineer (M.Sc.), and Selin (1989andEngwall (1990)
the author had a common language with the engi-
neers and a basic understanding of the tasks at hand.
The author also spent several days at the construc-4. The case studies visited and revisited
tion sites of the two projects. The primary source of
information was, however, in-depth interviews with The two studied projects had several features in
individual respondents. Concerning the Hydropower common. They were the two biggest undertakings by
Project, 24 persons were interviewed, while 35 per- the same company. Both were internal projects initi-
sons were interviewed concerning the Transmission ated because the utility intended to own and operate
Project. The interviews were semi-structured. The the finished results in the future. They were both ma-
longest interview was 4h and the shortest 1h, the jor engineering projects, organized on the same basic
average length being approximately 2h. All inter- matrix principle, i.e. work packages conducted at en-
views were documented using manual notes, which gineering departments which were cross-functionally
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coordinated by a PM. The two PMs were both around design and engineering of the hydropower plant. The
60 years old. They both had extensive engineering structure of the project organization was built around
backgrounds from several major projects within the a project management team consisting of the PM, six

utility. sub-PMs, representing the most involved engineering
departments, and staff functions for project planning,
4.1. Firstround of data: the lonely project perspective cost engineering, procurement, and quality assurance.

While all the sub-PMs were engaged in the project

The Hydropower Project was implemented by the on a part time basis, the PM was working full time.
power utility’'s Hydropower Division, one of seven In many ways, his management approach resembled
engineering and construction divisions. This division the role model of the project management textbooks.
had an almost 100-year-old tradition of engineering, = The Transmission Project was implemented by the
construction, and maintenance projects at hydropower utility’s Transmission Division. This division had a
plants. During the 1980s, it employed approximately similar history and structure to the Hydropower Di-
150 persons, organized into seven specialized engi-vision. Within the utility, it was responsible for the
neering departments. The division had a balanced implementation of all investments and reinvestments
matrix structure llarson and Gobeli, 1987 where in systems and equipment for transmission, trans-
different time-limited projects were cross-functionally formation, and power distribution. At that time, it
coordinated by five PMs answering directly to the had approximately 500 employees, organized into
general manager of the division. five specialized engineering departments, and one

The PM “purchased” the defined work packages of department for physical installation works.
the project from the different engineering departments  The division had a functional matrix structure
of the utility. Most of the engineering and construction (Larson and Gobeli, 1987 When the division re-
was conducted in-house. The department heads wereceived a project assignment, the responsibility for the
then responsible for the staffing and execution of these assignment was allocated to one of its engineering
packages on time and on budget as stipulated. Sev-departments. An engineer at this department was ap-
eral engineering consultants were contracted into the pointed as PM in order to coordinate the work and,
project, but primarily as reinforcements to the depart- if the assignment required collaboration with experts
ments. At the construction site, the utility’s internal from other departments, it was his duty to engage and
Contracting Division managed all construction works coordinate these activities as well.
and physical installations of equipment. The responsibility for the Transmission Project was

The PM of the Hydropower Project held an M.Sc. consequently allocated to a team leader at one of the
in civil engineering. He was a strong and dynamic engineering departments. The technical core of the
leader. Even though he did not have any staff of his project—the HVDC system—was procured via one
own, he answered directly to the general manager of major contract from a major engineering company. Be-
the division. He personified the project assignment sides this contract, most additional engineering work
and made himself its key player, from the beginningto was conducted in-house in a similar manner to the Hy-
the very end. The PM was well aware of the message dropower Project. The PM “purchased” defined work
in project management literature and had the explicit packages from different engineering departments. As
intention of employing its concepts and techniques in in the Hydropower Project, the utility’s Contracting
his project. He put a strong emphasis on structuring, Division managed the construction and installation
planning, scheduling, and cost control. He produced works on site. Engineering consultants handled only
a project management handbook, defining guidelines a minor share of the project.
and checklists for the project. He formally defined This PM coordinated the Transmission Project in
the roles and procedures of the project organization. collaboration with one of the members of his team at
He initiated start-up meetings, workshops, and sem- the engineering department as deputy PM (the three
inars for key engineers, and assembled his project other engineers of his team were not involved in the
team for coordination meetings once a month. He project). In relation to the Hydropower Project, this
felt responsible for all kinds of issues concerning the PM had a lower formal rank within the company’s
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hierarchy. In his position as PM, he had no formal au-
thority at all. He held a degree in electrical engineer-
ing from a junior college. He was very humble, had a
very low personal profile and was often silent during
meetings’ He, and his deputy, coordinated the project
without an explicit management approach. Neither of
them had any formalized training in project manage-
ment and they had limited theoretical knowledge of

797

contract. Starting out from this, each of the involved
engineering departments planned and controlled the
activities within its own field of engineering. Thus, in
relation to the Hydropower Project, this project was
much more dependent on the initiatives of the partic-
ipating engineering departments, each one managing
its own share with full formal discretion.

project management methods and techniques. During4.2. First analysis: the success/failure paradox

the interviews, they often excused themselves for their

lack of knowledge in project management theory.
The management structure of the Transmission
Project differed significantly from that of the Hy-

Compared to the Hydropower Project, the manage-
ment of the Transmission Project was diffuse. In fact,
the management of the Transmission Project deviated

dropower Project. All key personnel involved were from several of the most basic principles of project
engaged on a part time basis. There was no explicit, or management, e.g. the PM’s lack of formal authority,

formalized, project team and there were no appointed the lack of an explicit and structured project orga-

sub-PMs. Instead, the PM and his deputy communi- nization, the lack of explicit procedures for project

cated directly with representatives of each of the 12 coordination and control, and the minor emphasis put
engineering departments engaged. However, the coreon planning and scheduling.

of the project—the HVDC contract—was coordinated
at meetings in an informal small group consisting of
the PM and five experts from key technical areas.
This group functioned on a collegial basis.

There were no instructions or manuals for the man-
agement of the project at all. There was no written
organizational chart for the project. The closest one

The PM of the Hydropower Project encountered
several difficulties when he tried to coordinate the
activities of his project. Many of the participating
engineers did not follow his instructions and deci-
sions. The project was constantly delayed because
the engineering departments were not paying enough
attention to it. Furthermore, many of the engineering

came to such a document was a list of telephone num- departments tried to perform their parts of the project
bers of importance to the project (including the phone independently of the other departments, and without
numbers of approximately 25 persons). When asked the involvement of the PM. On many occasions, the
directly, most respondents had difficulties in describ- PM found it impossible to gain control of the project,

ing the organizational structure of the project they
were participating in.

Periodically, the PM convened project coordina-
tion meetings with representatives of all the depart-
ments involved. However, it was each department’s

which he was formally in charge of. Time sched-

ules and milestones were not taken seriously, costs
were recorded without consideration to budget, and
different departments were planning and engineering
their technical power plant subsystems without suf-

free choice whether to send a representative or not. ficient coordination with the other players. In other
Attendance at the meetings fluctuated considerably. words, the PM of the Hydropower Project was fight-
Project coordination was instead executed primarily ing against the typical problems addressed in project
through informal direct contacts with individual engi- management theory. Consequently, his solution was
neers. Furthermore, there were very few project plans to push the implementation of project management
and schedules. Instead, the overall project scheduleprocedures and techniques even further in his project.
was defined by deadlines stipulated in the HVDC  In contrast, the project management approach of
the Transmission Project was diffuse. However, this
- ' _ project was a tremendous success. The project was
One exa_mple of this onv proflle_: when sever_al top mar_1a_gement commonly regarded as one of the most successful
representatives from the international power industry visited the . . L
(almost) finished transmission link during a 2-day seminar during project assignments ever undertgken by the d_IVISK_)n'
the spring of 1990, he and his deputy were the only key persons It Was executed and completed without any major dis-

of the project who did not participate. ruptions at all. None of the interviewed respondents
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claimed to have had any negative experiences dur- opment of their surrounding organizational context,
ing the project. The technical specifications were met, and thus not included in the ontology of the lonely
there were no cost overruns, all the technical tests project.
were passed during the first test runs, and the HVDC
transmission link went into commercial operation sev- 4.3.1. The Hydropower Project
eral days earlier than stipulated in the original sched- The Hydropower Project was the biggest ongoing
ule. In fact, the project work was so effective that undertaking by the Hydropower Division. In spite of
the construction and installation workers were able this, most engineers regarded it as “one project among
to leave for their summer vacation only a couple of many others”. Earlier in its history, the division had
weeks before the date of completion, and the date wasundertaken several much bigger investments in new
still met. In addition, the project was completed with- hydropower plants. Even if the existing power plant
out any major disruptions to the other operations of was one of the oldest and most famous in the country,
the utility. it was small in relation to more modern plants in the
This seemed like a paradox. The PM with his for- power system. Many engineers within the utility were
mal authority, explicit management approach, and also critical to the whole undertaking per se. In respect
who deliberately applied state-of-the-art methods of of power production, the most effective project had
project management was having significant problems, been to tear down the old power station completely
while the PM who lacked both formal authority and and construct a new, modern plant on the same site.
an explicit management approach, and who deviated For many engineers, it was hard to accept the fact that
substantially from the textbooks, was being signifi- top management had decided to preserve the old plant
cantly successful. How come? due to its historical values, rather than to create the best
There are two possible answers to this question. conditions for efficient energy production. In addition,
First, established theory might be generally false, i.e. the undertaking was based on existing technology and
that the concepts, procedures, and techniques taughdid not include any spectacular innovations in power
in textbooks actually decrease the possibility of suc- production.
cess in project management, rather than increase it Superficially, the Hydropower Project was consid-
(Blomberg, 1998 Second, the theory might have ered to be “fairly ordinary”. In relation to the other
bounded validity, i.e. there might be factors influenc- projects of the division, however, its content had sev-
ing project execution that are not included in estab- eral unique features. Actually, it was the first time the
lished theory. This latter point will be pursued here. utility was carrying out the total refurbishment and ex-
As will be shown; if the scope of research is expanded tension of an existing hydropower plant in one major
beyond the temporal and spatial demarcation lines project. Previous upgrading and maintenance projects
of each of the individual projects, the success/failure had always been carried out as many minor, continu-

paradox receives a plausible explanation. ously ongoing, undertakings. However, the utility was

facing a situation where a large number of its existing
4.3. Second round data: expanding the scope in hydropower plants would soon be in need of similar
history and context upgrading; the Hydropower Project was the first in

a long series of similar reinvestments. Second, the
By expanding the scope, the inner life of the two Hydropower Project was the first time ever that the di-
projects will be analyzed in relation to other simul- vision had undertaken such a major project at a power
taneous and successive undertakings carried out byplant, which was simultaneously producing power at
the utility. As an example of the explanatory power full scale. This production of power made the planning
of this perspective, three aspects of the projects will of the project extremely complex and none of those
be discussed in this section: (1) the prestige of the involved had any experiences from similar situations.
projects, (2) the legitimacy of the project management Finally, the management approach of the project broke
approaches, and (3) the uniqueness of the projectwith the old, established management procedures at
contents. Each one of these three factors is due to thethe division. Thus, in many ways, the project was
positions of the two projects in the historical devel- functioning as a training ground for administrative
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innovations, as well as new engineering procedures planning methodology as the utility’s nuclear power
to be implemented at full scale in the future. projects, and he wanted to control all major project
The PM’s management approach challenged many procurement, an issue that had traditionally been un-
of the old established norms and structures of this par- der the full discretion of the engineering departments.
ent organization. While the other PMs at the division For the first time, engineers and department heads,
were passively coordinating approximately ten smaller who were used to working almost autonomously, en-
projects simultaneously, the PM of the Hydropower countered a PM who was deliberately trying to con-
Project actively managed only one single project on a trol the project process by actively getting involved in
full time basis. However, his appointment as PM was, their day-to-day work. The management problems of
in itself, controversial. The PM had been personally the project were, in this sense, the result of a colli-
handpicked for the assignment by the project’s client, sion between two philosophies: the traditional proce-
the utility’s Marketing Division, against the wishes of dures of the Hydropower Division, and the “modern”
the head of the Hydropower Division. management style of the nuclear power projects. The
This was the first hydropower project for the PM. hidden agenda behind the client’s appointment of this
During the previous decades, he had been engagedspecific PM for this specific project was as follows: to
in the utility’s construction of new nuclear power force the Hydropower Division to change its manage-
plants. Consequently, his project management style ment procedures from within.
was heavily influenced by experience from these
projects, which were executed in another division. 4.3.2. The Transmission Project
In the nuclear power projects, the PMs had a much  The Transmission Project was of strategic impor-
stronger position than they have traditionally had at tance to the entire utility. When in operation, the com-
the Hydropower Division. In practice, the nuclear pleted power transmission link was expected to have
power PMs usually functioned as superiors vis-a-vis a crucial impact on the entire Scandinavian power
the heads of the engineering departments, and thissystem. The top management announced this impor-
was the approach he tried to implement within his tance publicly. Consequently, the project was given
Hydropower Project as well. the highest priority. Among the engineers, it was con-
The client’s way of handpicking him for this project  sidered to be an attractive project to be working in. In
can also be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to re-interviews, the participating engineers described the
form the management procedures of the Hydropower technical content of the project as “interesting” and
Division (which in comparison to the Nuclear Power “exciting”. Due to its complexity, HYDC technology
Division was perceived as old-fashioned by top man- was considered to be highly prestigious among the
agement). Accordingly, the PM implemented several electrical engineers. The project's international di-
procedures that challenged the traditional domains of mension also implied features that “distinguished it
the engineering departments. One of his first decisions from all the other everyday projects” at the utility.
was to create a stronger and more structured project At first glance, the Transmission Project also
organization than in other hydropower projects. In- seemed to be unique. For most power utilities, an
stead of appointing, as was the tradition, team leadersHVDC project like this is a very extraordinary under-
as sub-PMs, he chose department heads for his projectaking. With regard to HVDC technology, however,
management team (one level up in the hierarchy). Fur- the studied company had an exclusive position among
thermore, he structured the subprojects in a different the power utilities of the world. While most other
way: several work packages that had traditionally been utilities had no, or limited, experience of HVDC
coordinated between the departments independentlytechnology working at full scale, the Transmission
of the PM, were defined in this project as subprojects Project was the utility’s sixth HVDC project, and in
in their own right and consequently elevated to the all of these projects, the technical core—the HVDC
project management level. He also engaged a projectsystem—was delivered by the very same contractor.
planner on a full time basis (a unique position in the These two companies, the principal power utility and
history of the division), he created a project handbook, the principal electrical engineering company in the
forced the departments to follow the same rigorous country, have had a mutual commercial relationship
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since the early 20th century. In fact, development of
the HVDC technology is often said to be one of the
most successful technical outcomes of this collabo-
ration (Fridlund, 1993. In the Transmission Project,
this long-term relationship meant that both parties
had confidence in each other’s engineering skills and
production abilities, enabling very efficient commu-
nication.

Furthermore, the Transmission Project was the third
project in a row of three similar, successive projects
between the utility and the HVDC contractor, executed
within a period of 3 years. This was a unigue situation,
without precedence in the history of HYDC projects
anywhere in the world. While HVDC projects are
usually exclusive one-off commissions, where most
project participants have no experience at all from sim-
ilar projects, many of the key members of the Trans-
mission Project had held identical positions in one or
both of the preceding HVDC projects.
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Finally, the PM’s fuzzy way of coordinating the
Transmission Project followed the traditional proce-
dures of its surrounding organization. The PM had
been working at the division in over 30 years; he was
a well-respected engineer and had an in-depth under-
standing of the inner life of the division. He manifested
trust in his engineering colleagues and had no interest
in challenging the traditions of his division. He did
not fight for any formal power or official recognition
as a PM. Once the HVDC contract was signed, he left
most of the responsibility for its execution to the in-
formal team of key engineers. Instead, he assigned his
interest to the additional, supporting activities of the
project. In some cases, he used his formal position as
team leader to allocate important procurement to his
unit in the line organization (i.e. under his direct dis-
cretion), but in most cases, he allowed the other en-
gineering departments to take full responsibility for
the work packages of their specialist fields. By acting

Each one of these three projects had its own back- in this way, the PM did not challenge the permanent

ground. They were planned independently, the HVDC

engineering departments by fighting for more formal-

systems were procured independently, and they hadized procedures or methods in accordance with project

three different PMs. The Transmission Project was the

management textbooks. On the contrary, his humble

largest of these three. However, since the two previous and informal way of coordination harmonized the ex-

projects had been extensions of already existing trans-

mission links, these two were regarded as technically
more complex.

Since they were initiated successively, both the util-
ity and the HVDC contractor were able to make use
of experience from earlier projects in the manage-

ment of subsequent projects. One example is the for-

mation of the team of key engineers which managed
the HVDC contract. This was a direct result of coor-
dination problems with the contractor during the first
project. The team found its form during the second
project and functioned very efficiently during the third
project (studied here). Except for the PM, who was

new, all the other team members had had the same

function during the previous, second project. There

were several examples like this, where the costs and

errors of the two previous projects were transformed
into benefits for the management of the third profect.

4 Two other examples: (1) Due to the problems during the
first project with the HVDC contract (an extensive document of
several hundreds of pages); great effort was put into developing

isting norms and structures perfectly.

4.4. Secondary round analysis: historical and
contextual linkages

When relating each of the projects to its historical
and organizational context, the success/failure para-
dox receives an explanation. First, the prestige of the
project assignments varied. One effect of the great
prestige of the Transmission Project was that it easily
gained organizational suppoffttf{ompson, 196) The
fact that it had top management support, a challeng-
ing technical content and an interesting international
dimension made it attractive among the engineers and
gave it priority within the organization (compatdien
and Katz, 199% In this way, the PM of the Trans-
mission Project was spared many of the troubles that
characterized the Hydropower Project, which was

the third HVDC transmission link as similarly as possible to the
second, the HVDC contractor in the third project was able to

the contract for the second project. Between the second and third copy key software programs developed during the second project,
projects, however, only minor modifications were made in order subsequently only implementing minor adaptations in order to
to make it even better. (2) Since the utility deliberately specified make them work.
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considered to be one project among many others. contexts. Thus, the three contingency factors discussed
Neither the content nor the form of the Hydropower here are just taken as examples in order to illustrate the
Project had especially great prestige within its parent ontological effects of such an extended perspective.
organization. Consequently, there was little interest By focusing, as has traditionally been the case, on one
among the engineers to give it priority over other projectatatime and treating it as an island on its own,
simultaneous activities. there is an obvious risk of the produced understand-

Second, the uniqueness of the project contentsing of the interior dynamics of project organizations
varied. While the Transmission Project comprised al- becoming too narrow (and sometimes even false).
most the same activities as the two previous projects
and exploited this experience, the scope of the Hy-
dropower Project comprised several unique features 5. Discussion
that had not been tested in this way before. Even if
the Transmission Project was a complicated and com-  This study argues for the necessity to understand
plex undertaking, the repetitiveness made its project projects in their organizational and historical contexts.
process less uncertain and more predictablavies As illustrated, the lonely perspective, which has dom-
and Brady, 200D than in the Hydropower Project. inated past research, has produced a limited under-
Consequently, the need for coordination between the standing of project management in practice. By adding
players in the Transmission Project was significantly history and organizational context, the study illustrates
reduced larch and Simon, 1958 Since the Hy- the explanatory power of a broader perspective on
dropower Project, on the other hand, manifested a project management.
break with the history of its parent organization, many
of its participants had to explore new roles and new 5.1. Alternative explanations?
ways of coordinationNlarch, 199).

Third, the legitimacy of the employed project man- Are there any other possible explanations to the
agement approaches varied. The Transmission Projectsuccess/failure paradox? One might argue that the
was managed in accordance with the institutionalized Hydropower PM was doomed to failure due to too
structures of its environmeng¢ott and Meyer, 1994 little authority. This might be true; the imbalance be-
Consequently, most participants allocated more atten- tween too much responsibility and too little authority
tion to this project than to more common undertak- is a classical issue in project management litera-
ings that were simultaneously competing for their time ture Gaddis, 1959; Kimmons and Loweree, 1989;
and attention. The management of the Hydropower Middleton, 196%. In comparison, however, the hy-
Project, on the other hand, challenged radically some dropower PM had more formal authority than the PM
of the core institutional structures of its environment at the Transmission Project. He held a higher position
(Buchanan and Boddy, 1992Since the PM's ap- inthe formal hierarchy and he had more freedom to de-
proach called into question established roles and be- sign his project the way he wanted. However, the trans-
haviors, he continuously had to defend his project mission PM who had almost no formal power at all in
against critics from his environment. The result was his position was much more successful. Consequently,
mutual distrust and, as a consequence, the PM had dif-the explanation could not be the lack of authority
ficulties with the allocation of resources to his project. in itself.

To sum up: analyzed within each historical and Hence, this leads to a second possibility: the suc-
organizational context, the paradoxical observations cess/failure paradox might be due to leadership style.
made in the lonely project perspective receive a plau- In retrospect, this seems like a plausible explanation;
sible explanation. However, the identification of con- the leadership style of the Hydropower PM was obvi-
tingency factors, such as prestige, uniqueness, andously dysfunctional, compared to the PM of the Trans-
legitimacy, requires an ontological change. In order to mission Project. However, the choice of PM was in
identify them, the projects needed to be conceptual- each of the two projects a result of the contextual situ-
ized as interconnected with their history and future, as ation. While the appointment of the Transmission PM
well as embedded in their surrounding organizational was uncontroversial, he had long technical experience
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and a good reputation within the Transmission Di-
vision; the appointment of the Hydropower PM was
a highly political act, very much dependent on the
history and context of the Hydropower Division.

By handpicking a PM with a background in nuclear
power projects and assigning him full time, the Mar-
keting Division (and indirectly top management of

the utility) clearly manifested their opinion about a

need for change at the Hydropower Division. Thus,
the leadership style of the Hydropower PM, challeng-
ing many of the deeply ingrained institutions of the
parent organization, was very much a product of the
project’s context.

Consequently, the failure of Hydropower PM is con-
sistent withLeonard-Barton’s (1992)bservation that
radically new projects might challenge the existing
capabilities, knowledge bases, and institutional struc-
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of research. While past research has suggested clas-
sifications of projects, based on the intrinsic qualities
of the project’'s content, such as size, system scope,
complexity, or technological uncertaintipyir et al.,
1998; Shenhar, 2001; Shenhar and Dvir, 1996; Turner
and Cochrane, 1993current findings emphasize so-
cietal factors related to the players and organizations
involved in the projects. Thus, these factors have lit-
tle to do with the technical content of a project per se,
but rather with how different stakeholders interpret a
project in relation to the procedures and traditions of
its surrounding context. The findings suggest, for in-
stance, that important aspects of a project’s inner life
are dependent on the level of deviation between the
practices applied within the project and the knowledge
base and institutional structure of its organizational
context.

tures of an organization. The values and managerial Furthermore, while past research has emphasized
system at the Hydropower Division had evolved over different contingencies of an absolute nature that
almost 90 years of investments in new hydropower would help to create a typology of projectShenhar
plants under a functionally oriented management. The and Dvir, 199, the current study emphasizes con-
Hydropower Project studied here represented, how- tingency factors of a relative nature. The findings
ever, a coming new era of reinvestments and more suggest that a significant share of the process dynam-
project-based management. Thus, in the context of thisics of a project is closely related to the experience and

first project of the new era, the traditional core capa-
bilities, which earlier had made the division very suc-
cessful, turned into core rigidities, hampering rather

knowledge base of the players involved. If the project
mission is radically new to the involved players, cur-
rent findings suggest that there would be a significant

than supporting project management success. amount of exploration activities in order to learn about
the task at hand and, consequently, a high probability
of unpredicted discoveries emerging during project
execution Kreiner, 1995; Obeng, 1995If, on the

other hand, the project aligns itself with the missions

of previous projectsNobeoka, 199§ current findings

5.2. Institutional theory and project management

In relation to earlier empirical work, this study pro-
vides a complementary picture to the empirical work
of Morris and Hough (1987and Pinto and colleagues suggest that the exploitation of existing knowledge
(Pinto and Covin, 1989; Pinto and Prescott, 1990 and repetitions of existing procedures would produce
etc.) who generated sets of success factors which predictability, both in behavioral patterns and in the
were supposed to be universally applicable to project outcomes based on these patterns. Consequently, there
management. Instead, current findings suggest thatwould be less unpredicted discoveries emerging and
project management success is to a large extent due tgprocedures would be applied efficiently due to the
context-specific circumstances. Thus, a project man- “economics of repetition”Davies and Brady, 2000
agement approach or technique that is successful in  Thus, the current study does not question the sig-
one project, under certain circumstances, might be a nificance of a project’s technical content. It rather
failure in a different project, or under different circu- adds an extra layer of contingency factors that need
mstances. Consequently, this study supports the small,to be taking into account when analyzing process
but growing, line of research arguing for a non-uni- dynamics of project organizations. To paraphrase
versal, contingency approach to project management. Scott and Meyer (1991)a project team is affected

However, this study identifies contingency factors by both technical and institutional aspects of its
of another kind than during previous work in this line environment.
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5.3. The seductive image of uniqueness of project organizations can be explained by factors
which have traditionally been excluded from the anal-
Furthermore, the current study calls into question ysis. Nevertheless, based on two cases concerning
the popular notion of projects as unique and solid units major capital investment projects in one company, the
with distinctive demarcations to their organizational validity of the findings is limited. Before any gen-
environment. The traditional emphasis on extraordi- eralizations can be made, more research is required
nary and time-limited characteristics has produced a into project management with an extended scope in
conception of the project as a unique phenomenon history and organizational context. However, there
in every aspect. Current findings suggest, however, aare little reasons why the principal findings would
more diverse picture. By linking projects to history not be valid. No project neither takes off from, nor
and context, the management approach employed inis executed in, an organizational vacuum. The impact
a project seems to appear as a conglomerate of pro-from history and context might be of different kinds
cedures and practices with different origins and of a and of different magnitudes in different projects and
different age. While some procedures are applied for in different situations, but that there would be no in-
the first time, other procedures have been exploited fluence seems implausible. Rather than ignoring these
previously, and while some procedures are tailored influences, the challenge is to acknowledge them and
specifically to the project, other procedures are well analyze them further. Hence, assuming that the re-
in line with the standard routines of the surrounding ported findings are generally valid, they have implica-
organizational context. Thus, this study aligns itself tions for research on project management and project
with, for instance,Kadefors (1995)and Pipan and  organizations.
Porsander (2000who have shown that even radi- By extending the timeframe applied in project man-
cally unique project missions can consist of several agement research beyond the two project end-points
non-unique technical components, as well as highly of initiation and conclusion, the analysis will capture
standardized administrative procedures. Thus, in order how, and to what extent, the studied projects import
to get an in-depth understanding of the dynamics of knowledge, procedures, structures, experience, val-
project work, we need to bring these microstructures ues, and ideas from their organizational context, as
into the analysis. well as how they export similar features to the context
Finally, it has to be noted that the three contin- again (compareMiles, 1964. Such temporal inter-
gency factors discussed in this study—prestige, legit- connections can be of different types: technical, e.g.
imacy, and uniqueness—should be seen as examplesthe reuse of an old technical desigkaflson, 1994,
Their primary role was to illustrate the potential ex- Nobeoka, 1995 administrative, e.g. the reuse of an
planatory power of applying an extended historical established documentation systehin@iqvist, 200}
and organizational perspective to project managementor organizational, e.g. the movement of key engineers
research. As already indicated, they are probably not from one project to anotheB{orkegren, 1997
mutually independent of each other. For example, the  One implication of such an extension lies in includ-
level of uniqueness might influence the qualities of ing theinput in a project in the analysis. Every project
prestige and the legitimacy of a project. On the other takes off from a specific set of organizational precondi-
hand, as shown bg8ahlin-Andersson (1989 highly tions, e.g. the available resources, personal experience
prestigious project will often acquire an image of be- from previous projects and existing technological so-
ing unique and extraordinary. However, the system- lutions. Thus, as discussed previously, many observed
atic application of an extended perspective in future patterns of behavior within a project will probably
project management research will probably identify receive their explanation through an analysis of the

many other contextual contingencies as well. ex ante level of knowledge and experience among key
S S players in the project. In the same way might an anal-
5.4. Limitations and implications for research ysis of the pre-project activities during the initiation

phase also shed light on observed behavioral patterns
The current study provides tentative directions for during project execution. As emphasized biler
future examinations of how the process dynamics and Lessard (2000 their study of large engineering
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projects, it is often during the pre-project phase, the
most important political basis for project success is
settled. A second implication lies in analyzing te-

put from a project. Even though this was not explicitly
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ganizational over-commitment, while the same project

could benefit from a surplus of available resources, if

initiated during a period of under-commitment.
Finally, a fifth research implication lies in examin-

discussed in the analysis, one plausible hypothesis ising how the project fits into the establishearms and
that ideas about how the project outcomes are going values of its environment. As indicated by the findings,

to be used after project completion will influence the
execution of the project (compaggessler, 2002 For

if the purpose behind the project, and the mixture of
practices applied within the project, aligns itself with

instance, there are probably stronger incentives for the ideas, structures and behavioral patterns of key
the exploration and development of new techniques players within the surrounding organizations, there
in a project, if these techniques are planned to be would seem to be a great probability of an efficient
used in subsequent projects as well, than in a projectand smooth project execution. On the other hand, if it

which is considered to be the last of its kind in the
organization.
By extending the organizational scope of project

challenges these institutionalized patterns, there will
be a great probability of a project suffering from in-
efficiency, delays, and conflicts of interest. In fact, as

management research beyond the formal demarcationshown bySaplosky (1972)n his famous analysis of

lines of the individual project, the observed behaviors
in an individual project will be analyzed in relation to
other projects and non-project activities which happen
to be executed simultaneousd Maio et al., 1994,
Engwall and Sjogren-Kallgvist, 2001; March, 1999

in relation to the core business of its parent organi-
zation Cusumano and Nobeoka, 1998; Wheelwright
and Clark, 199% as well as in relation to the institu-
tional structuresRowell and DiMaggio, 1991of or-
ganizational environment.

A third implication for research, thus, lies in exam-
ining how a project is dependent on the progress of
other, simultaneous projects in its environment. Such
dependencies might affect the project dynamics in
different ways, e.g. through resources which are not

the management of the Polaris Systems Development;
one of the most significant functions of the project
management techniques applied in that project was
as “window dressing”. By using impressive manage-
ment techniques harmonizing the values of the late
1950s, the Polaris project gained legitimacy, politi-
cians became confident in its management, and its
project team could concentrate on technical problem
solving instead of dealing with its highly political
environment.

The simple model inFig. 1 summarizes these
implications. In order to understand the process dy-
namics of a project, we need to ask not just about
the technical content of the project assignment, but
also: Where do the methods, structures, processes and

available when scheduled due to being occupied by technical solutions applied in the project come from?

other delayed projects; technical problems which are
not solved due to problems in other projects having
a higher priority; or unplanned technical changes that

What pre-project politics resulted in its definition and
initiation? Which experiences do the involved actors
have from earlier assignments? How does the project

need to be implemented in order to adapt to changesaffect each actor's post-project future? What are the

made in other projects.

A fourth implication lies in examining the inner life
of a project in relation to the projecti®le and func-
tion vis-a-vis its parent organization. As already indi-
cated, a project perceived as important and urgent will

parallel courses of events competing with the project?
And how are the project and its project management
related to the institutional norms, values and rou-
tines of its organizational context? By inquiring the

answers to these questions, we will develop new in-

probably attract interest and get easier access to thesight into the complex pattern of project management
necessary resources than a project conceptualized as$n practice.

having little importance to the organization. Further-
more, the timing of a project in relation to the business

of its parent organization needs to be analyzed. For
instance, a project can suffer severely from a constant

lack of resources if it is initiated during a period of or-

5.5. Implications for project management practice

The current findings have practical implications for
project management as well. The suggestion that there
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Parallell courses of events
evolving in the context

Pre-project
politics

Technical content of

Project Interior Process Dynamics

Experiences /_' _______

from the past

Ideas about the
post-project future

Institutionalized norms, values
and routines of the context

P time

1

Fig. 1. Contingencies influencing the interior process dynamics of a project.

is a great probability of success in projects with a high 6. Conclusions
level of prestige, repetitive content, and management

procedures which are legitimate among the key play-
ers of the organization (and a great probability of fail-
ure in projects with a low level of prestige, unique

content, and management procedures with a low de-

gree of legitimacy) addresses the political dimension

This paper has compared the traditional lonely
project perspective in project management research
with an extended perspective in time and organiza-
tional context. By acknowledging projects as history-
dependent and organizationally-embedded, the paper

of project management. Since prestige and legitimacy has illustrated how our understanding of the practices

are socially constructed features, an effective PM tries
to influence how the project is perceived in its envi-
ronment. Thus, one implication for a PM lies in cre-

of project work would benefit from a perspective
which, for instance, takes into account historical tra-
jectories over successive projects, and cross-section

ating a sense of urgency around his/her project and comparisons over simultaneous projects. Projects are

to construct an image of the project as technically
interesting and strategically important to its parent
organization.

Another practical implication for PMs lies in choos-
ing their battles. A strategic PM does not challenge

the existing authorities and structures more than nec-

open systems and the paper emphasizes the fruit-
fulness of a contingency approach to project man-
agement. Students of project management must bear
in mind that every studied individual project only
constitutes one of many different projects, activities,
ventures, undertakings, problems, issues, decisions,

essary. Thus, instead of pursuing the implementation and solutions that gradually pass through the history

of project management textbook procedures, the ac-

tions of an effective PM strike a balance between what
measures would instrumentally be the most rational
for the individual project and what measures would be
legitimate to undertake, given the interests of the key
players of the environment and the project’s historical
and organizational context.

of its organizational context.
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