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Abstract

Purpose

This paper aims to empirically explore the nature of tensions that emerge within the process of becoming a manager in the post-bureaucratic organisation, by focusing on the emergence of project management as a key carrier of post-bureaucracy. The paper addresses two aspects of individual transformation into project manager; firstly, we aim to understand the specific factors which drive the transformation of technical specialists into project managers, and secondly, to illuminate the tensions and challenges experienced in this new position.
Methodology/Approach

The empirical base for the study is a series of structured group discussions with project managers from a range of distinct industrial sectors and organisations.

Findings

The paper illustrates the tensions implicit in the process of becoming a project manager. by identifying a number of conflicts that arise between the overarching philosophy of project management and the process of enacting the role of project manager around the themes of status, organisational value, power, influence and ambiguity. 

Research Limitations/Implications

The research approach is empirically rich yet exploratory, providing directions and inspiration for more extensive research in specific contexts.

Originality/Value of Paper

Our research points to an understanding of how new managerial roles are created and embedded in organisational contexts, and the pressures which are brought to bear on the incumbents of these new roles through this process.
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Introduction

 “Before I came in, I knew nothing. Well, I thought I knew nothing, but actually by learning, I realised that what I’d been doing all of my career is project management, but (…) I didn’t realise I was doing it” 
In this paper we wish to empirically explore the nature of tensions that emerge within the process of becoming a manager in the post-industrial, post-bureaucratic organisation (Sennett, 1998; Bauman, 2000), by drawing on a specific set of empirical accounts from practitioners working in project-based organisations. The quotes above reflect the experiences of self-reinvention in the ‘accidental profession’ of project management. Specifically, we are interested in the place of project management in the prevailing contemporary discourse of post-bureaucratic, project-based organisations, by examining the experiences of those organisational members who have redefined themselves as project managers within their working environment. 
Within the post-bureaucratic organisation, it is argued, the process of ‘making up’ managers becomes “a material-cultural process of formation and transformation” (du Gay et al, 1996: 264). In this context, our intention is to provide insights into managerial being and becoming by paying attention to power, history, and the confluence of diverse interests in the constitution of the modern project manager. This paper reflects two themes of our inquiry; firstly, to understand the specific factors which drive the ‘making up’ of employees as project managers, and secondly, to illuminate the tensions experienced in this process of transformation. 

Post Bureaucracy and Project Management 
Project management as a field and occupation is closely implicated both rhetorically and practically in the broad shift towards post-bureaucratic organisations and societies in the late 20th century. As a ‘new occupation’, project management’s history can be reliably traced back only as far as the mid-Twentieth century (Morris, 1997). Its early expansion within engineering and construction derived in part from the prestige afforded by its association in the delivery of a number of high profile ‘megaprojects’ in the US, such as the Manhattan project and the Apollo space missions (Hughes, 1998). However, the new prominence of project management is built upon broader foundations, reflecting the extension of project working across a range of other industries, most notably IS/IT, new media, and increasingly the public sector and public-private partnerships. Hence several reports highlight project teams as a core element in the reorganisation of modern corporations, and as a priority on corporate agendas since the mid 1990s (Whittington et al, 1999; PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2005). While engineering still constitutes the core of project management, projects have increasingly been promoted as “universally-applicable templates for the deliberate integration of diverse specialisms, enabling the organisation of flexible, autonomous, and knowledgeable individuals into temporary teams for the timely, efficient and effective accomplishment of defined goals” (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2007: 222), and therefore as an organisational form and management technique supremely suited to the new knowledge-based capitalist economy (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005). Some have described this trend towards project work and project organisation as a process of ‘projectification’ (Lundin and Söderholm, 1998), and emergent work has pointed to the widespread failure to address the social and political consequences of ‘projectification’ for both project managers and the project managed (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2005).
Various elements of the ‘fast capitalism’ story have been invoked to explain the move towards project-based organising, including the speed of technological change, the transience of fashions, increased demand for tailored goods and services, increased levels of competition, and moves towards network organisations and other forms of cooperative, inter-organisational alliance (Drucker, 1988; Victor and Stephens, 1994; McSweeney, 2006); thus Gee, Hull and Lankshear (1996: 40) argue;

“the fast capitalist world is one that celebrates temporary and fast-changing networks, whether of co-workers or different businesses. The networks come together for a given project and disperse into other configurations as products, projects, and services change in the hypercompetitive and fast-paced environment of the new capitalism.”.

Crucially, then, projects are increasingly depicted as the means to deliver new products, innovative organisations and even change itself in uncertain and knowledge-intensive business environments (Whitley, 2006). At an organisational level, the consequences of this shift have typically been identified in the changing form of organisations, away from the traditional ‘machine bureaucracy’ towards matrix organisations in the 1970s (Davis and Lawrence, 1977) which remains the prime organisational structure to accommodate organisations which rely upon projects for the production of goods, services, or knowledge (Ford and Randolph, 1992; Hobday, 2000). However, the emergence of the network organisation (Powell, 1990; Castells, 1996) is argued to be a further step towards the flexible, adaptable and internationally mobile antithesis to monolithic bureaucracy, and one which relies to a great extent upon project working for the delivery of its objectives. Indeed, as Marchington et al (2005: 14-15) suggest, “if there is anything ‘new’ about the network form, it is probably the increase in (reengineered) cross-functional, temporary project working within organizations”. Within this category, the ‘projectified’ organisational form ranges from the basic functional matrix (with occasional recourse to specialised project teams) to the pure ‘project-based organisation’ where “the project is the primary business mechanism for coordinating and integrating all the main business functions of the firm” (Hobday, 2000; 874) - an organisational form increasingly prevalent in industries such as advertising, consulting, film and TV (Miles and Snow, 1986; DeFillippi and Arthur, 1998; Gann and Salter, 2000). 

The growth of project management has been mirrored by the number of employees who are now choosing to take on project management roles (Kunda, 1992) and more recently, project management has developed into a discrete occupation (some would describe it as a new ‘profession’
) with the emergence of dedicated training courses at the postgraduate level and rapidly expanding professional associations - the US-based Project Management Institute (PMI) now boasting some 260,000 members across 170 countries (PMI, 2008). Through the actions and choices of such individuals, project management techniques and procedures have been framed, promoted and packaged to become part of the established ‘toolkit’ in many management fields. As a result, project management is gaining significant influence in contemporary organisations which attempt to follow the ‘post bureaucratic’ template.

In the remaining sections of the paper, we examine reflective accounts of practicing project managers charged with implementing and sustaining the new practices. We use these accounts to discuss the ways in which the project managers reflect on their self-created and/or given space within projectified environments. We highlight a number of salient themes, including status, organisational value, power, influence and ambiguity, to focus attention on the consequences of the constitution of the project manager as an attractive yet insecure organisational actor in many modern organisations.

Methodology

The empirical research was conducted through a series of structured group discussions, a method chosen for both methodological and pragmatic reasons. In a pragmatic sense, the group discussion enabled the acquisition of rich data while allowing for the flexible exploration of research themes in a cost-effective and time-effective manner (Frey and Fontana, 1991; Gibbs, 1997). Methodologically, the value of the group discussion was the opportunity to observe the construction of a work identity in a social setting, allowing for the "synergy, snowballing, stimulation, and spontaneity" that a group dynamic can generate (Catterall & Maclaran, 1997: 1.3). Given our broadly phenomenological and interactionist perspective, the group discussion was valuable in that it allowed us to examine the interplay and intersubjective modification of opinion through the course of the encounter, a dimension which makes this form in many ways 'more ecologically valid than methods that assess individuals' opinions in relatively asocial settings' (Albrecht et al, 1993: 54).

The research involved five groups which were convened in south-west England and central Scotland between December 2004 and April 2007. All of the research participants were project managers or had project management responsibilities, all but two were male, and all were located in organisations with a structure which was to a greater or lesser extent ‘project-based’. All five focus groups included participants with different levels of experience and from distinct occupational backgrounds. 
Fig 1: Focus Group Participation, by Sector and Region

	Focus group
	Region/industry representation
	Number of Participants
	Composition of focus group by sector (identifier code in brackets)

	1
	SW England
	3
	Local Govt (LG), Defence (D1/D2) 

	2
	SW England
	5
	Construction (C1), Aero (A1), Defence (D3/D4/D5)

	3
	SW England
	3
	Defence (D6), Construction (C2), IT (I1)

	4
	Central Scotland
	3
	Scientific Research (S1, S2, S3)

	5
	Central Scotland
	2
	IT (I2, I3)


The group discussions were semi-structured, following a core set of themes; work history, professional identity, PM professional affiliations and PM knowledge employed. Participants were informed of these themes at the outset, after which discussion was initiated and maintained by two facilitators in each group. The discussions were recorded, transcribed and then coded with the aid of Atlas-ti qualitative data analysis software according to themes derived from relevant literature and/or developed inductively from the empirical material itself. At the same time, to avoid fragmenting the data by this coding process, the transcripts were read through and considered holistically, to reveal recurrent themes and emergent positions/tensions through the course of each encounter. 

Discussion/Analysis

In this section, we discuss the ways in which the focus groups participants reflected on their own journey towards the role of project manager, their positioning within organisational power relations and the project manager’s autonomy, status and authority  within project-based environments. 
Becoming Project Manager 

The demographic of our research participants indicates that the most common access route to project management is from another occupation/profession, with only one out of sixteen participants claiming to be a ‘career project manager’ (S1). At the same time, most attested to a lack of a defined route into the project manager occupation, although some mentioned that their employers encouraged (and occasionally provided) formal training and qualifications. For the vast majority of the project managers, their training consisted of experiential learning supported by attendance at short courses

“a lot of experience was gained either from watching people and doing it yourself and doing it wrong, or watching other people get it wrong.” [D5]

“In terms of professional training? None, and mostly self taught.” [LG]

To explain their move into a project management role, the project managers typically drew on evidence that project management as a discipline was increasingly important as a means to structure and manage work, and that the recognition of project management is increasing;

“You are hearing the terminology project manager used more often and people are beginning to recognise what it is and understand it’s a profession in its own right.” [S1]

This growing ‘awareness’ for some encompassed a belief in project management as the means to reduce complexity and chaos in terms of managing responsibilities in modern organisations; hence PM is seen as; 

“giv(ing) you a far better idea on what you've got to do, when you've got to do it and some of the difficulties and issues you need to use.” [D3]

Specifically, it was argued that the greater use of PM approaches and techniques would enable organisations to bring back a discipline that has become eroded due to the introduction of more flexible and chaotic work systems.
“I think we are actually going to be able to bring our projects into time, cost and performance, I think we will see that. I would realistically say give us another 5 years and hopefully you won’t be seeing those really bad reports in the paper that you are seeing at the moment!” [D1]

This organisational transformation was justified and rationalised by many participants as commonsensical and self-evident, with many arguing for the ubiquity of ‘the project’; 

“I’ve thought about it over the years - everything is a project, no matter what you’re doing.” [I2]

A key part of this process of becoming is the retrospective rewriting of the individual’s work history, as s/he comes to see all parts of management as ‘essentially’ a project; 

“I believe everything we do is project management…I didn’t know I was doing project management until I started this job.”[D1]

“Prior to this, I believe that I did do project management - but it probably wasn’t recognised as such at the time.” [S1]

In the process of ‘becoming’ project managers, the value of the field and of the person becomes closely linked; thus project management seen as a field of opportunity, which is seen to offer greater prospects than general management or other, more established specialisms.

“Over the last few years the project manager has now been given a higher status. That follows with salary and benefits. So there is a lot of quantity surveyors who are now looking into actually going into project management” [C2]

 “Myself as a project manager, I see it as a career path and I could go on and manage bigger and larger projects and maybe programmes, etc.” [LG]

The discussions point to the discursive construction of project management as a particularly attractive and increasingly pivotal position in contemporary organisational climates, across various sectors. Looking closer at the discussions, however, sheds some light upon the challenges, tensions and costs of faced by those making this transformation into the role of project manager.
Becoming Project Manager: Challenges and Tensions 

Contradicting the optimism above regarding the new role, there are 370 direct references in the group discussion data which collectively reveal the more conflicted experience of enacting the role of a project manager in specific organisational settings. While a conviction in the importance and centrality of project work was shared by most participants, many were then discouraged by the failure of their organisations to embrace this discourse. Indeed, even in sectors where project working was well-established, such as construction and defence, most project managers experienced ambivalence or a more explicit rejection of the value and status of project management, 
 “People were coming to me and saying ‘why are you doing this, it’s a numpty qualification? It doesn't mean anything, it was so easy to do. What benefit to us as an organisation is it?’ ” [D1]

As a result, a certain discomfort with the title of project manager was quite common, typically linked to concerns over ignorance or lack of respect by peers in other fields, or in the project managers’ previous (and often more established) disciplinary area, such as engineering, quantity surveying, etc. 

“Certainly with people I was dealing with outside, I would say I manage projects, because it starts to explain what I do, but that results in a blank look, at which point you have to explain further!” [D5]

To counter such challenges, several research participants engaged in quite complex identity politics, strategically deploying other (more established) identity claims, reverting to their previous occupational title; changing the title of project manager to another such a consultant; or rephrasing the term project manager to one with a more credible association such as project engineer. 
Those without a previous professional affiliation seemed to be more ready to adopt the title project manager (and its questionable credibility) while others, with stronger trades, tend to retain or adapt their previous professional affiliation.

“I always call myself a civil servant…, because I am.” [D3]

“I use the word consultant and when it says sector, construction industry is what I do, so that sums it up.” [C1]

Tellingly, none of the established project managers suggested that their position provided substantial autonomy, in terms of decision-making and discretion. On the contrary, the accounts tended to suggest that project management was more often experienced as a new form of bureaucracy due to its emphasis on plans, processes and formalised procedures. 
Where the project manager is given a senior role, a common experience was that the decision-making authority that should accompany this position was taken away and given to a subject expert such as a chief engineer or functional manager.

“Invariably I think that decision anyway is taken from somebody at the next level, you know, you’ve got the construction manager above” [C2]
The gap between the level of accountability carried by the project manager and her/his status, resources and influence were underlined by several; 

“A project manager will take the blame if it fails, don’t get me wrong, but you know, in terms of driving the success of that programme, the options are limited because there are so many other people who are having so many other conversations that ultimately your job is…or sometimes, it’s reduced to merely recording the sins of others.” [I3]

Often this lack of autonomy and power was seen to stem from a lack of recognition for project management among senior management;

“Project manager was really a title, it was a job title, no more than that. I think I had no idea of project manager as a profession, really and I think my employers had no idea of project manager as a profession.” [LG]

Surprisingly, and in spite of the lack of support, resources or autonomy afforded to the project manager, many attested with pride to the experience of intensive accountability and even strong feelings of personal ownership.
“Very often (…) you get embroiled in the sort of small stuff, (…)  because there’s nobody else to do it and the problem with being project manager is a lot of the time you don’t have the resources so you are diving in to save things because it’s very personal, it becomes your project, you want to see it happen.” (LG, emphasis added]

The tensions examined here are illustrative of the gap between the construction of the project management role as attractive, important and influential, and the rather more challenging and frustrating experiences of those embracing this role. The empirical evidence illustrates both sides of this coin; the ubiquity, promise and increasing status of project management, and also the heightened accountability,  lack of support and uncertain status of the new position. 
Discussion
Our empirical evidence points to an understanding of how a particular new managerial role, that of the project manager, is created and embedded in organisational contexts, through the discursive construction of project management as both a ubiquitous contemporary organisational phenomenon and as a strategic imperative in the current economic and technical climate. The research indicates tensions in the experiences of project managers. On the one hand the discursive promotion of project management has created, to some extent, the organisational and social context within which technical specialists in various sectors see the project manager role as one which promises status, influence and authority within particular organisational settings. In ‘becoming’ a project manager, personal identity becomes closely wedded to the value of the new occupation. At the same time, while still maintaining this understanding of PM as vital and of their position in the organisation as equally vital, the same project managers describe their experiences of this role as quite the inverse; their status and perceived competence is disputed, their influence is diluted and undermined and their decision-making authority severely curtailed. 
These tensions first arise during the process of becoming a project manager, as converts embrace a value system which affirms the importance and centrality of project working. The process of leaving behind the previous occupational role is typically fraught - while the transformation is often driven by the need to progress one’s career, enhance one’s status and expand one’s role by making a step toward management, the accounts given suggest difficulties in making this transformation. These difficulties centre on the difficulty encountered in leaving what is often an established and respected occupation to enter a newer, less recognised and often less valued occupation. These difficulties are increased by the lack of an established training program that familiarises the entrant with what is expected of them and the skills/competencies they require. 
These tensions do not abate as new project managers attempt to enact this role within an organisational context. Here, the conflict centres around the lack of institutionalised identity associated with the role, as the organisational identity of a project manager varies from an administrator/information gatherer to a senior manager accountable for the completion of major deliverables. Typically, both identities often exist in the same organisation, or relate to the same position, such that the level of accountability is not matched by the resources or the authority to discharge the role. This situation is aggravated by the lack of credibility of the occupation overall and a broader lack of understanding of the occupation, its capacities and its limits. 
Conclusion

Project management is developing as a discrete occupation which is central to the managerial regime within a specific but important form of post-bureaucratic organisation. The increasing contemporary importance of the project management role relies in part upon a broader post-bureaucratic discourse; as it is the need for flexibility, for delivering change, and the restructuring of organisations around the project form which legitimise the project manager and the discipline that s/he embodies. 
As part of the discursive processes of identity formation evinced in the discussions analysed above, project managers make various claims regarding the importance of project management in an attempt to overcome the historical structuring of power relations across organisations and occupational boundaries. The levels of scepticism encountered by project managers across sectors undermine the confidence of those who assume the status of ‘project manager’, exacerbated and reinforced by the lack of authority and legitimacy of the role. 
In particular, the research highlights that this role is typically compromised by structural and cultural aspects of the organisational and industrial context, the credibility of project management and the authority, resourcing and autonomy afforded to those taking up this role. These challenges illustrate the difficulties involved in adopting and effectively enacting the discrete project management role, and bring into question the contribution that project management can currently make in delivering the post-bureaucratic organisation.
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