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1 
Introduction 

As organisations in more and more industries 
look for flexible ways of production in the 
wake of rapidly changing market environments, 
project-based organising is becoming an 
increasingly important mode of organisation 
(Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995). Whereas project-
based organisation was traditionally mainly the 
domain of industries such as film making 
(Sorenson & Waguespack, 2006), theatre (Good- 
man & Goodman, 1976), and construction 
(Gann & Salter, 2000), a project-based mode 
of operation has recently pervaded many other 
sectors in the economy, including software 
development, advertising, biotechnology, con-
sulting, emergency response, fashion, television 
and complex products and systems (Grabher, 
2004; Hobday, 2000). This increasing prevalence 

is reflected in an exponentially growing body 
of research (Bakker, 2010), which has made 
marked progress in areas such as project-based 
learning (Prencipe & Tell, 2001), project-based 
innovation (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995) and 
project-based careers (Jones, 1996). As a con-
sequence, research on project organisation has 
moved from being a narrow specialty domain 
toward being a broad research paradigm, 
attending to a broad audience in organisation 
science and beyond (Sydow et al., 2004).  

In a fairly recent review paper, Bakker 
(2010) shows that in the period 1988–2008 
scholarly attention, as indicated by publications 
in books and ISI-indexed journals, grew 
exponentially (see Figure 1). Comparing the 
number of publications in the period 1988-
1998 with the period 1998–2008, he observed 
an increase of almost 340%. 

 
Figure 1 

Growth of literature on temporary organisational forms  

 
Source: Bakker, 2010:467 



2  
SAJEMS Special Issue 17 (2014) : 1-6 

 
 
Within this shift of attention to project-based 
organisation, which initially had a predominant 
intra-organisational focus, there has recently 
been a noted second trend: the trend that 
project work today increasingly requires the 
flexible and temporary involvement of external 
partners (Maurer, 2010). By pooling the expertise 
and resources of multiple organisations for the 
execution of project tasks, such inter-organisa-
tional project ventures have been proposed to 
be excellent vehicles to, amongst others, achieve 
economies of scale, come up with innovative 
products, learn, and hedge risks (Kenis, 
Janowicz-Panjaitan & Cambré, 2009). 

Project-based work in and across organisa-
tions poses new challenges for many organisa-
tional processes (creativity, learning, innovation, 
decision-making) and their outcomes and 
management (e.g. project governance). Against 
this backdrop, the South African Journal of 
Economic and Management Sciences wished 
to publish a Special Edition devoted to topics 

linking project-based organising and project 
management. 

2 
Some definitions 

This special edition focuses on project-based 
organisations and projects. These ways of 
organising production of products and services 
can be captured in the overarching concept of 
temporary systems. A temporary system or 
organisation in business and science is 
typically defined as a collaborative endeavor 
that is consciously planned to arrive at a 
particular goal. They can be further characterised 
as temporary rather than permanent organisa-
tional systems that are constituted of project 
teams (individuals/organisations) within or 
across organisations to accomplish particular 
tasks under time constraints. Table 1 presents 
further details of differences between temporary 
and permanent organisations. 

 
Table 1 

Temporary versus permanent organisational systems  
Prevalent manifestations Temporary organisational system Permanent organisational system 

Extent of: 
Temporariness Ex-ante limited duration Ex-ante no limited duration 

Uniqueness High degree of novelty, uncertainty and 
risk, missing routines 

Low degree of novelty, less uncertainty 
and risk, routine-based work 

Clarity of command lines Superior in line-functions and project 
leaders as superiors 

Employees usually report to only one 
superior 

Heterogeneity of organisational unit Teams composed of diversely skilled 
experts originating from different functional 
departments or different firms – different 
professional and cultural backgrounds 

Teams composed of members 
belonging to the same functional 
department or division – common 
professional and cultural backgrounds 

Formalisation Fewer formal structures and processes, 
more informal coordination 

Mainly based on formal structures and 
process, less informal coordination. 

Source: Elaboration of Hanish & Wald, 2013: Table 1 
 
Temporary organisational systems come in 
different shapes. Examples are disaster and 
rescue teams, groups of diverse professionals 
designing and performing in theatre productions, 
or quickly formed temporary systems to fight 
terrorist attacks. In this special edition, the 
focus will be on so-called structurally prepared 
ones (see Raab et al., 2009:174) such as 
project-based organisations and projects. 

The project-based organisation is an 
organisational form in which the project, or 
multiple projects, is the primary organisational 
unit for production, innovation, change, and 

competition (Hobday, 2000:874). Project-based 
organisations are commonly used in the for-
profit manufacturing context; the form is also 
implemented in other organisations, both 
public and private, including law and consultancy 
firms, marketing, the film industry, and 
advertising. While a project can be defined as 
any activity with a defined set of resources, 
goals, and time limit, e.g., for information 
technology or new materials., within a PBO 
the project is the primary business mechanism 
for coordinating and integrating all the main 
business functions of the firm e.g., operations, 
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R&D, engineering, innovation, marketing, human 
resources, and finance. 

3 
Project embeddedness and  

project management 
For a long time, academic research treated 
projects as ‘islands’ (Engwall, 2003). The main 
research focus was on the structures and 
dynamics of individual projects, typically 
discussed from the individual project manager’s 
point of view. Consequently, the project has 
been conceptualised as a lonely phenomenon, 
independent of history, contemporary context 
and future. In other words, the shadow of the 
past, simultaneous events, and the shadow of 
the future are seldom included in the analysis. 
From a social science perspective, one would 
argue that it seems that the so-called closed 
system approach is dominant in ‘traditional 
research and management of projects. 

Interestingly, the same social sciences have 
a quite long tradition in the so-called open 
system approach in which units interact with 
their environment. This is the case for the 
economic sciences in which firms regularly 
interact with their environment (Lumpkin & 
Dess, 2001) to acquire resources (e.g., raw 
material, labor), to sell their output to other 
firms or to end users, or to compete with other 
firms from the same or other industries. It is 
also the case for the organisation sciences, in 
which several scholars theorised about the 
organisation – environment connection (e.g., 
resource dependence theory or transaction cost 
theory). 

More recently, an increasing number of 
scholars have stressed that projects and project-
based organisations are influenced by the 
organisational, relational, and institutional structures 
in which they are embedded (Manning & 
Sydow, 2011; Grabher, 2004). Additionally, 
participants in projects more often come from 
different organisations, and are characterised 
by higher diversity (e.g. in terms of knowledge 
base and cultural background). Furthermore, 
project-based organisations run multiple projects 
sequentially or simultaneously in which external 
partners participate more frequently. In sum, 
all of this shows that projects and their 
members are embedded in multiple contexts. 

These developments pose interesting challenges 
to project management scholars and practi-
tioners and even might have implications for 
the training of (young) people in general. 
Starting at the macro level one could pose the 
question: If projects and project-based organising 
are so pervasive in society, should the training 
of young people not be directed at learning the 
principles of project-based working? The fact 
that project-based organisations run multiple 
projects at the same time puts the governance 
and management of these portfolios of projects 
directly on the table (meso level). The manage-
ment of individual project members needs new 
attention as well (micro level). For example, 
should project members be stimulated to 
develop ties with other project members or 
should project managers put in place incentives 
to increase tie formation with a person external 
to the project team. The former may be beneficial 
to team cohesion, whereas the latter may 
positively influence the project team’s innovation 
output. Another managerial challenge pertains 
to the number of project teams in which 
employees should be allowed to participate. If 
employees can be part of several projects, how 
should their work be coordinated and to what 
extent can they effectively contribute to the 
goals of the project and the organisation. 
Project managers also have to pay attention to 
processes evolving inside projects and between 
project members. Does every type of conflict 
or disagreement between project members ask 
for managerial intervention? If so, what 
interventions are helpful? 

It is one of the tasks of academic scholars to 
answer these and similar questions. In this 
way, evidence-based interventions can be 
developed and tested. The contributions to this 
special edition, introduced in the next section, 
hopefully form a step toward this goal. 

4 
Organisation of the special edition 

This special edition of the South African 
Journal of Economics and Management Sciences 
brings together scholars from three continents 
and all interested in project-based organisation 
and its management. Their contributions aim to 
shed light on the relationships between the 
embeddedness of projects and the management 
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of projects at different levels of analysis. The 
articles take a variety of approaches: conceptual, 
a literature review, empirical with small (case 
study) and large N research designs. Table 2 
shows how each paper is positioned relative to 
the topics of project embeddedness, project 
management and its level of analysis. 

In their leading article for this special 
edition, Packendorff and Lindgren propose that 
an increased focus on the processes of 
projectification would be beneficial to project 
research. They introduce a distinction between 

narrow and broad conceptualisations of projecti- 
fication. Using this distinction and taking a 
macro perspective, they extend this research 
area from its current concern with the increased 
primacy of projects in contemporary organisa-
tional structures, into an interest for cultural 
and discursive processes in society in which 
notions of projects are invoked. One of the 
implications of their argument is that project-
based organisation and project management are 
regarded as ideal and form a norm in 
organisations, societal life and in private life.  

 
Table 2 

Links between papers and themes 
Paper Level of analysis Form of embeddedness Project management 

Packendorff & Lindgren Macro Projects and project management as norms for 
society 

X 

Bekker Meso Governance of (multiple) projects in different 
environments 

X 

Jerbrant Meso Multiple inter-related projects X 

Van Kessel et al. Micro Project members embedded in organisational 
culture and social networks 

 

Chan Micro Project members embedded in multiple projects  

Chang and Yeh Micro Project members embedded in a team  

 
Bekker’s paper is a review of the literature on 
project governance, which can be regarded as a 
meso analytical perspective since it takes a 
managerial perspective on multiple intra- and 
inter-organisational projects. It categorises the 
project governance literature into three schools 
of thought. From these schools of thought it 
can be concluded that the definition of project 
governance is a function of stakeholder 
complexity and functional positioning in the 
organisation. The development of project 
governance frameworks could also consider 
the complexity of projects spanning across 
international companies, across country borders 
and incorporating different value systems, 
legal systems, corporate governance guidelines, 
religions and business practices. Such frame-
works stress the notion that projects are 
embedded in wider environments. 

Jerbrant argues that many project-based 
organisations have to manage multiple projects 
simultaneously and she maintains that the 
classical view of multi-project management 
does not capture its dynamic nature. Present 
theory falls short in the expositive dimension 
of how management of project-based companies 

evolves because of the need to be agile and 
adaptable to a changing environment. The 
purpose of her paper is therefore to present a 
descriptive model that elucidates the maturation 
processes in a project-based organisation, as 
well as to enhance understanding of multi-
project management in practice. The maturation 
model displays how the management of 
project-based organisations evolves between 
structuring administration and managing 
uncertainty. It also emphasises the importance 
of active individual actions and situated 
management actions that have to be under-
taken in order to coordinate, synchronise, and 
communicate the required knowledge and 
skills. With this specific form of project 
embeddedness, a project is surrounded by 
other projects, therefore requires a different 
type of project management in which a project 
portfolio is taken into account. The arguments 
developed in this paper also fit well into a 
discussion in which it is proposed that projects 
are both instrumental as well as social 
processes (Winter et al., 2006). 

Van Kessel et al’s. paper examines the 
relationship between perceptions of organisational 
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culture, academics’ social embeddedness, and 
their creative paper project output. It argues 
that the extent to which researchers working on 
paper projects are socially embedded by social 
ties with colleagues inside and outside their 
academic department (within the same university) 
is a causal step linking organisational values 
and norms to creative outputs. Basically, this 
study concludes that “no creative person and 
no project is an island” (also see: Engwall, 
2003). 

Chan observes that employees of project-
based organisations are increasingly involved 
in more than one project team. This implies 
that an employee simultaneously has multiple 
memberships in these project teams, a pheno-
menon known as multiple team membership. 
Previous predominantly theoretical studies 
have acknowledged the impact that multiple 
team membership has on performance, but 
very limited empirical evidence exists. The 
aim of her study is to provide empirical 
support for some of these theoretical claims 
using South African team data. Her study 
shows that there are considerable performance 

effects when an individual is embedded in 
more than one team.  

With the micro perspective of individuals 
embedded in projects teams, Chang and Yeh 
develop and examine a model of the ante-
cedents and consequences of decision-making 
comprehensiveness during the new product 
development process. This model firstly 
suggests a concave relationship between intra-
team task disagreement and decision-making 
comprehensiveness. It also conjectures that 
conflict communications influence the effective- 
ness of decision-making comprehensiveness 
on new product project teams’ performance. 
An empirical test of the proposed framework 
involves a survey of 220 cross-functional new 
product project teams. Some managerial and 
research implications of the findings are also 
discussed in this paper. 

We hope that this special edition of the 
South African Journal of Economic and 
Management Sciences fuels the discussion on 
project-based organising, project management 
and their links. 
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