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Abstract
Project organising is a growing field of scholarly inquiry and management practice. In recent years, two
important developments have influenced this field: (1) the study and practice of projects have extended their
level of analysis from mainly focussing on individual projects to focussing on micro- as well as macro-level
concerns around projects; and (2) there has been a greater interest in different kinds of scholarly inquiry.
Taken together, these two developments call for closer scrutiny of how the levels of analysis and the types
of inquiry are related and benefit each other, and the explanations of project practices they could offer. To
discuss avenues for future research on projects and project practice, this paper suggests the notion of project
studies to better grasp the status of our field. We combine these two sets of ideas to analyse the status and
future options for advancing project research: (1) levels of analysis; and (2) type of research. Analysing
recent developments within project studies, we observe the emergence of what we refer to as type 3 research,
which reconciles the need for theoretical development, practice engagement and pragmatic avenues to move
away from accepted yet unhelpful assumptions about projects and project organising. The paper ends with
suggestions for an agenda for future research, which offer project scholars a variety of options to position
themselves in the field of project studies, and to explore opportunities in the crossroads between levels of
analysis and types of research.
Keywords: levels of analysis, research, project studies, project organising, scholarship, sociology of
science, project management.
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Executive Summary
Scholarly inquiry and management practice in projects is diversifying rapidly, which may segregate the
field, but could also constitute an opportunity. For example, the diversity of ‘organisations’ or forms of
‘organising’ filled the field with new ideas and intellectual challenges. To take advantage of such
developments, organisational scholars had to consider different forms of organising as part of
‘organisation studies’, and continuously adapt their frames of reference and forms of conceptualising
organisations as a ‘research field’ and a ‘research object’. Concomitantly, they embraced alternative
research interests, ontologies and epistemologies, which today enrich the field. Such dynamics build on
scholarly reflexivity and could also, we believe, be fostered in project research.
Thus, responding to the diversification of the field, and inspired by the notion of ‘organisation studies’, we
present the case of ‘project studies’, which acts as an umbrella for the studies in, on and around projects.
‘Project studies’ is novel as it does not propose an alternative perspective on projects, but instead calls for
an inclusive and integrative research field for all perspectives, fostering vibrant dialogue and debate that
welcomes different opinions and perspectives.
The aim of the present paper is to demonstrate the value of the notion of project studies and to call for a
reflexive scholarly practice capable of navigating diversity by positioning their research in contrast with
others. In particular, we focus on two recent developments that have contributed to the diversification of
the field and offered new options for project scholars:
(1) the study and practice of projects have extended their level of analysis from mainly focussing on
individual projects to focussing on micro- as well as macro-level concerns around projects; and
(2) there has been a greater interest in different kinds of scholarly inquiry, which we looked through the
lenses of the three deep-seeded human interests proposed by Habermas: a) The traditional positivist
tradition aims to ‘solve the problems’ of project organising and increase its efficiency and effectiveness
through better understanding of causal relationships surrounding projects. b) Interpretative research is
3

grounded on our inherent interest to understand the world around us, but not necessarily ‘solve’ it. Rather,
this research explores perceptions, behaviours and sees the world not so much in terms of causal-links, but
complex networks with interesting cases and possibilities for learning. c) Emancipatory research is driven
by emancipatory interest and the pragmatic desire for changes in the status quo, not in an optimisation lens
as in typical normative and positivist research. Rather, it is the reorganisation of inherent contradictions,
giving voice to minorities while addressing major economic and social problems. We termed them type 1,
type 2 and type 3, respectively.
The juxtaposition of levels of analysis and types of research offers a matrix with nine areas to position
research contributions and to identify potential opportunities in the field of project studies. We argue the
framework can be used to identify new opportunities for research as some ‘cells’ in the grid are less
populated than others for different topics of study. Usually, extending current treatments of problems and
topics to different levels of analysis and types of research form potentially insightful research in project
studies. We would also welcome the strengthening of type 3 research across the three primary levels of
analysis addressed in the present paper.
This paper provides a framework to encourage project scholars to reflect and become even more aware of
nature and conduct of their research: the kinds of knowledge and interests they pursue, as well as the focus
of their research. Our framework and analysis are exploratory and only build a tentative foundation for
further exploration. We hope more will come that continue along these lines as well as criticise the main
ideas presented here.
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Introduction
Research on projects is diversifying at a rapid pace. We observe scholars using alternative theories,
epistemologies and ontologies (Padalkar and Gopinath, 2016; Smyth and Morris, 2007), as well as moving
the focus from the single project to embracing micro- (individual, team) and macro-level (organisations,
society) concerns (Pollack and Adler, 2014; Söderlund, 2011). Such empirical, theoretical and
methodological diffusion is welcomed given the impact, magnitude, frequency and diversity of
contemporary projects, and the many challenges surrounding the numerous projects in our society (e.g.,
Flyvbjerg et al., 2009; Resolution, 2009; Winch, 2013). However, such diversity may segregate project
management/project organising as an academic field for good or bad, as it can hamper the development of
a common language, which can potentially threaten the accumulation of knowledge and a genuine and
constructive dialogue within the field as well as between project scholars, scholars in other fields and
practitioners. Accordingly and paradoxically, the popularity of projects in practice and academia could
weaken the field as we know it.1 Yet, simultaneously, such diffusion could also constitute an opportunity.
For example, the diversity of ‘organisations’ or forms of ‘organising’ across countless contexts did not
weaken ‘organisation studies’. On the contrary, the variety filled the field with new ideas and intellectual
challenges. To take advantage of such developments, organisational scholars had to consider different
forms of organising as part of ‘organisation studies’, and continuously adapt their frames of reference and
forms of conceptualising organisations as a ‘research field’ and a ‘research object’. Concomitantly, they
embraced alternative research interests, ontologies and epistemologies, which today enrich the field. Such
dynamics build on scholarly reflexivity and could also, we believe, be fostered in the field of project
research.
Thus, responding to the diversification of the field, and inspired by the notion of ‘organisation studies’, we
present the case of ‘project studies’ – a novel and alternative way of understanding the field at its present
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We would like to thank Dr Mattias Jacobsson and Dr Sofia Pemsel for discussions that helped shape the arguments
presented in this paragraph.
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stage of development, which acts as an umbrella for the studies in, on and around projects. The aim of the
present paper is to demonstrate the value of the notion of project studies and to suggest a framework to
conceptualise core research choices in this area. Our first question revolves around what constitutes
‘project studies’. Our second question is concerned with the future of project studies. To address the
second question, we consider research as a social process, and thus position project scholars and their
research choices at the centre of project studies. Three central research choices are: what to study in
project contexts, i.e. which level of analysis to explore and what object of analysis; why to study, i.e. what
kind of knowledge is produced and how will it contribute to the field; and finally, deriving from the first
two, how to study (ontological, epistemological and methodological) aspects and issues pertaining to
projects. Research on projects and project organising is diversifying precisely around these three core
areas. Our framework attempts to capture this diversity. We build and expand on Habermas’ knowledge
constitutive theory (Habermas, 1972), and propose a framework that connects different types of
knowledge interests proposed by Habermas with different levels of analysis. The framework is intended to
foster reflexivity, and thereby revitalise existing research programs and point to new options and avenues
for future studies.
In the next sections, we elaborate on the concept of ‘project studies’. We then discuss the relevance of the
project scholar in shaping the nature and dynamics of project studies, and subsequently call for reflexivity
to yield opportunities following the emerging diversification of this field. We then propose a framework to
support the development of such reflexivity. The framework builds on the diversification of knowledge
interests and levels of analysis among scholarly inquiries, and offers an agenda for future research for
project studies.

Conceptualising project studies
We contend that the labels currently used for project management and project organising as an academic
field no longer accommodate all the issues and challenges that it entails. The changing nature of the field
is captured in the developments in its leading journal – the International Journal of Project Management
6

(IJPM). The number of citations in the IJPM has increased steadily over the last five years, reaching a
social normalised impact per paper (SNIP) factor of 2.56, which is higher than other project management
journals and comparable to top-ranked operations management journals. Somewhat interestingly, this is
the category where the IJPM is placed in the Association of Business Schools (ABS) journal ranking list.
Although the IJPM is not comparable to specialised journals in other knowledge areas, such as innovation,
marketing and strategy, the number of scholars reading the IJPM continually increases, and the interest
from a widening range of scholarly fields is also noteworthy. This is important, as the high impact factor
offers an attractive publication outlet and potential for academics who are pursuing careers within project
studies, thereby increasing the quality of scholars and scholarly outcomes.
The nature of the research published in the journal has also changed. Historically, the IJPM has had a firm
grounding in engineering management, construction management and project planning (Crawford et al.,
2006; Kloppenborg and Opfer, 2002). Over the years, the journal has become more rooted in social
science and management/organisation studies in a broader sense, and addresses a host of problems that are
beyond what we historically have associated with project management. For example, Crawford et al.
(2006) explored the topics covered in the IJPM and the Project Management Journal (PMJ) from 1994 to
2003, and identified a trend towards more strategic issues, such as marketing, scope management,
strategic alignment and project evaluation, while topics such as quality management received less
attention. This result is in line with Pollack and Adler’s (2014) comprehensive study covering nearly
94,472 articles related to ‘project management’, including IJPM publications from 1962 to 2012, which
identified a trend of moving from more technical and engineering topics to embracing a broader
organisational perspective. Similarly, Padalkar and Gopinath’s (2016) review of over 250 articles in three
key project management journals suggests a move from deterministic to explanatory and nondeterministic types of research. Thus, project scholars currently conduct different types of research with
different focus areas.
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Moreover, project and general management research are increasingly being linked. Theoretical
contributions and publication outlets have moved beyond the traditional project management journals. In
parallel, scholars originally from other disciplines have gained increasing interest in the study of projects,
and have brought with them alternative theoretical frameworks, disciplinary backgrounds and modes of
conducting research (see for instance Davies and Hobday, 2005; Grabher and Ibert, 2014).
The diversity in scholarly backgrounds, empirical settings and theoretical angles concurs with the variety
of terms and concepts used to describe projects and their impact on organisations and society. The list of
terms and concepts is long, including project organising, project-led organisations, project-based
organising, project networks, program management, project portfolio management, project society, project
landscapes, projectification, programmification, project lineage, project ecologies and project networks,
among others. Each term reveals a new empirical phenomenon or offers a novel perspective on wellknown phenomena. For example, while ‘project management’ – the classic term – most often refers to the
processes, tools, techniques and concepts to manage the execution of a project, the ‘management of
projects’ proposed by Morris (1994) extends the concept to the front-end, i.e. the strategic formation of the
project.
The various names also represent distinct perspectives on projects (Jacobsson et al., 2015), schools of
thought (Bredillet, 2010; Söderlund, 2011), methodologies (Crawford et al., 2006; Smyth and Morris,
2007) and paradigms (Pollack, 2007; van der Hoorn and Whitty, 2015; Williams, 2005). Most of these
alternative terms represent a form of departure from classic project management as a ‘method or ‘tool’.
We align with these attempts to downplay the narrow focus on project management as a separate activity,
and avoid the risk of associating our research with a particular technique or management approach.
Names certainly matter (Geraldi and Teerikangas, 2009; Pellegrinelli, 2011), but what connects them
matters as well. Jacobsson et al. (2015) applied Wittgenstein’s family resemblance to projects and argue
that the research and notion of projects are different yet connected as a ‘family’ of concepts. We draw on
this idea and suggest ‘project studies’ as an integrating label for the family of studies in, on and around
8

projects, which covers not only the notions described above, but also its distinct research objects,
theoretical frames, ontologies and epistemologies. ‘Project studies’ is novel as it does not propose a
perspective on projects, but instead calls for an inclusive and integrative research field for all perspectives,
fostering vibrant dialogue and debate that welcomes different opinions and perspectives.

Reflexive project scholarship and project studies
Accompanying the integrating label ‘project studies’, the remainder of this paper offers an integrating
framework to describe project studies at its current stage and to propose potential avenues for the future.
Our point of departure for the development of our framework is the intrinsic relationship between project
scholars and project studies. By project scholars, we mean the community of scholars studying projects
(temporary organisations, project organising, the management of projects, project management, etc.). This
includes the community of peers who usually organise and participate in the International Research
Network on Organizing by Projects (IRNOP), the Engineering Project Organization Conference (EPOC),
and/or the project tracks in the general organisation and management conferences, such as the European
Academy of Management (EURAM) and the European Group for Organizational Studies (EGOS). Project
scholars read, write and are involved in the editing of journals dedicated (although not exclusively) to
projects, most notably, the IJPM, the PMJ and the International Journal of Managing Projects in
Business.
The research community and the scholars within it matter. As is well-known research is a social process
and a social practice (Chalmers, 1976; e.g. Kuhn, 1962; Merton, 1973); the research and the findings it
produces are influenced by who the researchers are, their ideologies and convictions, the network, the
research community and the wider contemporary ‘Zeitgeist’ (Merton, 1973). In this respect, as ‘project
scholars’ frame, conduct and publish research, they produce, reproduce and change ‘project studies’.
Hence, project scholars shape the present and future of project studies.
We adopt an interpretative perspective to explore the relationship between project studies and project
scholars. According to the interpretative perspective, the individual and world are inextricably linked
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through the person’s lived experience of the world (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Husserl, 1970; Schütz,
1945). Sandberg (2000) took an interpretative perspective to study the relationship between work and
worker, and identified workers with different levels of conception of their work. Sandberg’s idea has since
been applied to explore the relationship between projects and program workers and their projects, and
have yielded similar results (Borg and Söderlund, 2015; e.g. Partington et al., 2005). We can, therefore,
infer that the relationship between scholar and research is developed through the lived experience of
research, and the meaning that research takes on for the scholar in his or her experience of it (Sandberg,
2000). Hence, our research approach is intrinsically associated with our experiences, our communities and
ourselves. This combination of factors makes us conceptualise research in different ways, i.e. focus on
different objects of analysis, ask different questions, see and engage with the ‘empirical world’ differently,
and aim to develop different kinds of knowledge.
Following this line of argument, diverse communities, like project studies, are faced with conflicting ideas
and explanations, which can trigger reflexivity; that is, the ability to recognise that ‘all forms of inquiry
are paradigmatically circumscribed, and therefore truth claims, assumptions about reality and the ways in
which we generate accurate theories should be challenged to reveal the inherent instability of knowledge’
(Cunliffe, 2003, p. 984). Such debate and questioning are welcomed as they strengthen the field and its
intellectual development.
Analytical frameworks offer an approach to foster such reflexivity, as they highlight the boundaries,
assumptions, major findings, challenges and potential future of a field (Shapira, 2011). They also guide a
search for gaps within and between areas of the framework. These frameworks are particularly useful in
highly heterogeneous research fields, such as project studies, as they display the different research ‘silos’,
thereby fostering cross-fertilisation (Knudsen, 2003). Söderlund adds that ‘the combination of multiple
perspectives and informed practice would then . . . hopefully infuse a more insightful and penetrating
research agenda’ (Söderlund, 2011, p. 155). As a consequence, these frameworks can illustrate the current
theoretical pluralism in the field, and assist and promote the study and integration of individual findings. It
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is thereby a means to identify both conflicts between research streams and potential overlaps and
opportunities to build and extend current research, all of which can stimulate future research and scholarly
debates. Moreover, frameworks can also help us reflect upon the questions we have already posed and
rethink their relevance to the practice as well as the study of projects. Thus, frameworks are useful to
exploit the diversity of the field, while assisting in moving it from a ‘fragmented adhocracy’ to a
‘polycentric oligarchy’ (Knudsen, 2003).
We therefore propose a framework that can potentially assist project scholars to make core choices and
shape project studies. The framework captures two changes observed in project studies in the last decade:
a) The broadening of types of research. In this respect, we explore the kind of knowledge project
scholars aim to develop and its respective types of interest and implicit values. Here, we use
Habermas’ knowledge-constitutive interest theory to develop three types of project studies.
b) The broadening of levels of analysis, reflecting the wider empirical world across diverse levels of
analysis, and moving beyond projects and expanding from individual to societal levels. When
looking at different levels of analysis, project scholars will develop alternative frames for projects,
project practices and project studies, and thus conceptualise practice and academia differently. We
use here the classic micro, meso and macro levels of analysis to guide our conceptual development.
The juxtaposition of these two dimensions form our framework. The framework is appropriate for three
reasons. First, the two dimensions cover fundamental research design choices, namely, what is studied
(level of analysis), why it is studied (knowledge-constitutive interest). Second, they capture key changes
in our research field in the last decade and are, therefore, appropriate for discussing the current stage of
the field. Finally, the framework guides reflexivity without looking inward to the already established
themes. Instead, it looks for connections with other areas in management and beyond, such as sociology,
innovation, strategy, etc. For example, how can psychology inform the individual level of analysis? How
can sociology, philosophy and political sciences inform analysis at the societal level of analysis? And so

11

on. In this regard, the framework encourages integration, not only within project studies but also between
project studies and other research communities.
In the next sections, we explore these two dimensions separately and then in combination, and propose an
initial research agenda.

Types of project studies2
Habermas’ theory of knowledge-constitutive interests
This article builds on Habermas’ theory of knowledge-constitutive interests to open the discussion on
types of knowing in project studies. According to Habermas, human interests guide structures of work and
authority, and influence how people think, inquire and create knowledge of the world. Hence, no type of
knowledge is ever neutral but rather reflects our interests. Habermas (1972) identifies three distinct human
interests rooted in the human existence as a social and biological species, and explains how these three
knowledge interests are expressed in different types of research. Therefore, human interest is at the heart
of research, as the human interest of the researcher will determine to a great extent the kind of knowledge
that the research is likely to develop, as well as the most pertinent research methods. By establishing these
different human interests, he purports to establish a critical social theory as a respectable and distinct form
of knowledge to the then-dominant positivist philosophy of science and historicist hermeneutics.
The technical interest refers to the anthropologically deep-seated interest to control and predict the
natural environment, which motivates classic positivistic research inquiry to uncover law-lie regularities.
It conceptualises science as instrumental and objective, in search of ‘truth’, which is understood as
verified facts through methodical experimentation, controlled observation, large sampling statistics, etc.
The interpretive or cultural-hermeneutic sciences are driven by the deep-seated practical interest to
maintain or increase one’s self and a mutual understanding in life. It is embedded in the pragmatic human
need to communicate with others and to develop an inter-subjective understanding of their context and

2

The three types of research were originally introduced in Geraldi and Söderlund (2016).
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relationships. Truth here is conceptualised as consensus or coherence – something is considered true if
multiple people consider it to be true.
Finally, the emancipatory interest is ‘aimed at the realization of autonomy from defective actions and
utterances arising from social relations of power, domination and alienation’, and hence, with a core
interest in the desire to overcome dogmatism, compulsion and domination. Therefore, Habermas suggests
a third human interest of self-reflection and reasoning. His ideas resonate with Kant and some of the core
ideas of the Enlightenment. Habermas’ search for the epistemic and normative basis for such critique
culminated in his work, The Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas, 1985, 1981), which he
developed later in his career. This theory explores language and communication as essential for rationality
and reason, and argues that communicative action is the foundation for change; that is, a communication
‘oriented to achieving, sustaining and reviewing consensus – and indeed a consensus that rests on the
intersubjective recognition of criticisable validity claims’ (Habermas, 1984, p. 17). Thus, Habermas’
emancipation is not about critical reflection for its own sake. His emphasis is on the potential for
transformation through human reasoning rooted in language and discourse analysis. Error! Reference
source not found. summarises Habermas’ three distinct ‘ways of knowing’.
Table 1: Overview of Habermas’ Theory of Knowledge-Constitutive Interests (based on Cicmil, 2006;
Habermas, 1972; Tinning, 1992)

Framing
Attributes

Type 1

Knowledgeconstitutive
interests

Technical with a focus on
prediction and control

Man – nature
Instrument (causal
Kind of knowledge
explanation)
Underlining
Functionalist/Positivist
paradigm
Research methods Empirical-analytic
and inquiries
methods
Type of interaction

Type 2
Practical with a focus
on interpretation and
understanding in social
interactions
Man – man
Practical
(understanding)

Type 3
Emancipatory with a
focus on criticism and
liberation
Man – self
Emancipation (reflection)

Interpretative

Radical/Critical

Hermeneutic methods

Critical theory, critical
science
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Many management disciplines, including project studies, have developed by transcending the three kinds
of knowledge, beginning with a strongly technical orientation, moving forward to more
interpretative/practical interests, and then developing a stronger emancipatory human interest (Smyth and
Morris, 2007).
Many scholars argue that the emancipatory interest leads to critical studies, which is understandable, as it
follows Habermas’ key argument and motivation. We argue that critical studies is one of several
alternative research traditions following the emancipatory interest, particularly if understood as
questioning stated for granted practices, and to explore approaches to transform the status quo. Habermas
himself proposes other kinds of disciplines related to self-reflection as part of emancipatory interests, such
as psychoanalysis (Habermas, 1972). In his later writings, Habermas distances himself from postmodernist
thought and the Frankfurt School due to their tendency to be excessively negative and pessimistic.
Habermas is sceptical towards institutions, but he still believes that institutions, like humans, are malleable
and can be changed for the better of society. Thus, an important role for scholars is to reflect and propose
options. In his view, the communicative action would be an approach to culminate in such change
(Finlayson, 2005). Indeed, in Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) framework, Habermas’ concept of
emancipation is one of radical structuralism, with some elements taken from radical humanism. For
example, critical utopian action research (Nielsen and Nielsen, 2006) is rooted in Habermas’ thought and
offers a critical yet pragmatic engagement with practice, with a view to reframing taken-for-granted
assumptions of our society, creating utopians, and later, pragmatically considering in which form these
utopians would be executed in practice.
Therefore, inspired by the emancipation interest and Habermas’ later work, we propose an extension of
the concept to include other forms of (self-) reflection that foster change.3 In this regard, emancipatory
research, i.e. research adhering to emancipatory interests and ways of knowing, would not be limited to

3

We understand that scholars of Habermas may disagree with our wide interpretation of the concept. For this reason,
we are explicit about the proposed extension being ‘inspired by’ instead of ‘equal to’ Habermas’ concept of
emancipation.
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critical studies, but could include, for example, the introduction of new concepts, the presentation of cases
to trigger new ideas and alternative understandings, and critical analysis of current practices showing that
there is something unusual and perhaps even ‘wrong’ with the way they operate. Emancipatory studies
could thus also point out potential ‘ways out’, not necessarily ‘solutions’ but, at least, optimistic outlooks
and identification of practices that work differently, thereby opening space for what ‘could be’ as opposed
to only what ‘is’.
Such studies and scholars would be cognisant of the potential impact of their research and would not claim
to be neutral, but would instead carefully consider and discuss the potential implications of what they
propose. Emancipatory interests, therefore, presuppose the power to ask questions and the potential for
dialogue, which are not always available. Habermas’ critics argue that the issue of power is underplayed
in his work and yet fundamental for the exercise of emancipatory interests. We agree, yet argue that for
the purpose of discussing developments of research, we do not need to establish solutions for how
emancipatory interests can be ultimately pursued, but rather acknowledge that they exist and in many
different formats. Therefore, the criticism only stresses our point of being attentive of different
opportunities for emancipatory interests to surface, which includes but is not limited to critical studies and
critical theory.

Three Types of Project Studies
We apply Habermas’ theory of knowledge-constitutive interests to project studies to propose three types:
type 1, type 2 and type 3, respectively.
Type 1 has a technical interest with a main focus on prediction and control, and looks for causal
explanations. Usually, but not exclusively, type 1 frames research in projects, for projects and for project
studies. It mostly focuses on project processes. Research tends to be paradigmatic, and refines classic and
conventional topics in projects, adding some contributions to the field. This research has been analysed by
many authors and has been given various names, including projects-as-plans research (Packendorff, 1995)
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and the optimisation school (Söderlund, 2011). It also includes broader success-oriented research in an
attempt to find the ultimate links between success criteria and success factors (Jugdev and Müller, 2005).
Type 2 is connected to the deep-seated interest on understanding the nature and dynamics of social
systems more generally. It values applications and developments of theories and models as intellectual
tools for analysing key aspects of the social world of projects. The consequence of this interest is that
existing research adhering to the type 2 logic perceives projects as unique opportunities to study and to
contribute to particular theoretical questions in organisation theory and general management. Projects are
recognised as temporary organisations and contexts for theoretical development and empirical inquiry. An
example of work in this area is what is oftentimes referred to as the Scandinavian School of Project
Management (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995; Sahlin-Andersson and Söderholm, 2002). Its focus is on
understanding the characteristics, nature and behaviours of projects as temporary organisations, and its
wider implications on creativity, learning and innovation.
While interested in theories and theorising, type 2 research tends to start from a deep understanding of and
interest in the practice and actuality of projects. In this regard, type 2 research follows Nicoline’s (2009)
idea of zooming in and zooming out, i.e. the continuous and iterative move from zooming in to practices
and zooming out to the theory.
The work in this area has contributed to shifting project studies from being rather self-centric and not very
well respected for developing relevant and theoretically rich research, to receiving more recognition and
attention from fellow scholars in allied management disciplines (Kwak and Anbari, 2009). The IRNOP
network, which was launched in 1993 and organised its first conference in 1994, has certainly played an
important role. The track at EURAM (and later in EGOS) on project organising has also been important to
drive this development forward (Söderlund and Maylor, 2012).
Type 2 is rather disconnected and is often in strong opposition to type 1. Most typically, papers
subscribing to this type of project study begin with a departure and profound critique of type 1, arguing
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that type 1 research is too rationalistic, with limited grounding on current practices and lacking social
science framing.
Type 3 is based on the human interest of emancipation, where critical reflection culminates in deliberate
changes in the status quo. In project studies, such research usually builds on type 2 research and partly on
type 1 as well. It reconciles the search for transforming the status quo with a deep understanding of
practices and solid theories in search of reflection and change. Consequently, scholars conducting type 3
research are usually engaged in project practice and their contexts, and understand the ‘realities’ of the
profession. However, they also challenge its inherent assumptions, and positions opportunities to rethink
and transform them. Hence, the focus is not only on deconstructing and problematising, but also in
contributing to the development of pragmatic (and contextualised) ways forward.
Similar to type 2, scholars subscribing to type 3 research usually engage in conversations within general
management as well as our community. They also recognise the potential for contributions to general
theory within but also outside management, most notably psychology, sociology and political science. In
this regard, they not only contribute with innovative ideas to the project studies but also to management
and organisation theory.
While type 2 research starts with a departure from type 1 research, type 3 research is inspired by Alvesson
and Sandberg’s (2011) suggestions to question assumptions of a scholarly field. In this regard, type 3
research not only questions assumptions of their own ‘way of thinking’ within project studies, but also
ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions shared across project studies as an academic
community and research domain.
For type 3 scholars, research and education are not neutral. Ethical dilemmas and implications of the
choice of topic and empirical contexts are key concerns, and in some cases, even the motivation of the
research. In this regard, research questions here can challenge political, moral and gender-related
assumptions within the field. They reflect on the examples and case studies they would like to use,
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searching, for instance, for more ethical projects that engage with the public, or alternatively, hold a
critical view on the potentially negative effects of projects in local and global communities. Hence, type 3
research has a more active role in the development of our society and the impact of projects in society.
Not surprisingly, we observed type 3 scholars also engaging with media, impacting companies and their
management, as well as policy by engaging with the general public and governmental institutions.
Finally, scholars working in accordance with the ideas of type 3 research usually acknowledge the
importance of project studies as a community, and the need to harvest this community, as opposed to
(only) joining other communities. With that said, these scholars maintain strong linkages with external
communities, publish in highly rated journals of general management and organisational theory, bring
inspiration from these fields, while also caring and contributing to the development of the project research
community, and acting as ambassadors of our community, whether explicitly or through their own
outstanding research.
Unlike type 1 and type 2, type 3 is still in its infancy, rather rare (in projects and also general
management) and seems very hard to develop. Project scholars can very quickly become too involved in
the struggles of the day-to-day life of project managers and end up acting as consultants, with limited
theoretical contributions. There is also the potential limitation of becoming too theoretical, divorced from
the richness of the project context and the required pragmatism to change the status quo and ‘fight for’
emancipation.
Table 2 presents an overview of these three types of scholarly inquiry and modes of project research,
which are more appropriate for the development of different knowledge-constitutive interests. Our
aspiration is to draft a typology, i.e. ‘a conceptually derived interrelated set of ideal types that explain a
dependent variable’ (Niknazar and Bourgault, 2017, p. 194). Using this rather positivist language, our
‘dependent variable’ is Habermas’ knowledge interests, i.e. technical, understanding and emancipation;
thus, the different types will be more likely to attain their respective interests.
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Unlike a classification, they are three ‘ideal’ types in that they are simplifications of actual research
practices. Some scholars and studies can cut across two types or attend to only a few of the aspects
characterised below. Most studies, however, would tend to be principally positioned in either one of these
three types of research.
Although we advocate for more type 3 in project studies, we do not suggest that type 3 is superior to the
other types. Instead, we welcome the heterogeneity of the field, arguing that all three knowledge interests
are relevant and call for more cross-fertilisation.
Table 2: Application of the Theory of Knowledge-Constitutive Interests to Project Studies (adapted from
Geraldi and Söderlund, 2016)
Characteristics

Type 1

Type 2

Type 3

Knowledgeconstitutive
interest

Technical interest

Understanding
interest

Emancipatory interest

Understanding
of projects

Projects as objects that
can be controlled
through feedbackmonitored instrumental
action.

Projects as intriguing
phenomena or
contexts to be
understood.

Projects as contemporary phenomena,
temporary with legacies that transform
organisations and society, but are also the
contexts for social interactions, prone
toward controversies but also
reconciliations

Empirical
settings

Impact on
practice

Any projects (projects
are seen as similar and
comparable, and the
aim is to develop
general theories of
project management)
Mostly prescriptive and
normative, attempting
to ‘solve’ the problem

Projects as lived
experience
(projects are
particular and a
subjective
experience)
Actuality of project.
Mostly descriptive,
with some
implications to
practice and some
theorising

Conscious choice of projects – search for
‘talking dogs’ with prominent ethical,
theoretical and/or practical
value/uniqueness
Legacy in contributing to theory and/or
practice (impactful theoretical
development, preferably rigor and
relevance), which often invites reflection
and transformation of taken-for-granted
assumptions of the status quo.

Levels of analysis in project studies
From largely being a field devoted to the management of single projects (Söderlund, 2004a), research now
spans a number of levels of analysis ranging from the individual to society. At the individual level, we
observe the increasing recognition of the importance of individuals to projects (Palm and Lindahl, 2015),
but also of projects to individuals, their careers, self-management, self-esteem, motivation and
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competence development (e.g., Ekrot et al., 2016; Muller and Turner, 2006). It draws largely on
psychology, behavioural and learning theories. Studies inquire into the life and conditions of project-based
work in general, and more specifically, into topics such as the motivation and competencies of project
workers.
We also note the increasing impact of projects on geographical clusters (Grabher and Thiel, 2014),
individual firms (Brady et al., 2004; Söderlund and Tell, 2009) and society at large (Lundin et al., 2015).
There has also been a strong movement upwards to cover the organisational, strategic and corporate
challenges facing organisations largely occupied in project business. This has included, but has not been
limited to, topics such as project portfolio management, program management, learning across projects,
the evolution of organisational-level project competence and the role of project capabilities in
organisations. Projects become the conduit to several kinds of value-generating activities within the firm,
including the realisation of strategy and the transformational changes it requires (Morgan et al., 2008). Not
only is the context created for and around projects a key success factor, but it also largely determines how
projects are done, and their impact and legacy (see for instance Dille and Söderlund, 2011; Morris and
Geraldi, 2011).
Moving even further upwards are the analyses of the macro-level points of the project-oriented society
(Gareos and Huemann, 2001; Jensen, 2012; Lundin et al., 2015) and the new spirit of project-oriented
capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2006). This is also an important topic in a recent book authored by
leading project scholars on the nature and consequences of project society (Lundin et al., 2015). What
these contributions show is that the macro level in project studies is not necessarily only about the firm
level, but a way of addressing a significant feature of Western society and defining our contemporary
human condition (Fough Jensen et al., 2016). Thus, projects became a key unit of economic and social
action, shaping sectors (Grabher, 2002; e.g. Sydow, 2004), society (Lundin et al., 2015) and who we are
(Fough Jensen et al., 2016). Hence, the focus on the project as the primary level of analysis is relevant but
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no longer sufficient to understand the growing complexity of projects, and their impact on individuals,
organisations and society.
In several other domains of management and organisation studies, different levels of analysis receive
growing attention. For example, organisation theory and organisation behaviour have a tradition of
organising knowledge across levels of analysis, in particular the individual, team/group, organisation and
their relationship with the context (see, e.g., Hatch and Cunliffe, (2013) and most contemporary textbooks
on organisation theory and organisation behaviour). In the field of human resource management (HRM),
the editors of the Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management summarised the current state of this
field by making a distinction between macro HRM and micro HRM (Boxall et al., 2007). It should be
pointed out that levels of analysis extract much more than merely a form of organising knowledge. The
idea around multi-level theorising and the micro-foundations of strategy and organisation are telling
examples of this development (e.g., Geels, 2011).
However, current classifications of project studies do not cover the current diversity within the field. For
example, Söderlund’s (2011) conceptualisation of schools focuses specifically on the project level
(optimisation, factor, contingency, behaviour, relationship, governance and decision). Turner et al. (2010)
emphasise the need to make a broader account of the field that transcends the project level and embraces
the individual as a level of the analysis in what they termed ‘social systems’.
In summary, we propose a spectrum of levels of analysis, moving from micro to meso to macro. We
recognise that there are different levels of analysis also within a level, e.g. the micro level contains both
individuals and teams, and the macro level refers to supra-organisational but also societal levels. Indeed,
the levels of analysis are a spectrum, not the anchoring points. With that said, establishing some anchoring
points facilitates the discussion of ‘ideal types’ of research. In line with other knowledge areas, we anchor
this spectrum in the following three levels:
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Macro project studies: project portfolio, project society, firm level, program management, strategy,
corporate change, project ecologies, industry development, innovation at the firm level, project
capabilities, project competence at the firm level, inter-project learning, learning landscapes.
Meso project studies: project level explorations, collaboration, cooperation, coordination problems in
projects, time management, communication management – the classic project management body of
knowledge (PMBoK) and textbook topics, culture in projects, conflicts in projects, temporary
organisation, deadlines in projects, planning in projects, learning in projects, knowledge integration at the
project level, competence at the project level and so on. Many probably would argue that this would be the
most important level of inquiry for project studies (and, historically, the level that most research has
focused on). Inquiries at the project level to a great extent build the very foundation of the field and
provide the organisational entity and collective act that constitute much of the basis for current theorising.
First, if there are no projects, there will be little need for project studies. Second, the understanding of
projects – what they are, why they exist and how they behave – forms the theoretical foundations for
inquiries at the micro and macro levels of analysis (Söderlund, 2004b). Accordingly, we suggest that the
project level constitutes the meso level of analysis, which for obvious reasons plays a particularly
important role for project studies.
Micro project studies: individual-level studies in projects, people in projects, groups and teams in
projects, psychology in projects, project competence at the individual level, project skills, project careers,
project management careers, motivation, project overload, project teams, project teaming and virtual
teams. Much research has emphasised the increasing importance of individual-level concerns in project
studies. Scholars have investigated how people cope with stressful project work situations (ZikaViktorsson et al., 2006), how project participants develop a career over time and how they learn from
projects. These studies also pay attention to team-level interactions – how micro-organisation units
operate and function in the project context – highlighting the unique nature of the project contexts, for
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instance, with regard to swiftly building trust among participants (Meyerson et al., 1996) and responding
to deadline pressure (Gersick, 1988).
These distinctions are by no means new, but to our knowledge, they have not been laid out explicitly as a
guide to cover current research in project studies. Other scholars have made reference to a similar kind of
idea, although not with an explicit focus on the study of projects. For example, Hedlund (1994) noted the
importance of making distinctions between the individual, group and firm level in understanding
knowledge management. Prencipe and Tell (2001), in a paper addressing various strategies for interproject learning, relied on a distinction between the organisation, team and individual levels to examine
the location of learning in project-oriented firms. The levels are also used implicitly in conferences to
divide themes of research in projects (for instance, IRNOP conferences have had people/HR, strategy and
portfolio management as themes). Therefore, it is useful to make this distinction more explicit, and
facilitate the production of knowledge and our own inquiries.
With that said, the distinctions between these three levels of analysis can be considered somewhat
arbitrary. As mentioned above, micro, meso and macro levels function not as three discrete options but as
a spectrum moving from extreme micro levels looking at individuals to macro levels exploring projects in
society. The spectrum, therefore, contains individuals, teams, projects, programs, portfolios, firms and
ecologies right up to the project society. We discuss three anchoring points in the micro, meso and macro
levels for simplicity, and we are certainly aware that they might overlap.

Combining levels of analysis and types of research
The combination of levels and types of project research creates nine different kinds of inquiry within the
area of project studies. To make it easy to remember, we have three levels: level 1, level 2 and level 3, and
three research types: type 1, type 2 and type 3. Table 3 displays the nine resulting areas, which point to
nine different kinds of research in project studies. We provide characteristics of these research areas and
examples of past research.
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Table 3: Levels and Types of Research in Project Studies: A Framework
Level 3:
Society/
Organisation

Level 2:
Project

Type 1
 Predict and improve
multi-project firms/
project-based
organisations
 Contribution to project
studies
 Examples: Work on
maturity models





Level 1:
Individual/
Team





Predict and improve
project management
processes
Contribution to project
studies
Example: Conventional
research on project
management, project
planning techniques,
breakdown structures.

Predict and improve
individual and social
behaviour
Contribution to project
studies
Example: Müller and
Turner (2007)

Type 2
 Understand the context
and its relationship with
projects, such as the
tensions and relationships
between temporary and
standing organisations
 Contribution to project
studies and organisational
studies, and partly to
strategy and innovation
 Example: Midler (1995)
 Understand temporary
modes of organising and
behaviour of projects
 Contribution to general
management and
organisation studies, e.g.
process studies,
organising.
 Example: Scandinavian
School of Project
Management, work on
temporary organising
 Understand individual
and social behaviour
 Contribution to
leadership, human
resource, organisational
behaviour
 Examples: Partington et
al. (2005)

Type 3
 Challenge and impact our
understanding of projects
in organisations and
society
 Contribution to project
studies, management and
organisational studies
 Examples: Scott (2012),
Sydow and Manning
(2011), Lundin et al.
(2015)
 Challenge and impact our
understanding of projects
and temporary
organisations
 Contribution to project
studies and beyond, e.g.
our understanding of
organisations and
organising practices more
generally
 Examples: Bechky
(2006), Hodgson (2004)
 Challenge and impact our
understanding of
individual and social
behaviour
 Contribution to project
studies and beyond, e.g.
organisation studies,
organisational behaviour
and leadership
 Examples: Hodgson et al.
(2011), Lindgren and
Packendorff (2006)

Each cell contains the different theoretical viewpoints originally presented in the schools of project
studies. However, the schools primarily addressed the project level (level 2). Therefore, the schools do not
provide an accurate overview of the broader field of project studies as it has been presented here. The
schools also did not explicitly discuss how research was conducted and the kind of knowledge it created.
As we make these more explicit, we can see that although scholars followed similar paradigms within
each school, there have been studies with different paradigms within a school, for example, success
factors from a type 3 perspective, deconstructing the impact of success criteria in projects (Cicmil and
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Hodgson, 2006). Crossing types of research within a level, or levels within a research type can, therefore,
open space for new and interesting inquiries of research.
For aspiring scholars or scholars outside project studies, our suggested framework offers a tentative map
of research and potential research opportunities. For established project scholars, the framework may be
useful for generating a better understanding and a differentiation between past research and current
literature. It might also constitute a platform for exploring new topics and modes of conducting empirical
research. For example, one way of using the framework is to consider the kind of interests the scholars
would like to pursue, and the competencies they have in terms of topics of research. This will position
them in the framework. They can then compare that position with the current position of the extant
literature on the topic, and explore potential future developments within the cell or by moving between
cells.
The next paragraphs describe ideal types of scholars and research within each of the cells. Our
descriptions are not to be followed strictly, but offer instead loose contours of the different cells. While
types 1 and 2 have been widely acknowledged, type 3 is still emerging and hitherto less discussed.
Therefore, our focus is on exploring type 3 research across the three different levels of analysis.
A typical type 1 study in the micro level seeks to identify traits and competencies of successful project
managers (Muller and Turner, 2006) and teams for different types of projects and contextual variables
(Malach‐Pines et al., 2009). The research suggests the relevance of individuals and competencies for
project success.
Moving into the meso level, type 1 research typically explores potential methods to manage projects and
their impact on project performance. Contemporary research here accepts the need for contextualisation of
the methodology and proposes alternative approaches to the classic front-end loaded and waterfall
methodologies. Example include research on waterfall vs. agile methodologies and other variations, such
as the spiral model (Boehm, 1988; Cohen et al., 2004). Contributions from design thinking helped break
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away from the classic process methodology, calling for stronger links with users, and highlighting the
significance of co-creation and iterative problem-solving.
At the macro level, typical type 1 research looks for organisational solutions for multi-project
organisations, e.g. Kwak and Ibbs (2002) and Cooke-Davies et al. (2003). Research on maturity levels is a
good example. Its impact in practice is significant as practitioners find such models useful for
benchmarking themselves with other firms and providing clear pathways to improve project capability.
Type 1 research is still relevant and important in terms of validating our current knowledge. However, this
research is partly divorced from the real struggles in the ‘reality’ (realities) of projects, and/or ‘big
questions’ and trends in general management and the world around us. The response to this criticism has
been a call for research on the actuality of projects (Cicmil et al., 2006) and the need to explore what
really goes on in projects (Söderlund, 2005).
At the micro level, type 2 research explores topics related to individuals and teams in projects. For
example, research in leadership does not try to describe the characteristics of ideal leaders. Individuals and
teams are the level of analysis, but they are understood within a broader ecosystem. For example,
Partington et al. (2005) applies Sandberg’s work to conceptualise the competence of program managers.
Their study explores different levels of conception that program managers had about their work. Program
managers act in accordance to how they perceive their context and their role in this context. As this differs
from person to person, the roles people perform ultimately also differ. Therefore, the work challenges a
widely accepted view on work-worker fit, as the work defines the worker and the worker defines the work.
Their research suggests that program managers who possess a broader understanding of their role in
relation to the context tend to act more competently. Here, a concept from management is applied to the
project context, and contributes to the development of our understanding of competence in projects.
However, its contributions to general management are limited. The work was also published in this journal
and written for the project scholar community.
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The focus of research at the meso level is the project, often conceived as a temporary organisation. The
research covers a wide a variety of studies, including project behaviour, project governance and
peculiarities of temporary organising. For example, this has been the focus of Scandinavian scholars, who
opened space for theorising as they positioned projects as temporary organisations. Classic work in the
area include the ‘Special Issue on Project Management and Temporary Organisations’ published in 1995
in the Scandinavian Journal of Management (e.g., Lundin and Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995).
Work at the macro level addresses the context around projects and builds to a greater extent on established
theories from general management, strategy and organisation studies, and contributes significantly to the
project domain, but also extends original literature. An example is the seminal work of Midler (1995) on
the projectification of the firm. Midler observed a shift in how work was organised in Renault and
proposed increasing the number and relevance of projects within organisations, offering new forms of
organising. The work paved the way for Cooper’s work on project portfolio management, which provides
practical insights on coordinating and selecting several projects in innovation and new product
development literature. The work is also central for developments in multi-project firms, and later, the
programmification of the firm, a term coined by Maylor et al. (2006) who point to an even further
intensification of the use of projects in firms.
These are just examples. Type 2 research has had outreach within and beyond project studies. The
research is relevant and provides the theoretical support of the field. However, the research tends to be
mostly focused on contributing to the literature, and tends to abstain from political and ethical discourses.
It also runs the risk of being divorced from the realities of project managers and shies away from
providing normative and prescriptive guidance based on research findings.
In the next section, we propose examples of project scholars and works, which could be considered type 3.
These are only examples and not representative of the current research in the field. The idea is, instead, to
explore the possibility of undertaking this type of research, despite its difficulties. Our second intention is
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to identity potential opportunities for future research and methodological approaches for furthering the
type 3 research agenda.

Exploring type 3 research
There are several research opportunities within each of the identified ‘cells’, i.e. in the crossroads between
the level of analysis and the type of research. In this article, we focus on the research opportunities in two
areas: first, moving topics of study between cells; and second, opportunities for type 3. We believe these
two approaches to look for research opportunities have more potential for the development of new, robust,
impactful and ethically sound research, and in so doing, shaping project studies in a bright and interesting
light. In the following, we offer a few examples of research questions and past studies subscribing to type
3 across the different levels of analysis, as well as potential forms of cross-fertilisation across levels.

Type 3 research at the micro level
Exploring the impact of new forms of organising and implications of project society to the individual and
team levels opens up promising and relevant topics for research at the micro level, such as new forms of
self-organisation and distributed forms of leadership. This implies research exploring alternatives to
leaders and leadership – engaging in analysis of leaderless projects in agile settings, collective leadership,
and modern forms of co-workership, namely, followership. This would also, but to a somewhat less
extreme extent, include research that studies new kinds of leadership constellations, such as dual and
shared leadership, and which investigates new ways that leadership might be pursued, including coaching,
educating and transforming behaviour in projects.
Examples of past research on project studies include the work of Buchanan et al. (2007) and Lindgren and
Packendorff (2009) on project leadership, which offer alternative understandings of project leadership, not
centred on one person, but distributed or shared across several people in different phases of the projects.
The works challenge our usual understanding of leadership and uses the project as a context to explore
these different forms of leadership.
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Future research could continue this line of inquiry. For example, how can we lead as we move to a project
society where professionals become their own companies, carefully crafting profiles in LinkedIn and
Twitter, and search for meaningful contributions, and ‘exciting’ profiles? What are the implications of
such societal shifts to the concept of leadership and interactions between people at the micro level? How
can we lead ourselves and start projects more like movements than classic projects? What are the
implications of such emerging forms of interaction to classic relationships in organisations based on
concepts of hierarchy and the chain of command? Why do people accept leadership (traditional or now),
or in other hands, why do people ‘follow’ someone to do a project? Why are people followed? How does
the project per se influence the potential of attracting followers (and becoming leaders)?
Obviously, research at the micro levels are more than studies of leaders and leadership. It certainly
involves studies of individuals and employees in projects, how they develop affiliations with
organisations, and how they develop competencies and skills needed to live and learn in a modern project
economy – of moving between projects and organisations on a continuous basis. Such studies would not
only document the difficulties and challenges that such people face, but also explore practices that they
rely on to deal with these challenges and opportunities.
For example, studies of contractors working in projects in the software industry (Evans et al., 2004),
Sennett’s (2011) more critical analysis of project-based work, and Tempest and Starkey’s (2004) analysis
of freelance workers’ ability to learn are all representative studies of these kinds of inquiries.
Self-management becomes primordial in such contexts and open to an array of future research. For
example, we could explore the delicate ‘passage’ between projects from the individual perspective, such
as how do people move from project to project? How do they prepare themselves for the move? What
kinds of strategies and tactics are used to cope with the move? How do they deal with the consequences of
recurrently moving among projects, and how does this influence their mental health and work-life
balance? How do concepts of path dependence help explain current positions and lock-ups? In a more
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critical realm, it could be asked what kinds of interests do such developments activate? What are the
implications of such a society in the long-term to the individual?
Further potential work at the micro level follows Habermas’ call for self-reflection and explores potential
avenues for self-reflective project practices, and their cognitive, social and educational facets. For
example, how could the education and professionalisation of project managers prepare them for a more
reflective understanding of project practices? What contradictions does such reflection create as it clashes
with outdated and difficult to change institutions in projects, such as project success? How can a reflective
project practitioner address such controversies?
This research also has the potential to cross levels of analysis, and contribute to policy development at the
macro level, which can potentially mitigate or at least regulate some of the loose ends developed through a
project society, such as intermittent work conditions, retirement plans and the like.

Type 3 research at the meso level
From the three levels, the meso level has historically received the most attention and comprises more
contributions and contributors, and although much has been covered in the past, there is still much more to
be done. The meso level is dedicated to the study of projects as forms of organising, building on the ideas
of temporary organisations, and adding a more critical dimension to the project, governance mechanism,
knowledge, power and relationships.
Topics of study include but are not limited to project governance (and the several nuances thereof) (Clegg
et al., 2002; Pemsel and Müller, 2012; van Marrewijk and Smits, 2016), decision-making and estimations
(Flyvbjerg et al., 2009) and inter-organisational relationships (including but not limited to public-private
partnerships [PPPs]). For example, the Heathrow T5 became a widely used example of innovative forms
of managing relationships between partners in the project and developing an open culture. In addition, as
the failed launch of T5 painfully confirmed, the case also points to the relevance of including key
stakeholders in such agreements (Brady et al., 2006).
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This type of research is ultimately interested in establishing some kind of theory about projects in an
attempt to unveil the very foundation of organising according to projects, answering such simple yet
fundamental questions as why projects exist, how they differ and how they behave. Examples of recent
studies engaging in more elaborate forms of theoretical inquiry include Scott et al.’s (2012) study of the
nature and dynamics of global projects relying on institutional theory.
Future research in this area could, for example, elaborate on the unique properties of projects as temporary
organisations to develop theories that could contribute explicitly to more general management and
organisation studies. This could, for instance, include work on interdisciplinary communication in
projects, the formation of trust among project partners in complex projects, and the creation of an
interlanguage to allow for problem-solving capabilities in innovative projects. The ultimate idea here
would then be to embark on offering novel answers to the questions of why projects exist, how they differ
and how they behave.

Type 3 research at the macro level
At the macro level, studies explore the omnipresence of projects in society, within but also detached from
single organisations. Projects form geographical and knowledge clusters (project ecologies), and become
for some scholars a fundamental unit of economic and social action (e.g., Castells, 1996; Grabher and
Thiel, 2014; Lundin et al., 2015). Lundin et al. (2015) propose the notion of the project society to explore
the institutional and societal implications of intensifying project work. Jensen (2012) goes further and
points to several fundamental shifts in our form of living as human beings and brings projects to the
context of philosophy.
In a different context and theoretical grounding, the work by Manning and Sydow (Manning, 2010;
Manning and Sydow, 2011) draws on structuration theory and subscribes to a processual view to explore
project networks as a particular form of organising and as a way to understand the social embeddedness of
organisational action. Their work highlights, for instance, how relationships between project partners
shape projects, and the inherent actions taking place within them as well as across projects can become
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path dependent. Their framework primarily targets an explanation of how project-intensive industries
evolve and how relationships among project actors recur and change over time.
Grabher and Ibert (2011) present a framework that looks at two kinds of project ecologies. According to
these authors, the project ecology constitutes ‘a relational space which affords the personal,
organisational, and institutional resources for performing projects.’ They identity two primary types of
project ecologies: the cumulative project ecology and the disruptive ecology. From this end, they are able
to explain the specific challenges facing project organising in different settings, and particularly, the kind
of learning challenges and learning processes that are involved in different project-intensive industries.

Type 3 research crossing levels of analysis
Research opportunities by moving between cells can be explored by positioning the extant literature and
shifting the focus to different types of inquiries or levels of analysis, and in so doing, enhancing the debate
on the topic. The studies on project-based work conditions are good examples, which bridge concerns
from the micro level of analysis to occurrences at the macro level. Research in this area has been
presented in, among others, Styhre’s (2006) work on bureaucratisation, Hodgson and Cicmil’s (2007)
study of professionalisation and standards, and Clegg and Courpasson’s (2004) writings on power and
pressures felt by project managers. One criticism here relates to the implications of the professionalisation
of project managers, which does not necessarily lead to more competent project managers nor improved
project practices, and can, if misused, lead to bureaucratisation of project work. The work also contributes
to the study of the professionalisation of knowledge workers, and the power within and outside project
studies. It also points to required changes in the current power dynamics involved in projects and the
institutional context developed for projects and, hence, have characters of interest of emancipation,
criticism and pragmatism.

Enhancing type 3 research
Type 3 research is particularly challenging as it requires scholars to understand practices and to engage in
practitioners’ actualities and languages to produce findings that are relevant and pragmatic. Yet, the
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research must simultaneously have strong roots in theories and theoretical understanding within and
beyond management and organisation studies. It might also require partnering with scholars with different
competencies to embark on more advanced theoretically and methodologically informed research agendas.
Bringing in new disciplines is another approach to enhance type 3 research, by drawing on sociology,
psychology and neurology for the micro and meso levels, and on political science, sociology and
philosophy for the meso and macro levels. This would certainly require closer partnerships with scholars
from other fields to be able to better position findings on projects and project practices in other theoretical
domains. It might also open up new cross-disciplinary endeavours as projects, such as mega-projects,
which might attract scholars from a diverse set of disciplines.
A final approach is to focus on pertinent problems in society – not on projects per se. For example, the
United Nations’ (UN) global goals for sustainable development offer a motivating set of wicked problems
that require further understanding and research, many of which will be executed globally and locally
through projects. The UN agenda addresses such challenges as poverty, well-being, education, gender
equality, clean water, clean energy, sustainable cities, responsible consumption and production, and
climate change. Addressing the big questions as a way to drive research is also well in line with what has
been suggested at some of the leading conferences in project studies. For instance, the IRNOP 2015
conference in London had several sessions and plenary talks on the big questions in the field of project
management, including climate change and the management of projects.

Challenges ahead
Project management has its roots in engineering and practice-oriented contributions on how to manage
and organise projects and, hence, is deeply rooted in the technical human interest, largely relying on what
we here referred to here as type 1 research. This is certainly still an important part of the life of the project
scholar and certainly important to anyone interested in projects from a practical viewpoint. This is where
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we have most of our teaching, and where many business schools see the potential to attract a new market
of managers – the project managers (Söderlund and Maylor, 2012).
Following technical human interest has been the hallmark of many project studies; however, this also
comes with a series of challenges. The most important ones are probably the inability to see the wider
picture and critically engage with taken-for-granted concepts, of not being able to contribute to theory on a
more general level, and of not being recognised as a scholarly field of inquiry as such. Indeed, any
academic trying to combine consulting with basic research knows about the problems we are talking about
here, and would form the group of scholars attempting/conducting type 3 research.
While being too close to practices comes with its limitations, being too detached leads to a lack of
understanding of practices and their complexity; hence, naïve theories emerge from the ivory tower with
limited connection to the day-to-day ‘realities’ of project practitioners. Following Kant’s well-known
assertion, ‘practice without theory is blind, theory without practice is empty’, scholars (or at least a
scholarly field of inquiry) need to walk the fine line between closeness to practice and engagement with
extant theory. We presented some approaches to do this, and type 3 research has particular potential in this
regard, but there are no silver bullets available.

Conclusions
The purpose of this article was to provide a comprehensive view of the growing field of project studies.
We proposed the term ‘project studies’ as an umbrella concept encompassing the diverse research related
to projects – the study of projects, alluding to the term ‘organisation studies’ as the study of organisations.
Project studies includes but is not limited to project management, project organising, temporary
organisation, multi-project management, management of projects and the nature of project-based work.
We argue that while these different streams of research have different foci, methodological traditions,
levels of analysis and interests, they are united in their interest in projects as a particular form of
organising and participation at different degrees in the community of project scholars.
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We then developed a broad framework exploring the diverse field through the juxtaposition of levels of
analysis and types of research. We observed that research transits the project as levels of analysis, and
includes behaviours of individuals and teams at the micro level, as well as projects in portfolios within and
outside organisational boundaries at the macro level. Accordingly, we proposed three levels of analysis:
micro, meso and macro.
We also observed a variety of knowledge interests. Building on Habermas’ theory of knowledgeconstitutive interests, we explored the styles as sources of different interests and, hence, inherently ethical
decisions of the researcher. The traditional positivist tradition aims to ‘solve the problems’ of project
organising and increase its efficiency and effectiveness through better understanding of causal
relationships surrounding projects. Interpretative research is grounded on our inherent interest to
understand the world around us, but not necessarily ‘solve’ it. Rather, this research explores perceptions,
behaviours and sees the world not so much in terms of causal-links, but complex networks with interesting
cases and possibilities for learning. This forms what we call type 1 and type 2 research, respectively. Type
3 connects types 1 and 2, and connects to problems not within project studies, but beyond. Likewise,
attempts for theorising have an impact beyond the field of project studies. Moreover, type 3 research is
critical at its core. It follows the interest of emancipation and the pragmatic desire for changes in the status
quo, not in an optimisation lens as in typical normative and positivist research. Rather, it is the
reorganisation of inherent contradictions, giving voice to minorities while addressing major economic and
social problems.
The juxtaposition of levels of analysis and types of research offers a matrix with nine areas to position
research contributions and to identify potential opportunities in the field of project studies. We argue the
framework can be used to identify new opportunities for research as some ‘cells’ in the grid are less
populated than others for different topics of study. Usually, extending current treatments of problems and
topics to different levels of analysis and types of research form potentially insightful research in project
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studies. We would also welcome the strengthening of type 3 research across the three primary levels of
analysis addressed in the present paper.
This paper provides a framework to encourage project scholars to reflect and become even more aware of
nature and conduct of their research: the kinds of knowledge and interests they pursue, as well as the focus
of their research. Our framework and analysis are exploratory and only build a tentative foundation for
further exploration. We hope more will come that continue along these lines as well as criticise the main
ideas presented here.
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