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Abstract  

In recent years managerial studies have dealt quite extensively with the organizational issues of project teams. In 

particular the analysis have focused on the interpretation of the social dimensions in such settings. Two different 

research perspectives have emerged, concerning the relationship between project team and Community of Prac-

tice (CoP). One, departing from Wenger‟s theoretical considerations, defines the two concepts clearly by exclud-

ing the possibility that the project teams may also be figured out as communities of practice (Wenger, 2000; 

Lindkvist, 2005). In the second research perspective the contributions made by the Scandinavian School of 

Project Studies (Bragd, 2003) are included, whereby the possibility is claimed that once having satisfied certain 

conditions for functioning, the project teams also assume the form of communities of practice. This paper pro-

poses an analysis of the possible interpretations of the concept of project team in the light of the theoretical pers-

pectives indicated above. 
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1 - Introduction 

In the last few years organizational literature has been 

frequently dealing with the theme of projects, spurred 

by the widespread diffusion of this tool throughout the 

world of business. One of the most fertile areas of ref-

lection has been the one that analyzes the social di-

mensions of the project team. 

In the literature two different research perspec-

tives may be identified with reference to the relation-

ship between project team and Community of Practice 

(CoP). The first, and more consolidated approach, 

starting out from Wenger‟s theoretical considerations, 

defines the two concepts clearly by excluding the pos-

sibility that the project team may also represent a 

community of practice (Wenger, 2000; Lindkvist, 

2005). In the second research perspective the contribu-

tions put forward by the Scandinavian School of 

Project Studies (Bragd, 2003) are included, in which it 

is claimed that in some cases the project teams may 

assume the form of communities of practice.  

This paper proposes an analysis of the possible 

interpretations of the concept of project team in the 

light of the theoretical perspectives indicated above. 

The present contribution is articulated into two 

sections. In the first, the concept of Project Manage-

ment (PM) is investigated highlighting research trends 

that differ in their basic premises, analysis methodolo-

gies and study approaches. In addition to the more 

consolidated research trends, an alternative literature 

also exists, which dwells severally on its critical state 

and on its potential hazards (Hodgson and Cicmil, 

2006).  

In the second section, attention is directed to-

wards the study of the concept of project team, which 

is analyzed in its constitutive parts, with respect to the 

two possible interpretations of collectivity of practice 

and community of practice (Orr, 1990; Wenger, 1998; 

Lindkvist, 2005). If the concept of project team had 

initially assumed well-outlined and explicit surround-

ings, in the current literature there is an intense debate 
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about a new interpretation of the project, embarking 

“soft” elements as key elements of reflection..  

The paper ends with some criticisms on the need 

to consider the concept of project team consistently 

with the theoretical perspective adopted.  

2 – An investigation into project manage-

ment: two different interpretations 

The scientific interest in the theme of project man-

agement is undoubtedly associated with its practical 

diffusion (Whittington et al., 1999), which is particu-

larly intensive in the case of certain specific industries 

(Ekstedt et al., 1999). The study of project manage-

ment has a great operational significance linked to the 

performances achieved by the companies that have 

recourse thereto. It is expedient to make reference to 

some interesting international research that has 

pointed out how a misapplication of project manage-

ment brings about highly negative effects on business 

firms‟ achievements. According to the Standish 

Group's CHAOS Summary 2009 report, "This year's 

results show a marked decrease in project success 

rates, with 32% of all projects succeeding which are 

delivered on time, on budget, with required features 

and functions, while 44% were challenged which are 

late, over budget, and/or with less than the required 

features and functions and 24% failed which are can-

celled prior to completion or delivered and never 

used".  

Following Engwall‟s and others‟ contribution 

(Engwall, Steinthórsson and Söderholm, 2002), Bragd 

(2003:5) claims that: “[….] time-limited organisation-

al structures (project organisations) represent a larger 

share of the operations of modern organisations”.  

In the entrepreneurial world, the diffusion of 

models of highly project-oriented organisational ma-

cro-structure (Hobday, 2000) is associated with the 

creation of complex products/services, which for their 

development require competences localized in differ-

ent functional areas and, typically, in markets charac-

terized by a high rate of exchange and by high-

technological uncertainty (Gann e Salter, 1998). 

Research into the subject of project management 

has progressively assumed a more markedly multi-

disciplinary connotation by creating in a broad sense 

growing interest among scholars of organisational and 

managerial disciplines. With the passing of time 

Project Management has become an instrument uti-

lized to bring activities to a close which could not be 

managed efficaciously by traditional organizational 

structures. From this viewpoint Clarke (1999) has de-

fined Project Management as a lever for introducing 

change, that is to say an operational instrument for 

modifying a classical bureaucratic and functional 

structure through the introduction of figures of inte-

gration, which work according to horizontal-type log-

ics in support of the performance of traditional activi-

ties.  

With regard to the theoretical orientations to be 

found in the literature it is possible to make reference 

to two macro-trends of research. The first that may be 

considered of a more institutional (mainstream) di-

mension, interprets projects as simple instruments of 

managerial intervention, and so the very idea of 

project management may be traced back to a set of 

models and techniques for the planning and control of 

complex systems of activity (Archibald, 2004).  

This research trend starts out from the analysis of 

projects and management methodologies (Kerzner, 

2005) and deals with the functioning characteristics of 

the project-based organisational structures (Sydow, 

Lindkvist and DeFillippi, 2004). The idea of main-

stream is associated with the prescriptive nature of the 

competences and the managerial skills indicated in a 

considerable number of contributions existing on 

Project Management. In these works, the themes con-

nected with organisational management of projects are 

systematically related to issues of control (Nieminen 

and Lehtonen, 2008).  

In this approach (Kerzner, 2005), Project Man-

agement is related to a view of engineering-type or-

ganizations which associates the development of the 

firms with the possibility of constantly refining the 

instruments and methods of organisational coordina-

tion and change that serves to manage activities that 

are difficult to implement through a traditional func-

tional-type scheme.  

Project management is experiencing a phase of 

renewal in which the internal cultural dynamism and 

the imperative of innovation see a focusing not so 

much towards the hard logics of planning as towards 

the soft ones of the organization and coordination of 

activities, and above all of human resources. Cleland 

and Kerzner (1985) define the project as «A combina-

tion of human and non-human resources pulled to-

gether into a temporary organization to achieve a 

specified purpose».  

Studies on project management traditionally car-

ried out in the mainstream area have as their objective 

the identification of the activities to be achieved in the 

phases of the life cycle of the management of the 

projects, by analyzing the aspects connected with 

planning, execution and monitoring the progress of the 

activities that make up the project. 

These studies have put a multi-disciplinary body 

of knowledge at the disposal of the management, 

techniques and practices which when opportunely in-

tegrated should allow an efficient management of the 

work outputs, in respect of timing, cost and quality, 

paying attention to the control of the risks, to the care 

of communications and sources of catering.  

As a first step the mainstream approach to project 

management provides the definition of the Work 

Breakdown Structure (WBS) that consists in identify-
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ing the elementary activities (tasks) into which to sub-

divide the project, and which can be further assembled 

into macro-activities (work packages). To each activi-

ty are then assigned the human resources and the ne-

cessary materials, the opportune times for its comple-

tion, as well as the interdependence links with the oth-

er activities. The prescriptive conception of project 

management studies in the mainstream „channel‟ 

makes use of specific instruments, such as Gantt‟s di-

agram, to identify the interrelationships between the 

various components of the project (macro-activities, 

elementary activities and output) on a time axis.  

A second macro-trend presents Project Manage-

ment as a real organizational archetype rather than as 

a set of operational applications. PM is interpreted as a 

dynamic way to conceive organizations that are able 

to adapt and change rapidly on the basis of the 

project‟s characteristics (Andersen and Jessen, 2003). 

In this way the viewpoint with regard to the classic 

conception changes, favouring the role of the project 

as production modality of the desired output. The 

project, in fact, is no longer defined as an instrument, 

a coordination mode, but as a push towards the con-

struction of new organization mechanisms that are 

consistent with the unique characteristics of each 

complex objective to be reached.  

Thus, during the last few years (Hodgson and 

Cicmil, 2006), a new research trend emerged in the 

literature which has attempted to create a theoretical 

organic reflection in order to interpret more thorough-

ly the Project Management phenomenon. The contri-

butions which can be included within this second ma-

cro-trend, sharing a critical view of Project Manage-

ment reveal certain peculiar features which go beyond 

the more traditional elements relating to the under-

standing of projects.  

In this perspective certain authors (Sydow et al., 

2004) have questioned the usefulness of the traditional 

project tools. In their view, the focus should move 

from efficiency measures to the nature of project un-

derstood as organizational form. Further criticism 

moved against the traditional view of project man-

agement is that it places a strong rationalistic empha-

sis on the deliberated action of the actors of the 

project, which in fact are not encountered in empirical 

reality. In the critical management studies stream, the 

main effort is devoted to the understanding of the ef-

fects produced by PM within organizations. 

According to Packendorff (1995), in the concep-

tual transition from the idea of “project as instrument” 

to that of “project as temporary organization”) greater 

attention is shown to be given to the organizing 

process and more especially to the social interaction 

that takes place between individuals who work togeth-

er in order to realize a reciprocally shared task. The 

planning process and its structuring may be relevant 

factors to be considered, but the determining factor of 

the work efficacy of the project team is to be found in 

the convergence of the participants in attributing sig-

nificance to the formulated plans or to the coordina-

tion mechanisms adopted. 

The sequence between the typical phases of the 

view of the project as instrument (plan-

ning/control/evaluation) is less easy to find in the view 

of temporary organization, in which a continuous 

process of enactment is encountered by the partici-

pants who learn through experience.  

In the first column of Table 1, the development 

phase distinguishes the participants‟ adopting a plan 

and a formal structure: on the basis of the specifica-

tion of the tasks to be performed, the work is divided 

into segments controllable through the assignment of 

resources and the formalization of a budget. 

In the second column, in contrast, it is shown 

how some expectations are initially formed among the 

participants to the project team with reference to the 

nature of the project itself, relying on previous expe-

riences or on the ability of the formal documents to 

represent the actual organizational reality.  

At the moment of implementation the division of 

the tasks and the management of unforeseen events 

are achieved. Thus organizing the project means eli-

minating the potential margins of equivocalities 

among participants regarding the nature of the project.  

Table 1 – Different goals in Project Management research e basic assumptions of the idea of project 

Project metaphor 

 

Research focus 

 

Project as a tool 

 

Project as a temporary organiza-

tion 

 

Development 

 

Planning 

Expectations 

 

Implementation 

 

Control 

 

Action 

 

Conclusion 

 

Evaluation 

 

Learning 

Source: Packendorff J. (1995) 
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The „normalization‟ of the shared meaning im-

plies a process of permanent enactment on the part of 

the group members of the creation of sense.  

The expectations-action-learning cycle may be 

replicated several times during the project‟s life-span 

at the end of which the relative organisational 

processes are concluded with the desired achievement 

of the initial objective, together with the disbanding of 

the group. 

3 – The project team and the collectivity of 

practice 

One of the more interesting research themes from an 

organizational point of view is represented by the 

formalization of the project activity.  

In fact following a consolidated scheme it is poss-

ible to distinguish various hypotheses depending on 

the degree of structuring and formalization of the units 

and the organizational resources responsible for the 

activities associated with the project.  

There is a more extreme initial hypothesis where-

by the management of the activities relating to the 

project is entrusted to specialists who remain hierarch-

ically subordinate to those responsible for function in 

absence of a project manager.  

In this case, one cannot technically speak of a 

project team since the conditions previously indicated 

are shortcoming. Apart from this first alternative, a 

continuum is identified which has the organizational 

solutions of the weak matrix and the strong matrix at 

its two ends (Youker, 1975).  

In the traditional (mainstream) view the project 

team is analyzed mainly in its structural elements ar-

riving at a definition which substantially approaches 

the elaboration of a form of archetype (Archibald, 

2004).  

To understand more clearly the concept of project 

team in this approach it is useful to refer to the idea of 

collectivity of practice (CiP), as proposed by Lindkv-

ist (2005: 1190), who claims that these typologies of 

groups are generally formed by individuals who have 

never met previously, who are to activate a rapid 

process of socialization within a very limited space of 

time and who are specifically responsible for tasks 

within the constraints imposed by the project in terms 

of cost, time and quality.  

For a group of people to constitute a project team 

it is necessary to meet certain preliminary conditions. 

In the first place the members of the team are required 

to be explicitly identified by defining their roles and 

responsibilities precisely. In particular, identification 

is referred to those people who have an interest, a re-

sponsibility and a power of decision regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  

Furthermore, it is necessary that the group objec-

tives are clearly formulated and shared by the various 

members. According to Briner et al. (1990) the team 

members must be aware of the existence of the mul-

tiple expectancies relating to the project team‟s per-

formance. These authors propose analyzing the theme 

of performance and the results obtained by project 

team with reference to the criteria of objectivity and 

excellence.  

According to Lindkvist (2005) the project objec-

tives perform the role of „boundary objects‟ (Star, 

1993) since they are sufficiently flexible to be adapted 

to the constraints and needs, and solid for representing 

a point of anchorage common for the specialists of the 

functional areas involved.  

The project team represents a coordination mode 

used by functional specialists who have their own 

tasks which are complementary to each other. The oc-

casional nature of the meetings among the participants 

emphasis the idea of a form of collectivity of practice 

which does not aim at creating an shared interpretation 

but responds to a need for integration. 

From the viewpoint of the operational activities it 

is necessary that the project team works on the basis 

of a realistic plan that is accepted by the participants 

and that also chronologically defines the work phases 

and the contributions made by each member. 

A further aspect which is examined refers to the 

theme of leadership which is typically analyzed with 

reference to the role of the project manager, who must 

give perspectives, orientation and support to the action 

of the project group members.  

The role of project manager is also particularly 

important with regard to the management of conflicts 

within the project teams.  

The literature agreed on considering that the ac-

tivity of a project team must necessarily consider a 

certain level of conflict that typically regards the fol-

lowing areas: 

 

- the identification of the priorities among 

projects; 

- the definition of management procedures ;  

- the scheduling of activities;  

- cost control.  

 

A final theme examined makes reference to the 

system of rules which defines the functioning of the 

project team with regard to its objectives, to the circu-

lation of information, to the communication mechan-

isms and to the management of meetings. The proce-

dures disciplining the project team‟s actions may be 

referred back to the system of rules already in use 

within the organization and may be specifically codi-

fied within formal documents relating to the project. 
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4 – The project team and the community 

of practice 

In the previous paragraph it was mentioned how with-

in the mainstream one may interpret the concept of 

project team by referring to the notion of collectivity 

of practice.  

According to the alternative approach, in contrast, 

the qualifying element of the project team is 

represented by the relational component and by the 

possibility of having a knowing community within the 

groups relying on the semi-formal or completely in-

formal social structures and on the social mechanisms 

of knowledge sharing (Bragd, 2003). In these contexts 

the members of the project team participate in con-

structing the shared identity and the social context 

which reinforces the identification process.  

A second element to be highlighted regards the 

structure of the project teams. Reference is made to 

the fact that the members are chosen firstly in corres-

pondence with the common experience matured as 

colleagues who have known each other for years and 

who have learned to share experiences and previous 

knowledge.  

The criteria of identification of the members 

(more or less formalized) are conditioned first and 

foremost by the organization‟s basic functioning log-

ics, by shared values, and by the human resources 

management policies.  

The project team concept here is inspired by the 

idea of tinkering (Bragd, 2003; Ciborra, 1994) which 

favours the role of practice in the learning processes. 

Bragd (2003) states: “Tinkering is looking for a local 

fit, intuitively, between the questions asked and re-

ceived.  

Studying a problem, an idea, hearing something 

during lunch, or listening to someone in a meeting, the 

project team … tinkers … with the possible solu-

tions”. The idea of tinkering refers to a dynamic di-

mension of the interpretation of reality made by group 

members, who continuously reappraise their own rules 

of behaviour and their own evaluation parameters on 

the basis of the experience they have accumulated, 

giving rise to a process of constant reinterpretation.  

In this way a collective dimension is shown 

which is confirmed by the subsequent idea of mixed 

practice zone, which Bragd defines as an organiza-

tional space in which the project group participants 

discuss, negotiate and share experiences by recon-

structing meanings relating to the project‟s objective. 

This process is manifested in a series of formal and 

informal instances of social exchange among the 

group members (Jackson and Klobas, 2008). 

These highlighted elements give evidence of a 

very close affinity between the concept of project 

team and that of community of practice. The scientific 

literature has for some time now been concerned with 

the question of community of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 

1998, Lave and Wenger 1991; Brown and Duguid, 

1998) by attempting to define both its structural as-

pects as well as its relationship mechanisms and the 

managerial actions that may be undertaken in support. 

It is not easy to give a precise definition of com-

munity of practice, but it is possible to identify several 

of its peculiar features (Wenger, 1998): 

- it claims mutual relationships; 

- it favours the sharing of the way of doing things; 

- it provides a shared language and gives the pos-

sibility of discussing as part of a continuous 

process; 

- everyone knows what the others are able to do; 

- it thrives on the sharing of symbolic elements.  

 

According to Wenger in order to define CoP 

structurally it is necessary to reflect on three themes 

(Wenger, 1998: 52). The first is developed on the ba-

sis of the fact that the creation of meaning is con-

nected to a definite process of negotiation of meaning. 

The second theme makes reference to the fact that the 

process of negotiation of meaning is connected to the 

two dimensions of participation and depersonalisation. 

The last theme is linked to the fact that interaction be-

tween these two dimensions is fundamental in the 

process of creating meaning. 

The process of negotiation of meaning is acti-

vated through continuous interaction between the his-

torical dimension, that coincides with the individual 

experience and the current/dynamic dimension which 

is associated with the practice that is being expe-

rienced. In other words, the interpretation of the prac-

tice depends on its content and on its past history. In 

order to interpret the content of the practice it is ne-

cessary to implement logics of participation and de-

personalization. Participation represents a process of 

construction of relationships with other individuals 

which determines activation- as well as connection 

phenomena. The depersonalization dimension implies 

a process of formalization of individual and collective 

experience within the CoP. This brings it about that 

the symbolical manifestations of the CoP in terms of 

objects, artefacts, stories, sagas, refer to certain shared 

concepts and meanings (De Nito, 2008).  

The two dimensions of participation and deperso-

nalization are linked together by a duality relationship 

which implies complementariness and interaction. A 

process of reciprocal reinforcement is grafted whereby 

participation increasingly strengthens as common and 

shared meanings within the community are gradually 

elaborated, which in turn allows participation to be 

fostered.  

The concept of community of practice is, moreo-

ver, linked to the theme of doing, and assumes a tem-

poral dimension as well as a social one (Bellini and 

Canonico, 2008; Canonico, De Nito and Mangia, 

2007). The temporal dimension identifies the CoP‟s 
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shared development. The construction of a common 

meaning is the fruit of a members‟ joint course of ac-

tions. It should be emphasised how in the construction 

of a CoP both “history” and the individual and collec-

tive stages of development are extremely relevant.  

The social dimension refers to the interaction ex-

isting among the CoP members. In this sense practice 

may be interpreted as a process of social interaction 

and cannot be considered as a resource that may be 

coded and transferred from one individual to another.  

Among the factors which facilitate the creation of 

community most relevant is the role of the construc-

tion of interpersonal relationships through carrying out 

activities of social interaction that endure through 

time. 

From a managerial viewpoint Wenger claims that 

a specific managerial task consists in favouring the 

growth and development of the communities (Wenger, 

2000).  

It is possible to identify certain guidelines to sti-

mulate the development of the community of practice 

(Wenger, 1998; Lave and Wenger 1991; Brown and 

Duguid, 1998). The factors tending to favour a process 

of integration among the various members and to 

create that relational fabric that permits the formation 

of the socialization refer to issues such as the organi-

zation of internal events, the development of a sense 

of belonging, and the attribution of specific meanings 

to the organizational artefacts (Wenger, 2000).  

5 – Some concluding considerations 

In the light of the considerations presented in the pre-

vious paragraphs we claim that the interpretation of 

the concept of project team depends on the theoretical 

formulation adopted to define Project Management. In 

the approach that has been defined as mainstream, 

project teams are endowed with peculiar structure and 

functioning requisites, which essentially regard the 

clear formal identification of the participants, the oc-

casional nature of the meetings, the adoption of a body 

of rules which defines the forms of behaviour and the 

communication, and the relational mechanisms 

adopted. It is thus possible to identify the project team 

as a collectivity of practice (CiP) (Lindkvist, 2005) 

characterized by a strong prescriptivity by occasional 

and superficial levels of socialization. According to 

this view the project team cannot be considered as a 

community of practice (Lindkvist, 2005). Wenger 

(2000:96) claims that rather than being able to be in-

terpreted in itself as a form of community of practice, 

the project team must be more correctly considered as 

an instrument of support for the action and interaction 

of the communities of practice by carrying out the role 

of boundary object (Star, 1993).  

According to the alternative view, in contrast, the 

project team presents certain characteristics which 

make its functioning less prescriptive and determinis-

tic. In the light of this perspective it becomes possible 

to interpret the project team as a CoP (Bragd, 2003).  

The possibility of comparing the concepts of 

project teams and communities of practice relies on 

the fact that in both cases considerable importance is 

acknowledged for creating meanings shared by their 

members. In both phenomena the utilization of sym-

bolic instruments is highlighted which support the 

processes of constructing meaning.  

According to this perspective the project team 

tends to achieve a shared process of interpretation, and 

in fact avails itself of functioning mechanisms typical 

of the community, such as storytelling, the sharing of 

knowledge, and the negotiation of meanings. As a 

consequence, a fundamental role may be attributed to 

the social relationships.  

In both phenomena it is possible to recognize 

special attention being paid to formal and informal 

mechanisms that represent useful occasions for creat-

ing and consolidating relational bonds.  

The fact that it is possible to consider the project 

team according to two different modalities is closely 

associated with the theoretical reference perspectives. 

For example, whereas in the mainstream approach the 

members of the project are considered as individuals 

that do not necessarily have reciprocal and consolidat-

ed knowledge, in the alternative approach the project 

group members are identified on the basis of their 

common history and previous mutual relationships.  

Significant operational implications derive from 

recognizing the possibility of interpreting the concept 

of project team according to two different theoretical 

perspectives. The choice of considering the project 

team as a community of practice or as a collectivity of 

practice implies differences in the managerial actions 

in keeping with the one or the other view.  

Thus the analysis of the effects that the various 

different managerial actions can exercise on the evolu-

tion, formation and development of the project teams 

within organizations still remains open. 
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