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Abstract

This paper tells the story of a UK Government-funded research network called Rethinking Project Management, funded by the Engi-
neering and Physical Sciences Research Council between 2004 and 2006. The story is significant because of the considerable attention
given to the process of the Network, both the inquiry process of ‘rethinking’ project management, and the broader social process in which
the rethinking activity was carried out. In telling this story, the lead organisers explain how the inquiry process was organised as a learn-

ing system to enable the Network to ‘learn’ its way to relevant directions for future research, and secondly, how the broader social pro-
cess was organised and facilitated to create a context for effective interaction between the people involved. A significant challenge in
managing the research programme was how to engage the participants in purposeful inquiry, which would serve not only the primary
aims of the Network, but would also yield new and interesting insights for the people involved. This paper seeks to explain how the lead
organisers addressed this challenge, through a detailed and reflective discussion of how the research programme was organised and facil-
itated to achieve the Network’s primary aims. In summary, the principal aim in telling this story is to highlight the importance of process

in collaborative research activity involving academics and practitioners, in order that other researchers might draw on the experience of
this Network.
� 2006 Elsevier Ltd and IPMA. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

This paper tells the story of a UK Government-funded
research network called Rethinking Project Management,
funded by the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research
Council (EPSRC), as part of a scheme of networks aimed
at creating new interdisciplinary research communities
and new research topics in developing fields. Shaped by
the general aims of EPSRC networks, the stated aims of
the Rethinking Project Management Network were:
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1. To create a new interdisciplinary network of academics,
researchers and practitioners interested in developing
the field of project management and improving real-
world practice.

2. To define an interdisciplinary research agenda aimed at
enriching and extending the field beyond its current
foundations.

To briefly summarise the Network, a comprehensive
programme of meetings was organised between 2004 and
2006, involving many leading academics in project manage-
ment, and a number of senior practitioners from industry –
see Table 1. Each meeting was carefully planned, and the
main substantive meetings were closely aligned with the
interests and perspectives of the participants, focusing on
seven core areas of concern – projectification, managing
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Table 1
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multiple projects, actuality of projects, dealing with uncer-

tainty, managing business projects, the profession and practi-

tioner development – see meetings 3–6 in Table 1. It was
also decided that seven meetings would not be sufficient
to develop the research agenda output of the Network,
and that significant between-meeting activity would also
be needed. Consequently, a considerable amount of activ-
ity was carried out between the meetings, resulting in a ser-
ies of working papers covering the perceived issues and
themes arising from each meeting. And finally, as Table 1
shows, the primary research output to emerge from this
Network has been the collection of papers presented in this
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Special Issue, covering a number of areas for future
research in the management of projects. Taking this then
to be our starting point, we turn now to the purpose of this
paper and its role within the Special Issue.

Written by the lead organisers, this paper has two pur-
poses: firstly, to explain the whole methodological
approach to the Network, for those interested in the meth-
odology behind the research directions in the first paper of
the Special Issue [1], and also the methodological back-
ground to the other papers; and secondly, to highlight
the importance of ‘process’ as a key methodological theme
in conducting interdisciplinary research. In essence, the
purpose of this paper is to tell the story ‘behind’ Table 1,
for the benefit of other researchers who might be interested
in the experience of this particular Network. The story is
significant because of how the organisers approached the
Network over and above the minimum requirements set
by the EPSRC. Not content with viewing the Network as
a series of meetings to be administered over two years,
the core concept was essentially that of an interdisciplinary
research programme, which needed to be carefully organ-
ised and managed, in order to achieve the stated aims of
the Network. For this reason, considerable attention was
given to the process of the programme, including both
the intellectual process of ‘rethinking’ project management,
and the broader social process in which the rethinking
activity was carried out. This paper is therefore the story
of a complex interdisciplinary research programme, which
provides not only a detailed account of the Network
research approach, but also a reflective account of some
of the processual issues associated with interdisciplinary
research, emanating from this particular experience. With
these two purposes, the paper is deliberately written in
two parts: the first part describes the methodological
approach, starting with a brief account of the underlying
philosophy of the Network, and the guiding principles that
informed the whole approach. Next, we discuss the inquiry
process that was used to craft the future research directions
in [1], and the methodology ‘behind’ this process. Follow-
ing this, the second part provides a reflective discussion
of some of the perceived processual issues – relating to
aspects such as sensemaking, process facilitation, and com-
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Fig. 1. Theory and practice in professi
municative interaction amongst participating agents – and
how the organisers dealt with these issues during the pro-
gramme. Altogether, this paper is about the lived experi-
ence of conducting an interdisciplinary research
programme, which provides not only the methodological
background to the other papers in this Special Issue, but
also a reflective account for other researchers to draw on.
With the demand for interdisciplinary research increasing,
and the need for more real-world examples in the literature,
the paper is offered as a practical and reflective contribu-
tion to this developing field.

2. Network philosophy and principles of approach

To understand the research philosophy behind the Net-
work, it is important to begin with a brief summary of why

the Network was established and what the primary concern
was in operating the research programme shown in Table
1. It was Keynes who suggested that people who described
themselves as practical men, proud to be uncontaminated
by any kind of theory, always turned out to be the intellec-
tual prisoners of the theoreticians of yesteryear. Whether
we agree or not with Keynes’ assertion, it does remind us
that all practical activity in any professional field is the-
ory-laden, in the sense that all practical action is based
on some theory or knowledge, irrespective of whether the
practitioner is aware of the theory guiding their action.
As well as this, many practitioners also draw on published
knowledge in professional fields – bodies of knowledge and
methodologies etc. – which are rooted in the accumulated
experience of those fields. Fig. 1 shows the process by
which this accumulated knowledge is generated.

Turning now to why the Network was established, the
main argument centred around the published knowledge
in project management – mainstream project management
concepts – and the growing critiques of these concepts in
relation to the developing practice across different sectors
and industries. (The first paper of this Special Issue [1]
highlights the various critiques that were cited in the origi-
nal proposal to EPSRC.) Against this background, the
Network’s concept of ‘rethinking’ was to research how
published knowledge in project management – mainstream
stems Engineering etc
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Fig. 2. Guiding principles of the Network.
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theory in Fig. 1 – should be enriched and extended with
new concepts and approaches to support practitioners
working on 21st century projects. Ultimately then, the
wider concern of the Network is about improving real-
world practice, and it is this aspect which helps to explain
the philosophy behind the whole Network programme. In
essence, project management theory and practice cannot
be separated as if they are the concern of two different
groups of people, namely ‘academics’ and ‘practitioners’.
To develop new thinking for practitioners requires organ-
ised interaction between theory and practice, between aca-
demics and practitioners, and it is this concept that has
been the driving philosophy behind the Rethinking Project

Management Network. To illustrate this in more detail,
Fig. 2 shows the main guiding principles that were used
to operationalise this concept through the course of the
Network programme. The precise meaning of these princi-
ples, notably the concepts of participative inquiry, organ-
ised learning, and collaborative sensemaking, is explained
in the next section. Collectively, the principles shown in
Fig. 2 were aimed at creating a context in which effective
interaction could take place between the different people
involved, focusing not only on the inquiry process of the
Network, but also the broader social process in which the
rethinking activity would be carried out. In short, one of
the central challenges throughout the programme was
how to engage the participants in purposeful inquiry,
which would serve not only the primary aims of the Net-
work, but would also yield new and interesting insights
for the people involved. How the Network organisers
addressed this challenge is the subject of the next two sec-
tions, starting firstly with the design and operation of the
Network inquiry process.
3. The Network inquiry process

Being essentially a ‘rethinking’ process, considerable
attention was given to the process of inquiry, and how this
should be organised to achieve the primary aims of the
Network. In essence, given the complexity of the phenom-
ena under investigation, and the different perspectives of
the people involved, the inquiry process was deliberately
organised as a learning system to help the Network ‘learn’
its way to an agenda for future research, and the associated
messages for industry. Methodologically, the idea of an
organised learning system originates from the field of sys-
tems thinking and represents the fundamental principle of
‘soft’ systems thinking, which is summarised by Checkland
[3] in the extract below:

in systems engineering (and also similar approaches
based on the same fundamental ideas . . .) the word ‘sys-
tem’ is used simply as a label for something taken to
exist in the world outside ourselves. The taken-as-given
assumption is that the world can be taken to be a set of
interacting systems, some of which do not work very
well and can be engineered to work better. In the think-
ing embodied in [‘soft’ systems thinking] the taken-as-
given assumptions are quite different. The world is taken
to be very complex, problematical, mysterious. How-
ever, our coping with it, the process of inquiry into it,
it is assumed, can itself be organised as a learning sys-
tem. (italics added)

Fig. 3 shows the basic model of the Network inquiry
process ‘learning’ its way to the two primary outputs, pro-
visionally labelled as ‘insights and implications’, and later
renamed directions for future research, and messages for
industry. Also shown in Fig. 3 is the underlying inquiry
process of soft systems methodology (SSM) [3,4], which
was used to help craft the Network inquiry process and
the original meeting programme of the Network. The prac-
tice of using SSM to help ‘craft’ a particular inquiry pro-
cess is significant, as Checkland [5] points out:

anyone wishing to make effective use of SSM needs to be
aware of its status as methodology. This is a much mis-
understood word, especially by desk-bound academics,
who are prone to use it when what they really mean is
method. . . . The point is that a methodology is, as the
structure of the word indicates, a logos of method, a
set of principles which have to be adapted in use to a
particular situation . . . Thus, a sophisticated user
of SSM will create an approach appropriate to the
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particular situation studied which draws on and embodies

the methodological principles which are SSM. (italics
added)

In using SSM to help craft the rethinking process, the
basic principles shown in Fig. 3 were translated as follows:
the ‘perceived real-world situation’ represented the per-
ceived state of the project management field at the time
(the theory world and the practice world in 2004), the ‘dif-
ferent worldviews’ represented the ideas and experiences of
the Network participants, the ‘comparison (structured dis-
cussion)’ would be the set of meetings to discuss the partic-
ipants’ ideas and experiences, and the ‘action to improve’
would be the insights and implications that would (hope-
fully) emerge from the whole process.

In presenting the inquiry model shown in Fig. 3 at the
first meeting in March 2004, the need for significant
enhancements was recognised. In short, concerns were
expressed about the design of the proposed meeting pro-
gramme and the potential for divisive discussions to
emerge between the academics and practitioners involved.
As a result, additional features were incorporated into the
meeting programme, including the idea of learning
through ‘stories’ about real experience, and the idea of
developing learning propositions for shaping possible
future research. The original programme was also refined
after the second meeting in July 2004, following a detailed
analysis of the participants’ interests and perspectives, by
the two lead organisers of the Network. This analysis
identified seven areas of concern, deliberately crafted to
link perceived issues and developments in the practice
world with the knowledge and expertise of the Network
participants. Based on this analysis, and a consensus view
that the Network needed to capitalise on this expertise, a
decision was taken to refine the meeting programme and
focus four of the remaining five meetings on a compre-
hensive review of the seven areas of concern shown in
Table 1.
Being a learning process essentially, it was also necessary
to conceptualise how the Network inquiry process would
‘learn’ its way to the insights and implications shown in
Fig. 3, particularly given the complexity of the phenomena
under investigation, and the different worldviews of the peo-
ple involved. It was also assumed from the start, that a pro-
gramme of seven meetings would not be enough to develop
these insights and implications, and that the learning pro-
cess would need to include additional activity to analyse
each of the seven meetings, followed by analysis of all the
meetings to discern the main insights and implications for
research and practice. To help achieve this, the approach
adopted was essentially that of organised sensemaking, at
multiple levels within the inquiry system of the Network.
Fig. 4 shows the conceptual design of this system – consist-
ing of four levels of activity – linked together in such a way
as to show the system progressively learning its way to the
research directions and the associated messages for indus-
try. In reality of course, the actual inquiry process was much
more iterative and dynamic, but the basic pattern of activity
was essentially the model shown in Fig. 4, and it was this

model that was used to guide the primary work of the Net-
work, as the next few paragraphs show.

� Level 1: Network meetings (making sense of the areas of

concern). For each meeting, a programme of activity was
carefully crafted to guide the meeting process, and each
programme usually involved a selection of presentations
by invited speakers from industry and academia, fol-
lowed by structured discussion involving the meeting
participants. For the practitioner presentations, the
focus was on ‘practice stories’ about real experience,
encompassing not only current developments in prac-
tice, but also issues that the practitioners perceived as
being relevant to the primary focus of the meeting. This
was particularly important for the meeting discussion,
and many of the practitioner presentations were
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reviewed prior to the meetings to ensure they aligned
with the learning objectives of the programme. With
regard to the actual meetings, the organised sensemak-
ing which followed these presentations was organised
using a selection of concepts and approaches (e.g. [5–
7]), including Weick’s cartography image of ‘sensemak-
ing’ [8] which was operationalised through the learning
cycle of soft systems methodology – see Fig. 5. In sum-
mary, all the meeting programmes were deliberately
crafted to serve the twin purposes of generating relevant
material for the research agenda, whilst also being
events from which people would (hopefully) learn new
insights relating to project management.
Networ
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� Level 2: Synthesising the issues (making sense of the
meetings and events). As Fig. 4 shows, after each meet-
ing, a sensemaking paper was then produced by the Net-
work coordinator (NC) and the principal investigator
(PI), synthesising the perceived issues and themes arising
from that meeting. The PI and NC also attended three
further events between December 2004 and June 2005
in order to relate the thinking of the Network to relevant
‘conversations’ taking place elsewhere. Sensemaking
reports for these events were also produced as further
material with which to develop the research directions,
and copies of all these papers and reports were placed
on the Network website.
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Fig. 6. The social process of the Network.
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� Level 3: Discerning research directions (making sense of

the Network content). The inquiry process at this level
was essentially about making sense across all the meet-
ings (and other events) in order to discern the dominant
patterns and themes arising from the Network as a
whole. In May 2005, an interim report was written by
the PI and NC identifying the emerging directions at
that time, based on a comprehensive analysis of all the
material produced so far (comprising sensemaking
papers, meeting minutes, meeting notes, presentations
and reports from other events). Subsequent meetings
and events served to strengthen and enrich these direc-
tions, resulting in the framework of five directions pre-
sented in the first paper of this Special Issue [1].
� Level 4: Identifying messages for industry (evaluating

implications for practice). As well as discerning direc-
tions for future research, Fig. 4 shows the other primary
output of the Network, namely the more immediate
messages for practitioners in the practice world. Dissem-
inating these messages has already begun, reflecting an
additional aim of the Network organisers to make a
more immediate contribution towards developing the
field. As the following statement from EPSRC shows,
the objective of EPSRC Networks is not simply to define
new research topics, but to also ‘‘facilitate the transfer of

knowledge to a broader community’’ [9].

In summary then, the Network inquiry process involved
a considerable amount of activity beyond the seven meet-
ings shown in Table 1, and to illustrate this in more detail,
Fig. 6 shows a detailed picture of all the ‘between meeting’
activity that was carried out during the course of the pro-
gramme. As a picture of the whole research programme,
Fig. 6 also provides a ‘window’ into the social process of
the Network and the complexity of this process as conveyed
by the flux of events and all the activity that constituted the
Network programme. Bringing together this Network cre-
ated various social and political issues, and it is these aspects
that are now the subject of discussion, by three of the Net-
work organisers, starting with the Network coordinator.
4. Reflections on the social process

The Network process, as described in Section 3, was
experienced differently by different social players. Turning
now to the second half of this paper, we reflect this polyph-
ony of voices through three reflective pieces on the subjec-
tive experience of the Network.

4.1. Network coordinator

I came to the Network, and the position of Network
coordinator, from a background practising projects in
organisations and providing consultancy on projects and
change. My theoretical position is essentially constructivist,
covering both personal and organisational psychology.
This flavoured my interests in the Network, my concerns,
my conception of ‘rethinking’, and also my understanding
of how ‘sense’ might emerge from the meeting content: the
presentations, the discussions and the opinions and expla-
nations put forward by the Network participants. From
the outset the concept of sensemaking had been central
to the plans for the Network. However, there were a num-
ber of issues on my mind, vague at first but clarifying as we
proceeded, the most important of which I summarise, with
some hindsight, in relation to the following three questions.

1. What were the sensemaking processes: the route from

the discussions at meetings to some form of documented out-

put constituting the ‘sense’ emerging from the Network?

The overall sensemaking process of the Network is
shown in the central spine of Fig. 4. Discussions, at the
meetings, of areas of concern were condensed into a ‘sense-
making paper’ for each meeting which summarised the
issues and themes raised. These in turn were abstracted into
the research directions and messages to practitioners which
form the main output of the Network. A key concept in the
sensemaking papers was that of the ‘learning proposition’ –
a statement about a topic of interest. It was not necessary
for the participants to agree with each proposition – only
that it should somehow encapsulate an issue raised. The
propositions were ‘learning’ in two senses: (a) that they
introduced issues that were new to many participants,
and (b) that they were carried forward as matters to be
‘tested’ by any new thinking that might emerge. The themes
captured in the sensemaking papers were predominantly
about concepts of projects and their construction, organi-
sations and power, the nature of actuality and complexity,
the use of language, and the nature and capabilities of
practitioners – the topics covered in the meeting discus-
sions. Thus the key to the sensemaking lay in the conduct
of the meeting. It could only be productive because of
the meeting exchanges – the interactive analysis of practice
and theory – it encapsulated. At meeting 5 the meeting for-
mat was changed to give greater emphasis to theoretical
frameworks, which were presented to the meeting by indi-
vidual members and then discussed. There was a conse-
quential shift in the themes reported in the sensemaking
paper: reflecting the theoretical frameworks, and also
examining the role of research in the development of new
practice.

2. Who was doing the rethinking? – individual members,

the Network as a collective body, or some form of Network
‘executive’?

For the Network to act as some form of collective body
it was necessary to have a collective process for thinking
together. This was mainly created through the format of
the meetings, and particularly the extensive use of small
group discussions from meeting 2 onwards. Learning prop-
ositions, stated directly or implied, were generated in pro-
fusion by the collective body of the meeting. However,
the subsequent thinking, to synthesise issues and to prepare
the sensemaking papers, had little input from the Network
as a collective body. In the final session of meeting 2, for
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example, small discussion groups reported to the plenary
session, but they were disquieted, concerned that their
reports were incomplete and needed further post-meeting
development. The leaders of these groups took an action
to lead this extra work, consulting with their group mem-
bers. In practice, however, the leaders of the groups circu-
lated the incomplete output with a request that comments
should be sent direct to the Network coordinator – thereby
bypassing the intended collective group discussion. There
was very little response. Efforts to interpret the meeting
content to form the sensemaking papers, research direc-
tions and messages to practitioners were thus primarily a
central ‘executive’ function, performed by the two lead
organisers. It might therefore be argued that the structure
of themes in these papers was subjective: imposed by the
organisers, reflecting their pre-existing interests. However,
I would argue that these themes were also embedded in
the practitioner stories, and in the intellectual frameworks
used at the meetings, by both the practitioners and the aca-
demics, to explain their understanding of the project sto-
ries. This depiction of the Network’s sensemaking as
primarily an ‘executive’ function applies especially to the
production of the sense that emerged, and was formally
reported during the timeframe of the Network meetings.
However, more diffuse forms of sensemaking, not reported
here, will also have continued in isolation from the meet-
ings and outside their timeframe (for example in the prep-
aration of the later papers in this Special Issue).

3. What form of ‘sense’ would we produce that would con-

stitute rethinking?
The primary thrust of the Network’s rethinking was

considered at meeting 1 to concern the generation of intel-
lectual assets. However it was also noted at that stage that
such assets might comprise both: (a) useful day-to-day
models – enhancements and additions to the practitioners’
‘took kit’, and also (b) macro-level perspectives – overviews
of projects and their position in the context of organisation
theory, understandings of the interacting worlds of theory,
research and practice, and Grand Theory narratives of the
growth and developments of projects as a way of life. I
believe that assets in this latter form are essential if our out-
put is to constitute ‘rethinking’. The directions we have
defined for future research are, I believe, framed within
such higher-level perspectives, being expressed in terms of
general concepts of projects in organisations, such as social
processes and the creation of value. It is also of interest
that the directions forming the principal ‘rethinking’ out-
put of the Network were already present, at the meetings,
grounded in, and extracted from, the narratives and expla-
nations provided by the practitioner speakers: how they
made sense of the complexities, the interactions between
diverse groups, the quest for ‘value’ and the delivery of cor-
porate strategy, the diversity of project forms and concepts,
and the exceptional practitioners who deal with these mat-
ters. Rethinking in the Network has therefore not been
some external intellectual analytical exercise, but rather
the interrogation, synthesis, condensation and reflection
of what was already there in practice – and hence the Net-
work has been a process of making explicit and digestible
the expert practice of projects. Further reflections on this
process are now offered in relation to the facilitation and
moderation of the group process.

4.2. Facilitation and moderation of group process

Reference has been made to the central challenge of
engaging the participants in purposeful inquiry, and this
was seen as being particularly acute in view of the diversity
of their background, interests, motivation and expertise.
Although the very act of participating in the Network
implied a level of conscious assent to its stated goals, this
diversity, coupled with participants’ emotional investment
in their current academic or practical viewpoints, could
be expected to lead to a range of pre-conscious drives
and motivations that had the potential to run counter to
the stated goals.

At the first meeting, when discussing the programme of
meetings for the Network, two important decisions were
taken: firstly to follow a flexible process that allowed par-
ticipants sufficient space to grapple with issues and to let
the outcomes emerge from it, and secondly to create a
small group to plan the process to be followed at the sec-
ond meeting. As it turned out, this group, with minor
changes in its constitution, provided a continuity both to
the development of the meeting programmes (Column B
in Fig. 6) and to the conduct of individual meetings (Col-
umn C in Fig. 6). This small group, consisting of the prin-
cipal investigator, the network coordinator, and one or two
participants with a particular background in facilitation
and group process, could be described as providing addi-
tional facilitation to the Network, and arranging for suit-
able moderation at each meeting. Facilitation is here
taken to mean ‘‘the role of empowering participants to learn

in an experiential manner’’ [10], while moderation is used to
mean ‘‘presiding over specific discussions so as to facilitate
productive discourse’’. Getting together once or twice
between each meeting, the small group reflected on pro-
gress up to the end of the preceding meeting in relation
to both the stated Network goals and the perceived inter-
ests of participants, defined the desired outcomes to be
achieved at the next meeting, and sought to devise a suit-
able agenda to achieve those outcomes.

The small group sought to strike a balance in the agenda
between input from knowledgeable people with stories to
tell and reflection by participants, between small group
work and plenary discussions, between understanding
practice and theory, and between providing a structured
group process and allowing participants appropriate
autonomy. Moderators of plenary sessions similarly sought
to lead group process sensitively through recognition of the
different ‘dimensions’ of group work, such as planning,
meaning, confronting, feeling and valuing. This can all
sound very abstract, but it is perhaps well illustrated by
outlining a number of interventions developed by the
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group that appeared to be significant in facilitating the Net-
work’s learning. Ones that particularly come to mind are
the four listed below.

� Before the second meeting, the group decided to explore
how participants responded to practitioner input by ask-
ing them to frame their responses as ‘learning proposi-
tions’ – i.e. propositions that ‘capture possibilities for
knowledge’. This formed part of a small group process
that was itself designed to allow participants autonomy
to do their own learning but in the framework of a struc-
tured small group process.
� Before the third meeting, a process that became known

as the ‘ABC process’ was developed for individual, small
group and plenary reflection on practitioner ‘stories’.
This proved to be such a powerful aid to reflective learn-
ing that it was used for both meetings 3 and 4 (see
Fig. 5).
� Before the fourth meeting, the principal investigator

invited five participants to accept responsibility for plan-
ning meeting 5 and then provided support to this ‘organ-
ising group’. He also invited a different group (albeit
with some overlap with the meeting 5 group) to plan
meeting 6.
� Before the fifth meeting, the organisers and the small

group, working together, replaced the ABC process with
one that introduced a greater input from researchers,
and encouraged a discourse on the differences between
diverse research contributions and their impact on both
practice and research. At the suggestion of the principal
investigator, the organisers also structured the agenda
for meeting 5 so that its outputs provided input to the
sixth meeting.

The decision to make each of these interventions was
driven more by the perceived needs of the Network, and
the skills and experiences available to the small group, than
it was by specific research into group dynamics or inter-
personal process. Nevertheless, each decision was a con-
scious one, designed to facilitate the Network’s effective
operation. The overall impact can best be reviewed, per-
haps, by reflecting on the behaviour of the Network as a
complex learning system.

4.3. Reflections on the network as a complex learning system

The aim of this final contribution is to provide insight
into the complexity of the Network as a learning system
and into the structural and behavioural interventions that
were put in place to deal with such complexity over time
and minimize its potentially destructive consequences.
Written by one of the lead organisers of the Network, this
section takes the notion of a ‘collaborative learning system’
and its guiding principles represented in Fig. 2 and Fig. 6 as
the point of departure. It is written as a reflective analytical
piece drawing on a ‘processual’ view of complexity in pro-
ject-based arrangements [11], focussing on communicative
interaction among participating agents, equivocality of
agendas and success criteria, and continuous negotiation
of unintended consequences over time [12–15], as discussed
below.

The complexity of the Network process – the inquiry
process and the social process – was unavoidable as much
of it had been built into the very design of the Network at
the early stages and implied by its aims (Section 1). This
implied from the start an important aspect of complexity
– micro-diversity and dynamic processes of communica-
tion, conversation, interaction and power relating among
and between individuals and groups – involved in the Net-
work process streams over time (see Fig. 6). Secondly, the
desired outcome of the collaborative learning process was
rather ambitious: to identify and agree on new trajectories
for future research in the field of project management
which would, in turn, more closely reflect the experiences
of practitioners with projects and generate practically use-
ful knowledge (see the first paper in this special issue [1]).
This illuminates further aspects of complexity inherent
within the Network from the start – the knowledge creation

process – that the Network community engaged in with
varying levels of participation, domination, agreement or
consensus, and political processes that developed in decid-
ing what counted as new thinking, in negotiating the out-
comes of sense-making with powerful voices, and in
legitimising what ‘practically relevant’ project management
research and knowledge are. We will now look at some of
these aspects of complexity more closely and discuss the
facilitation process and structure that was put in place to
sustain the Network’s vision of collaborative learning and
new knowledge creation, and to, at the same time, cope
with potentially disruptive consequences of its dynamics.

� Diversity: dealing with multiple perspectives, interests and

voices (Fig. 2: principles 1 and 2) The original pro-
gramme of the Network and the very Network process
imply two underpinning criteria that brought the partic-
ipants together: (1) a shared interest in furthering the
boundaries of project management as a subject area
and a field of practice, and (2) a readiness to engage in
a cooperative inquiry process. The participants included
researchers from a range of scholarly traditions and
practitioners from a variety of industrial and profes-
sional backgrounds. The task that they were to accom-
plish jointly (the aims and outputs of the Network)
was a sophisticated one and required not only an intel-
lectual ability but also a shared sense of ‘togetherness’.
Over time, multiple perspectives of participants, their
varying agendas, views and interests emerged naturally
throughout the process of ‘rethinking’, suggesting areas
of concern, discussing practice stories in small groups,
presenting frameworks of ideas, and contributing to
sense-making papers, etc. At the same time it was neces-
sary to acknowledge the inevitable emergence of multi-
ple and conflicting interests guiding the arguments
for particular knowledge areas to be included in the
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resulting framework of new directions at the expense of
others. For example: calls for practically relevant knowl-
edge often conflicted with the need for deeper conceptu-
alisation and wider theoretical approaches; similarly, the
propositions to distinguish project management, man-
agement of projects, and programme management etc,
frequently caused confusion and disagreement, before
these issues were summarised in the corresponding
sense-making paper.
� Power, collaborative learning and knowledge creation

Various sources and symbols played a role in the forma-
tion and shifting of power relations among and between
different groups in the Network: academics according to
their research standing and prominence of their work;
practitioners in terms of the industry or organisation
they represented and the managerial profile they associ-
ated themselves with; consultants and trainers with their
pragmatic approach to serving organisations and man-
agement; and representatives of the professional bodies
with their voices calling for practically relevant project
management research and knowledge. A facilitation
process (see Section 4.2 above) was put in place to sup-
port the work of such a complex intellectual community,
and to ensure validity of the Network as a multidisci-
plinary learning system. Moderation was also necessary
to reduce the possibility of unhelpful division into win-
ners and losers, traditionalists vs ‘enlightened minds’,
whilst simultaneously, not wanting to suppress debate
and conflict. A democratic discourse was encouraged
throughout to minimise the risk of powerful voices dom-
inating the Network and turning it into a ‘closed shop’.
Therefore, there was a need for continuous negotiation
of positions, to minimise the feeling of a losers-winners
divide, or the possibility of lobbying. This was moder-
ated for example through the process of collaborative
presentations on topics of common interest among
groups of individuals. The issues of trust, confidence
[16], critical dialogue and reflection [17–19] also emerged
as key to the Network process, when it came to compil-
ing joint presentations and positioning papers by people
with varying intellectual or professional backgrounds,
who had not previously worked together. When deci-
sions had to be made with regard to the published out-
put from the Network, including an edited book, a
journal special issue, working papers and reports, differ-
ent interests beyond the immediate aims of the Network
influenced responses from different groups of partici-
pants. For some of the British academics, the relevance
of the Network outputs for the forthcoming national
Research Assessment Exercise (RAE)1 became an over-
arching criterion.

During the course of the programme, a number of
situations arose in which the principal investigator
1 RAE is a series of periodic exercises conducted nationally to assess the
quality of UK research and to inform the selective distribution of public
funds for research by the four UK higher education funding bodies.
needed to take action, firstly to help achieve the Net-
work’s primary aims, and secondly to help maintain
the interest and commitment of the Network partici-
pants. By meeting 4 for example, the Network had held
several meetings driven by practitioner stories, and it
was felt that meeting 5 should be more theoretical,
focusing on a selection of different theoretical perspec-
tives relevant to the actuality of projects. This was
expressed by the fourth author of this paper in a con-
versation with the principal investigator, and in subse-
quent conversations between other participants in the
Network. Equally, there were times when the changing
composition of the Network and its various subgroups
(principal investigators, invited guests, meeting organ-
isers, etc.) required additional action to be taken. These
were the moments when the principal investigator and
his team used their skills, sensitivity and value-rational-
ity, for example, to redirect the debate by introducing
alternative themes which acted as ‘strange attractors’
[14], opening up opportunities for new perspectives and
ways of thinking among the Network participants. An
example of this was the introduction of a rather uncon-
ventional conceptual and theoretical discussion in meet-
ing 5, which in an important way, shifted the focus of the
debate and influenced the final formulation of the Net-
work outcomes (re: the five directions, see [1]).
It was important to make sure that the anxiety emerg-
ing from the unpredictable outcomes of interaction
among participants during the meetings was identified
and coped with. The on-going, holistic and participa-
tive style of the principal investigator and network
coordinator in making necessary decisions and inter-
ventions over time, were clearly focused on protecting
and enhancing the quality of relationships (including
power relating among the participants). The dynamics
of conversations that went on inside and outside the
scheduled meetings, the fluctuation of membership
including the temporary appearance of invited members
and industrial speakers contributed to the overall
dynamics of the Network process. To ensure that this
had creative results, it was important for the organising
team of the Network to be attuned to the polyphony of
voices, to be sensitive to different behaviours and
responses of participating members in critical situations
(including the presenters from both academia and prac-
tice), to be involved in the processes of cooperation
between practitioners and academics, and skilful in
dealing with frustrations as well as enthusiasm. These
echo the skills identified by Stacey [14] and Introna
[20] as key in leading and negotiating complex organi-
sational arrangements. In other words, unmanaged
complexity could have jeopardised the success of the
Network, and two important issues emerged spontane-
ously as subtle aspects of collaborative learning over its
entire duration, thereby becoming an important part of
its facilitation. These are: reflection and critical
dialogue.



Theme: Engaged Scholarship 

This year’s Annual Meeting aims to further recent efforts to strengthen the 
Association’s role as the learned society of the profession. The theme for the 
Annual Meeting is “engaged scholarship.”  What does it mean to do scholarship 
that bridges the “purely academic” and the “practical” ? How can scholarly 
projects that engage pressing questions of legal practice enhance the empirical 
breadth and theoretical sophistication of our work ? And how, finally, has (and 
how may) “engaged scholarship” transform aspects of legal practice and legal 
institutions more generally ? 

Source: www.aals.org

Fig. 7. An example of engaged scholarship.
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� Reflection is understood in this paper as a process of
critically considering our own ontological position
towards the subject area and allowing space for different
views and perspectives [17,19,21]. Reflection encourages
us to consider our own place in the network of power
relations (that is the collaborative learning system) and
to evaluate the process of learning and interaction that
we go through by invoking not only rational, but ethi-
cal-moral criteria too.
� Critical dialogue is understood as a process of dialogu-

ing with a polyphony of voices and agendas in order
to create the possibility for continuation of collaborative
learning [17,22]. The consequence of critical dialogue is
continuous negotiation and renegotiation of the com-
mon ground, the objectives and the ways of accomplish-
ing them jointly and cooperatively as a multidisciplinary
Network, not as a set of dispersed, discrete loci of
knowledge and authority. In summary, these two
aspects emerged as central to the whole operation of
the Rethinking Project Management Network.

This section has been included to illuminate some inter-
esting aspects of dynamics and complexity of the Network
and its processes of communication, collaborative learning
and knowledge creation, as experienced by the fourth
author – a participant in this significant project. Due to
the constraints imposed by the scope of this paper and its
overall goal, many arguments and claims raised within this
section appear rather sketchy and in need of a further dee-
per investigation. The authors believe this is an area for
further research and reflection, the development of which
can add to the body of the literature addressing the com-
plexity of interdisciplinary research initiatives.

5. Conclusion

Finally, to conclude this paper, it seems appropriate to
return to the core philosophy behind the whole Network
programme, that is, the philosophy of linking theory and
practice through an organised process of interaction involv-
ing academics and practitioners. As stated, the Network’s
concept of ‘rethinking’ was to research how mainstream pro-
ject management ideas should be enriched and extended with
new concepts and approaches to support practitioners work-
ing on 21st century projects. And to do this, the approach
was a consciously organised learning process to help the Net-
work ‘learn’ its way to an agenda for future research, and the
more immediate implications for practice. Interestingly, at
the final meeting in January 2006, this process was com-
mented on by several participants as having strong links to
other processual concepts such as the co-production of
knowledge, collective sensemaking, participative inquiry,
and engaged scholarship. How these terms might be defined
and understood is beyond the scope of this paper, but as a
point to end on, what is interesting to note is the concept
of ‘engaged scholarship’ shown in Fig. 7, and how it relates
to the processual approach of the Network.
Interestingly, the event shown in Fig. 7 took place dur-
ing the time of the Network, and what is particularly inter-
esting is how the same questions can be applied to the
practice of projects: firstly, how can future research pro-
jects that engage pressing questions relating to the manage-
ment of projects, enhance the empirical breadth and
theoretical sophistication of our work? And secondly,
how may ‘engaged scholarship’ transform aspects of the
management of projects in practice? Engaging in this kind
of scholarship that bridges the ‘purely academic’ and the
‘practical’ is both challenging and complex – as this paper
has shown – and the biggest challenge of all perhaps is the
‘bridging process’ itself.
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