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Preface

The journey documented in this book began many years ago and has 
involved numerous encounters with interesting observations in prac-
tice and insights from theory. The first steps were taken when Jonas was 
involved in a multiyear study of project management in large Swedish 
engineering-intensive enterprises. The focus then was primarily on 
making sense of project management as an increasingly important 
management task to develop organizational capabilities for the integra-
tion of knowledge and technologies. HRM was not a prime focus of our 
research back then, but it slowly began to attract more of our atten-
tion. Some of the collaborating firms reported growing concern about 
stress and burnout in their projects and wanted us to explore opportu-
nities for improvement. Volvo Car Corporation invited us to take part 
in a development program to explore the work situation among their 
project-oriented engineers. This later led to a research proposal devel-
oped and submitted in collaboration with Professor Torbjörn Stjernberg 
at Göteborg University, Sweden. We were happy to receive funding for 
our proposal from the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social 
Research (FAS), which gave us the opportunity to explore these issues 
on a broader scale. This led to a highly stimulating collaboration with 
Torbjörn and several other colleagues at Göteborg University for which 
we are very grateful. Karin entered the process initially as a master’s 
candidate doing her graduate work within this research project, then 
as a research assistant, and finally as a doctoral student. Karin’s the-
sis and her research work, focusing entirely on the HRM dimension 
of project-based organizations, were critical for the research to move 
forward. The first phase comprised a multiple case study involving 
AstraZeneca, Posten, Saab, and Volvo Car Corporation, which led to the 
book Perspectives on HRM (published in Swedish in 2005), which was 
reported on in a number of conference papers and journal articles. We 
then decided to explore the line-manager role in further depth. This 
was the focus in a study of Tetra Pak and their work with competence 
coaches as an alternative to the conventional line-manager model. To 
contrast these observations, we conducted a comparative case study in 
which Saab Aerosystems was a participant. These organizations gener-
ally showed great interest in our work and the questions we explored, 
so much so that we were energized to continue with further research. 
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During the entire process, we interviewed a large number of managers 
and coworkers within these companies – interviews that provided us 
not only with detailed descriptions of work, working life, and Human 
Resource Management, but also with fascinating examples of problems 
and opportunities related to the improvement of both the efficiency of 
project-based organizations and the management of human resources.

As the research process advanced we gradually broadened our investi-
gation from studying HR departments and the work of HR directors to 
also involve other players in the HR organization. This prompted us to 
make a distinction between HR departments and HR organizations and 
to investigate further the other roles of significance in the HR organi-
zation, particularly the role of the line manager, and also the roles of 
the project manager and the project workers themselves. This was our 
initial approach to studying the HR quadriad framework that stands at 
the fore in the present book. However, given our interest in creating an 
improved contextual analysis of HRM, the concentration on project-
based organizations set the focus on organizational structure and prob-
lem-solving contexts. This not only led us to a general discussion and 
analysis of the nature of HRM in project-based organizations, but also 
to elicit the variations across different types of project-based organi-
zations. In particular, we believed that the debate on strategic HRM 
seemed to miss out on a few important observations documented in 
the initial phases of our research, namely, the importance of the opera-
tional work setting. In particular, we noticed the explanatory power of 
types of project-based work not only to discern dissimilarities but also 
to compare project-based organizations and their specific HRM chal-
lenges. In parallel, we were also involved in a number of workshops with 
several companies to discuss and share our experiences concerning the 
design of the HR department. What struck us during these workshops 
was the flawed analysis of the role of the HR department. Typically, 
the design was elaborated in isolation from the rest of the organization 
without explicit analysis of the work situation of employees, the needs 
of line managers, and so on. Given the heated debate about the value 
of HR departments in academic and practitioner literatures, and the 
many strategic decisions taken by firms during this period, we were 
convinced that a more sophisticated analysis of HRM and HR organiza-
tions could contribute to both practice and theory. The primary driver 
was the need to understand what had to be improved.

Besides the funding from the Swedish Council for Working Life and 
Social Research and the research project on Working Life in Swedish 
Projects, we also worked in several research projects together with 
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colleagues at Linköping University. In the first stage, our collabora-
tion with the EPOK group was absolutely critical. The EPOK members 
shared our interest in investigating the nature and evolution of project-
based organizations. Professor Lars Lindkvist and Professor Fredrik Tell 
have been part of this journey, including in publications and research 
that provided a multifaceted analysis of project-based organizations in 
terms of capabilities, evolution, design, and governance. We thank Lars 
and Fredrik for their support, and also thank the other EPOK members 
and the faculty members at the Business Administration division at 
Linköping University, especially those who participated in our research 
and teaching on Human Resource Management. During the past five 
years, we have been fortunate enough to be part of the development of 
a number of new courses and a master’s program on Human Resource 
Development and Management in collaboration with the Department 
of Behavioral Sciences and Learning. We are especially grateful for 
the opportunity to collaborate with Dr Hans Andersson, Dr Marie 
Bengtsson, Dr Cecilia Enberg, Dr Jörgen Ljung, Dr Åsa-Karin Engstrand, 
Doctoral Candidate Elisabeth Borg, Visiting Professor David Goss, Dr 
Eva Ellström, Dr Henrik Kock, Professor Elisabeth Sundin and Professor 
Per-Erik Ellström. Their teaching and ideas gave us energy to continue 
our research in the field of HRM, try out new ideas, and discuss articles 
with many talented students.

We have also conducted studies outside Linköping University; for 
example, in 2003, Jonas had the opportunity to spend almost a year at 
CRG, l’Ecole Polytechnique, which not only provided the opportunity 
for focused analysis of our studies but also to learn more about research 
on the projectification of work within project-based organizations, a 
topic also covered by French scholars. Professor Christophe Midler and 
his group were willing to share their insights into many of the changes 
then underway in companies such as Renault, which also informed the 
research agenda we pursued in the following years. In addition, we have 
from time to time had the chance to visit Brighton and spend time 
with colleagues at SPRU, University of Sussex, and CENTRIM, Brighton 
University. This was made possible through an institutional grant from 
STINT. Through this grant we were able to develop further the contacts 
with such inspiring researchers as Dr Tim Brady, Dr Andrew Davies, 
Principal Research Fellow Steve Flowers, Professor Mike Hobday, Dr Paul 
Nightingale, and Dr Jonathan Sapsed. These visits have been extremely 
important for us to push the writing process forward. They have also 
given us a better understanding of the challenges of technology integra-
tion and management of the project-based organization.



xii Preface

A substantial part of our work during the past few years has taken place 
within a larger research program called KITE (Knowledge Integration 
and Innovation in Transnational Enterprise), a collaboration between 
the EPOK group and faculty members from the Division of Industrial 
Management at Linköping University. One key theme in KITE is to 
explore projects, project-based organizations, and knowledge integra-
tion. The funding from Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (RJ) was a signifi-
cant support for us, which made it possible to allocate the time needed 
to write this book. One of our major studies was funded by VINNOVA, 
which also led to a number of close collaborations with companies in 
the pharmaceutical industry, the automotive industry, and the aero-
space industry. To say the least, the financial support from Riksbanken 
and VINNOVA was really helpful to making this research project possi-
ble. VINNOVA has also supported us in establishing a network of indus-
try partners, which has been important to our fieldwork and our access 
to innovative companies throughout Sweden and elsewhere.

The atmosphere in KITE has been extraordinary, with so many 
talented young researchers and supportive, experienced professors. 
Professor Christian Berggren, the director of KITE, has shown it is pos-
sible for strong individualists to work together in a constructive man-
ner. This is a unique opportunity, and we are very grateful to be part 
of it. Our wish is of course that our research into the management of 
human resources in project-based organizations will lead to more such 
research projects in this field. At Linköping University, we took part in 
a variety of executive education programs. These programs not only 
made it possible for us to discuss our research and findings with some of 
the most talented managers in Swedish-based multinationals, but also 
helped develop contacts with key personnel who facilitated access to 
their organizations and opened doors to their experience and ongoing 
work. It was through these executive programs that we met people from 
Saab Aerospace (now Saab Aerosystems) – an organization we have stud-
ied in several different research projects. A senior manager at this com-
pany, Stefan Andersson, has always shown keen interest in, and support 
for, our work, sharing his ideas and experience regarding challenges in 
designing HR organizations in project-based organizations. There are, 
of course, many more organizations and people we would like to men-
tion and thank; however, since we promised them anonymity, we hope 
they recognize themselves in the book and understand how important 
their support has been for our research.

Research is a truly global activity, and over the years we have presented 
our research at conferences in diverse fields, not only Human Resource 
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Management but also R&D management, innovation management, and 
project management. We thank the participants at the IRNOP confer-
ences, the EURAM conferences, and the Academy of Management meet-
ings for feedback and constructive comments. Some of the conference 
papers have been developed further, revised, and submitted to journals. 
The feedback and support we have received from the editors and review-
ers of journals have been astonishing. The work this book builds on has 
appeared in journals such as Human Resource Management, International 
Journal of Human Resource Management, Personnel Review, and International 
Journal of Human Resources Development and Management, which gave 
us instructive comments on how to position our research within the 
HRM community. We have also published some of the findings in 
journals focusing on innovation and project-based organizations, such 
as International Journal of Innovation Management, R&D Management, 
International Journal of Project Management, and International Journal of 
Project Organization and Management. We would like to thank everyone 
involved, the anonymous reviewers and the helpful editors who spent 
valuable time commenting on drafts of our papers.

In the final stages of our research, we recruited a new doctoral 
candidate, Elisabeth Borg, who has been very helpful with empiri-
cal studies and writings. She has also coauthored some of the papers 
that form part of the database for the present book. We are grateful for 
her insights and assistance. Around the same time, Jonas decided to 
move to Norway to assume a professorship at BI Norwegian School of 
Management. The support from colleagues and friends at BI within the 
areas of project management, project-based organization and HRM is 
gratefully acknowledged. In the later stages we also had the chance to 
work with Professor Henrik Holt Larsen at Copenhagen Business School, 
who provided us with a number of valuable comments. In collaboration 
with Professor Rodney Turner, Dr Martina Huemann, Professor Jaap 
Paauwe, and Henrik, we also arranged a symposium at the Academy 
of Management meeting, which further developed our perspectives on 
HRM in project-based organizations. During this symposium, Professor 
Pernille Eskerod gave us several thoughtful comments that improved 
our analysis. We thank these collaborators for constructive feedback 
and also other participants at the symposium who commented on our 
research.

Although we are grateful to many people, the book as such is our 
joint product, and any errors or omissions are the sole responsibility 
of the authors. The past several years have been rewarding, not only 
because of the opportunity to develop our knowledge on a topic we 
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believe is extremely important and interesting, but also because the 
journey of doing the research presented here has been so enjoyable. As 
mentioned before, this has much to do with all the interesting people 
we have met, who have generously contributed to our work and been a 
source of inspiration along the way.

KARIN BREDIN

JONAS SÖDERLUND



1

Structure of chapter

Exploring Human Resource Management ●

Competitive challenges ●

Projects and projectification ●

Project- based organizations and HRM ●

The dark side of project- based organizations ●

The bright side of project- based organizations ●

Responding to the challenges of project- based organizations ●

Our approach and arguments ●

Outline of the book ●

Exploring Human Resource Management

People today live in a highly organized economy where a variety of 
organizations – including firms, governments, and associations – consti-
tute significant societal backbones. In many organizations, people have 
roles as employees; in these roles, they carry out work that is important 
to their well- being, identity construction, personal development, and, 
of course, their income. Human Resource Management (HRM) has a 
critical role in handling the interplay between employer and employee. 
HRM is particularly important in ensuring that individuals find oppor-
tunities to develop themselves and that people are satisfied with their 
working situations.

From the company’s point of view, it is essential to have the right 
human resources with the required skills. Also, these resources and 
requirements must be matched to develop individual talent and organi-
zational capabilities. The company’s desire is to build a successful, prof-
itable organization with talented people who have the opportunity 
to fulfill their professional dreams while taking part in challenging, 

1
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exciting work for which they are appreciated and rewarded. As many 
studies and much experience have shown, however, this is a diffi-
cult equation involving trade- offs, tough decisions, and considerable 
complexities.

This book is an investigation into and a depiction of HRM in a par-
ticular kind of modern firm. It is an investigation into the current hot 
topic of management and organization studies: the area that centers on 
the relationship between the individual and the organization. Today, 
this is perhaps more important than ever since human resource man-
agement is undergoing a fundamental shift in a number of industries 
and sectors. This so- called human resources (HR) transformation is 
part of a larger restructuring of companies, industries, and sectors. New 
concepts have been launched, and new challenges have been identified 
that call for a rethinking and a further elaboration of novel ideas and 
approaches. Through this flow of ideas, HRM has been an area for con-
tinuous innovation and a test- bed for new management thought.

Scholars and practitioners alike speak about HR transformation in 
terms of employment modes, contracting, and individual skills, with 
the idea that people need to stay current and employable. This has 
also spurred developments within the area of HRM, which, to a greater 
extent, is considered to be an area of importance to a number of people 
within the organization, not only to the HR department. This brings to 
light the fact that HRM, to a considerable degree, involves more man-
agers and specialists. The changes in HRM also shed light on its ever-
 growing complexity. In many ways, HRM encompasses a fascinating 
and inspiring plethora of concepts and problems – involving challenges 
to both practitioners and theorists. Hence, an examination of the field 
of HRM reveals it to be, unquestionably, an exciting and vibrant area 
of study (Paauwe, 2009) – the scope is growing, the innovativeness is 
ongoing, and its importance is increasing. That it is, equally, an excit-
ing, vibrant area of management is evidenced by the growth of consult-
ing firms targeting the market for HRM services, including recruitment 
consultants, information technology (IT) systems vendors, and train-
ing providers.

HRM has often been considered to have the possibility to generate, or 
at least in significant ways contribute to, competitive advantage. This 
has been particularly singled out in many of the growth industries of 
our age. At the same time, we know that HRM in these industries, in 
new organizational forms, and in knowledge- intensive industries in 
general, is relentlessly under pressure and criticized for not delivering 
value for money. As a case in point, there is an ongoing debate about 
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the “value of HR” and whether firms should “do away with HR” (Ulrich, 
1998). This critique attacks not only HR professionals and HR depart-
ments but also the fundamental ways and modes that companies have 
chosen for their entire HR organization and the delivery of their HRM 
practices. Hence, there seems to be a need for closer scrutiny of HR 
departments and HRM in general. In this book, however, we will look 
at a particular kind of firm, specifically the project- based firm.

This book takes a unique tack on HRM since it focuses on projects, 
project management, and, notably, project- based organizations as an 
important – and perhaps increasingly important – context for work and 
working life. A growing number of people spend more time in various 
types of projects and temporary organizations; accordingly, more HRM 
activities take place in project- based work settings. We argue that this 
project- based context is pertinent for the study of HRM and for the 
“contextualization” of HRM – putting HRM in context – because, as 
we will show later, the design and success of HRM depend on a host of 
contingency factors, including organization structure, problem- solving 
context, and the needs of individual workers. But what are the most 
important factors influencing the choice and design of HRM? And 
what are the most important factors in the context of project- based 
organizations?

Our journey in the land of HRM in project- based organizations began 
with a series of in- depth studies of what actually happens within the 
studied firms and what are the key challenges, problems, and novel solu-
tions. This book is an attempt to summarize some of the findings from 
this journey. The book suggests a contextual framing of HRM in project-
 based organizations, especially project- based organizations employing 
engineers involved in solving complex problems – such as those prob-
lems found in the research and development (R&D) departments in the 
automotive and aerospace industries, the design of complex machin-
ery and IT systems, or the development of a new drug, involving test 
activities around the globe. Exploring HRM in those settings should be 
relevant not only for people interested in “pure,” project- based organi-
zations but also for people who study and work in organizations and 
companies that, to a moderate degree, rely on projects in their every-
day activities. In that respect, what is elaborated on in this book is a 
view of HRM that stresses the importance of organizational structure 
and problem- solving in their specific contexts. Later, we will extend 
this view by bringing in the complementary and configurational ideas 
recently developed in the HRM literature. This builds on recent theo-
rization within the field of HRM that outlines an organization- theory 
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interpretation of HRM which acknowledges the relationships between 
HRM practices and roles as well as the linkages between organization, 
work, and HRM.

In the present chapter, we outline the structure of the book and detail 
its guiding principles. Let us start with an overview of some of the chal-
lenges and changes that form the practical and theoretical underpin-
nings for the present book. We begin by identifying the competitive 
challenges. This is followed by a discussion about work, occupations, 
and boundaryless human resources, ending with an outline of the spe-
cifics of project- based organizations and their effects on HRM.

Competitive challenges

In the past few decades, we have seen quite a remarkable shift in the 
work carried out by professional workers. A higher degree of knowledge-
 intensity is generally observed as more work falls within the realm of 
complex problem- solving, where people are not engaged in auton-
omous labor but, instead, to a greater extent, perform their work in 
teams, working either with likeminded people, or with those who are 
not always so likeminded (DeFillippi et al., 2006). Many analysts argue 
that one of the most important drivers for this development of team 
production is the mounting complexity of products and systems, which 
forces firms to develop strategies and designs to reap the benefits of 
integrated solutions, systems integration, and project business (Davies 
and Hobday, 2005). This has spurred researchers to look into the signifi-
cance and character of complex products and systems, complex R&D, 
and systemic innovation (Hobday, 2000; Teece, 2009), particularly in 
industries such as aerospace, automotive, and telecommunications. A 
common feature in these industries is the capability and importance of 
various integration efforts, including activities such as systems integra-
tion, project management, and technology integration (see, e.g., Davies 
and Brady, 2000; Iansiti, 1998).

This explanation centering on “complexity” stresses the strategic 
importance of integrating technologies and knowledge bases to be able 
to offer products and systems that meet new customer requirements. 
Being first- rate at integration, understanding a wide variety of tech-
nologies, and having a sufficient level of absorptive capacity within 
a broad range of technologies and fields have become increasingly 
important – somewhat paradoxically in an age when knowledge spe-
cialization is becoming more and more pronounced. Echoing the classic 
findings from the study of Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), a high degree 
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of differentiation requires well- developed integrative devices and proc-
esses. Although, as Brusoni and Prencipe (2001) say, the key integration 
activities do not typically reside at the firm level but also at the project 
and team levels. This insight has wide- reaching practical and theoreti-
cal implications. Some writers even argue that the emphasis on project 
and team levels gradually leads to a dismantling of the role of the cor-
poration as we know it, signaling the growing importance of projects 
and various types of temporary organizations as alternative chief eco-
nomic agents. For instance, Castells (1996: 165) in his best- selling book 
The Network Society points out that “the actual operating unit becomes 
the ... project, enacted by a network, rather than individual companies 
or formal groupings of companies.” Similarly, Boltanski and Chiapello 
(2005) elaborate on the nature of the “project society” as a critical part 
of a new capitalism that dramatically changes the perception of peo-
ple’s orientation to the economic agents of the modern age. Instead, 
it seems that more and more loyalty, commitment, and energy will be 
directed toward projects, that is, moving from one project to another, 
meeting new people on a continual basis to pursue creative and innova-
tive work.

Part of this futurology is emphasizing the role of projects and tem-
porary organizations, and we believe there is an important message 
here. However, we also argue that firms continue to play a critical role 
and it is rather the balance between the projects (the temporary organi-
zations) and the firms (the permanent organizations) that is perhaps 
most important and interesting. Accordingly, economic activity, to a 
great extent, will be performed in the interplay between companies 
and other sorts of permanent organizations, and projects and similar 
kinds of temporary organizations. Thus, we align with much ongoing 
research within the area of organization and capabilities. For instance, 
Brusoni (2005: 1898) points out that

... projects appear to be the tool through which firms can integrate 
the capabilities developed by distinct communities of specialists 
that interact within, and across, their boundaries. In fast- changing 
environments, it is important that such integration does not lead to 
a permanent reduction in diversity ... hence the importance of the 
“temporary” dimension of project- based activities.

In many ways, this development is also observed in the companies 
that we have investigated; systems integration, integration units, and 
activities have been singled out as critical for future competition. 
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Several of them highlight project management as one of their “core 
competences,” and they state in public documents and annual reports 
that “projects are a core business.” This development forms the back-
ground to the present book and establishes the relevance of studying 
project- based organizations in general, and perhaps, in particular, the 
type of project- based organizations investigated here – engineering and 
R&D- intensive organizations occupied with team production and team-
 based complex problem- solving.

Thus, making business out of complexity and integration capabilities 
seems to be critical these days. As a direct consequence, more people 
are involved in solving complex problems, and those complex problems 
often require more or less elaborate organizational responses comprising 
teamwork and mutual adjustment coordination (Thompson, 1967). One 
common response is the use of project- based structures paired with the 
use of in- house and external specialists who are drawn together to solve 
nonroutine, unique, and temporary tasks. This organizational solution 
forces companies to develop their problem- solving capabilities and 
team- working capabilities (cf. Brusoni, 2005). It also marks the weight 
of interpersonal skills among the individual project worker – to swiftly 
get started and rapidly engage in new problem- solving situations and, 
after completing an assignment, move to new problem- solving con-
texts. In other words, interpersonal skills and the ability to collaborate 
in distributed, cross- functional teams appear to be more important in 
today’s work environment than in the organizational solutions of the 
past (Barley and Kunda, 2001).

Therefore, to thrive in this competitive landscape, the firm needs 
to develop its capabilities and resources along two parallel trajectories 
(Hedlund, 1994): (1) capabilities with a particular focus on complex 
problem- solving, knowledge, and technology integration, and (2) capa-
bilities to ensure the continuous supply and development of human 
resources that can participate in complex problem- solving processes. 
In other words, the quality of complex problem- solving is largely deter-
mined by two separate, yet interrelated, lines of capability develop-
ment. Analytically, these lines may be kept apart, but in practice they 
are tightly nested and interwoven. This means that human resources 
represent a way of bringing together a wide array of technical expertise 
representing different knowledge bases and areas of expertise. The inte-
gration effort would then be viewed in a variety of ways, as would its 
performance: firm- level evaluations, project- level evaluations, or even 
people- level evaluations. Firm- level evaluations comprise such issues 
as the value generated for the firm and new capabilities developed, 
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whereas project- level evaluations entail matters primarily relating to 
project performance and project learning. People- level evaluations, for 
obvious reasons, are closely connected to the processes and design of 
HRM. They involve questions such as: What did the involved people 
learn from the integration activities? How did they perceive the encoun-
ters with new people, new technologies, and novel uncertainties, and, 
not the least, did they have fun doing it? Are they stronger and more 
capable now than when they began the project? The continuous supply 
and development of human resources could be seen as the critical task 
for HRM, which encompasses issues tied to the flows, performance, and 
involvement of human resources, as well as the continuous develop-
ment of skills and competences of human resources.

Although we will discuss both challenges and capabilities, this book 
focuses primarily on the challenge of the supply and development 
of human resources. Given our focus on project- based organizations 
and the suggested approach to a contextual understanding of HRM, 
the integration capability is significant for a number of reasons. The 
quality of integration depends on the quality of the people involved in 
the integration process. A superior integration capability would have 
positive effects on the people involved – the human resources – and 
on the value and importance of HRM by improving the quality and 
accuracy of the management processes aimed at human resources. 
Hence, there are a number of important relationships between these 
two capabilities. Project- based organizations need to address both of 
them (separately and in combination), to distribute the responsibili-
ties for maintaining and developing them, and to identify possible 
conflicts and synergies between them. In that respect, what might 
be good for one set of capability, such as the integration of new 
technology, might cause difficulties for the management of human 
resources.

Projects and projectification

Given this book’s focus on project- based organizations, a few words 
should be said about projects and project organization. What kind of 
organization are we talking about when we refer to projects? What kind 
of organization is the so- called project- based organization? These are 
the questions addressed in this section.

There are many definitions available to help pin down the peculiari-
ties of projects as organizational forms – ranging from textbook defini-
tions to academic organization- theory definitions. Typically a project is 
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seen as a task – a temporary, unique, and complex task of some form, 
or a collective course of action. This is the conventional definition. 
However, to an increasing extent, the term today encompasses the focal 
organization set to solve the task. In that respect, in everyday language 
we often think of the project as a particular kind of temporary organi-
zation (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995). In this book, we rely on this 
organizational definition of projects, and accordingly the project- based 
organization in our framing is an organization that is constituted by a 
number of such micro, temporary organizations.

The immediate work setting for people in project- based organization 
is that of the project. Drawing on Packendorff (1995), we distinguish 
four salient features of projects as temporary organizations. These fea-
tures, listed below, are highly important for the studies reported here as 
they describe projects as:

being aimed at evoking a nonroutine process and/or completing a 1. 
nonroutine product (i.e., associated with a certain degree of techni-
cal/task uncertainty; see Shenhar and Dvir, 2007),
having a predetermined point in time or time- related conditional 2. 
state when the organization and/or its mission is collectively expected 
to cease to exist (i.e., typically work with some kind of time pressure 
and deadline; see Lindkvist et al., 1998),
having some kind of performance evaluation criteria (e.g., time, cost, 3. 
quality, value creation, profit; see Shenhar and Dvir, 2007),
being so complex and uncertain in terms of activities, roles, and 4. 
interdependencies that they require conscious organizing efforts 
(i.e., associated with task features of relatively high degrees of uncer-
tainty and complexity; see De Meyer et al., 2002).

Of course, there are many reasons why project- based forms of organ-
izing might be on the rise, such as fashion, institutional requirements, 
change for the sake of change, and so on. What we have suggested 
relates to the change in technology and solutions on how to best inte-
grate technology. Modularization and standardization are important 
measures, but they are not sufficient; instead, the remaining complexi-
ties and interdependencies typically need to be resolved through some 
kind of interactive form of problem- solving, task force, projects, or 
whatever we decide to call them. Accordingly, projects could then be 
seen as a response to the limits of modularization and standardization 
on the one hand, and the need for novel knowledge combinations on 
the other.
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Fact box 1.1 Projectification explored

The increasing use of projects has been analyzed in different ways in previ-
ous writings. However, in looking at the literature several different terms 
abound to capture this development. A few examples are given below:

“Projectization” (Peters, 1992). In Peters’ view, projectization revolves  ●

around corporate changes to turn traditional profit center organizations 
into temporary projects with dedicated teams, appointed project leaders, 
and fixed deadlines. Such teams are temporary and memberships change 
after project completion.
“Projectification” (Midler, 1995). A change of the organizational struc- ●

ture, slowly moving the firm into putting more emphasis on the project 
dimension of the organizational structure, from strong functional units 
where projects have played a subordinate role, to projects playing at center 
stage with functional units acting as labor pools.
“Projectivization” (Ekstedt ●  et al., 1999). A general transformation of soci-
ety that turns societies into more project- oriented ones, with companies 
carrying out an increasing amount of work in projects, and with sectors 
largely project- based being the ones that grow.
“Project intensification” (Bredin and Söderlund, 2006). Increase in the  ●

use of projects as organizational form and increase in time- related pres-
sure in the project process. Combined observations such as the ones 
reported in Midler (1995) with increased pressures on speedy develop-
ment projects. Focus here is on the work level and human resource man-
agement practices.

The development of increasing reliance and use of projects, often 
referred to as “projectification” (Midler, 1995, see also fact box), could 
generally be talked about as a move from repetitive production to non-
routine work processes and the use of temporary projects. Just think 
about the rise of R&D investments in modern firms, which spurred the 
development and deployment of the organizational configuration that 
Mintzberg popularized as the “adhocracy” with the following features:

highly organic structure, with little formalization of behavior; high 
horizontal job specialization based on formal training; a tendency to 
group the specialists in functional units for housekeeping purposes but 
to deploy them in small, market- based project teams to do their work; 
a reliance on the liaison devices to encourage mutual adjustment, the 
key coordination mechanism, within and between these teams; and 
selective decentralization to and within these teams; which are located 
at various places in the organization and involve various mixtures of 
line mangers and staff and operating experts. (Mintzberg, 1983: 254)
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In many ways, the adhocracy constitutes the blueprint for the project-
 based organization, and many of the characteristics of the adhocracy are 
very much in vogue today: “emphasis on expertise, organic structure, 
project teams and task forces, decentralization without a single concen-
tration of power, matrix structure, sophisticated and automated techni-
cal systems, youth, and environments that are complex and dynamic” 
(Mintzberg, 1983: 274). The idea of the adhocracy and the organiza-
tion as an adaptive system has been a recurrent theme in organization 
studies since the classic studies by Burns and Stalker (1961) on “organic 
structures” and Bennis and Slater (1968) on “adaptive systems” in the 
temporary society, a prophesy that now seems to have become true. As 
formulated by Bennis as early as the late 1960s:

Adaptive, problem- solving, temporary systems of diverse specialists, 
linked together by coordinating and task- evaluating executive spe-
cialists in an organic flux – this is the organization form that will 
gradually replace bureaucracy as we know it. (Bennis, 1968: 74)

In this book, we restrict our analysis of the project- based organiza-
tion to the integrative dimensions of the adhocracy. We focus on those 
adhocracies found in R&D and complex systems industries. We center 
on a key issue of project- based organization, namely, the nature of the 
operational project- based work setting, including the type of project 
participation.

Project- based organizations and HRM

Investigations into project- based organizations typically begin with 
references to Woodward’s (1958) description of unit production, 
Galbraith’s (1971) typology of organizational structures, or Mintzberg’s 
(1979) analysis of the adhocracy as a pure case of a project- based organi-
zation especially suited for innovation. However, the classics did not 
spend much attention discussing the everyday life and work situation 
of project workers. Several more recent studies on project- based organi-
zations have, in a number of ways, documented the importance of more 
detailed examinations of the design and practices of HRM. Despite this, 
the interest for studies that focus explicitly on HRM in project- based 
organizations has been rather low. Over the past decade, this seems to 
be changing with the formation of research teams such as our own and 
Huemann, Keegan, and Turner (see, e.g., Huemann et al., 2007, 2004; 
Turner et al., 2008b, 2008a), who have made this topic into their main 
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research area. In addition, a few recent writings about the project- based 
organization could be singled out to highlight the HRM challenges that 
are associated with this type of organization. These contributions will 
be summarized below.

Midler (1995) studied the projectification of the French automotive 
maker Renault and its evolution and change of project- based structures. 
One of his findings was that the increasing use of project- based organi-
zation generally puts greater pressure on HRM and complicates career 
paths at both management and engineer levels. Hobday (2000) came to 
similar conclusions in his study on the organization of production of 
complex products and systems. He compared the positive and negative 
sides of project- based organization and highlighted the difficulties of 
competence development and HRM in project- based organizations. In 
several ways, these publications echo the work within the contingency-
 inspired tradition of project- based organizations as described in Clark 
and Wheelwright (1992).

Lindkvist (2004) took an empirical point of departure and focused on 
an R&D unit that was transformed into a strongly project- based organi-
zation. His analysis is not strictly contingency based but rather focused 
on the individual qualities and the effects of implementing logics of 
project- based organization. Lindkvist argued that this has a few impor-
tant effects on knowledge governance and individual responsibilities. 
The new organization promotes individuals to act in a more “mindful 
and attentive way than prior to the re- organization” (p. 4). This also 
fosters “mindful interaction” in teams although without teams becom-
ing well- developed groups with shared knowledge bases, values, and 
understandings. This requires, Lindkvist demonstrated, specific indi-
vidual skills and basic organizational and managerial support, but not 
necessarily the kind of strong organizational cultures that were popu-
larized during the 1980s.

Whitley (2006) furthered the discussion about different types of 
project- based firms. The author adopted an institutional perspective 
and incorporated several aspects related to HRM in his comparative 
analysis. For instance, he demonstrated that there is a wide range of dif-
ferences among them and that, given these differences, project- based 
firms struggle with rather diverse and specific challenges. In his insti-
tutional framework, two dimensions are singled out: (1) the extent to 
which firms focus on developing unusual, sometimes one- off, products 
and services for varied, and often uncertain, markets, and (2) the extent 
to which the organization of expertise, tasks, and roles is predictable 
and stable over projects. In particular, the latter is important for the 
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analysis of HRM in project- based organizations. Stable roles is a signifi-
cant HRM dimension that is primarily created outside the boundaries 
of the firm, however, it severely affects the possibilities of changing 
HRM structures and support in project- based firms. In a number of 
ways, Whitley’s points have similarities with recent work in project-
 based industries where the role of the project is paramount, such as 
in filmmaking and TV production. In these cases, work roles seem to 
be critical for the development of “swift trust” – which is so impor-
tant in getting the tight collaboration needed to take the project to its 
 completion (Meyerson et al., 1996).

As mentioned, project- based forms of organizing constitute an 
important means for the integration of knowledge in firms dealing with 
complex problem- solving. Scholars and consultants praise the positive 
aspects of project- based organization, often using it as a normative tem-
plate of what organizations should look like. Authors not only stress 
the qualities of this kind of organization when it comes to organizing 
integration efforts in knowledge- intensive work but also point out that 
it is a specific kind of organizing human resources. A typical quote is 
from Quinn, who argues that for many situations:

... the ultimate innovative organization is a free floating pool of tal-
ent that moves into any project at any time based on market- like 
interactions. (Quinn, quoted in DeFillippi et al., 2006)

In developing these ideas further, Teece (2009) argues that these 
kinds of organization typically need to integrate a “temporary network 
of suppliers and customers that emerge around specific opportunities 
in fast- changing markets.” In such contexts, he writes, recurrent “reor-
ganization becomes the norm, not the exception” (Teece, 2009: 193). 
This is an important observation, since it leads to a slightly revised view 
of what actually constitutes the “human resources” of the firm; that is, 
will they be found inside or outside the conventional boundaries of the 
firm?

The above studies and examples of literature generally stress the tight 
link between project- based organization and HRM, and that conven-
tional ideas about HRM are overturned through the effects of projectifi-
cation and the increasing reliance on project- based organizations. Some 
of the challenges relate to human resources, how work pools are organ-
ized, what work roles emerge, and the difficulties in handling some of 
the long- term HRM- related issues, including competence development, 
career paths, and sustainable staffing. The long- term issues are tied to 
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the ongoing debate about the human problems associated with project 
work and project- based organizations. Such problems seem to be criti-
cal to handle if the organization is to build capabilities ensuring the 
continuous supply and development of human resources that can par-
ticipate in complex problem- solving processes, such as those typically 
occurring in modern product and systems development projects. Below, 
we highlight some of the findings and observations in extant research.

The dark side of project- based organizations

Project- based organizing and boundaryless careers where people move 
from one “action locality” (Grabher, 2004) to another on a regular basis 
do not come without problems and tensions, although it might be dif-
ficult to distinguish the consequences that relate specifically to the 
increased use of project- based structures and temporary employment 
contracts. Typically, causes interact and projectification is only one of 
many interacting causes to effect HRM. Although more comprehensive 
views and treatments of HRM in project- based organizations have been 
called for relatively recently, the study of human problems associated 
with project work is rather extensive and goes back several decades.

Among the first publications are work from Wilemon and Cicero 
(1970), Gemmill and Wilemon (1970), Wilemon and Gemmill (1971), 
and Wilemon (1973) on the ambiguities of project management, project 
management and organizational conflict, and power in project man-
agement. During the 1970s, we also find the analysis of “temporary sys-
tems” and professional development (Goodman and Goodman, 1972, 
1976), as well as a set of publications that later influenced researchers 
investigating projects as “temporary organizations” (see Lundin and 
Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995). The former set of studies docu-
ment the problems with the matrix organization, the challenges of 
having two bosses who rely on competing authority systems, and the 
power struggle between project managers and functional managers that 
puts pressure on the individual project worker. The latter set of studies 
tackles the problems of competence development and the tendency to 
reuse people who already have the skills instead of seizing the learning 
opportunities of projects by engaging people who can grow with the 
task.

During the early development of this line of research, we also find 
contributions by Reeser (1969), Hammerton (1970), Melcher and Kayser 
(1970), and Butler (1973). Reeser (1969) analyzes the human problems 
in the “project form of organization” and zeroes in on the anxieties 
and frustrations of people working in a “projectized” organization, 
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including the issues of phase- out and temporary relationships. He iden-
tifies the lack of formal procedures and clear role definitions to be major 
causes of frustration in project- based organizations. Hammerton (1970) 
stresses the difficult, yet important, balance between control and the 
freedom to be able to deal with the “entrepreneurial instincts” that are 
common for people working in a project context. Melcher and Kayser 
(1970) identify problems of cooperation in an interdisciplinary context, 
particularly highlighting the challenges of building a team in a project 
setting. This tends, according to Butler (1973), to lead to various sorts of 
“dysfunctional conflicts” in project- based organizations, which could 
have negative effects on job satisfaction and work conditions.

Keith (1978) found higher levels of role ambiguity, conflict, and 
overload in temporary systems than in permanent settings. This find-
ing was developed further in a set of studies on “project overload” – 
a notion developed by a team of Scandinavian researchers (see, e.g., 
Zika- Viktorsson et al., 2006). Their survey reveals that project work, 
particularly in multiproject environments, enhances the risk of exces-
sive workload with little time for reflection, learning, and recuperation 
between projects. The study also shows that these issues lead to stress 
reactions due to continuous deadline pressure. The latter, the authors 
argue, could also lead to a failure to make competence development 
efforts a priority. Together, the studies demonstrate that the inherent 
dynamics of projects often lead to severe pressures on the individual 
worker. In some cases, the long- term effects might be aporia, with a 
concomitant corrosion of character and burnout symptoms (see also 
Sennett, 1998).

However, there are even more substantial and fundamental critiques of 
this organizational solution. For instance, a group of researchers have set 
out to introduce more critical analyses of projects. Originally launched 
by a group of British and Scandinavian scholars, this network now spans 
the entire world and includes members who have published books and 
articles on the subject. Two early ideas underlying this network are the 
general criticism of project management as such and a discomfort with 
the portrayal of project management in academic texts. An early and 
important contribution is the study by Damian Hodgson on the “dis-
ciplining of project management”. Hodgson argues that project man-
agement is launched as a way to free the individual worker to explore, 
to adventure, and to advance (see Hodgson, 2002, 2004). However, as 
Hodgson demonstrates, this has little to do with the reality or the actual 
results. He points to the opposing features of project management, 
namely, that project management is a way of instituting bureaucratic 
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principles – control principles to keep the professional worker in place 
and to reduce creativity and freedom – through the use of the rhetoric 
of freedom. In that respect, project organizing could be viewed as a par-
ticular kind of subtle disciplining. Accordingly, a project then becomes 
an “unresisted mental prison for people, in the worst case a prison much 
harder to envision and escape from than those of traditional bureau-
cratic structures” (Lindgren and Packendorff, 2006: 125). This creates, 
Lindgren and Packendorff (2006) argue, a situation characterized by 
“stress, loneliness, disrupted family lives and superficial workplace rela-
tions.” This line of critical analysis has also indicated that project- based 
organizing typically reinforces traditional masculine values and atti-
tudes to work and life (Lindgren and Packendorff, 2006) – where projects 
are workplaces filled with impossible deadlines and overtime.

In several ways, these critical remarks restate some of the remarks 
posed by sociologist Richard Sennett (1998) in his book The Corrosion 
of Character and the call from Beverly Metcalfe (1997) to investigate the 
social and organizational impacts of project management. Sennett’s cri-
tique in particular has attracted much scholarly attention. He stresses 
the risk of fluid organizational principles (such as project organizing) 
in terms of short- sightedness, lack of commitment, and lack of devo-
tion. In his treatise, the emphasis on flexibility and teamwork leads to a 
superficial ideology where mobility and social skills are emphasized at 
the cost of loyalty and work ethics. Together, the studies zero in on the 
human problems of project work. The critical perspectives on project-
 based organizations offer important insights and provide a broader view 
of the nature and consequences of project- based organizations.

The above studies shed light on the “dark side of the project- based 
organization” – a side that managers and theorists should be aware of 
in order to properly design support systems and improve work condi-
tions. It is, in our opinion, important to take these critical observa-
tions into account in order to be able to offer a fine- grained analysis 
of project- based organization and its consequences. We refrain from 
creating the illusion that project- based organizations are organizational 
designs without problems or challenges for the individual worker. In 
our work, however, we subscribe to a slightly different idea of project-
 based organization – not the purely rationalistic one but one that seeks 
to explore the positive sides of project- based organization and work 
against the negative sides. We believe that some of these critiques are 
based on studies of bad management rather than being the result of any 
inherently negative quality of project organizing per se. Things could 
have been handled differently, thereby ensuring a better work situation 
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for the project worker in combination with effectiveness and efficiency 
at the organizational level. We believe that, in contrast, several of the 
studies reported in our book provide examples of measures taken to 
improve the work situation of the project worker, thereby addressing 
some of the deficiencies reported in critical research on project manage-
ment and project- based organizations. At the same time, as our studies 
of project workers show, there are positive as well as negative conse-
quences of project- based organization and the acknowledgment and 
understanding of both is the first important step to implement appro-
priate improvements.

As observed in the above review of empirical studies on the conse-
quences of project- based organization, project- based forms of organiz-
ing come with important human challenges. In Table 1.1, we summarize 
the most important challenges, according to previous research. The 
observations center on the matrix organization, the dual affiliations, 
and the possible knowledge effects of cross- functional work. In addi-
tion, the table highlights some of the effects of the task features com-
monly associated with projects, namely, time pressure, complexity, and 
uncertainty.

The bright side of project- based organizations

The above review of negative consequences might give the impression 
that project- based organizations are dangerous creatures that should 

Table 1.1 The human problems of project- based organizing: a summary

Feature of project- based 
organization Consequence

Matrix organization Dual affiliations, loyalty problems, and 
unclear responsibilities

Cross- functionality Lack of deep expertise, lack of 
affiliation

Deadlines and time pressure Negative stress and burnout risks

Continuous work pressure Limited time and opportunity for 
competence development

Task complexity Feelings of chaos and insecurity

Technical uncertainty Role ambiguity and role strain

Changing teams/temporary 
organizations

Lack of trust and social 
disconnectedness, corrosion of 
character

Fluctuating demand Job insecurity
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be avoided at any cost. However, as indicated earlier, project- based 
organizations have qualities in handling integration efforts and deal-
ing with complex problems which involve specialists from various areas 
of expertise. These advantages have been frequently referred to in the 
strategy and management literatures. This is, of course, also a key issue 
for the individual worker who has the opportunity to meet new people 
and explore new areas. Together workers can see where their combined 
knowledge can take them and learn from the integration of their exper-
tise, finding out more about the areas of application.

Project- based organizations are also typically oriented toward dead-
lines. Deadlines are interesting for various reasons but perhaps espe-
cially important in a project context. Since almost all projects operate 
with a deadline, “making it in time” is a crucial aspect for people 
involved in a project. In many cases, this can lead to frustrations, high 
pressure, and stress. There are, however, also positive aspects. According 
to the work of Connie Gersick, deadlines can produce reflective think-
ing and cooperation, an insight that led Lindkvist et al. (1998) to argue 
that deadlines, as a particular kind of control mechanism, work quite 
differently compared to conventional structuring mechanisms, such as 
role allocations, job descriptions, and professional rules. Instead, they 
say, a deadline may produce a “rationalistic break” that induces people 
to think for themselves and make their own decisions before acting. 
In the words of Gersick (1995: 145), organizing by projects with explic-
itly stated deadlines is then a form of bracketing which “helps break 
the spell, facilitating strategic rethinking.” On a similar note, Lindkvist 
et al. suggest that a deadline “generates recurrent glimpses of light, like 
the lighthouse, breaking darkness and making more global concerns 
possible” (Lindkvist et al., 1998: 947). Quite different from Sennett’s 
(1998) analysis and the warnings about the “corrosion of character” 
mentioned earlier, these authors argue that project organizing leads 
to individual behavior that is responsible and reflective. According to 
Lindkvist et al. (1998: 947), this indicates that deadlines, if used in a 
shrewd way, may constitute an “unobtrusive” form of control that is 
possible to align with the ideas of “decentralization, autonomy and self-
 organization often invoked in the literature on knowledge management 
and concurrent engineering.” This finding is also supported in the 
comprehensive study of engineers working in project matrix organiza-
tions presented in Hovmark and Nordkvist (1996). The authors iden-
tify a number of positive changes in terms of increased commitment, 
dynamism, support, solidarity, communication, and group autonomy. 
In that respect, studies have also identified a series of positive effects 
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of task complexity and technical uncertainty and illustrated that these 
features might stimulate creative thinking and challenge the individual 
to perform a better and more rewarding job which involves meeting 
new people and moving to new social situations. Some of the observa-
tions presented in the book will show how HRM can be designed and 
developed to facilitate such results.

Responding to the challenges of 
project- based organizations

The above sections have demonstrated some of the challenges associ-
ated with HRM in project- based organizations. The intention has also 
been to highlight the value and importance of HRM in project- based 
organizations. From the organization’s point of view, the manage-
ment of the identified challenges seems to be a critical task. In addi-
tion, the skills and abilities of the individual project workers need to be 
addressed. What are the important technical and social skills required? 
What kind of integrative skills do the engineers need to possess? What 
kind of support do they need to improve their performance? What is 
the responsibility of the person assuming the personnel responsibil-
ity for the individual project worker? The latter question leads us into 
a whole host of questions tied to the organizational support and the 
organizational arrangements necessary to design HRM. The line man-
ager may not be as involved in operational technical problem- solving 
as was common in the past. Instead, many companies try out new solu-
tions. For instance, at one of the studied companies, Tetra Pak – a world 
leader in packaging systems and material – one of their project- based 
units abolished the traditional line management role and adopted 
a new one, called the “competence coach.” Of course, many of the 
duties – such as recruitment, budgeting, human resource planning, and 
performance appraisal – were similar, but the new role was intended 
to be much more “HR focused.” In one of our conversations, the com-
pany’s CEO of the unit told us about the problems with the traditional 
line management role which often “ended up being all about supervis-
ing the work” instead of competence development and other HR issues, 
which were considered to be issues critical to the company’s future. 
The new role also changed the role of the HR specialists and the HR 
departments. The role of the competence coach took over many of the 
responsibilities formerly held by the HR specialists. The HR specialists, 
on the other hand, had to focus more on the strategic issues: what kind 
of people do we need in the future, and what strategic collaborations 
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are required to ensure a good and continuous flow of talent? They also 
had to focus on a set of operational issues primarily directed toward the 
competence coaches: what support do the competence coaches need, 
and what expertise can we give them to allow them to become even 
better at coaching their engineers? In Tetra Pak, project managers and 
project directors also played a key role. They were the managers with 
whom the individual project worker met on a daily basis. They were the 
ones who could assess the working situation of the project worker and 
detect any alarming levels of stress or discomfort.

HRM is not the sole responsibility of one department or one unit within 
the firm. It is a continuous and ongoing interplay among many players. 
Firms try to develop new forms of HRM to respond to the requirements 
of new organizational forms. The project- based form of organizing, for 
example, requires new skills and puts new demands on the individual 
worker. The traditional “personnel responsibility” takes a slightly differ-
ent form: line managers become more HR- focused. In addition, a new 
cadre of managers enters the scene – a cadre that is vital for the integra-
tive capability of the firm but that equally might have a key stake in the 
HRM performance of the company, namely, the project managers.

We have witnessed the advent of projects and project- based organiza-
tional structures which put increased pressure on managers to rethink and 
renew their HRM practices. The purpose of this book is to present find-
ings from a multiyear research initiative covering the changes made in a 
number of leading multinationals. The focus is on R&D-  and engineering-
 intensive companies operating in global industries such as pharmaceuti-
cal, aerospace, complex machinery, packaging systems, and automotive 
(for an overview of the case study companies, see Appendix). We draw 
from studies carried out in more than ten firms over a period of nearly ten 
years. Many of these studies have been reported in scientific articles pub-
lished elsewhere, which will be referred to in the text for the reader who 
is interested in knowing more about the details of our empirical studies. 
In this book, however, we concentrate on the main findings in our studies 
relating to HRM in project- based organization. In particular we seek to:

provide an enhanced understanding of project- based organizations  ●

and their consequences on HRM;
present state- of- the- art of research and practice within the area of  ●

HRM, focusing on one particular type of organization – the project-
 based organization;
present examples of novel and innovative forms of organizing HRM  ●

in project- based organizations.



20 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

analyze the challenges to HRM in project- based organizations, iden- ●

tify the major changes implemented in the studied organizations, 
document some of the key challenges, and discuss how the firms 
have responded to these challenges;
outline an elaborate understanding of the HR organization in project- ●

 based organizations and develop a deeper understanding of HRM in 
project- based organizations which acknowledges the collective and 
distributive character of HRM.

Our approach and arguments

Throughout the book we will argue in favor of a contextual approach to 
HRM. We will also, for obvious reasons, argue that project- based organ-
izations offer a particularly interesting setting for contextualizing HRM 
and to explore the current challenges to HRM in modern contexts. We 
report on a series of empirical studies that will be presented in the vari-
ous chapters. The intention has been to provide a holistic and in- depth 
understanding of HRM in project- based organizations. This intention 
rests on a number of basic arguments and field- study observations:

HRM needs to be contextualized. HRM differs among contexts; some 1. 
similarities exist, but there are also important differences.
Project- based organizations represent one important organizational 2. 
context. This context not only puts pressure on HRM but also, in 
many ways, leads the development among HR practitioners.
HRM is increasingly distributive and collective. HRM then is, to a 3. 
large extent, carried out in collaboration among actors within the 
firm.
HRM is not the sole responsibility of the HR departments; other 4. 
actors, including line managers and project managers, play impor-
tant roles, particularly on the operational level. In addition, the 
individual project worker has a key role in laying the foundation for 
effective HRM.
The work setting is critical for the design of HRM. The work setting 5. 
entails the type of project participation and project work, which in 
turn affects what type of HR support the individual project worker 
needs.
Individuals involved in project- based work play an increasingly 6. 
important role in the design of HRM. Individual project workers 
develop skills that are critical for the entire HRM system to com-
municate to line managers, to work with project managers, and to 
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assist the HR department in developing their services to the project 
workers.
In project- based organizations, a key management role is that of the 7. 
project manager. The project manager, however, is not only respon-
sible for technology integration and operative problem- solving. To 
a large extent, he or she is also involved in HRM activities, such as 
performance appraisal, competence development activities, stress 
management, and related activities of importance for the working 
situation of the project members.

Outline of the book

The next chapter goes deeper into the kind of project- based organiza-
tion addressed in this book. The aim of Chapter 2 is to pinpoint the 
major issues in these organizations that have effects on HRM. We then 
review the literature on HRM in Chapter 3. In this chapter we present 
a historical overview and try to show how this book relates to ongoing 
research within the field of HRM as well as to identify the particular 
contributions we believe that our work is making. Chapter 4 presents 
a framework for the analysis of HRM in project- based organization, 
referred to as the HR quadriad that we have developed in a series of 
studies of the design and change of HR organizations. The HR quad-
riad basically says that HRM, at the operational level in project- based 
organizations, is performed by four actors: HR specialists, line manag-
ers, project managers, and project workers.

Then follow four chapters that analyze in further detail each of the 
cornerstones of the HR quadriad. We begin with the line managers 
in Chapter 5 and a discussion about the devolvement of HR respon-
sibility, which is discussed further Chapter 6 about the role of project 
managers in HRM. The individual project worker is the key topic for 
Chapter 7, before we turn to the HR specialists and the HR departments 
in Chapter 8. In the final chapter, Chapter 9, we summarize the find-
ings that have emerged from the book and discuss the book’s conclu-
sions and contributions. In Chapter 9, we also point out some vistas for 
future research and lessons learned for managerial and organizational 
practice within the area of HRM in project- based organizations.

In the Appendix, we present the details of the various studies reported 
and the research methodologies used in the respective empirical stud-
ies. In the Appendix, we guide the reader who wants to learn more 
about the studies that form the foundation for the findings presented 
in this book.
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Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Competitive challenges
and projectification

Nature and features of the
project-based organization

History and theory of HRM

The HR Quadriad

Line managers

Project managers

Project workers

HR specialists

Comparisons and contrasts

Outlining the problems

Defining the area

Painting the background

Presenting the framework

Part of framework

Part of framework

Part of framework

Part of framework

Summing up the framework
and findings

Figure 1.1 Outline of the book



23

Structure of chapter

Projects as cornerstones in the project- based organization ●

Project- based organizations ●

Distinctive features of the project- based organization: organization meets  ●

people
HRM implications ●

Crafting HRM in project- based organizations ●

Final thoughts ●

Projects as cornerstones in the project- based organization

The preceding chapter gave a general introduction to projectification 
and project- based organizations. This chapter delves further into these 
issues and presents more details about the organizational context for 
the book and the challenges we address. This context is important to 
us firstly because we argue that there is a need to contextualize HRM 
and secondly because project- based organizations offer a particularly 
interesting, challenging, and, at the same time, promising context for 
the development of human resources. For most people working in a 
project- based organization, the project is an important work place: an 
action locality (Grabher, 2004) and a meeting place as much as a pro-
ducer of emotional energy and job satisfaction. In this chapter, we will 
discern some of the salient features of the project- based organization, in 
particular, the kind of project- based organization focused upon in this 
book. Our intention is to clarify what kind of organization the project-
 based organization is and to determine the implications of its defining 
features for the practice and study of HRM.

2
Project- Based Organizations
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Fact Box 2.1 Turning to project- based organization: the case of Tetra Pak

Tetra Pak is one of the leading players in packaging material and machinery 
systems. It operates on a worldwide basis. In one of the units, management 
has tried out a new organizational model giving emphasis to the project 
dimension. The entire organization was changed in the beginning of the 21st 
century not only to allow for better integration of technology and business 
processes but also to enhance HRM capabilities. During one of our interviews 
we focused on the reasons why the organization had changed its structure. 
The CEO gave us quite a number of reasons, such as improved integration 
across knowledge areas, enhanced management capacity, and better possi-
bilities for project managers to do their job. In that respect, the CEO prima-
rily emphasized the importance of strengthening the integrative capability 
of the firm. However, he also gave several explanations that touched upon 
the HRM dimension, including making it possible to better share knowledge 
among employees, improving the adaptability and resource allocation, and 
making it easier to build stronger teams. As we will discuss later on, this also 
had some important implications for the role of the line managers and HR 
specialists within the firm.

Project- based organizations

Research on project- based organizations often draws on different types 
of organizational designs along a continuum – with the pure functional 
organization at one extreme, the pure project- based organization at the 
other, and matrix organizations with varying degrees of project orienta-
tion in between. The main factor for deciding on the project orienta-
tion in such typologies is the level of authority over resources, such as 
personnel and finance (e.g., Hobday, 2000). Following Hobday’s termi-
nology, the project- based organization is accordingly defined as “one in 
which the project is the primary unit for production, innovation, and 
competition” and where “there is no formal functional coordination 
across project lines” (p. 878). In this type of definition, “project- based” 
inherently implies the total abolishment of functional coordination. 
However, it is somewhat indeterminate if this only concerns the func-
tional coordination of core activities, such as production and innova-
tion, or if it rules out all forms of functional coordination across the 
projects. For researchers whose main focus is on how project- based 
organizations deal with their permanent systems and processes, these 
definitions miss out on important counts. For instance, the definitions 
fail to acknowledge that project- based structures do not necessarily 
exhibit a complete dominance of the project structure over the func-
tional structure in all aspects.
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Lindkvist (2004: 5) suggests a broader definition when writing 
about project- based firms as those “that privilege strongly the project 
dimension and carry out most of their activities in projects.” Similarly, 
Whitley (2006: 79) depicts project- based firms as those that “organize 
work around relatively discrete projects that bring particular groups of 
skilled staff together to work on complex, innovative tasks for a variety 
of clients and purposes.” However, these definitions are vague, particu-
larly concerning the nature of the activities that are being carried out 
in the projects.

Other attempts to delineate the characteristics of project- based 
organizations take into account factors such as employment contracts, 
affiliation, and the level of repetitiveness of project work. Söderlund 
(2000) distinguishes four ideal types of organizations depending, on 
the one hand, on the permanency/temporality of the work structure, 
and on the other hand, on the permanency/temporality of the employ-
ment contracts. In Söderlund’s typology, “project- based organization” 
thus describes a situation where people have permanent employment 
contracts in an organization where work is carried out in temporary 
project constellations. Packendorff (2002) takes a similar stance and 
discusses four types of “project- based work” depending on whether 
project workers have their primary affiliation to the individual project 
or to the organizational context and whether project work is considered 
to be routine or the exception. In his typology, project- based work is 
regarded as that work in which project workers have a primary affili-
ation to the organizational context and in which project work is rou-
tine. Thus, Söderlund (2000) and Packendorff (2002) offer frameworks 
to better position the project- based organization in terms of the nature 
of work and employment affiliation. In that respect, they contribute 
to better addressing the project- based organization and the associated 
HRM challenges and work conditions.

One way to build on previous definitions, but define and develop 
them further, would be to interpret “project- based” organizations as 
organizations in which core activities, that is, the activities that are 
primarily directed toward the creation of products or services, which 
constitute the base for the organization’s rationale and revenue stream 
(see Prahalad and Hamel, 1990), are performed by means of projects. 
When it comes to the organization of other activities and processes – for 
example, those related to HRM – some kind of functional coordina-
tion across projects is still highly relevant and required. The definition 
of project- based organization subscribed to here concerns a permanent 
organizational framework in which temporary projects are embedded 
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(see also Sydow et al., 2004). Consequently, a project- based organiza-
tion has a set of ongoing projects, architecture for its operational activi-
ties, and permanent employees who do most of their work in various 
kinds of projects. In other words, projects are core activities and are, 
to some extent, repetitive. There are important permanent systems 
and structures to make the project- based organization succeed, and 
employment is linked to the organization as such, not to the individual 
project. Following this line of reasoning, our analysis of the project-
 based organization does not center on so- called single- project organi-
zations (DeFillippi and Arthur, 1998; Whitley, 2006), where the entire 
organization/firm is dissolved after completion of a project (see Fact 
Box 2.2 for examples of the kind of project- based organizations treated 
in this book).

Fact Box 2.2 Examples of project- based organizations

Over the years we have studied a number of project- based organizations in 
different sectors and industries. A majority of them are R&D or development 
units within larger multinational corporations. Below are a few examples 
of the organizations in our empirical studies (for details on code names see 
Appendix):

Automotive R&D site with 4,000 employees. Primarily engineers with a  ●

background in mechanical and electrical engineering.
Product and organizational development unit in a European logistics  ●

company. The unit under study has 2,000 employees working in various 
sorts of product development, service development, implementation, and 
change projects.
Aerospace, main site for development of aviation technology. The stud- ●

ied unit has 4,000 employees, most of them educated within areas such 
as electrical engineering, mechanical engineering, software engineering, 
and avionics engineering.
IT Systems, R&D unit with 2,000 employees, most of them working in  ●

various sorts of systems development and application projects. The typi-
cal education of the employees is within computer science and software 
engineering.
Telecom R&D unit with 1,000 employees, specialized within one area of  ●

telecom and educated within the areas of computer science, electrical 
engineering, and programming.
Complex machinery development unit for advanced plant design and  ●

automation solutions. A total of 155 employees work here, and most of 
them are engineers.
Medical Systems, a unit for product and systems development.  ●

Approximately 100 employees, the majority of whom are engineers with 
a master’s degree.
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Distinctive features of the project- based organization: 
organization meets people

The preceding discussion suggests that project- based organizations have 
a set of common characteristics: their core activities are performed in 
projects, project work is common and part of everyday business, the 
projects are embedded in a permanent organizational context, and peo-
ple are hired by the permanent organization, not directly by individual 
projects. Elaborating further on these characteristics, a set of features 
can be identified as distinctive for project- based organizations: (1) goal 
oriented, (2) team oriented and knowledge- intensive, (3) temporary, (4) 
interdisciplinary and cross- functional, and (5) tensional. These distinc-
tive features are essential to the understanding of this particular organi-
zational setting, and, therefore, equally essential to the success of HRM 
in project- based organizations.

Goal- oriented organization

Projects have quite specific targets in terms of delivery and comple-
tion date; they are processes intended to produce certain results (e.g., 
Archibald, 1992; Berggren, 2001). The intended result could be many 
different things: a product, a system, a technical solution, an instal-
lation, an event, an organizational change, etc. Some projects have 
an outcome that is very difficult to specify in advance. The outcome, 
as such, might be more or less impossible to reach. Others have a 
relatively clear end- state, but the process of getting there could be 
difficult to conceive and specify a priori. Still others might struggle 
with both these challenges: unclear goals and unclear processes (see, 
e.g., Turner and Cochrane, 1993). The typical project carried out by 
the organizations studied here is complex, involving a number of 
subprojects and knowledge bases. It is relatively uncertain with some 
degree of unknown technologies, although such uncertainty is not 
typically fundamental to the project. Even in the case of drug devel-
opment, we address the clinical phase which in many ways resembles 
the organization of a large- scale development project. Other exam-
ples include the development of a new fighter aircraft, automobile, 
packaging system, telecom system, etc. Specifications are laid out a 
priori, and the completion of the project does not require research 
activities and exploratory work. Instead, most projects, although 
difficult and challenging, are examples of knowledge exploitation 
(March, 1991).
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Team- oriented and knowledge- intensive organization

The project- based organization is one that is primarily engaged in vari-
ous sorts of knowledge- intensive and collaborative project work, such 
as R&D projects, product and systems development, implementation 
projects, improvement projects, and change projects. The focus in this 
book is on the work of designers, engineers, programmers, and R&D 
personnel. These specialists, however, do not perform their work in 
solitude; they are, compared to many other kinds of knowledge work-
ers, to a great extent working closely with other people, in teams and 
in joint problem- solving efforts. Contrary to conventional autonomous 
knowledge- intensive organizations, in the project- based organizations 
addressed here combined efforts and diverse kinds of teamwork stand 
at the fore. This means that the project- based organization needs to 
integrate knowledge resources in fast, flexible ways in order to reach a 
defined goal within a certain time period (Davies and Hobday, 2005; 
Whitley, 2006). Therefore, project- based organizations are likely to be 
characterized by knowledge- intensiveness, which means that that the 
competence and skills of employees have greater importance than other 
inputs, that the majority of employees are highly qualified, and that 
work involves complex problem- solving while working collaboratively 
(Alvesson, 2001; Swart and Kinnie, 2003). Accordingly for the manage-
ment of human resources, both the flow and ongoing development of 
knowledge resources and their integration are critical tasks. The peo-
ple occupying the organizations participating in our studies often have 
advanced degrees in engineering or natural science. In addition, several 
of them have also participated in internal training programs arranged 
and financed by their current or previous employer. In that respect, it 
seems relevant to speak of them as knowledge workers although their 
skills and knowledge are explored and exploited in close cooperation 
with other engineers and experts from both similar and dissimilar areas 
of expertise.

Temporary organization

In a project- based organization, project work, rather than being the 
exception, is routine, although projects typically require nonroutine 
technologies and solutions. The projects also tend to be designed for 
the special purpose, meaning that there is an ongoing reorganization of 
teams from one project to the next. The organization normally has a set 
of procedures and standardized processes in place to carry out its projects 
and, in many cases, quite advanced and well- developed frameworks for 
project management, including templates, process descriptions, role 
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specifications, and instructions. In a project- based organization, then, 
people perform most of their work in projects, which are, by defini-
tion, temporary. As stated by Packendorff (2002) in his description 
of project- based work, “individuals working by projects experience a 
long- term trajectory consisting of a long series of projects.” Since the 
projects are temporary organizations, which can be “characterized by 
the temporary constellation of people they entail” (Prencipe and Tell, 
2001: 1374), project- based organizations are generally characterized 
by a short- term logic in which “new human encounters and relation-
ships take place whenever a new project is started” (p. 1374). Therefore, 
a project- based organization is characterized by repetitive temporality. 
In a similar vein, Bresnen et al. (2005: 1541) refer to “the intended and 
finite nature of projects” as a key feature of project- based organizations, 
which often leads to a short- term emphasis on project performance. In 
that respect, it is not only the deadline and the goal orientation that 
could potentially come with it but also the ongoing reorganizations and 
new encounters that are in- built features of the project- based organiza-
tion. As Sydow et al. (2004) point out, this is one of the most impor-
tant rationales for the project- based organization, namely, to organize 
for specific purposes and allow for flexible resource commitment. Of 
course, this calls for particular integrative capabilities, but equally, also 
well- crafted capabilities to handle the flow and development of human 
resources.

The duration in time varies from project to project. Some projects 
last for a couple of weeks or months, while others might have life cycles 
spanning many years. The kind of projects carried out within the com-
panies discussed here typically run for at least six months and in some 
cases three or four years, such as is the case in automotive and drug 
development. The existence of temporariness and time limits is fun-
damental to the organization of projects in the studied organizations. 
Typically, deadlines are tough and critical, frequently a matter of meet-
ing a specific time for delivery and production ramp- up. Temporariness 
is also present since the typical project involves a combination of 
resources and knowledge bases that have not worked together before, 
although some of the participants might be familiar with each other 
from previous encounters in projects.

Interdisciplinary and cross- functional organization

To execute a project successfully generally requires interaction of peo-
ple from a number of different of areas of expertise – it requires input 
from various knowledge bases and communication across functional 



30 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

boundaries. Therefore, projects normally cut across organizational lines, 
such as functional or departmental lines, or company boundaries (e.g., 
Archibald, 1992; Sydow et al., 2004). This implies that most projects con-
sist of an amalgam of different areas of expertise, disciplines, and knowl-
edge bases whose efforts need to be combined in various ways. This is 
also very much at the center of the integration issue addressed earlier, 
although it should be pointed out that the integration, as such, could be 
designed and handled very differently. Forms of integration could range 
from people collaborating intensely, communicating on a day- by- day 
basis, and being co- located in a shared office space, to their having far 
less communication and collaboration, and perhaps not being physically 
co- located, although still being deeply engaged in highly interdependent 
problem- solving. In either case, their work can be highly interdependent 
and can require advanced forms of integration for everyone involved 
to succeed in their efforts. A failed project producing a malfunctioning 
product or system is a failed project for everyone involved, at least in 
regard to the kind of project we are discussing in the present book.

The organizations discussed in this book are involved in difficult and 
challenging integration efforts. Relatively intense collaboration across 
functional boundaries is therefore critical for successful development 
projects. According to Bresnen et al. (2005), this type of work often relies 
on decentralized teamwork and relatively autonomous project manag-
ers, although, as we will see later, there might very well be differences in 
terms of the degree and nature of cross- functionality. In either case, the 
idea of cross- functionality is ultimately a solution to improve the inte-
grative capabilities of the firm, to tap knowledge from different sources, 
and to better integrate knowledge across organizational and functional 
boundaries. However, there might be a range of different solutions to 
cross- functionality, and the project- based organization might choose dif-
ferent solutions depending on the complexity, pace, and uncertainty of 
the project at hand (Shenhar and Dvir, 2007). Thus, cross- functionality 
has important implications for the management of human resources, 
the development of expertise, and employment relationships.

Tensional organization

A project- based organization constitutes a permanent organizational 
framework in which temporary projects are embedded. Projects come and 
go and contribute to the evolution of the permanent organization. Sydow 
et al. (2004: 1477) emphasize the importance of acknowledging the “con-
textual embeddedness of temporary systems in the more permanent” 
and the related inherent tension between permanent and temporary 
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systems logics in such organizations. On the one hand, projects enable 
the organization to integrate knowledge and competences across func-
tional and administrative lines, focus the efforts on reaching the set goals 
within a pregiven time zone, and maintain organizational flexibility to 
respond to changing environmental requirements. On the other hand, as 
the study by Hobday (2000) indicates, a project- based organization with 
limited, or even a lack of, functional coordination is “inherently weak 
in coordinating processes, resources and capabilities across the organiza-
tion as a whole.” Consequently, the project- based organization incorpo-
rates the dilemma of the conflicting needs of the temporary projects and 
the permanent organizational setting that defends long- term develop-
ment as well as routines and interorganizational coordination (Sydow 
et al., 2004). This could then generally be viewed as an inherent tension 
between permanent and temporary systems and logics residing within 
the project- based organization. This has some important implications for 
the management of human resources. The obvious one is of course that 
priorities within the temporary system, that is, the project, might be in 
conflict with efficiencies within the permanent system. The opposite is, 
of course, also true: what might be good for the permanent system, for 
instance, priorities made by the line manager, might be detrimental for 
project performance and the effectiveness of project management.

Multi- employment organization

Being involved in project work in this context does not necessarily 
equal having a permanent employment contract with the project- based 
organization. Even though human resources are employed or hired by 
the organization rather than by individual projects, some people might 
be involved on a temporary basis to carry out work in specific projects. 
Others might be hired to line units or competence pools within the 
project- based organization and involved in various projects over time, 
but they maintain their employment contract elsewhere, for example, 
with a technical consultancy. For many project- based organizations it is 
even a strategic issue to increase the ratio of “involvees” (total number 
of people involved in the organization’s operations) to “employees” (I/E 
ratio, see Hedberg et al. 1997). Whitley (2006), for example, argues that 
project- based organizations that organize work around a series of recur-
rent projects “often rely on outsiders for completing individual tasks, 
but retain a core group of employees for initiating, organizing, and 
conducting separate projects.” Similarly, Ekstedt (2002) discusses work 
contracts in project- based organizations and points out that consulting 
activities and the use of outside expertise increase as firms projectify 
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their core activities. Ekstedt argues that in organizations where most 
of the “action” takes place in projects “small permanent organizations 
with strategic functions and a strong brand name harbor project teams 
for both development and production consisting of persons affiliated to 
a lot of different organizations” (p. 66). For most people, work in project-
 based organizations generally goes beyond the time horizon of the indi-
vidual project. However, for the management of human resources, it is 
important to recognize that the work force that contributes to the organ-
ization’s activities consists not only of “permanent employees” but also 
of a significant number of more “temporary employees” such as consult-
ants, self- employed professionals, and others with temporary affiliations 
to the organization. Accordingly, the project- based organization can be 
seen as an organization characterized by multi- employment solutions.

HRM implications

The six distinctive features discussed above can be used as a foundation 
to elaborate further on the implications for HRM in project- based organi-
zations. In sum, we might examine these features in regard to HRM and 
identify a few challenges for the practice and study of HRM. Returning 
to the initial idea of project- based organizations fundamentally engaged 
in two kinds of capabilities – (1) organizational capabilities with focus on 
complex problem- solving and integrative capabilities, and (2) the con-
tinuous supply and development of human resources that can participate 
in complex problem- solving processes – we might generally state that 
to a great extent the above features are direct consequences of improv-
ing the first set of capabilities. For instance, goal orientation typically 
leads to a narrow focus, perhaps even short- sightedness, which reduces 
the complexity for the actors involved and which could trigger knowl-
edge integration and collaboration across organizational boundaries. 
Knowledge- intensiveness is tied to the development of new technolo-
gies and knowledge specialization typically critical for the success of the 
project- based organization. This calls for advanced integrative solutions, 
support mechanisms for teams to communicate both within and across 
team boundaries, and trained managers and engineers, such as project 
managers and systems engineers, who know how to design technical 
and organizational architectures to achieve system- wide efficiencies. The 
multi- employment feature is an effect of the same principle, that is, to be 
able to draw on resources that are best suited to solve a particular prob-
lem. In some cases, they are located within the same line organization, 
in other cases, in different line organizations, and, in yet other cases, 
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Table 2.1 Distinctive features of the project- based organization and its 
implications on HRM

Feature HRM implications

Goal- oriented Performance appraisal; difficult to 
evaluate individual performance due to 
teamwork qualities. Important to link 
goal- oriented efforts with each other 
and to create opportunities for reflection 
and recuperation between project 
assignments.

Team-oriented and 
knowledge-intensive

Need to build organizational capabilities 
to foster knowledge sharing; need to 
develop knowledge and competence 
continuously. High requirements 
on individuals to steer knowledge 
development.

Temporary Continuous formation of teams which 
require an adequate management of the 
flow of human resources in terms of 
recruitment, staffing, and return from 
assignments (see Huemann et al., 2004).

Interdisciplinary and 
cross- functional

Work is typically carried out in parallel 
action localities; difficult to oversee work 
situations; difficult to control. Might lead 
to difficulties with regard to knowledge 
development, lack of knowledge depth, 
and affiliation (Allen, 1977).

Tensional Different authority systems and priorities 
may be in conflict. What is best for the 
temporary system is not always good for 
the permanent system and vice versa (see 
Sydow et al., 2004). This is equally true 
for the individual performance: what 
is good for individual performance in a 
focal project is not necessarily good for 
firm- level performance.

Multi- employment The workforce is constituted by people 
with different types of employment 
forms and affiliations. This means that 
the management of human resources 
is not equal to the management of the 
relationship to employees. Instead, it 
includes managing the relationship to 
all “involvees”, regardless of their type of 
employment contract.
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within different firms. To be able to swiftly establish a cooperation and 
coordination regime is of course critical for the integrative capability of 
the firm.

As is evident from Table 2.1 there is a strong relationship between 
the integrative capability and the supply and development of human 
resources. At the same time, it should be pointed out, there is a dis-
tinct difference between them since the integrative capability as such is 
goal- oriented: aimed for the specific attainment of client requirements, 
technological possibilities and solutions, and project performance. This 
capability is typically also steered and governed by people with roles 
such as technical director, project manager, project director, systems 
engineer, chief engineer, etc. There are, of course, many decisions taken 
within this area of management that have implications on HRM; how-
ever, the ultimate objective is not the management of human resources 
per se. On the other hand, the second capability is not directed toward 
specific problem- solving processes or project goals. Instead, it, in vari-
ous ways, relates to the supply and flow of human resources, the per-
formance of human resources, the involvement of human resources, 
and the development of human resources. To some extent, these activi-
ties are directly tied to the integration activities of the firm; however, a 
number of activities are, of course, also carried out without particular 
focus on a specific project. These are activities such as recruitment deci-
sions, career planning, and competence development.

Crafting HRM in project- based organizations

Earlier, we discussed some of the human consequences and even prob-
lems associated with project- based organizing, including stress, feelings 
of insecurity, etc. The discussion did not readily address the problems 
associated with human resource management, that is, what should the 
organization do to handle the problems, what are the consequences for 
the management system set to take care of human resources, and how 
are the individuals going to prepare themselves for the ensuing conse-
quences. In that respect, we believe some of the negative consequences 
associated with project- based organizing might be resolved with bet-
ter management of projects (project management, project governance, 
project portfolio management, etc.), including improved structuring and 
coordination to make it easier for people to perform well in their projects. 
However, a major part of the solutions and improvement areas falls within 
the area of HRM. Generally speaking, this calls for further exploration 
into the landscape and role of HRM in project- based organizations.
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What then are the challenges for crafting HRM in project- based organi-
zations? A set of studies, as early as in the 1970s, elicited the poten-
tial difficulties of designing effective HRM systems in project- based 
and other kinds of distributed and decentralized organizations. For 
instance, Knight (1977: 181) argued that many project- oriented organi-
zations “struggle along under the handicap of inappropriate systems 
which are more of a hindrance than a support.” Knight continues:

There are two main areas where this danger arises. One is the field of 
managing information and control systems ... . The other is the sphere 
of personnel management. While it is possible to point out the prob-
lems that can arise in the latter sphere and while the answers to most 
of them do not even seem particularly difficult, I am afraid that very 
little hard information on company practices has come my way and I 
am reduced to speculating about the subject. (Knight, 1977: 181)

Despite these early insights and calls for research into HRM in project-
 based organizations, this has been a largely neglected area of research. 
It should be noted that the specific study of the nature of project- based 
organizations has attracted considerable scholarly attention in recent 

Fact Box 2.2 Oticon: involvement and focus

One of the most famous examples of a project- based organization is that of 
hearing- aid manufacturer Oticon. Under the guidance of the new CEO, Lars 
Kolind, the company implemented a completely new organizational struc-
ture that was aimed to be much more focused on projects, teamwork, and 
self- organization. According to some analysts, the change of organizational 
structure was one of the decisive factors in the impressive turn- around of the 
company during the 1990s: innovation rates increased considerably, entre-
preneurship was triggered, and work- life conditions were generally improved. 
“Departments, positions, titles and job descriptions were abolished and the 
previous functional structure was replaced with a project- based organiza-
tion,” writes Verona and Ravasi (2003: 586). In many ways, the authors argue 
that the change was driven primarily by the increasingly complex technolo-
gies involved. To a great extent, the change in Oticon was aimed at improving 
the entrepreneurial spirit among people and at broadening their skill sets. In 
that respect, managers wanted engineers and other employees to be much 
more involved in the identifying of new possibilities, product, and service 
ideas, and they wanted them to be more focused on particular projects. To be 
able to do so, individuals sometimes had to broaden their competences to be 
able to fill more than one role in a specific project. The possibility of having 
focused project participation was considered to be critical at Oticon.
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years. These studies have one particular thing in common: they all 
identify a set of challenges for designing good HRM systems and that 
the success of the project- based organization rests, to a great extent, 
on how well the firm solves the HRM enigma. In that respect, the dif-
ficulty is not merely that of the integrative capability mentioned earlier 
but to a greater extent on the second set of capabilities of supplying and 
developing human resources. Table 2.2 provides a summary of the most 
influential studies and their findings regarding HRM.

As touched upon earlier, and as brought up in several of the previ-
ously mentioned studies of project- based organizations and firms, 
there is a dearth of focused analyses of HRM and HRM challenges in 
the project- based organization. In particular, there seems to be a need 
for more studies about the entire system and design of HRM in such 
organizations, what practice areas are critical, and how these practices 
are executed. In that respect, we attempt to fill the lacuna of empirical 
work on HRM in project- based organizations. Engwall et al. (2003: 130) 
formulate the issue as follows:

As organizations move into project- based structures, human resource 
management, hiring of staff, and competence development all seem 
to be affected. This is, however, a virtually unexplored area of empir-
ical research. Furthermore, issues concerning working life must be 
readdressed in this new corporate context design. From the perspec-
tive of the individual employee, factors like motivation, commitment, 
empowerment, job satisfaction, time pressure, and medical stress 
seem to be reconceptualized in the projectified context. Working life 
issues also include accounts of project work as a new career path and 
as ways of linking project organizations to individual goals.

Final thoughts

This chapter lays the foundation and outlines the chief arguments: 
why the study of HRM in project- based organizations is called for and 
what problem areas this study might help to improve. Despite the pre-
vious work on the positive and negative consequences of project work, 
which we brought up in the first chapter of the book, and despite the 
issues and characteristics of project- based organizations presented in 
this chapter, we know relatively little about what to do when designing 
HRM and HR organizations in such contexts. We know about the prob-
lems and the challenges and the potential dangers of project work, that 
careers might be affected, and that the competence development could 
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become more problematic. However, the major questions of significance 
to management and, in particular, management of human resources, 
are barely touched upon in the extant literature. This is undoubtedly 
a major problem. It is a problem since more and more work is actually 
done in projects within project- based organizations, which naturally 
also leads to more HRM activities and processes devoted toward recruit-
ment, appraisal, motivation, and all kinds of people- related matters tak-
ing place within the context of a project- based organization.

Another point to ponder is that much activity is going on within the 
field of HRM. New ideas are being tried out, and strategic decisions are 
being made, including the outsourcing of support functions and lay-
offs. However, we know relatively little about the reasons for these deci-
sions and their long- term effects. One chief aim of research is, of course, 
to document the reasons and effects of such decisions. The ultimate 
goal, however, is that these decisions will be based on sound knowledge 
about HRM, that is, its place in the organization as well as its relation-
ships with organizational structures and its problem- solving capabili-
ties. In many ways, we dare say, today decisions are often made without 
such thorough understanding. This means that designers of organiza-
tional structures need to know more about the preconditions of creat-
ing the best organizational structures and related support systems to 
ensure the viability of project- based organizations. It means also that 
managers must be able to design HRM systems particularly suited to 
the needs of the project- based organization and the people who occupy 
them. Finally, the people and individual workers themselves must know 
how to live, learn, and create a good working situation in an organiza-
tion that carries out its core activities in projects.
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Structure of chapter

HRM: a vibrant area of study ●

A brief history ●

Research on HRM ●

Managing the relationship between people and organization ●

HRM practice areas ●

Addressing the operational level in project- based organizations ●

Final thoughts ●

HRM: A vibrant area of study

The former chapter explicated a number of distinctive features of 
project- based organization that have implications for HRM practice 
and research. The chapter also summarized the recent calls for further 
investigations into the management of human resources in this con-
text. The present chapter gives a historical view on the evolution of 
thought around HRM, points out key contributions, and elicits develop-
ment patterns that are important to addressing HRM in project- based 
organizations. By so doing, the aim is to relate our research and find-
ings to the continuously developing stream of research on HRM.

The following questions are important for the present chapter: What 
are the current state- of- the- art research and practice within HRM in 
project- based organizations? What are the challenges for HRM in this 
particular type of organization? What interesting novel and innovative 
ideas currently prevail regarding the design of HRM in project- based 
firms? In order to have this discussion, it is important to introduce the 
concept of HRM, which will then make it easier to understand the way 
we use and operationalize the concept. Thus, this chapter discusses 

3
Human Resource Management in 
Context
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the roots and developments of HRM and gives an overview of current 
research. Moreover, it gives our view of the opportunities for develop-
ing knowledge about HRM through an enhanced understanding of the 
specific organizational contexts in which HRM is carried out.

A brief history

Most historical overviews of HRM position the concept, and its major 
breakthrough, in the 1980s and primarily relate it to North American 
management literature. However, the notion of managing human 
resources and HRM has a much longer history. Already in 1954, 
renowned management thinker Peter Drucker used the term “human 
resources” to emphasize the distinction between workers and other eco-
nomic resources, and to stress the fact that humans are true resources 
from which the firm benefits – they are not merely costs. This resource 
idea overlaps with what later led to explorations of the capabilities and 
resources in a firm. A few years later the economist Edith Penrose (1959) 
published the seminal book, The Theory of the Growth of the Firm, in 
which she defined and discussed the firm as a collection of produc-
tive resources. Penrose made the distinction between physical resources 
and human resources and argued that it is the human resources that 
give the firm an opportunity to gain competitive advantage through 
the uniqueness and variety of the different services they can poten-
tially render. This perspective would later come to be very important in 
acknowledging people’s knowledge, experiences, abilities, and skills as 
strategically important resources of the firm, which are important top-
ics generally in current research on HRM.

One of the main points Drucker made was that the worker should be 
seen as a “whole man,” that is, a human resource which, unlike other 
resources, has control over whether he or she works, how well and how 
much he or she works and, which is “of all resources entrusted to man, 
the most productive, the most versatile, the most resourceful” (Drucker, 
1954: 262–3). Hence, Drucker argued, “the improvement of human 
effectiveness in work is the greatest opportunity for improvement of 
performance and results” (p. 262). Drucker severely critiqued the two 
then- dominant and generally accepted streams of thought regarding 
the management of workers – Personnel Administration and Human 
Relations – for suffering from considerable “lack of progress,” “sterility,” 
and “intellectual aridity.” According to Drucker, the Human Relations 
stream did, however, build on better basic assumptions when com-
pared to Personnel Administration; for example, that people do have 
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a willingness to work and can be motivated to perform well without 
coercive management control. Nevertheless, he argued that the Human 
Relations stream had stagnated, and that it relied on the false belief that 
people would be motivated only by being “happy”; it did not offer alter-
native ideas for positive motivation. Moreover, Drucker criticized its 
one- sided focus on interpersonal relationships and its lack of adequate 
attention to work and economic dimensions. Therefore, Drucker con-
sidered Human Relations, along with important insights from Scientific 
Management, to be important parts of a foundation for future develop-
ment of the basic principles for managing work and workers.

Similar criticism of the Human Relations model were raised a dec-
ade later by Raymond Miles (1965). Miles stressed that, although the 
Human Relations model rightfully argued for participative leader-
ship and for making employees feel useful and important, the applied 
rationale behind these arguments was wrong. This rationale seemed 
to build on the conviction that higher levels of job satisfaction and 
morale would lower resistance and improve compliance with mana-
gerial authority – not on the conviction that employees might make 
important contributions to the decision- making process. Instead, Miles 
suggested a “Human Resources Model” based on the assumption that 
all organizational members are “reservoirs of untapped resources,” and 
that a manager’s primary task is that of “creating an environment in 
which the total resources of his department can be utilized” (Miles, 
1965: 150). Hence, the rationale behind bringing employees into the 
decision- making process should be to improve the quality of decision-
making and, in turn, the performance of the organization – not prima-
rily to make employees more willing to obey authorities. Higher levels 
of job satisfaction and morale was, according to his model, a byproduct 
of the process, which in turn would create an atmosphere for even more 
creative problem-solving.

During the ten years following Miles’s contribution, the concept of 
managing human resources was not considered a hot topic in academic 
writings. A review of published articles, in scientific journals, focus-
ing on “human resources” shows that research during the 1970s had 
a strong focus on “human resource accounting” and on the difficul-
ties of evaluating human resources.1 Interestingly, the term “Human 
Resource Management” was gaining popularity in managerial prac-
tice in the mid- 1970s, and little by little it more or less replaced the 
term “personnel management” in many companies (Berglund, 2002). 
Nevertheless, the change in terminology did not really imply a change 
in approach or content. For example, Guest (1987) argued that many 
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personnel departments were turned into human resource departments 
without any real change in functions or roles. For some time, in many 
cases, the two terms were used interchangeably, even though HRM 
terminology was considered more up- to- date (Kaufman, 2007). Many 
have retrospectively argued that the increased use of HRM terminology 
marked a qualitative shift in the view of employees and in the man-
agement of the workforce, resulting in a closer alignment to business, 
in the involvement of line managers, and in a greater focus on HRM 
 outcomes (Brewster and Larsen, 2000; Paauwe, 2009).

The breakthrough of the HRM concept

In the 1980s, discussions of the differences between traditional per-
sonnel management and human resource management were inten-
sified in academic writings. One line of thought argued that HRM 
terminology actually represented a new management philosophy, a 
new paradigm fundamentally different from the traditional approach 
on how to manage the workforce (Kaufman, 2007). The debate was 
particularly influenced by Japanese quality models and ideas of creat-
ing “excellent companies” (e.g., Peters and Waterman, 1982), which 
encouraged new ways of thinking about management in general and 
human resources in particular. At this time, many North American 
corporations were threatened by competition from rapidly expand-
ing and highly efficient Japanese players. Japanese management tradi-
tions, based on strong relationships between employee and employer, 
lifelong employment contracts, and working methods directed at 
quality rather than cost management, strongly contributed to the ris-
ing interest in the HRM approach at this particular time (e.g., Guest, 
1987; Hendry and Pettigrew, 1990). This rise of Japanese management 
models had a number of implications on the thinking about HRM 
around the world, which subsequently triggered considerable mana-
gerial efforts and research on corporate cultures, loyalty, and identity. 
The proponents of HRM increasingly proclaimed a strategic approach 
to the management of workers. In their view, employees should be 
seen as important strategic resources, not as costs that ought to be 
minimized. As a consequence, personnel/HR departments needed 
to get more integrated into the firm’s operations, including strategic 
decision-making and organizational change. In many ways, the idea 
of strategic resources resonates with the original ideas Penrose pre-
sented 30 years earlier.

The emergence of the HRM concept was highly influenced by two 
intellectual developments: strategic management, on the one hand, 
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and human relation/organizational behavior, on the other (Hendry and 
Pettigrew, 1990; Kaufman, 2007). These two fields coalesced under the 
rubric of HRM, but they still had somewhat different basic assumptions 
and dominant viewpoints. The main argument for the strategic stream 
was the need to maximize the contribution of people to the organiza-
tion. Fombrun et al.’s (1984) “Strategic Human Resource Management” is 
considered a key text in the early days of the evolution of this view. The 
authors wrote that the “untapped contributions of the human resources 
in organizations could make the difference between efficiency and inef-
ficiency, death and survival in the marketplace” (Fombrun et al., 1984, 
preface) and that the HR system had to be aligned to drive the strategic 
objectives of the organization.

The Human Relations viewpoint, on the other hand, had more 
of a “developmental- humanist” perspective (Hendry and Pettigrew, 
1990; Legge, 2005). One of the key texts representing this view was 
Managing Human Assets, written by Michael Beer and his fellow col-
leagues at Harvard Business School (Beer et al., 1984). These authors 
emphasized the importance to innovate in HRM practices to “build 
a relationship between the organization and its employees that will 
pass the tests of greater competition and the shrinking economic pie” 
(p. 7). They also stressed that due to the demand for a more strategic 
perspective on the organization’s human resources, HRM should be 
a chief concern of general management rather than being seen as 
narrowly defined personnel responsibilities delegated to personnel 
specialists.

These two influential books were important for the diffusion of this 
thinking, and the HRM concept rapidly gained ground outside North 
America. With this diffusion, academic discussions about the subject 
also broadened. Sisson (1993: 201) argues that HRM was “the industrial 
relations issue of the 1980s and early 1990s,” and Kaufman (2007: 36) 
speaks of a “veritable explosion of writing and research on strategic 
aspects of HRM” in those same decades. Guest (1987) discusses several 
driving forces responsible for the large impact of the HRM concept at 
that time. He particularly highlights the development of a workforce 
with higher educational levels that would have higher expectations and 
demands, and also the changing technologies and structural trends 
which would lead to more flexible jobs. Together, this required a new 
form of managing people in organizations.

In more recent research, several scholars have also considered the 
growing interest in knowledge, intellectual capital and other intangible 
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resources to be a strong driving force for the development of HRM. For 
example, Brewster and Larsen (2000: ix) argue that:

This qualitative shift was caused – and made possible – by changes in 
societal structure, in particular the transition from a mainly industrial, 
manufacturing economy to a service-  and knowledge- based society. 
Providing service, knowledge, skills and know- how (at the individual 
and organizational level) implies a hitherto unseen focus on imma-
terial resources, core competencies, commitment and other features 
related to the individuals (that is, human resources) of the organiza-
tion. The competitive strength of an organization is determined by its 
ability to attract and develop human resources, rather than optimiz-
ing the use of raw materials, machinery and financial resources.

Combined, these standpoints highlight the growth of HRM and reso-
nate with recent calls for HRM having an even more important role in 
many firms. Recent discourse typically also emphasizes the interactive 
character of HRM and that HRM is not only in the best interest of the 
firm. It stresses that people have a larger stake in HRM generally, mean-
ing that they not only expect more from the firm when it comes to 
HRM but are also expected to assume more responsibilities themselves 
for various HRM practices.

Research on HRM

Academic discussions in the 1980s and 1990s mainly revolved around 
definitions, approaches, and conceptual models of HRM, as well as crit-
icizing and questioning its relevance and fundamental assumptions. 
For example, key themes included whether HRM is really so different 
from personnel management, or whether it is just a “new label” for the 
same activities; whether there is an “a priori definition” of what con-
stitutes HRM, or whether it should be broadly defined as a range of 
activities that affect the employment and contribution of people; and 
whether HRM is a management model suitable for all types of compa-
nies. Another key theme was the link between HRM and firm perform-
ance, which continues today to be a key theme in research on HRM (see, 
for instance, Paauwe, 2009).

Looking at HRM research today, it is a nearly impossible mission to 
give a comprehensive and fair overview of its many streams, approaches, 
and subfields. The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management 
offers a useful grouping of HRM research into three major categories 
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(Boxall et al., 2007b): “International HRM,” “Micro HRM,” and “Strategic 
HRM.” International HRM is concerned with HRM in companies oper-
ating in the international arena (such as multinationals), and interna-
tionalization processes. Micro HRM covers functions of HR policy and 
practice, including recruitment, training and development, remunera-
tion, etc. Strategic HRM is viewed in its entirety as including overall HR 
strategies and their impact on performance, including the connections 
between business strategy and HRM. Important issues involve how the 
subfunctions of HRM might fit together as a system and their relation-
ship to a broader context and to other organizational activities, which 
is largely in line with our focus in this book. We will, therefore, take 
a closer look at some of the fundamentals within the strategic HRM 
literature.2

The increased importance assigned to the strategic approach to man-
aging people was an important driving force for the development of 
theories that addressed HRM as a potential source of sustainable compet-
itive advantage (Kamoche, 1996; Lado and Wilson, 1994; Wright et al., 
1994). This particular academic interest spurred the rapid development 
of research emphasizing Strategic Human Resource Management. Allen 
and Wright (2007) depict this as a relatively new research field that 
“represents the intersection of the strategic management and human 
resource management (HRM) literatures” (p. 88). The field of strategic 
human resource management was inspired and strengthened by theories 
on the resource- based view of the firm laid out by Wernerfelt (1984) and 
later popularized – particularly within the strategic management field – 
by, for example, Barney (1991). Drawing on resource- based theory, HRM 
can be understood in terms of how it contributes to an organization’s 
growth and competitive advantage. Generally, the resource- based view 
has played an important part in providing a conceptual basis for assert-
ing that people, and hence HRM, are of strategic importance (Boxall, 
1996; Wright et al., 2001). The reason is that this view shifted the focus 
from external factors affecting and shaping strategy as sources of com-
petitive advantage toward internal firm resources, which justified the 
strategic value of HRM (Allen and Wright, 2007). According to Boxall 
(1996), the resource- based theory improves the possibility of valuing 
HRM for “its potential to create firms which are more intelligent and 
flexible than their competitors over the long haul, firms which exhibit 
superior levels of co- ordination and co- operation” (p. 66).

Researchers have widely discussed strategic HRM and its different 
schools of thought, approaches, and models, and how HRM systems 
and practices increase performance (Huselid, 1995). Two main schools 
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have dominated the debate: one advocating “best- practice models” and 
the other advocating “best- fit models” (e.g., Boxall and Purcell, 2000; 
Delery and Doty, 1996). These two schools will be discussed in the fol-
lowing sections.

Best- practice models: universalistic HRM

The research within the “best- practice school” is typically interested in 
patterns across sectors and industries and in determinants for success. 
In that respect, research identifies critical practices that tend to hold 
no matter the context. Two challenges are commonly addressed in this 
context. First, how to measure success – at the company level, work-
 system level, employee level. Second, how to identify key practices. 
One of the most influential studies is Huselid’s (1995) work on so- called 
High Performance Work Practices and firm performance. This publica-
tion led to a host of studies and discussions among scholars regard-
ing the difficulty of relating performance to individual practices. The 
argument is basically that there are so many other factors at play, such 
as economic cycles, decisions about technologies and innovation, for-
mation of strategic alliances, internationalization processes, etc., that 
it would be nearly impossible to relate performance to individual and 
narrow practices tied to HRM. No matter what, the search for the per-
formance and effects of HRM is, undoubtedly, important for practition-
ers and scholars within HRM, although there might be a need, as Boxall 
and Macky (2009) argue, to relate performance to output measurements 
closer to the particular practice, such as employee satisfaction, team-
work efficiency, and productivity improvements.

What then are the best practices identified in previous research? 
In Huselid’s study best practices included, among other things, 
information- sharing programs, formal job analysis, internal promotion, 
Quality of Work Life programs, Quality Circles, incentive plans, train-
ing investments, employment tests, and formal performance appraisals. 
Pfeffer (1998) emphasized the importance of several practices: employ-
ment security, selective hiring of new personnel, self- managed teams 
and decentralized decision- making, comparatively high compensation 
contingent on organizational performance, extensive training, reduced 
status distinctions and barriers, and extensive sharing of financial and 
performance information throughout the organization.

However, other studies take a broader view on best practices. For 
instance, MacDuffie (1995) measures five practices: work teams, 
problem- solving groups, employee suggestion schemes, job rotation, 
and decentralization of quality related tasks. Also, Laursen and Mahnke 



48 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

(2001) opt for a broader definition of best practices, including inter-
disciplinary teams, integration of functions, delegation of responsibil-
ity, job rotation, collection of employee proposals, performance- related 
pay, and training.

Besides the already mentioned problems of performance and iden-
tifying specific practices, additional challenges are associated with 
research within this school. First, there is a problem with this kind 
of universalistic approach (Delery and Doty, 1996; Martín- Alcázar 
et al., 2005), since it positions certain practices as being superior in 
all cases, regardless of context. Second, it tends to ignore the relation-
ship between practices – that some might be reinforcing another, and 
that there are important complementarities involved (Pfeffer, 1995: 
57). Third, as was particularly apparent in the latter examples, the uni-
versalistic approach tends to adopt an all- embracing view of HRM – 
including everything that relates to management and organization as 
part of HRM and executed through HRM practices. For instance, we 
would rather locate interdisciplinary teams, integration of functions, 
and delegation of authority rights as part of management in general 
and not as part of HRM per se. We do not, however, claim these meas-
ures are not important to people or to HRM; rather, we emphasize they 
cannot be confined to HRM only because these measures are primarily 
taken to improve the integrative capability and the problem- solving 
processes within the firm.

Best- practice models are often criticized for ignoring contexts and 
differences among firms, the variations in goals among firms, and the 
integration and interdependence of practices (Boxall and Purcell, 2000; 
Martín- Alcázar et al., 2005). It should also be noted that the critique 
tends to be simplistic at times. For example, Pfeffer (1995) does point 
out that “it is important to recognize that the practices are interre-
lated – it is difficult to do one thing by itself with a positive result.” He 
also suggests that very few companies can implement all the suggested 
practices, and that “which practice is most critical does depend in part 
on the companies’ particular technology and market strategy” (p. 67). 
So a more nuanced description of this approach would be that it puts 
less emphasis on context and internal synergies among practices and 
more emphasis on the parts of HR management practices that seem 
more generally applicable than others. As argued by Boxall and Purcell 
(2000), there are aspects of “best practice” that are widely acknowledged 
and accepted among practitioners as well as researchers and, certainly 
within the category of project- based organizations, there are specific 
practices that are more successful than others.
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Best- fit models: contingent HRM

The “best- fit school,” sometimes referred to as the contingency approach 
within HRM, emphasizes instead the need of HRM practices to be 
aligned and integrated with the overall business strategy as well as with 
organizational and environmental contingencies (see, e.g., Delery and 
Doty, 1996). Authors within this school typically suggest different kinds 
of models for how a firm can achieve the best fit. One of the most cited 
works is that of Schuler and Jackson (1987), which links HRM practices to 
Porter’s (1985) generic competitive strategies, and suggests three “arche-
types” of combinations of strategy and HRM practices. Another is that 
of Guest (1987), who argues that HRM policies must be integrated into 
the strategic plan and that practices must be coherent when applied. 
Followers develop this line of argument and suggest models in terms of 
“horizontal” and “vertical” fit. Vertical fit refers to the fit between HRM 
policies and practices and firm strategy, while horizontal fit refers to the 
internal fit among individual HRM policies and practices (see overviews 
by, e.g., Boxall and Purcell, 2000; Legge, 2005). Interestingly, the fit 
between company structure and HRM has been rarely discussed, a topic 
of high relevance to the arguments of this book. One of the very few 
contributions is that of Begin (1993), who suggests a set of HRM systems 
configurations depending on the type of organizational structure.

According to Boxall and Purcell (2000), the first models of best fit were 
relatively thin since they largely failed to recognize both the importance 
of aligning employee interests with the firm and the complexity of 
HRM. Researchers within this tradition had, for methodological reasons, 
a tendency to search for correlations between two variables, which led 
them to fail to spot “much of the interactive, multivariate complexity of 
strategic management in the real world” (Boxall and Purcell, 2000: 188). 
The resultant models, as such, have also been criticized for being too 
focused on profitability, productivity, and cost efficiency and, hence, 
neglected other dimensions of performance such as values related to 
individuals and their relationships and interactions, and also the social 
responsibility of organizations. In response to this, the best- fit school 
has moved toward “configurational” and “contextual” approaches (see 
overviews by, e.g., Martín- Alcázar et al., 2005). The configurational 
approach is concerned with unique patterns of individual HRM poli-
cies and practices and how they are related to firm performance (see, 
e.g., Delery and Doty, 1996). This approach is accordingly interested 
in “unique- fit” models rather than “best- fit” models. One example is 
MacDuffie (1995), who argues that “research that focuses on the impact 
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of individual HRM practices on performance may produce misleading 
results, with a single practice capturing the effect of the entire HRM 
system” (p. 200). MacDuffie, therefore, suggests it is more relevant to 
analyze a firm’s HRM practices as an internally consistent “bundle,” or 
a system of interrelated elements, which contributes to productivity and 
quality. Unlike many other contributions, MacDuffie also emphasizes 
the integration of the “HR bundle” with the “bundle of manufactur-
ing practices.” He argues that research “has overemphasized either the 
technical system or the HRM system without fully exploring the interac-
tion of the two systems and how it can affect performance” (MacDuffie, 
1995: 217). For the contextual approach, the focus is not so much on 
internal configurations or individual HRM practices but, rather, on the 
reciprocal relationships between the HRM system and its broader inter-
nal and external contexts. For example, Paauwe’s (2004) “contextually-
 based human resource theory” aims at addressing the tension between 
economic rationality and relational rationality in the shaping of HRM 
policies and practices. Paauwe also discusses the “administrative herit-
age” and path dependency of HRM as important factors influencing the 
structure and design of HRM (see Barney, 1991). This contextual and 
unique- fit analysis then also draws attention to the difficulties of imi-
tating HRM systems from other companies. This generally stresses that 
HRM systems need to be built on an understanding of the internal and 
external trajectories that have shaped the firm and its HRM practices.

The foregoing overview has shown the development of the field of 
HRM and the growth in research. It has also tried to point out the inher-
ent differences between the universalistic approach and the contextual 
approach. The present book, as mentioned, is an attempt to draw atten-
tion to the importance of the context of the project- based organization. 
Thereby one might view the studies presented here largely as the natu-
ral progression to some of the work just discussed. We will return in the 
next chapter to the specific approach suggested and how this approach 
tries to reformulate the idea of context and contingency views on HRM. 
First, however, we need to frame and formulate the idea and definition 
of HRM that will be subscribed to and the inherent problems in arriv-
ing at a clear- cut definition of the complex notion of HRM.

Managing the relationship between 
people and organization

As the foregoing review demonstrates, the concept of HRM has its 
provenance in a variety of theoretical and practical fields, and the 
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development of HRM research generally reflects a large spectrum of 
definitions and approaches. In the following, we will discuss the partic-
ular approach and definition of HRM adopted in this book. We consider 
HRM to include all activities directly linked to the management of the 
relationship between people and the organization in which they work. 
This definition puts a great emphasis not only on the “HRM system” as 
such but also on the organizational context in which it operates and on 
the people who offer their services to the organization. We believe there 
is an important distinction between HRM and other areas of manage-
ment, although HRM, to some extent, will be affected by other manage-
ment decisions, such as strategy, technology, and innovation; the reverse 
is also true – that purely HRM- oriented decisions, such as recruitment 
and competence development, will influence strategy, technology, and 
innovation. This, again, points to the relationship between the two sets 
of capabilities mentioned in the first chapter of the book.

As discussed, some of the initial considerations about the definition 
of HRM concerned whether it was a new “management philosophy” or 
just another label for personnel management (see Guest, 1987; Legge, 
2005; Sisson and Storey, 2003). In fact, did not HRM basically cover the 
same activities as traditional personnel management, even though it 
had been renamed to capture new trends and the modernization needed 
due to a changing environment? Many proponents of HRM had argued 
that the concept and idea of HRM actually implied a new management 
philosophy that could offer an alternative approach to management, 
which departed to a much greater extent from the strategic importance 
of matching the needs and wishes of the individual worker to the needs 
of the organization. These arguments often implied that HRM did 
not necessarily replace personnel administration/management; it was 
rather an alternative to it that largely went against the old ideas of per-
sonnel administration. In his well- cited article from 1987, Guest stated 
that HRM was usually contrasted with personnel management, using 
the assumption that HRM was better, but without taking variations in 
context into consideration. However, Guest suggested there might be 
organizational contexts in which traditional personnel management 
could be more successful:

Until convincing evidence to the contrary is available, this suggests 
that human resource management can most sensibly be viewed as 
one approach to managing work force. Other approaches are equally 
legitimate and likely in certain contexts to be more successful. (Guest, 
1987: 508)
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Thus, this view considered HRM to be “a special variant” of personnel 
management, reflecting a particular discipline or ideology regarding 
how employees should be treated (Legge, 2005: 107). It seems quite rea-
sonable that this definition was dominant in the 1980s, when the ideas 
were new and posed a clear contrast to traditional personnel manage-
ment. However, since then, the ideas of HRM have come to be the domi-
nant ones, and today this is probably regarded as general knowledge 
about people management in any company. HRM can, in that sense, be 
seen as part of what sometimes has been described as a “paradigm shift” 
in the management of work and employees. Employees and human 
resources, as well as the way they are managed, have become recog-
nized as key elements for success and, as Brewster and Larsen (2000: 2) 
stated, “It is, therefore, no surprise that the importance of HRM as an 
institutionalized way of handling the central issues of selecting, apprais-
ing and developing people has grown in prominence over the past few 
years.” This institutionalization of HRM is also apparent in the Oxford 
Handbook of Human Resource Management, in which Boxall, Purcell, and 
Wright portray HRM as “a fundamental activity in any organization 
in which human beings are employed” (Boxall et al., 2007a: 1). They 
further argue that:

HRM is an inevitable consequence of starting and growing an organ-
ization. While there are a myriad of variations in the ideologies, 
styles, and managerial resources engaged, HRM happens in some 
form or another. (Boxall et al., 2007a: 1)

Brewster and Larsen point out that one important aspect of the defi-
nition of HRM is that it is based on the assumption of an interaction 
between people and their organizational context:

An assumption in traditional personnel management activities has 
been the perception of the organization as an extraneous, given 
and stable context for these activities – without actually interacting 
with them. Such a view on the personnel activities has lost credibil-
ity and legitimacy, because it disregards the contextual impact on 
human resource issues. By contrast, HRM rests on the assumption of 
an organizational interplay between individuals and their organiza-
tional contexts. (Brewster and Larsen, 2000: 2–3)

This interplay is at the core of the treatment of HRM in the present 
book. HRM can be defined as one area of management among many, 
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others being innovation, finance, project, marketing, etc. More specifi-
cally, HRM concerns the management of the relationship between peo-
ple and the organization in which they work. Accordingly, the term 
“HRM” can be seen as a descriptive label for a specific area of man-
agement. However, while traditional views of personnel management 
defined it as the “management of employees,” the definition of HRM 
subscribed to in this book stresses that the area concerns the “man-
agement of the relationship” between people and their organization. 
Apart from Brewster and Larsen, quoted earlier, this definition builds 
on, for example, Beer et al.’s (1984: 1) work, referring to HRM as “all 
management decisions and actions that affect the nature of the relation 
between the organization and employees.”

In sum, this book departs from the definition of HRM as the area 
of management directed toward the management of the relationship 
between people and their organizational context. “Relationship” 
here refers to a mutual professional relationship, in which the indi-
viduals offer the organization their services as a labor force, which 
include their skills, competence, knowledge, experience, contacts, etc. 
In return, the organization compensates the individuals in different 
ways, including with money, career opportunities, challenges, motiva-
tion, a good work environment, personal development, competence 
development, etc.

Three important implications

Defining HRM in this way has, at a minimum, three important implica-
tions for the study of HRM in project- based organizations. These impli-
cations can be viewed as key components of the definition of HRM 
relied on in the present book: organizational context, people, and rela-
tionship. In continuing, we will discuss the important implications 
which also point out the relevance of the chosen definition, particu-
larly for the study of HRM in project- based organizations.

First, the organizational context is critical for the relationships and, 
thereby, also for the management of the relationships. The definition 
rests on the assumption of an active relationship between people and 
the organizational context, and, logically, both parties influence the 
nature of the relationship. This implication makes the organizational 
context highly relevant for our research. As mentioned earlier, the stud-
ies presented here are based on an overarching idea that HRM needs 
to be addressed and understood as dependent on its context. This is 
also a cornerstone in Boxall et al.’s (2007a) discussion of the academic 
discipline of HRM, in which they point out the importance of having 
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a deep respect for context. The research reported in this book takes its 
departure from the basic assumption that the internal organizational 
context, particularly the operational work setting, has a major influ-
ence on the requirements placed on HRM.

Second, all people who contribute to the organization take part in 
performing HRM. Taking into account that individualization, empow-
erment, “coworkership,” and the notion of “staying employable” are 
important trends in HRM and in contemporary working life (see, e.g., 
Tengblad, 2003), it seems more appropriate to regard all individuals 
who contribute to an organization as partly responsible for manag-
ing human resources. As stated by Heimer (1984: 305) in her study of 
career development in engineering project work, the individual needs 
to “fashion his or her work situation and career trajectory so that he or 
she develops in a satisfactory way, retains some control over his or her 
own fate, and has an acceptable day- to- day experience.” If people want 
to stay with their current employer, they need to ensure they possess 
and develop the competences their organization needs and maintain 
beneficial relationships with the organization. She also points out that 
when an employer tries to stimulate loyalty by supporting their employ-
ees in building a solid experience base and “spreading the word” about 
their qualifications, this is also making the employees more independ-
ent. They are then able to rely more on their reputation and own capa-
bilities and less on certification from the home organization. According 
to Heimer, this actually becomes a win- win situation in which both 
the organization and the individual gain better control. If the current 
employer does not offer the right challenges and development oppor-
tunities, however, individuals are likely to turn to seek other, more 
 developing organizations. In sum, the definition of HRM subscribed 
to in this book expands to include employees as active participants in 
managing human resources instead of regarding them as passive receiv-
ers of HRM practices.

Third, HRM is about managing the relationship between the organi-
zation and the people who contribute to the organization, which might 
include more than permanent employees. Several studies reveal that 
modern organizations become increasingly flexible and project- based 
and that this also makes them rely, to a greater extent, on short- term 
and flexible employment contracts (e.g., Ekstedt, 2002; Whitley, 2006). 
The definition of who provides the human resources then becomes 
fundamental. As discussed in Chapter 2, project- based organizations 
often rely on a multi- employment workforce, meaning that the ratio 
of involvees to employees is relatively high (see Hedberg et al., 1997). 
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Whittington et al. (1999: 587) similarly discuss the changing bounda-
ries of organizations and argue that competitive pressures force com-
panies to “focus on ‘core competencies’, redrawing their boundaries 
around what constitutes or supports their true competitive advan-
tage.” Yet while the number of permanent employees might be reduced 
through such redrawing of boundaries, the number of individuals 
who offer their services to the organization is in many cases growing. 
Consequently, from the organization’s perspective, it would be inaccu-
rate to delimit HRM to cover only the management of the relationship 
with permanent employees.

HRM practice areas

After having presented how we define HRM in this book, we now turn 
to the more operational parts of this area of management. What kinds 
of activities and practices are we talking about, and how is HRM struc-
tured? One of the seminal suggestions of HRM’s core practice areas is 
presented by Devanna et al. (1984). They refer to four generic functions 
for HRM: selection, appraisal, development, and rewards. These func-
tions “are ideally designed to have an impact on performance at both 
the individual and the organizational levels” (Devanna et al., 1984: 41). 
In contemporary HRM literature, the same functions are still considered 
to be at the core, although a review of mainstream HRM writings over 
the past 20 years depicts a more elaborate image of areas that have come 
to be considered key for HRM. For example, in the Oxford Handbook of 
Human Resource Management (Boxall et al., 2007b), the generic functions 
suggested by Devanna et al. (1984) are reflected in most of the core 
processes and functions discussed: recruitment and selection, train-
ing and development, competence, and performance management and 
remuneration. However, other areas are also highlighted, such as work 
organization, equal employment opportunities, diversity management, 
and employee voice systems.

In order to attain a picture of the core practice areas of HRM, we have 
reviewed the most well- cited publications covering the period from 
1984–2007.3 The HRM processes and activities focused in these works 
were listed and categorized according to their main functions and pur-
poses. The intention was to group the different activities, practices, 
and processes into a few overall categories, here referred to as “HRM 
practice areas.” We also focused on the narrow issues of HRM, leaving 
out the ones we considered were primarily within other management 
areas, such as technology management, project management, or change 
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management. As for the latter, there is of course a component of change 
in all activities, so also for the practice areas singled out here. As a result, 
four core “practice areas” emerged: Flows, Performance, Involvement 
and Development. In the following, we will briefly introduce these 
areas, as they will be a recurring part of the chapters to come.

Flows: This practice area includes all management activities directed 
toward “managing the flow of people in, through, and out of the organ-
ization” (Beer et al., 1984: 64, emphasis in original). More specifically, 
the area thus deals with (1) in-  and out- flows of human resources 
across organizational boundaries, and (2) internal flows, for example, 
job rotation and assignment to/release from project assignments and 
project teams. When it comes to the management of boundary- crossing 
flows, recruitment and selection are core activities. Moreover, the 
increased use of temporary workforce, flexible contracts (free agents), 
and strategic collaborations with consulting agencies (intermediary 
solutions) have come to be a paramount aspect of the management 
of flows. This has created new forms of “boundary- spanning” human 
resources and “boundaryless careers” which put greater pressure on 
organizations to develop their HRM practices concerning the man-
agement of flows (Arthur and Parker, 2002; Ekstedt, 2002; Garsten, 
2008; Weick, 1996). Managing internal flows concerns the internal 
mobility of human resources. For this book, the flow between line 
units and project teams, and from one project team to another, is 
of particular interest. Although the temporary and cross- functional 
features of the project- based organization, discussed in Chapter 2, 
highlight the intense and continuous flow of human resources, only 
a few studies have addressed how this flow could be managed from an 
HRM point of view (see, e.g., Huemann et al., 2004). Nevertheless, we 
believe that a well- managed flow (boundary- crossing as well as inter-
nal) is critical – not only for the organization’s capability to ensure 
the continuous supply of human resources but also for maintaining 
mutually beneficial relationships between mobile workers, be it free 
agents, intermediary consultants, or permanently employed project 
workers, and the organizations that benefit from their services.

Performance: In a way, of course, all four practice areas aim at enhancing 
and improving the individual’s performance – directly or indirectly. 
In this area, we include (1) influencing the design of work settings 
and support in order to ensure that people get the proper work con-
ditions to perform a good job, and (2) appraisal and feedback sys-
tems, which in turn are closely tied to reward systems. With regard 
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to the first set of activities, they range from dealing primarily with 
hygiene factors (Herzberg, 1966), such as physical work conditions 
and administrative matters, to enhancing more motivational fac-
tors, such as achievement, responsibility, job satisfaction, and “work 
itself” (Dunn, 2001). For example, in our research we have noted that 
line managers and project managers spend quite some time think-
ing of how best to design knowledge sharing/knowledge integration 
systems, and that many of them would appreciate more input from 
HR specialists in these processes. Studies of project- based organiza-
tions often stress the importance of capabilities for integrating dif-
ferent knowledge bases in order to perform well in their processes of 
complex problem- solving (e.g., Brusoni and Prencipe, 2001; Sydow 
et al., 2004; see also Chapter 1). In this book, we argue that HRM 
has an important role to play in the development of such capabili-
ties. Turning to the second set of activities – appraisal, feedback, and 
rewards – their importance for employees’ performance and motiva-
tion to improve that performance is hard to dispute. However, as we 
will see further on in this book, the project- based work setting creates 
a number of challenges with regard to how to ensure trustworthy 
procedures for these critical activities (see also Bredin and Söderlund, 
2006; Hobday, 2000; Turner et al., 2008).

Involvement: The activities related to this practice area concerns the 
individual’s influence over what happens in the organization, and 
participation in decisions that affect their work and work conditions. 
As discussed earlier in this chapter, such practices have historically 
tended to be based on a rationale that people are more willing to 
comply with authority if they feel they have had an influence (Miles, 
1965). However, from an HRM point of view, the real meaning of 
involvement practices is instead focused on the mutually beneficial 
relationship between people and organization: to ensure people are 
given the opportunity to contribute with their knowledge and expe-
rience in order to improve and develop the organization. The area 
could be divided into at least two sets of activities: (1) those directed 
at employees’ participation in decision- making processes, and (2) 
those directed at employees’ influence over their work conditions. 
It should be clarified that, in the concept of “employee”, we include 
all people working in the organization – regardless of employment 
form (cf previous discussions on “involvees”, Hedberg et al., 1997). As 
to the first set of activities, these range from employees’ direct and 
individual involvement in making decisions in dialogue with manag-
ers or by one’s own mandate, to indirect and collective involvement 
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through trade unions or work councils and through shared owner-
ship schemes (Torrington et al., 2008). The second set of activities 
regards, instead, the employees’ possibilities to influence, for exam-
ple, working hours, future assignments, content of work, etc. Several 
studies indicate the ambiguities of project- based work relating to this 
issue. On the one hand, project workers often experience a greater 
freedom and more potential for controlling their own work (see, e.g., 
Hovmark and Nordqvist, 1996). On the other hand, project workers 
normally have to operate within strict deadlines, which might cause 
stress- related problems and diminish the feeling of control of one’s 
own work situation. Moreover, project workers, particularly those in 
multiproject settings, often have the demand of coordinating their 
work with that of other members of the project and/or with other 
projects (Zika- Viktorsson et al., 2006). As indicated in the study by 
Zika- Viktorsson et al. (2006: 390), “The person in question may have 
autonomy with regard to technical solutions, but is still governed by 
what happens (or not) in surrounding projects.” Earlier in this book, 
we also referred to some critical voices claiming that project manage-
ment uses the rhetoric of freedom and autonomy, but is really a way 
of instituting bureaucratic control principles that actually reduce cre-
ativity and freedom (Hodgson, 2004, see Chapter 1). There is clearly a 
bright side and a dark side of project management, both of which are 
of great importance for the HRM practice area of Involvement.

Development: This practice area deals with development of human 
resources on an individual level as well as on more aggregate levels 
(such as unit or organizational levels). In a way, the activities of this area 
aim at giving the “flow” of human resources a dimension of long- term 
development of competences and a career trajectory that is beneficial 
for both the individuals and the organization. In their seminal book, 
Managing Human Assets, Michael Beer and his colleagues clarified:

Individual careers develop from an interaction between the com-
petencies and career goals an individual brings to the organization 
and the work experience the organization provides. To the extent 
that the organization provides opportunities for the individual 
to use and develop his or her personal competence while moving 
through various jobs, functions, and levels, the individual will 
grow and experience satisfaction. (Beer et al., 1984: 68)

Consequently, in this area we include two highly intertwined sets 
of activities: (1) those directed toward competence development, and 
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(2) those revolving around careers. Competence development concerns 
a wide range of activities, of which some are the prime responsibility of 
the organization (such as competence mapping, strategic competence 
planning, support to employees in their competence development) 
and others are the prime responsibility of the individuals themselves 
(e.g., individual competence development plans, active participation in 
development programs, and striving for developing assignments; see, 
e.g., Jackson et al., 2009). Here, the interplay among individuals, man-
agers (line managers as well as project managers), and HR specialists 
becomes crucial since “as an organization begins to embrace a philoso-
phy of continuous learning and improvement, more active participa-
tion in the design and delivery of the organization’s training system by 
all stakeholders is seen as both desirable and necessary” (Jackson et al., 
2009: 208). Competence development activities normally include train-
ing programs and courses but, as Beer et al. (1984) also point to in the 
quote above, the primary part is the competence developed on the job. 
This is, of course, tightly linked to the individual’s career development 
and activities concerning career systems, which are particularly inter-
esting and challenging in project- based organizations. Several research-
ers argue that traditional “moving- up- the- ladder” career systems are 
not adequate to motivating project workers and supporting their career 
development. For example, a survey of “project- oriented engineers” 
performed by Allen and Katz (1995) showed that many of them were 
not interested in promotion in the traditional sense of moving up the 
ladder. What they aspired for was interesting and challenging projects.

These engineers were motivated to perform well on current project 
assignments in the belief that superior performance would increase 
the likelihood that their next assignment would be an interesting 
one. Conversely, there was a belief that poor performance led to a 
less interesting future assignment. (Allen and Katz, 1995: 129)

Thus, it might be more important for project workers to develop a 
reputation of being good performers in order to build an interesting 
and challenging personal project portfolio for their careers. Similarly, 
Keegan and Turner (2003) discuss careers in project- based firms and 
argue that “there is a shift from viewing careers in terms of promotion 
and subordinates to viewing careers as continuous processes of learn-
ing and successful completion of projects” (p. 7). These studies, hence, 
document the importance of adapting career systems to the project-
 based work setting, and they similarly indicate the individuals’ own 
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responsibility for career development activities. As argued by Larsen 
(2002: 37), it is “a matter of one’s ability to create one’s own career 
path ... based on knowledge, initiative, and the capability to employ 
oneself.”

The four HRM practice areas are summarized in Table 3.1.
The categorization is primarily intended to offer a framework that 

can be applied for the analysis of HRM in project- based organizations. 
It does not rule out important linkages between the different areas. 
Instead, our configurational approach to HRM highlights the impor-
tance of seeing these linkages as interrelated and part of the HRM sys-
tem. However, for analytical reasons, they are intentionally kept apart. 
Moreover, in some organizations, a few areas will be more strategically 
important than others, which points out that the significance of each 
area is contextually dependent.

HRM in an organization can, therefore, be seen as having a unique 
configuration in content, referring to the specific bundle of HRM prac-
tices. For example, what kinds of recruitment and selection processes 
are used? Which practices and activities are relied upon in the appraisal 
and reward system? Which practices and activities are critical for the 
organization’s competence development system? What kinds of career 
structures are applied? As discussed in previous sections, one approach 
to HRM is that there are several “best practices” or best solutions regard-
ing the management of human resources that generally lead to increas-
ingly higher performance regardless of the organization’s strategy or 
structure. However, drawing on the configurational and contextual 

Table 3.1 HRM practice areas

HRM practice area Focus

Flows In-  and out- flows of human resources across 
organizational boundaries.
Internal flows: job rotation, mobility in line as well 
as in project dimensions.

Performance Design of work settings that allow for high 
performance and enhancement of proper and 
motivating work conditions.
Appraisal, feedback, and reward systems.

Involvement Involvement in decision- making processes.
Individual influence on work and work conditions.

Development Competence development. 
Career systems and development.
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approaches, HRM should depend on factors such as the characteristics 
of the organization and its work systems, of employees and their human 
resources, and of the employment form.

HRM also has a structural dimension, which refers to the role arrange-
ment of players that is significant in carrying out various practices. This 
is a topic that has not been fully covered in extant HRM literature and 
reflects a general weakness in HRM research. Even though most HRM 
research and mainstream textbooks generally agree on the important 
role of, for instance, line managers and general managers in perform-
ing HRM, existing research tends to focus on the role of HR specialists 
and the HR department. The argument seems to be that since HRM is 
becoming increasingly recognized as central for the competitiveness of 
a firm, the HR department must change. For example, Lawler (2005: 
165) uses the term “HR” synonymously with HR department when he 
argues that “HR can and should add more value to corporations. ... It 
needs to move beyond performing the many administrative and legally 
mandated tasks that traditional personnel functions have performed.”

However, other players are critical participants for the outcome of 
HRM practices. The active role of all individuals who contribute with 
their human resources in managing the relationship to their organi-
zation has already been mentioned. Depending on the character of 
the organization, other players might also be crucial. For example, in 
organizations where projects play a key part, project managers typi-
cally assume a greater responsibility for some HRM practices. Our 
point is that HRM is organized in different ways and includes different 
key players, depending on the characteristics of the organization and 
the people in it.

Thus, when discussing the structure of the HRM system, we suggest 
the distinction between the “HR department” and the “HR organiza-
tion.” While the HR department refers to the unit of HR specialists 
within the organization, the HR organization refers to the entire struc-
ture of roles that are central in delivering value to the HRM system. The 
HR department is a player that might, but does not necessarily, have 
an important role in the HR organization. For example, the Danish 
hearing- aid company Oticon, studied by Larsen (2002), did not have a 
dedicated HR department when the new, purely project- based organi-
zational structure was first implemented. Instead, project team leaders, 
coaches, and the employees themselves were the central players in per-
forming HRM. This implies that an efficient and well- functioning HRM 
system does not rely completely on an effective HR department but 
rather on an overall effective HR organization. As will be shown later, 
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however, our argument is that in most cases HR specialists have a role 
to play, although this role tends to depend on the activities of the other 
players in the HR organization.

Addressing the operational level in project- based 
organizations

In this chapter, we have given an overview of the rise and breakthrough 
of the concept of HRM and a brief introduction to HRM as a professional 
domain and research field. We have also tried to outline key theoretical 
and practical ideas underlying our take on HRM. This section extends a 
few of the basic points further and presents them in a series of trajecto-
ries to position our research in relation to extant theory and what key 
sources we draw upon to establish our view on HRM:

Human resources are resources. This calls on resource- based theory 1. 
as an important fundamental analytical viewpoint of the thoughts 
presented in the book. This also stresses the fact that resources need 
to be made resources – and this is a mutual responsibility of the 
employer and personnel. In that respect, this mutuality and its 
dynamics illustrate that human resources are quite specific kinds of 
resources, for instance, and that they not only have the capacity to 
learn and adapt but equally have the capacity to change the organi-
zational context as such.
HRM is seen as one area of management, and most management 2. 
decisions have some implications on HRM, such as a decision to 
fund a particular innovative project, although some are uniquely 
and directly dealing with HRM, such as recruitment. In that respect, 
a host of management decisions have implications for HRM; how-
ever, not all management decisions are HRM decisions.
HRM is the management of the relationship between people and their 3. 
organizational context, which means the individual workers them-
selves play a critical role in performing HRM functions. Successful 
HRM depends to a great extent, therefore, on the active involvement 
of the human resources.
Human resources are found both within and outside a firm’s bound-4. 
aries. This means that permanent employees are not the only part of 
the equation, as other human resources, such as temporary employ-
ees, might also be critical.
HRM is, from the organization’s point of view, fundamentally a col-5. 
lective act among several players; the HR department is often one 
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important player; however, most functions are carried out operation-
ally by others, such as line managers and project managers.
HRM is strategic, but much of it is performed at the operational level, 6. 
and to some extent the operational issues and problems need to be 
sorted out in order for long- term planning and strategic vision to be 
facilitated.

These basic points require a few explanations and clarifications. The 
research presented in the present book follows the research tradition 
of strategic human resource management, with resource- based theories 
of the firm as an important cornerstone together with the important 
insights of configurational and contextual approaches. The latter will 
be discussed in further detail in the next chapter.

We presented our view on HRM and how it relates to present theo-
rization within the field and what major practice areas are tied to this 
definition. The key issue was HRM as the area of management that in 
a broad sense relates to people and their work situation, specifically, 
the relationship between the human resources and their organizational 
context. This definition then emphasizes the importance of the organi-
zational context which is an important message in this book – in partic-
ular the context of a project- based organization which we believe offers 
a host of interesting and important HRM topics. This means we basically 
align with much of the work that so far has been done within the area 
of strategic HRM and that we try to make use of many of the insights 
produced within this tradition. However, we differ from this tradition 
on an important count, namely, that we are not specifically interested 
in the strategy of the firm as such and, instead, we call for more opera-
tional grounding to better design HR organizations. Consistent with 
this stance, there exists a slight criticism of some of the literature. 
Several researchers have argued along similar lines – that the domain 
of HRM has tended to exaggerate the corporate and strategic levels (see, 
e.g., Francis and Keegan, 2006; MacDuffie, 1995) at the expense of eve-
ryday HRM and employee well- being. Thus, our concern is similar to 
MacDuffie’s (1995), namely, that the strong focus on the strategic level 
has created a disregard for the basic operational work settings in which 
many HRM activities are performed. Therefore, we specifically address 
the HR organization at the operational level, closely related to, and even 
embedded in, the project- based work setting.

The way we define HRM also highlights employees as active perform-
ers of HRM instead of passive receivers, including those with perma-
nent and nonpermanent relationships with the organization, given the 
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risk of narrowing down HRM to only considering permanent employees 
when a large group of people with other types of contracts also contrib-
ute to human resources. Thus, when we refer to employees and workers, 
we are generally talking about all people supplying human resources 
to the organization, that is, permanent employees, temporarily hired 
consultants, employees of partner firms coming in to do critical work 
in an ongoing project, etc.

One important point we want to make with this book is to demon-
strate the importance of regarding HR specialists/the HR department 
as only one of several players in the HR organization and not the only 
one, and in many cases, not even the most central one when it comes 
to carrying out HRM activities. In today’s companies, there is a gen-
eral trend to decentralizing HR responsibilities to line managers and of 
downsizing and centralizing HR departments. This trend can certainly 
be questioned concerning its foundation in the specific needs of the 
organizations. Is it based on the need to cut costs or on the need to 
improve the quality of the HR organization and what it delivers? Either 
way, it definitely changes the division of roles and responsibilities 
among the players in the HR organization. In this book, we report on 
studies that demonstrate changes in content as well as in structure of 
HRM in firms. However, the framework we use to analyze these changes 
is basically a framework for understanding the HR organization at the 
operational level in project- based firms. In our research, we have seen 
that very interesting and prominent changes at the operational level in 
our studied firms are tied to the roles and players in the HR organiza-
tion and that these changes were also in many ways associated with the 
changes in the HRM processes and activities. In the next chapter, we 
introduce this framework, which we have named “the HR quadriad.”

Final thoughts

HRM is a fascinating area of research and practice, which has value for 
all managers and workers. It is an area that has grown rapidly in recent 
years with many new journals, conferences, and solid publications. As 
Paauwe (2009) formulated it:

HRM, as a field of study, is increasingly generating research approaches 
and conceptual frameworks of its own that are being explored, tested 
and examined using a range of both quantitative and qualitative 
techniques and drawing on a variety of theoretical and methodo-
logical perspectives. This is indeed a vibrant field of inquiry with 
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an impressive, and ever increasing, number of contributors. At the 
same time, it is important to remember that this is a young field of 
study. And like all new areas of inquiry there have been important 
advances that have been made over the past 20 years. But much, as is 
to be expected, still needs to be done. (Paauwe, 2009: 139)

At the same time, there are so many critical decisions taken every day 
that concern HRM. To some extent, many of these decisions are taken 
without proper analysis and understanding of their effects. In Japan, 
lifetime employment, which never applied to most labor markets in the 
rest of the world, is severely under attack. There are daily calls, accord-
ing to Pfeffer (2010), for European countries to follow the US model and 
make labor markets more “flexible.” Critical voices say that companies 
“should do away with their HR department,” “outsource it,” or at least 
change it fundamentally, as in the case with SAS Institute, advised by 
its potential underwriter to change its HRM rationale to look more like a 
software company which would increase the valuation of the company 
before going public. As Jeffrey Pfeffer argued in a Newsweek article, the 
more you examine some of these tactics of modern management, “the 
more wrongheaded” they seem to be.

We should say that we are of course not addressing all these issues. 
However, the ultimate raison d’être of the book is to contribute to the 
debate and the proper analysis of what firms do within the area of 
HRM, why they do it, how they should do it, and the consequences 
of their actions. The next chapter presents a framework we believe is 
beneficial to the proper analysis of HRM in one important context: the 
project- based organization. This organizational ideal is spread around 
the world, to a great extent driven by technological innovation and the 
new era of production, involving considerable flexible specialization 
and because more and more companies, at least in the Western world, 
do not make products – instead they develop and “initiate them” (Bell, 
1999: xli). Although one might argue against the benefits of adopting 
a project- based organization, in most cases we do not really see a rea-
sonable alternative. Instead, we need to work with what we have and 
develop knowledge about how to do it better, while accurately address-
ing the initiatives that will lead to improvements in HRM – initiatives 
that are good for people and good for their organizations.
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Structure of chapter

Addressing HRM in project- based organizations ●

HRM at the operational level ●

Key roles in the HR quadriad ●

Types of project- based work settings ●

The HR quadriad and type of project- based work setting ●

Final thoughts ●

Addressing HRM in project- based organizations

The first three chapters documented some of the challenges and dif-
ficulties associated with HRM in project- based organizations. We have 
discussed the context in which we are particularly interested: the 
project- based organization and the specific reasons why we consider 
HRM to be important to furthering the understanding of the chal-
lenges for the project- based organization. By so doing, we also empha-
sized why the project- based organization offers such an interesting 
arena for the explorations of current and important HRM challenges. 
In that respect, we have formulated the intention of combining and 
contributing to two different and distinct areas of inquiry: HRM and 
project- based organizations. In the previous chapters, we also tried 
to lay the foundation for arguments outlining why the project- based 
organization provides such important groundwork for theoretical 
explorations within the area of HRM, that HRM needs to be contextu-
alized, and that much can be gained from addressing specific forms, 
designs, and types of organization. Thus, HRM differs among contexts; 
some similarities exist, but there are also important differences. In 

4
Reframing HRM: The HR Quadriad
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this chapter, we continue along these lines and present further argu-
ments for the approach suggested in this book. We will also further 
develop some of the statements presented in Chapter 1. Returning to 
these initial statements, we argue that the “HR quadriad framework” 
presented in this chapter allows for a better analysis that responds to 
several of the recent calls for improved research in HRM. Table 4.1 
presents the observations and the developed statements and their 
respective implications.

The initial observations in our research were quite simple: project 
managers seem to play an important role in HRM since they are increas-
ingly the direct link between employees and the organization. Another 
observation, which might be debated, was that a project- based organiza-
tion seems to put more emphasis on the responsibilities of the individ-
ual worker in assuming responsibilities for HRM; that is, the individual 
worker plays a key role in the HRM system of the firm. Of course, one 
might argue that other organizational contexts also lead to similar con-
sequences that are dependent on people’s unique skills. We also noted 
that the role of the line manager was taking on new forms in project-
 based organizations. In addition, we followed the debate in a wide range 
of sectors about the dubious role of the HR department – that it was 
considerably criticized and that many companies were considering out-
sourcing to be the next natural step. When consulting the literature, 
we could not find appropriate or good analyses of these observations, 
which spurred our interest to investigate them even further. Some of 
the discussions about HRM we found premature and lacking a thorough 
analysis. These include discussions such as those on the responsibilities 
of the line manager and on the plans to outsource many of the conven-
tional HRM activities.

We had also been doing work on project- based organizations, their 
structure, management control systems, innovation processes, and 
strategy. We noticed that the context of project- based organization 
was quite unique, that conventional ideas about management control 
systems did not apply, that strategy needed to be looked at in a slightly 
different way, and that innovation was not necessarily the same in a 
project- based organization as it was elsewhere (see Hobday, 2000). 
These observations and conclusions naturally inspired us to further 
investigate the management of human resources in that setting. We 
also knew about the calls among practitioners and researchers alike 
for more detailed studies of HRM in project- based organizations. 
This was, of course, a further driving force for the research presented 
here.
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Table 4.1 Studying HRM in project- based organizations: statements and 
observations

Statement/observation Implications for research

Project- based organizations represent 
one important organizational context 
which requires new approaches to 
HRM.

The study of HRM needs to investigate 
particular kinds of organizational 
forms and identify variations within 
each category.

HRM is increasingly distributive and 
collective and largely carried out in 
collaboration among actors in the HR 
organization.

The study of HRM needs to 
investigate the interplay between 
actors and identify, more broadly, 
the significant players within the HR 
organization.

HRM is not the sole responsibility 
of the HR department; other actors 
including line managers and project 
managers play important roles.

The study of HRM needs to investigate 
in further detail the role of line 
managers and project managers 
in different kinds of project- based 
organizations.

The operational work setting is critical 
for the design of HRM in terms of 
type of project work and project 
participation. It influences the type 
of HR support the individual project 
worker is in need of.

The study of HRM needs to take 
more interest in the operational HRM 
practices and elicit the nature of 
project work, project participation, 
and what requirements they impose 
on HRM.

Individuals play an increasingly 
important role in the design of HRM. 
Individuals develop skills that are 
critical for the entire HRM system to 
communicate with line managers, 
to work with project managers, 
and to assist the HR department 
in developing their services to the 
project workers.

The study of HRM needs to 
acknowledge the role of the individual 
worker in the performance of HRM 
activities and the responsibilities, 
problems, and challenges that are 
involved.

In project- based organizations, a key 
management role is that of the project 
manager. The project manager, 
however, is not only responsible 
for technology and knowledge 
integration within the project. To a 
large extent, the project manager is 
also involved in the practice areas of 
managing the flows, performance, 
involvement and development of 
human resources.

The study of HRM in a project- based 
organization needs to specify the role 
of the project manager and develop 
the language to be able to address 
HRM responsibilities other than 
the formal responsibilities typically 
residing with the line manager. This 
would include activities such as 
performance appraisal, competence 
development, stress management, 
and related activities of importance 
for the work situation of project 
workers.
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HRM at the operational level

During the course of our research, we realized that we repeatedly came 
across the same three observations concerning previous HRM research, 
observations that are particularly relevant for the analysis of project-
 based organizations. The first observation is the imbalanced focus on 
one actor in the analysis of HRM. Research has tended to emphasize the 
significance of studying the role of HR specialists, while downplaying 
other roles that are important for delivering HR value (line managers, 
project managers, etc.). This broader view seems particularly impor-
tant to understanding the collective nature of HRM and the ongoing 
transference of HR responsibilities to line managers (e.g., Cunningham 
and Hyman, 1999; Larsen and Brewster, 2003; Thornhill and Saunders, 
1998). A recent example supporting this broader view is given in Fact 
Box 4.1.

The second observation revolves around the level of analysis. As 
mentioned earlier, research on HRM has tended to overstress the corpo-
rate and strategic levels of analysis (see, e.g., Francis and Keegan, 2006; 
MacDuffie, 1995). In the study by Francis and Keegan (2006), this is 
also brought up as a problematic situation for HR practitioners. Their 
study shows that the heavy emphasis on the “strategic amplification of 

Fact Box 4.1 Crafting project- based organizations and moving HRM 
responsibilities

Huemann (2010) reports on a longitudinal study of a telecom company that 
changed its structure during a period of 12 years. The company started out 
as a highly functional and traditional organization and decided to invest 
more leadership and management resources in the project dimension. By so 
doing, the company launched project portfolio management to improve the 
selection and overview of the entire project ensemble and created project 
management offices to give administrative and leadership support to project 
managers. The author concludes that the successful change of organizational 
structures into more project- oriented ones calls for new ideas about HRM. 
She provides evidence that many HRM tasks are even further distributed in 
a project- based organization – beyond the line managers, but at the same 
time a central HR function is required to ensure standardized processes, 
career opportunities, and incentive systems that support project- based work. 
Huemann also points out that, to an increasing extent, project managers 
carry out important parts of HRM for project workers – even if the project 
manager does not have any formal personnel authority. However, she adds 
that most project managers were largely unaware of their role in the HRM 
system.
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HR work” has led to a situation in which “employee champion roles” 
that focus on the people dimension of day- to- day operational issues are 
less valued than “strategic partner roles” (see Ulrich, 1998). In response 
to this shortcoming, we specifically address the HR organization at the 
operational level, closely related to, or even embedded in, the opera-
tional work setting.

The third observation is of the consistently low interest in the con-
text of HRM on an operational level. There is a dearth of studies that 
take the operational work setting into consideration when analyzing 
roles and practices that are significant for HRM. We expect that the way 
people are organized to carry out their work – be it in functional depart-
ments, cross- functional teams, projects, or other forms – should have 
a profound impact on the HR roles at an operational level. This view-
point acknowledges the importance of context and contingency fac-
tors; however, our position is one that is more configurational – which 
acknowledges the interplay between organizational conditions and fac-
tors. In this chapter, we focus particularly on project- based organiza-
tions, a broad term denoting a variety of organizations with certain 
characteristics in common: they carry out most of their core activities 
in projects, and, thus, project work is routine rather than the exception 
for the people working there (see, e.g., Lindkvist, 2004; Packendorff, 
2002; Whitley, 2006).

The intention underlying the framework presented here is twofold: 
(1) to improve the analysis of HRM in project- based organizations, and 
(2) to contribute to recent research that seeks to explore the contex-
tual nature of HRM systems in new forms of organizations. Taking the 
contextual nature seriously would then, in the context of project- based 
organizations, embrace its collective nature and the observation that 
HRM is increasingly carried out as a complex interplay between several 
organizational roles, including the line managers and the individual 
workers themselves (Bredin and Söderlund, 2007). The “complemen-
tary” nature highlights the interdependence between practices and 
roles in the HRM system, which asserts that changes of one role (respon-
sibilities, training, etc.) or one practice (reward, performance reviews, 
etc.) have implications on the other roles and the other practices. It 
would also need to take into account the “configurational” nature of 
HRM and the fact that HRM systems need to be designed according 
to a set of multidimensional organizational conditions (Martín- Alcázar 
et al., 2005). In that respect, HRM systems are better perceived as bun-
dles of roles and practices (MacDuffie, 1995). In the following section, 
we review the extant literature to build the theoretical cornerstones 
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of the HR quadriad framework, a framework particularly aimed at the 
analysis of the central HR roles at the operational level in project- based 
organizations.

Key roles in the HR quadriad

To address our dissatisfaction with these three observations, we have, 
over the years, been developing the idea of the HR quadriad, which 
has its foundation in the assertion that HRM is a collective act carried 
out and influenced by several players within the project- based organ-
ization. This point of view corresponds to the definition of HRM as 
the management of the interplay between employees (as providers of 
human resources) and the organization (employer). In a project- based 
organization, there are at least four key players involved: the project 
worker, the line manager, the project manager, and the HR specialist 
(Figure 4.1). These players build what we will address as the collective 
nature of HRM, and we argue that dysfunctions in the HR organization 
can be explained by the weak interplay between two or more of these 
players. The following model will lead the way through this chapter 
and the next four chapters – with a focus on each of the players in the 
HR quadriad. The HR quadriad as such is not only a model indicating 
four players; we argue that it is much more than that. It is a general view 
of how to design the HR organization of the project- based organization, 
the driving factors for the choice of design, and the interplay and com-
plementarity between the involved players. As will be discussed in the 
final chapter of the book, we also believe that the HRM investments of 
the firm must be viewed in light of these four players and that outcomes 

Project workers

Project managersLine managers

HR specialists

Figure 4.1 The HR Quadriad
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might very well be seen by someone else, for instance, educating project 
workers to assume more responsibilities of competence development 
which has obvious effects on the work of the HR specialists.

Drawing on the results of our own studies, as well as on previous 
research on HRM and project- based organizations, we therefore sug-
gest that the HR organization at the operational level in project- based 
organizations can be described as an HR quadriad consisting of four 
key roles: line managers, project managers, project workers, and HR 
specialists.

Line managers: As stressed in recent HRM literature, line managers are 
important players who deliver HR value to the company. Previous 
research suggests that the line manager’s role in project- based organi-
zations tends to move toward new forms of management (e.g., Bredin 
and Söderlund, 2007; Larsen and Brewster, 2003). When employees 
carry out most of their work in different kinds of projects, the line 
manager role shifts toward a “competence management” role that 
tends to focus on HR issues, including project staffing, competence 
development, and career counseling (see also Clark and Wheelwright, 
1992).

Project managers: In the project management area, recent studies indicate 
that project managers play an important role in delivering HR value 
to project- based organizations (e.g., Bredin and Söderlund, 2006, Fact 
Box 4.1). This usually concerns direct feedback to employees but is 
also accomplished through contacts with line managers to give input 
to the evaluation and review processes. In some cases, the project 
manager is the project member’s closest manager for an extended 
period of time. Generally, this would increase the HR responsibilities 
that rest with the project manager. Nevertheless, the HR role of project 
managers has been given only limited attention in previous research 
in HRM, and the topic is not an easy one. As Clark and Wheelwright 
(1992) state, the long- term career development and other long- term 
people issues cannot reside with the project manager, since project 
members are not assigned to a project team on a permanent basis. 
The project is, by definition, a temporary organization.

Project workers: Research on project- based organizing emphasizes the 
expanded responsibility for each individual employee in project-
 based work to stay “employable,” to drive their own careers, and 
to develop competence. This development is discussed in further 
detail by, for example, Arthur et al. (2001) and Garrick and Clegg 
(2001). As it seems, individual project workers take on an increased 
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responsibility for a variety of HRM processes and activities. This 
highlights the importance of regarding the individuals in project-
 based organizations as potentially active and important participants 
in the HRM process instead of just passive receivers. This devel-
opment has also been discussed in recent research. For instance, 
Hällsten (2000) analyzes the decentralization of personnel responsi-
bilities in a project- based organization where HRM essentially refers 
to the relationships among various parties, of which the coworker is 
one, and where all parties have a responsibility for maintaining and 
developing the relationships. This increased individual responsibil-
ity has some important positive effects. Nevertheless, there are stud-
ies documenting the difficulties and uncertainties that individual 
project workers must handle as a consequence of this transformation. 
Frequently, these studies report on the ambiguity and vagueness of 
HR responsibilities in project- based work settings as a fundamental 
underlying problem (e.g., Packendorff, 2002; Turner et al., 2008). As 
documented by Tengblad and Hällsten (2002), the unclear assign-
ment of responsibilities among the different players in the HR organ-
ization, especially concerning the individual’s role, repeatedly leads 
to issues falling between the cracks. In the end, many of these issues 
are left to the individual to handle. This further illustrates the role of 
the individual worker in the HR organization of the firm, and, con-
sequently, we will regard the individual project worker as holding a 
critical role in the HR organization, a role that needs to be acknowl-
edged and clarified.

HR specialists: Even though the general rhetoric in both theory and 
practice has stated that HR specialists and their work need to become 
more strategic and that operational HRM should be handed over to 
line managers, the value of HR expertise in operational work settings 
is highlighted in a number of studies (e.g., Guest and King, 2004; 
Hope- Hailey et al., 2005; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005). For example, 
as stated by Francis and Keegan (2006: 244), “the neglect of people-
 centered roles is shown to have a negative effect on the sustainability 
of high firm performance, as employees feel increasingly estranged 
from the HR department.” Previous research on HRM in project-
 based organizations has shown that access to HR competence that is 
integrated in the day- to- day activities and that has an understanding 
of the project- based setting is desired by many line managers and 
project managers (see, e.g., Bredin and Söderlund, 2006; Clark and 
Colling, 2005). In practice, however, the strategic focus pointed to 
above leads to a reduction of HR specialists who are integrated at the 
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operational level, in favor of HR service centers and more strategic 
HR roles.

In sum, based on previous research into project- based organizations and 
HRM, we propose that the “HR quadriad” displayed in Figure 4.1 captures 
the critical constituencies of the HR organization at the operational level 
in project- based organizations. A quadriad is generally understood to 
be a group of four with an interest or a task in common. The term links 
with previous research on HRM. It starts out with the dyad between 
employer and employees, develops further with the triad including the 
worker, the HR specialist, and the line manager (Torrington et al., 2008), 
and finally adds the project manager as the fourth player.

Types of project- based work settings

One of the chief arguments in this book relates to the configurational 
nature of HRM. In our framework, this implies that the design of the 
HR quadriad would differ according to certain organizational condi-
tions and contingencies, such as the type of project- based work setting. 
A number of researchers have developed different typologies or varia-
tions of project- based organizations (e.g., Clark and Wheelwright, 1992; 
Hobday, 2000). Most of them, however, distinguish between organiza-
tions with a stronger or weaker project focus, where the project- based 
organization is seen as one extreme. Instead, we distinguish between 
different types of project- based work at the operational level, based on 
the characteristics of the work setting from the perspective of project 
workers. We argue that two dimensions are particularly important and 
that, based on the combination of these two dimensions, one might 
identify two ideal types of “project- based work settings.”

The first dimension relates to whether individuals carry out their 
project work primarily at their line unit, in collaboration with special-
ists from the same functional area (intra- functional project work), or 
in project teams, in collaboration with specialists from different func-
tional areas (inter- functional project work). Both types of project work 
can exist within a project- based organization and the organization can 
still be equally “project- based,” but the logics for organizing the opera-
tional work setting are different. Based on this distinction, we argue 
that different types of project- based work settings might require differ-
ent designs for the HR quadriad. The first alternative, “intra- functional 
project work,” can be compared with the project matrix, as suggested 
by Hobday (2000), and the “lightweight team structure,” as suggested 
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by Clark and Wheelwright (1992). The average project worker remains 
co- located in his or her line unit during the course of the project, even 
though a project core team from different functions may be dedi-
cated and co- located. Line managers are often directly involved in the 
problem- solving activities in projects; they supervise the work and con-
trol key resources. However, this does not mean that project manag-
ers are “lightweight” coordinators or that the project dimension is less 
important than the line dimension. On the contrary, the vast majority 
of the activities carried out, also in the line units, are essentially project 
activities, and the projects are the fundamental source of revenue. The 
second alternative, “inter- functional project work,” resembles that work 
carried out in the “project- led organization” (Hobday, 2000) and the 
“heavyweight team structure,” or even the “autonomous team struc-
ture” (Clark and Wheelwright, 1992). In this setting, project workers 
have a basic long- term affiliation to a line organization of some sort, 
but they are normally dedicated to, and co- located with, the rest of the 
members in their project team during the project assignment. Project 
managers take on more of the management responsibilities concerning 
the technical problem- solving, whereas line managers are responsible 
for staffing the projects with the right resources as well as for long-
 term career development and competence development (Bredin and 
Söderlund, 2007; Clark and Wheelwright, 1992).

The second dimension that we believe plays an important role in 
the design of the HR quadriad is the type of project participation. This 
dimension centers on whether project members are primarily work-
ing on one or only a few projects at the same time, or whether their 
work is distributed over several projects. The first type is addressed 
here as “focused project participation.” In the extreme case, it means 
that a project worker is assigned to one single project for an extended 
duration of time. This gives project workers the possibility to focus 
on one assignment and to build more solid relationships and ways of 
cooperation within the project team without having to rely on “swift 
trust” (Meyerson et al., 1996). Since this is normally combined with 
inter- functional project work in co- located project teams, it probably 
constitutes a dream scenario for many project managers, giving them 
dedicated resources co- located as a team to focus on achieving the 
project goals. At the same time, this situation has a set of challenges 
from a line management point of view, since it involves an increased 
distance between project workers, their colleagues with similar knowl-
edge bases, and their personnel responsible managers (see, e.g., Bredin 
and Söderlund, 2006). However, a more common situation is that of the 
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second type: “fragmented project participation.” As the term indicates, 
this describes a project- based work setting in which project workers 
normally contribute to various projects at the same time. This is often 
a necessary way of staffing the projects, given that a project might not 
need a specific competence on a full- time basis during the entire project 
life cycle. Therefore, many project teams are more “fluid” in the context 
of personnel, as project members work part- time on several projects and 
come and go over the project duration. Several studies indicate that this 
might bring important challenges from the perspective of employee 
well- being, as there are risks of feelings of “project overload” and con-
stant “firefighting strategies” which drain energy and reduce motiva-
tion (Gällstedt, 2003; Zika- Viktorsson et al., 2006). Similarly, the study 
by Perlow (1999) on the work patterns of engineers shows that they 
had difficulties finding “quiet time” to work on their own with “real 
engineering work,” since the need for interaction with others led to 
constant interruptions. Equally, a fragmented project participation can 
be perceived by project workers as contributing to a positive variation of 
work and, hence, be a motivating feature for working in projects.

There could be several reasons for organizing the project work intra-
 functionally or inter- functionally and applying focused or fragmented 
project participation. The choice might be determined by such factors 
as task complexity, uncertainty, duration, and pace (see, e.g., Shenhar 
and Dvir, 2007). The main focus here is, however, not on the underly-
ing reasons for choosing an organizational structure. Instead, we see 
the organizational structure as an important point of departure for the 
deeper analysis of the design of the HR organization and the respon-
sibilities and relationships among the roles within the HR quadriad. 
Thus, we focus here on how the aforementioned two types of project 
work influence the roles and responsibilities of line managers, project 
managers, project workers, and HR specialists, in other words, the 
design of the HR quadriad.

Combining these two dimensions, we have four possible types of 
project- based work settings.

Intra- functional, fragmented: This is a project- based work setting 1. 
in which project work is carried out in the line organization. The 
average project worker is involved in a number of projects and tasks 
simultaneously and is co- located with specialists representing the 
same area of expertise.
Intra- functional, focused: This is a project- based work setting in 2. 
which project work is carried out in the line organization. The 



Reframing HRM: The HR Quadriad 77

average project worker focuses on one project during an extended 
period of time and is co- located with specialists from the same area 
of expertise. There is limited coordination across line units.
Inter- functional, fragmented: This is a project- based work setting in 3. 
which project work is carried out in co- located projects, where the 
project worker is involved in several projects simultaneously, which 
means that work is carried out in several office spaces such that phys-
ical mobility becomes important. A lot of coordination occurs across 
expertise boundaries.
Inter- functional, focused: In this type of project- based work setting, 4. 
project work is carried out in co- located projects, and project workers 
are involved in only one or a very few projects at the same time. A lot 
of coordination occurs across expertise boundaries.

In the analysis, we concentrate on the extreme types which will consti-
tute two comparative types of project- based work settings:

Type A: This involves intra- functional project work with fragmented 
project participation.

Type B: This involves inter- functional project work with focused project 
participation.

These two primary alternatives are depicted in Figure 4.2 and are fur-
ther outlined and compared in Table 4.2.

Figure 4.2 Types of project- based work settings
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The HR quadriad and type of 
project- based work setting

The research reported here suggests that the roles within the HR quad-
riad are strongly influenced by the project- based work setting, particu-
larly in regard to the type of project work and project participation. 
Returning to the HRM practice areas discussed in the previous chapter, 
a number of questions could be raised in light of the HR quadriad and 
its different roles. These questions are only a few examples of all ques-
tions that might be relevant to start exploring the relationships among 
the actors in the HR quadriad. However, already at this point they 
illuminate some of the unique questions posed within a  project- based 

Table 4.2 Comparing the Type A and Type B project- based work setting

Type A: Intra-
 functional project 
work and fragmented 
participation

Type B: Inter- 
functional project 
work and focused 
participation

Core activities Performed in projects, 
although functionally 
distributed to line units

Performed in projects, 
interdisciplinary 
problem- solving 
processes

Characteristics of 
project participation

Fragmented, often 
many parallel projects 
simultaneously, working 
with colleagues with 
similar expertise

Focused, normally on one 
project at a time, working 
with colleagues with 
different expertise

Affiliation of project 
workers

Functional departments Competence networks

Location of project 
workers during project 
assignments

Line/functional 
departments

Co- located projects

Manager of problem-
 solving activities

Line manager Project manager

Personnel 
responsibilities

Line manager Line manager/competence 
manager. To signal a 
different role, terms such 
as “competence manager” 
and “competence coach” 
are used instead of line 
manager
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organization with regard to the management of human resources. 
These questions would then also be important to find answers for, for 
instance, what expectations the organization has for the project man-
ager’s contribution to HRM. Generally, several of the questions also 
point to the distribution of responsibilities among the actors in the HR 
quadriad. For instance, what is the responsibility of the line manager? 
What role should the project manager have? What skills are critical for 
involved actors to be able to play their parts in the HR quadriad? How 
should the various players work together to ensure a good supply and 
development of human resources?

Table 4.3 HRM practice areas: questions for the project- based organization

HRM practice areas Some critical questions

Flows Who is responsible for selection and 
recruitment? How are people recruited to 
projects? What support do line managers 
require to identify human resources needs? How 
is the management of phase- out handled? What 
are the responsibilities of the individual worker? 
What are the roles of the project managers in 
this process?

Performance Who is responsible for performance appraisals? 
What can the individual do to facilitate a fair 
and instructive appraisal? What roles do the 
project managers have in the appraisal process? 
Should there be specific rewards for project 
achievements?

Involvement How should projects be selected and what 
role does the individual project worker have 
in this process? What are the key motivation 
mechanisms for people involved in the projects? 
To what extent can project workers influence 
their work situation? What is important to get 
people involved in decision- making processes?

Development What competences will be required to meet the 
needs of the future projects? What competence 
development initiatives are called for to meet 
the needs of future projects? What will people 
learn from participating in these projects? What 
role do project managers have in identifying 
these future needs?
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This table will be used in the coming chapters for the analysis of 
each player in the HR quadriad. In that respect, we identify key areas 
of responsibility and particular activities within each practice area in 
which line managers, project managers, project workers, and HR spe-
cialists, respectively, are expected to play key roles.

Final thoughts

This chapter has presented the framework of the HR quadriad. Not only 
is this an acknowledgment of the collective nature of HRM in contem-
porary firms, it is also a way to better understand how roles interact, 
how HRM is adjusted to its context, and how different organizational 
conditions and factors interact to set the requirements and restric-
tions on the HRM system of the firm. As noted, the quadriad builds on 
the insight that HRM is carried out in collaboration among four roles, 
including HR specialists, line managers, project managers, and project 
workers. We have shown that the HR quadriad creates improved possi-
bilities to study HRM at the operational level, something that has been 
underemphasized in recent HRM research which has generally, up to 
now, taken a strategic focus. The suggested framework emphasizes the 
importance of studying HRM on the operational level by understand-
ing the functions and interactions of the variety of roles that deliver 
HR value, while previous research has tended to focus on HR specialists 
and, in some cases, line managers.

Important for the analysis presented here are the differences across 
contexts. To establish such an understanding, we distinguished differ-
ent kinds of project- based work settings, based on two key dimensions: 
project work and project participation. We further suggested two main 
types of project work, separating between intra- functional, in which 
project workers carry out most of their project activities in a line func-
tion, and inter- functional, in which project workers are normally co- 
located in interdisciplinary teams. This separation was based on the 
insight that the operational work setting constitutes an important 
determining factor for HRM. In addition, we stressed the importance 
of separating between different types of project participation, as either 
focused or fragmented. Together, these dimensions display key char-
acteristics of the two ideal types of project- based work settings: Type 
A: intra- functional and fragmented, and Type B: inter- functional and 
focused. The respective designs of the HR quadriad in these two types 
of project- based work settings differ considerably. As will be shown in 
further detail in the coming chapters, the analysis offers an advanced 
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understanding of how the roles in the HR quadriad are shaped by the 
type of project- based work setting.

The framework of the HR quadriad is targeted for the analysis of 
the roles at an operational level that are vital to HRM in project- based 
organizations. It generally highlights the importance of taking differ-
ent kinds of work settings into account when designing HR organiza-
tions because work settings influence the roles in the HR quadriad and, 
thereby, also each role’s possibility to add value in the HRM system. 
These insights are well in line with recent calls for more HRM research 
into differences across contexts (Boxall and Macky, 2009). The combi-
nation of roles is also considered to be one possible way to improve the 
configurational approach of HRM (Martín- Alcázar et al., 2005) to see 
how roles interact and acknowledge that HRM practices are bundles 
and not isolated functional domains (MacDuffie, 1995). The research 
presented here, however, also gives rather strong evidence to the com-
plementarity among HRM practices and the organizational variables 
affecting the design of the HRM system. The HR quadriad framework, 
we posit, is one possible way of strengthening the empirical analysis 
of the configurational approach in that it acknowledges the increas-
ing collective nature of HRM and the transference of HR responsibili-
ties to line managers and individual workers. The framework points out 
that changes in one area might have profound effects on changes in 
another area; for instance, transference of HRM responsibilities to the 
line managers affects the HR specialists. In that respect, the suggested 
framework points in the direction of developing HRM practices and 
conducting research that embraces the complementarity of practices 
and roles in the HRM system. The HR quadriad, therefore, is not only a 
way to address the four roles in the HR organization of the project- based 
organization but equally to address HRM as contextual, collective, con-
tingent, configurational, and complementary. More on this will follow 
in the final chapter when we summarize the findings. In the next four 
chapters we will present findings from studies of each of the four roles 
participating in the HR quadriad. We will commence with the line 
manager and, thereafter, move to the project manager. After that, we 
center on the individual – the project worker – and end this part of the 
book with an analysis of the consequences for the HR specialists and 
the HR department.
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Structure of chapter

Introduction ●

New organizational forms and HRM transference ●

Line managers in project- based organizations ●

Illustrations from two firms ●

Illustration 1: A new approach to line management at Saab ●

Illustration 2: Competence coaches at Tetra Pak ●

Line managers and HRM practices ●

Line managers in the HR quadriad ●

Final thoughts ●

Introduction

This chapter discusses the role of line managers in the HR quadriad. 
The chapter draws on a series of studies of personnel responsibilities 
in project- based organizations and the ensuing changes of the role of 
line managers in the HR organization of the firm.1 Initially, the chapter 
revolves around the transference of HR responsibilities to line managers 
and the problems associated with this development. The aim is princi-
pally to shed light on what role line managers play in the HR quadriad 
and what support they need to improve their contribution to HRM. 
The chapter then presents some examples of what two project- based 
organizations have done in their attempts to rejuvenate the role of the 
line manager. The chapter reports primarily on two in- depth studies of 
R&D- intensive organizations: Saab, operating in the aerospace industry, 
and Tetra Pak, one of the leading companies in packaging systems.

One contemporary trend observed and discussed extensively in 
recent HRM research is the transference of HR responsibilities from HR 

5
Line Managers in the HR Quadriad
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departments to line managers (a trend often referred to as “devolvement” 
or “devolution” in research with a focus on this particular process). 
There are diverse views on the reasons behind this development. The 
reason most commonly emphasized relates to the increased acknowl-
edgment of HRM as being strategically highly important rather than 
merely an operational support function. This singles out HRM as a criti-
cal general management responsibility that should not be handed over 
to, or left only in the hands of, HR specialists. The influential work on 
HRM by scholars at Harvard Business School in the 1980s argued force-
fully for this view (Beer et al., 1984). Building on this argument, many 
have argued that HR specialists need to become more actively involved 
in strategy formulation, and some authors have even argued that they 
need to become “strategic partners” in order to add significant business 
value (see, e.g., Barney and Wright, 1998; Ulrich, 1998). This change in 
focus further implies that they should leave operational HR responsi-
bilities to line managers. Another important reason for increased HR 
responsibility being placed with line managers seems to be the continu-
ous need for rationalization, cost reduction, and streamlining which 
have struck support functions in most companies in the Western world. 
This typically leads to downsized and centralized HR departments 
and decentralized HR responsibilities to the line. Additionally, as we 
will discuss in this chapter, new organizational forms influence and 
redefine traditional line management roles, and, in many cases, these 
become inherently crucial in performing HRM at the operational level. 
As we discussed in the first chapter of the book, this is, we believe, one 
of the most interesting developments, especially if we are to understand 
the progress and changes of HRM in project- based organizations.

The aforementioned overview highlights a number of important 
change patterns and trajectories with regard to HRM and line manag-
ers. Figure 5.1 illustrates the underlying forces we believe contribute 

Figure 5.1 Line managers and HRM: some underlying forces

Management capacity
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to be focused. Project
managers take on a
greater part of integration
work. Line managers are
given room to focus on
long-term issues,
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projects. More
interdependencies,
which require knowledge
bases and areas of
expertise to integrate
their efforts and
knowledge.

Pressure on
management
capability to
handle integration
challenges,
technology
development,
plus the HRM issues. 
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to the transference of HRM responsibilities in project- based organiza-
tions. In that respect, the identified trajectory centers on the nature 
and change of project operations as a key driving force. In line with our 
initial capability discussion, this creates a need to increase managerial 
capability, particularly with regard to integration efforts. Project man-
agers accordingly assume more responsibilities for such work, which 
gives line managers more time to engage in long- term issues, including 
HRM, recruitment, competence development, etc.

New organizational forms and HRM transference

A number of studies suggest that higher degree of knowledge intensity 
and changes in organizational structures are important driving forces 
behind the process of what is generally referred to as “devolution” – 
a transference of HR responsibilities to line managers. For example, 
Larsen and Brewster (2003: 234) argue:

Major changes within organizations will influence the allocation 
of roles in even more fundamental ways. As organizations become 
more knowledge intensive, dependent on know- how and services, 
HRM becomes a more critical part of the operation and a more criti-
cal role for the immediate manager.

The case study in Thornhill and Saunders (1998) demonstrates that 
organizational structure significantly influences the devolution proc-
ess. In their case, a management buyout and privatization implied 
new, flatter, non- bureaucratic structures, which called for more flexible 
employees. After the buyout, the organization did not have access to the 
corporate HR department of the former owner, and no new HR depart-
ment was set up. Instead, HR responsibilities were assigned entirely to 
line managers, who had already started to take on more HR responsibili-
ties prior to the buyout.

Larsen and Brewster (2003) mention the probable impact of new 
organizational forms, such as matrix, network, and project- based 
organizations, on line management’s involvement in performing HRM 
activities. The authors argue that:

the line manager roles in organizations become increasingly 
complex because new organizational structures (e.g., virtual and 
network organizations) have less well- defined line manager roles 
than the traditional hierarchical, bureaucratic organization which 
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moulded the line manager role in the first place. (Larsen and 
Brewster, 2003: 230)

Furthermore, they state that the link between the HR department 
and line managers might lose relevance in organizations that rely on 
autonomous teams in which project managers and project workers 
themselves handle recruitment, pay, discipline, and resource allocation. 
In our research, such a high degree of autonomy of the project teams 
is very rare and, as we will discuss later on, most organizations choose 
to maintain, in some form of line organization, the responsibility for 
longer- term people management issues. When it comes to project work-
ers, this task generally falls on the first- line manager; in other words, 
the management role with direct responsibility for the basic work units 
and project workers. This makes the first- line manager’s role critical to 
HRM at the operational level, making him or her an important player 
in the implementation of overall HRM strategies and policies. When we 
discuss line management in this book, our primary focus is, therefore, 
the first- line management role, such as managers responsible for work 
pools and line departments. The studied line managers operate within a 
variety of areas, including aerospace development, complex machinery, 
engine development, and automotive development.

Line managers in project- based organizations

Various researchers have expressed a concern that HRM transference 
poses a threat to HR departments. If line managers take over HR respon-
sibilities, what will be the role of HR specialists and HR departments? 
A number of studies strive to justify the prominent role of HR special-
ists in organizations. For example, in the case study by Thornhill and 
Saunders (1998: 474), the authors indicate that line managers have a 
limited strategic focus, arguing that:

The absence of a designated human resource specialist role may 
therefore be argued to have had a significant negative effect on the 
organization’s ability to achieve strategic integration in relation 
to the management of its human resources, with further negative 
consequences for commitment to the organization, flexibility and 
quality.

Similarly, Cunningham and Hyman (1999: 25) suggest that devolu-
tion of HR responsibilities to line managers makes HR departments 
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vulnerable, but that “the acknowledged shortcomings of line manage-
ment, particularly with regard to the management of subordinates, may 
help to confirm a continued presence for personnel as a discrete, if less 
than strategic, function.”

The studies referred to earlier not only express concerns about the 
possible threat to HR departments but also articulate remarks about the 
shortcomings of line management with regard to their HR responsibili-
ties. Similarly, Larsen and Brewster (2003) question whether line man-
agers really have the time, the ability, or even the desire to take on this 
responsibility. The case study by Cunningham and Hyman (1999) also 
suggests that line managers are frustrated at not having sufficient time 
to deal with HR issues because of the dominance of “hard and measur-
able objectives,” such as profit, lead time, and costs. These difficulties 
with transference of HRM responsibilities has led several researchers to 
the conclusion that to maintain high- quality HRM at the operational 
level, HRM transference has to be seen as a process of increased partner-
ship rather than a trade- off between line managers and HR specialists 
(e.g., Currie and Procter, 2001; Renwick, 2003). This would imply that 
HR specialists need to maintain an important but somewhat different 
role in HRM, while line managers assume greater HR responsibility. As 
argued by Dany et al. (2008) it is imperative to not only examine the 
impact of HRM practices, but also to address the issue of influence dis-
tribution between HRM specialists and line managers, that is the ques-
tion of who is involved in defining and implementing HRM practices.

Indeed, while HRM integration [into the process of strategy formu-
lation] should result in a higher level of consistency between HRM 
and business strategy, it does not, however, resolve the question of 
the quality of implementation of the espoused HRM policies (Purcell 
and Hutchinson, 2007). The relationship between HRM specialists 
and [line managers] in regard to HR policy is, therefore, an essential 
issue. (Dany et al., 2008: 2101)

In this book, we are setting out to obtain a deeper knowledge of 
project- based organizations, and some might question whether it is 
even relevant to speak of “line managers” in the traditional sense in 
project- based organizations (see Midler, 1995, see also Fact Box 5.1).

A line manager is generally understood as the manager responsible 
for a functional line unit which specializes in a specific function or area 
of expertise in an organization (see, e.g., Clark and Wheelwright, 1992). 
When the main operations are carried out in projects and temporary 
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project teams rather than in functional line units, is there really a line 
organization with line managers at all? The answer depends on how one 
defines project- based organizing and on what is included in the con-
cept of line management. As discussed in Chapter 2, most definitions of 
project- based organizations depart from the relative strength and power 
of projects in relation to line units (see, e.g., Clark and Wheelwright, 
1992; Hobday, 2000). Recalling the quotation from Hobday (2000), a 
project- based organization would then rely heavily on projects and 
have “no formal functional coordination across project lines” (p. 878). 
With such a view of project- based organizations, one might rightfully 
question whether there are line managers at all, or whether this actu-
ally is a management role only relevant for functional organizational 
settings. Clark and Wheelwright (1992) distinguish between different 
degrees of project orientation based on the level of authority over per-
sonnel, finance, and other resources. This also implies that the growing 
importance of the project dimension is inherently at the expense of 
the line dimension. A project- based organization would then, by defi-
nition, indicate a strong project dimension and a weak or nonexisting 
line dimension, and, accordingly, strong project managers and weak 
line managers.

Fact Box 5.1 Renault: a case of projectification

Christophe Midler – a French researcher who has studied the French automo-
tive industry for decades – conducted an in- depth study of organizational 
changes at the automotive manufacturer Renault (Midler, 1995). The firm 
effected a transition from the classic functional organization in the 1960s 
to project coordination in the 1970s and, since 1989, to autonomous and 
powerful project teams. In many ways, the case of Renault has been singled 
out as one of the most famous cases of projectification – and many would say 
the projectification process, as such, very much laid the foundation for the 
overall improvement in the competitiveness of Renault. Midler argues that 
the projectification process in many ways led to a profound destabilization 
of the permanent organizational logics of the firm (task definitions, hier-
archic regulations, career management, functions, and supplier relations, 
etc.). One problem Midler identified in his analysis is the difficulty of pro-
fessionals trained for years in a compartmentalized corporate environment 
to engage more extensively in interdepartmental dialogue. It also leads to a 
number of critical questions, including the following: What is the future for 
“skill- based” functional departments in the firm? Are they going to disap-
pear, scattered into different project teams? How is it possible to maintain 
the long- term technical learning process when organizational structures are 
focusing energies on short- term and project- oriented objectives?
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However, our somewhat different view on project- based organizations 
indicates the relative strengths of the line dimension and the project 
dimension are not the main issue. Instead, we believe this organiza-
tional form, and its variety of critical roles, could be better understood 
when the degree of project orientation is based on where the core activi-
ties are performed. In that respect, we formulate a distinction between 
project- based organizations and functional organizations that is more 
adapted to the analysis of work conditions and HRM.

Accordingly, in a functional organization, where core activities are mainly 
performed in functional line units, line managers are naturally responsible 
for the performance of particular aspects of these core activities. However, 
projects might still be critical to the organization by focusing on solving 
specific tasks during a limited period of time. It could, for example, be 
change projects, technology development projects, competence develop-
ment projects, implementation projects, etc. In a project- based organiza-
tion, on the other hand, core production and development activities are 
mainly performed by means of projects. The activities people undertake in 
the organization are predominantly direct contributions to one or several 
projects, a fact that has implications for the line manager role.

However, we want to stress that project- based organizations, from 
an HRM point of view, do not necessarily have weaker line units or 
nonexisting functional departments. Several project researchers argue 
that the line dimension in project- based organizations needs, instead, 
to maintain a prominent position as a foundation for long- term techno-
logical development as well as for competence development and other 
HRM issues (e.g., Hobday, 2000; Midler, 1995). This can be seen as a 
change in focus and purpose rather than a loss in strength and impor-
tance. An example of the latter is described in the case study reported 
by Lindkvist (2004) of an organization’s radical change from a func-
tional structure to a project- based structure. Here, the line dimension 
in its traditional form was transformed from line units into what was 
referred to as “competence networks.” We have seen similar transforma-
tions taking place to various degrees in the companies we have studied, 
and we can conclude that the line dimension tends to maintain an 
important, and often strong, position but its main purpose is different 
from the line dimension in a functional organization.

The line units in project- based organizations tend to take the form of 
work pools or competence pools – physical or virtual – which supply the 
projects with human resources with the right competences and ensure 
the long- term foundation and development for the company’s project 
workers. The following illustration taken from Tetra Pak is a case in 
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point where so- called competence centers play a significant role in the 
organization of the project- based firm. Their main activities relate to 
the allocation of people to projects, appraisal and performance reviews, 
long- term competence development of the unit as well as of individual 
project workers, career development, and other HRM- related issues.

This also means that the project- based setting molds the line man-
ager role into one that might not be consistent with the traditional line 
manager role as we know it. Even though, as discussed above, line man-
agers’ expanded contribution to HRM seems to be a general trend in 
contemporary firms, our research indicates that project- based organ-
izing might be an important driver for this development. While core 
activities are mainly performed by means of temporary projects, long-
 term management activities such as HRM, technology and competence 
strategies cannot be transferred to project managers, since their man-
agement responsibilities are limited to the duration of the project. This 
is also mentioned in the study of the “heavyweight team structure” by 
Clark and Wheelwright (1992), in which a core group of project workers 
are dedicated and physically co- located with the “heavyweight project 
leader.” The authors remark:

However, the longer- term career development of individual contrib-
utors continues to rest not with the project leader – although that 
heavyweight leader makes significant input to individual perform-
ance evaluations – but with the functional manager, because mem-
bers are not assigned to a project team on a permanent basis. (Clark 
and Wheelwright, 1992: 13)

In the companies that have participated in our research, the changes 
in the first- line management role have been prominent, and we have 
come to understand that project- based organizations foster a new 
approach to line management, one in which first- line managers are 
not primarily the technical experts or direct supervisors but are rather 
responsible for competences and resources going into the projects and 
for the long- term competence and career development of individual 
project workers. And in knowledge- intensive firms that thrive on com-
plex problem- solving this ought to be a highly important matter.

Illustrations from two firms

In the following, we provide two illustrations from our case studies that 
demonstrate how project- based settings mold a new approach to line 
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management, and maybe even a new type of line management role. In 
both cases, the first- line management role is the one in focus. The first 
illustration comes from Saab, one of Sweden’s most R&D- intensive com-
panies, which develops solutions for defense, aviation, and space.2 The 
company has approximately 13,000 employees and is internationally 
best known for its combat fighter Gripen. The organization that serves 
as an illustration here is the most R&D- intensive and project- based part 
of the business unit Saab Aerosystems, which focuses on developing 
and integrating airborne systems for civil and military aircraft. The 
work setting is primarily dominated by intra- functional project work 
and fragmented participation, although inter- functional and focused 
project work has been promoted in recent years. The line manager role 
over the past 20 years has changed from a predominantly technical role 
into a more HR- oriented one. In an interview with a senior manager 
at Saab Aerosystems, we focused on the emerging new role of the line 
managers in project- based organizations and increased HR responsibili-
ties. He said:

This is precisely what we are trying to do at Saab. We talk a lot about 
how the line managers have to view their work in a new way. This is 
very hard in a company with a strong engineering tradition, where 
the best engineer is expected to get line management positions. We 
are trying to get away from that now, and instead be clear with that 
the people with the best management skills should be the manager. 
(Senior Manager, Saab Aerosystems)

The second illustration comes from a unit at Tetra Pak, a Swedish 
company famous for having in 1951 developed the first system in the 
world for packaging milk in paper cartons. Since then, the business 
has developed and grown considerably. Today Tetra Pak is a multina-
tional corporation that develops and produces processing, packaging, 
and distribution systems for foodstuffs, including software services. 
The company operates in more than 150 markets and has some 20,000 
employees worldwide. The illustration presented here comes from Tetra 
Pak Plant Engineering & Automation – a unit that operates within the 
area of preparation and processing of liquid foodstuffs. It designs and 
delivers processing solutions and complete plants with integrated plant 
automation systems. The organization is highly project- based, apply-
ing mostly inter- functional project work with focused participation. 
The illustration depicts a relatively drastic organizational change that 
was implemented in order to improve the overall functioning of project 
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operations. The former line units were transformed into “competence 
networks,” and the former line management role was replaced with a 
new role: “competence coaches.” The CEO of the company told us:

Before, the [line managers] were the experts. They became managers 
as the carpenter became a foreman. The ones supervising the work 
were also the ones with the most knowledge. ... Today, no coach can 
be better than their coworkers. Technology develops so fast that it 
is impossible for us managers to stay current. We have to trust that 
they can do the work. We can direct how they should do the work, 
we can ensure that we develop competences, we can measure what 
they know and what they don’t know, but we cannot do it better 
than them! That’s what makes the whole difference. The manager 
knew everything before, but today he doesn’t. (Managing Director, 
Plant Engineering & Automation)

Illustration 1: A new approach to line 
management at Saab

The Systems Development unit at Saab Aerosystems centers on further 
development and improvement of existing products as well as the pre-
 studies and the development of new ones. In 2003, the unit was part of 
a large organizational change, a reaction to the needs of the company 
to become more market oriented and competitive. Traditionally, the 
development of the combat fighter Gripen had dominated the opera-
tions of Saab Aerosystems, but during the close of the 1990s opera-
tions expanded into new areas and products, such as unmanned aerial 
vehicles, tactical mission systems, systems for the civil market, etc. 
Before the reorganization, the development of Gripen was carried out 
in a separate business unit in which each line unit had the technical 
responsibility for a particular part of the aircraft. After the reorganiza-
tion, this unit was abolished and new units were structured accord-
ing to competences instead of products. Systems Development became 
more project oriented, focusing on core competence areas that would 
provide competences to all the product development projects, not only 
to Gripen.

The intensive part of the empirical study at Saab was conducted 
in 2007. At that time, Systems Development had approximately 600 
employees. In addition, there were about 300 consultants involved in 
various development work and projects. The unit had become a com-
plex project organization with projects running within a number of 
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large programs. The development of Gripen was still the largest and 
most important program, but not the only one.

Over time, the changes at Systems Development had increased the 
use of cross- functional teamwork, which resulted in the co- location of 
project teams. The line units had developed toward becoming resource 
centers for the projects, and the line manager role had slowly trans-
formed into that of a resource owner rather than a technical expert. The 
increased number of products and projects, combined with an increas-
ingly complex technology as well as the added requirements of line 
managers to take on more personnel responsibilities, made it difficult 
for the individual manager to handle it all:

In the end it all comes down to what is a reasonable work load for 
a manager? You can draw whatever fancy structures you like, but in 
the end it is a human being there. And it seems perfectly unreason-
able to have a technical specialist who should make all technological 
decisions in all the projects and at the same time develop their per-
sonnel. I would claim that there are no such individuals. You have to 
accept that you have to choose. (Senior Manager)

This development had been going on for many years, but after the 
reorganization in 2003, it became even clearer.

For the line managers, this resulted in moving from being the tech-
nical manager for a part in the Gripen production to a more clear-
 cut role as resource-  and competence manager. At the same time, we 
projected all the project milestones onto the performing line unit. 
That means that the line managers are now evaluated based on the 
performance of their coworkers in the projects. (Senior Manager)

Most of the line managers maintained important responsibilities 
for long- term technological development and for commonality in 
the technical solutions delivered to different projects. But, foremost, 
they expanded their positions as personnel- responsible managers for 
the project workers. Their responsibilities for recruitment, competence 
mapping and development, resource allocation, performance reviews, 
career planning, and the overall work situation of project workers were 
emphasized. Since most of the work was carried out in projects, all these 
HR activities needed to be tightly interrelated with project operations. 
Instead of being in their line unit, co- workers were increasingly being 
co- located with their project teams and in physical “project areas,” 
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which complicated the possibilities for many line managers to take 
on the increased HR responsibilities. For example, one line manager 
explained the situation at her unit, where project workers were nor-
mally assigned on a full- time basis to the projects and co- located with 
the project team during their assignment:

My employees work on many different projects. ... We are extremely 
scattered at the moment. It’s hard to keep a line unit together, and 
that is something that we have discussed within the unit recently. 
How do we keep together? ... If you don’t have any form of home 
arena, you’ll lose some of the cooperation that you can get from 
working with the same type of assignments. (Line Manager)

In response to this, many line managers developed new ways of han-
dling day- to- day HR responsibilities. For example, the assessment of 
project workers’ performance, development needs, and work situations 
became to a greater extent based on the line manager’s discussions with 
the project workers, their project managers, and other team members, 
rather than on the line manager’s own direct experience. Apart from 
the yearly performance review meetings line managers had with their 
employees, this was not a formalized process. It was rather a matter of 
integrating discussions of individual performance with other discus-
sions. It could be, for example, resource allocation discussions with 
project managers, in which the line managers sensed whether  coworkers 
seemed to be appreciated for their work or whether there was reluctance 
to getting someone on the team. In these discussions, line managers 
also tried to promote individuals who had expressed a wish to develop 
in a certain direction, or whom the line manager had identified as hav-
ing certain potential. One line manager said:

My job is to make sure that my employees have meaningful assign-
ments and that these assignments are in harmony with their per-
sonal development. That they get attention for what they do and 
that they are in the right places. To help them get on the right track. 
(Line Manager)

The line managers were all engineers, and many referred to a strong 
historical tradition of powerful and influential line managers who were 
typically the most skillful and experienced engineers. To a large extent 
the line managers had been seen as the “heroes” in the organization. 
There were still some line managers who were primarily interested in 
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the engineering aspect of their work and considered HR issues as the 
“boring part of their job.” One line manager with a background as a 
project manager confessed:

Being a line manager was something completely new to me, and hon-
estly it was probably not the position that attracted me the most.

Why not?

Well, having to deal with personnel issues ... it’s not really my main 
interest. But I’ve learned it along the way. It’s a different way of 
working. You have to work on a more long- term basis. It’s not all 
about deadlines; it’s about competence and recruitment and per-
sonnel problems and those sorts of things. And that wasn’t what 
interested me the most.

Most, though, were dedicated to their HR responsibilities, even 
though for many it was difficult to balance HR work with technological 
responsibilities. Moreover, they sometimes felt they needed to develop 
their HR competences further and that they would appreciate close and 
integrated HR support in some of the more soft management issues 
such as teamwork and commitment. One manager expressed she and 
her colleagues, indeed, were interested in such issues and had tried to 
solve them the best they could but, as she said, “You know, that’s with 
the minds of engineers.” Another line manager spoke about the need 
for more cooperation among line managers concerning HR issues in 
order to develop a common understanding of how to deal with issues 
and help each other out:

I think that it is somewhat of a problem that we don’t have a com-
mon line management competence. That is something we should 
develop. One way would be to get some kind of formal training in 
order to develop a common language among us, but what I really 
would appreciate is a structured network. I mean, after a while you 
realize that basically all line managers are struggling with similar 
hurdles. I think that it could be very useful to discuss these problems 
together, and maybe also with someone from HR. Things like “what 
do you usually do in these kinds of situations?” I think that would 
be good. (Line Manager)

The line managers at Systems Development had HR support in the 
form of a so- called “HR developer,” an HR specialist at the local HR 
department with particular responsibility for Systems Development. The 
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HR developer had the responsibility to work with strategic HR issues, to 
improve HR processes, and to support the unit managers, area manag-
ers, and first- line managers in unit- specific matters. Apart from that, 
line managers could turn to a recently created HR support unit on a 
company level that offered support in subjects such as recruitment, pro-
filing, wages, expatriates, and competence. However, recent downsizing 
and restructuring of the HR department caused certain initial frustration 
and uncertainty about HR support. Moreover, Systems Development had 
about 45 first- line managers, which made it hard for the HR developer to 
find the time to become involved with all of them and get a good over-
view of their needs in order to provide appropriate support.

Illustration 2: Competence coaches at Tetra Pak

Tetra Pak Plant Engineering & Automation is one of the centers of exper-
tise for advanced plant design and automation solutions within Tetra Pak. 
It is a strongly project- based organization where people work on large cli-
ent projects to design and deliver complete and custom- made plants for 
food processing and advanced automation solutions. The empirical study 
was conducted in 2004 and 2005; during that time, the unit employed 
just over 150 people plus approximately 40 to 50 consultants.

By the end of the 1990s, changes in the market and in technology 
led to an urgent need for new ways of working at Plant Engineering & 
Automation in order to make operations more efficient and to improve 
the integration of employees’ competences in projects. At this time, the 
organization could best be described as a traditional “matrix.” A number 
of departments were responsible for different functions within the unit. 
Each department was managed by a line manager in the traditional sense – 
resource owners with a strong technological focus. When starting a new 
project, the project manager would ask the line managers for resources in 
order to work in the project. However, this organization did not work in a 
satisfactory way, and the company’s CEO told us about the difficulties:

All the time there was a conflict about who was going to get what. 
The line manager was supposed to be the competence manager. He 
owned the resources. It was his responsibility to supervise the work 
and develop the competences. But it usually ended up being all about 
supervising the work and handling prioritization. (CEO)

To meet these difficulties, a drastic organizational change was imple-
mented that would improve the work processes and routines as well as 
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create a more defined distribution of responsibilities. The functional 
departments were broken up, and, instead, a number of cross- functional 
teams were set up as physical organizational units to create more per-
manent and efficient project teams.

In the new organization, each employee was affiliated both to a cross-
 functional team and to a competence center consisting of people within 
the same area of competence. These competence centers were not physical 
units but could rather be described as networks with a focus on individual 
capabilities and personnel issues. They handled competence planning, 
performance reviews, salaries, work situation, and career management. 
The traditional line management role was abolished and, instead, a new 
role was created to manage the competence centers: competence coaches. 
The competence coaches would leave the technical responsibilities 
behind and only work with capabilities and other personnel issues, issues 
that previously had tended to be somewhat neglected.

Initially, there were a lot of internal discussions about the competence 
coach’s role. A general opinion was that they should be seen as “the HR 
department’s extended arm” and that they should focus on “the soft 
issues.” Even though competence coaches did not formally report to 
the HR manager, in practice they came to develop close cooperation. 
The HR manager called for monthly competence coach meetings to give 
information on new HR policies and other important issues that con-
cerned the work of the coaches. These meetings were also an important 
arena for coaches to air their everyday problems, share experiences, and 
create a common platform for their work.

Indeed, the creation of the competence coach role was not easy. The 
first challenge was to find the right people for the job. At first, many 
of the existing line managers went straight to a competence coach role. 
However, it soon became obvious that, for many of them, adaptation to 
the new role was too difficult and they needed to move on to other posi-
tions. The qualities that had made them successful line managers were 
not necessarily the same as the ones needed to be successful competence 
coaches. It was a delicate balancing act. On the one hand, they needed 
technical competence and experience in order to stay close to the actual 
work, understand the coworkers’ situation and speak the same language 
as them. On the other hand, the HR manager saw an obvious risk that 
the experience from being technical supervisors would make it hard for 
the coaches not to get involved in the technical development process.

As a coach, you have to leave the technical operations behind, but 
many of them kept that as sort of a side activity. Many didn’t want 
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to give that part up; they wanted to fiddle with everything that had 
to do with the technology. (HR Manager)

A second challenge was to find suitable competence development 
programs for the competence coaches. The new role was unconven-
tional and difficult to define, so there were no training programs avail-
able for this kind of position. In many ways, the competence coaches 
themselves came to design the new role and develop the knowledge, 
competence, and experience needed.

A competence center normally included about 20 to 30 employees. 
The work of competence coaches varied to some extent, but generally all 
of them worked with resource allocation to the projects and with plan-
ning the employees’ future project participation in a longer perspective. 
They also worked with competence mapping and performance reviews. 
The coaches were responsible for the overall work situation of the indi-
viduals within their competence center. Every week, the coaches gath-
ered the members of their competence centers to provide an arena for 
discussions about common work issues and for the exchange of experi-
ences. These meetings were also an opportunity for the coach to inform 
the employees of new work processes or system updates and to get infor-
mation about the present working situation of the project workers and 
the general situation in the projects.

For many coaches, resource planning and allocation was the single 
most time- consuming part of their work. Whenever a new project 
was assigned to a project manager in one of the cross- functional 
teams, the manager had to design a project team with suitable com-
petences for the project, preferably from within the same cross-
 functional team. They would then turn to the competence coaches 
to discuss available and preferred resources. As explained by one of 
the coaches:

Resource planning for different kinds of projects takes up a large 
amount of our time. Things like who is the best man for the project 
and who belongs to which [cross- functional] team. You always wish 
that you were entirely free when composing the [project] teams, but 
you never are. It is mostly about who is available. It takes a lot of 
time! ... Even if you try to be clever with your own planning, that 
plan does not always work out. ... You might have counted on that 
[a certain person] would be available a certain date, and it turns out 
he is not. Then all you can do is make a new plan, which might affect 
other projects. (Competence Coach)
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Competence development was another area of responsibility that took 
a significant part of the coaches’ time. This included competence map-
ping, competence planning, identifying the competence gaps in the 
competence center, and working to fill the gaps. An important aspect of 
this work was the individual development plans created in discussion 
with each member of the competence center. These plans constituted 
the foundation for supporting the employees in their needs and wishes 
for development and, at the same time, ensuring the competence center 
developed competences that would meet the future demands of the 
projects. One competence coach told us about the increased focus on 
competence development:

We focus more on competence development now than we did before. 
We ensure that each individual has a personal development plan 
and that this plan is concrete. It is not necessarily all about attend-
ing courses even if that normally is one part of it. It is also about 
planning what kind of project you should try to assign a person to 
next time in order to develop in the right way.

How is that working out? Earlier you described the difficulties in planning 
their project participation.

This might be our greatest challenge. I do believe that we have 
become better at planning competence development, we put more 
time and effort into it, but we need to improve even more. But the 
next problem is to actually follow through with the plan.

The competence coaches were also responsible for evaluation and per-
formance reviews. Regarding this matter, both the HR manager and the 
coaches saw warning signals early on that the system for this was ques-
tioned by the employees. They wondered about the ability of a competence 
coach to make a fair evaluation of their work. Employees who worked in 
long- term projects, often abroad, wondered, “How can the competence 
coach know how I work?” and “Has the coach even spoken to my project 
manager?” In response, the HR manager and another manager at the unit 
developed a new method for performance reviews. This method was based 
on a three- party meeting, including the employee, the coach, and a third 
party (usually a project manager or peer project team member).

Besides the performance review meetings, the competence coaches 
also had individual meetings with each employee once a year that 
focused on “well- being and efficiency.” These meetings were open con-
versations about the work situation, colleagues, work- life balance, and 
other issues that needed to be brought up in the discussion. Following 
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up and looking after the employees’ well- being and general life situa-
tion were fundamental parts of the work of a competence coach. One 
coach told us about these more personal conversations:

At these meetings we ventilate all kinds of things. We have tem-
plates and checklists to follow, so that we don’t forget to talk about 
anything important, but I don’t follow them very strictly. I keep to 
the formula, but if they want to speak about their private lives, I let 
them. Even though their private lives are none of my business, I want 
them to know that I am there for them. It’s more for preventive rea-
sons. If I see that a person is not feeling well, it would be professional 
misconduct not to ask about it. And they don’t have to tell me if they 
don’t want to. (Competence Coach)

On a day- to- day basis, the coaches were involved in everything that 
had to do with the project workers’ work situations. It could be, for 
example, support in conflict solving in the project teams, helping out 
with constantly arising practical problems for project members, or dis-
cussions with project managers about working conditions and plan-
ning issues. Project planning issues were one of the most frequently 
discussed at the competence center meetings. Bad planning often 
created a stressful work situation, and if the project manager did not 
notice and listen to the warning signals from their project members, 
the competence coaches needed to bring them to the surface and deal 
with them. Even though the risks for stress- related illnesses were not 
alarming, the coaches saw that people tended to work too much rather 
than too little. There were many interesting projects to work on, and 
it was important for many employees to keep up a reputation as popu-
lar project workers in order to be hired for challenging future assign-
ments. Generally, the competence coaches felt they needed to help the 
employees draw the line, to hold them back to some extent, to keep 
them from rushing too fast.

All the everyday problems and “firefighting,” together with the com-
plicated resource allocation puzzle, had the consequence that often 
much of the longer- term work had to be put on hold. Even though this 
caused certain frustration among the competence coaches at times, the 
new role offered an entirely new career path that suited certain kinds of 
people better than the traditional career paths:

I’m far from being the best engineer, but my substantial technical 
background gives me an understanding of the different kinds of 
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problems that the coworkers bring up as reasons for needing more 
resources or more competences. I keep updated, but I know noth-
ing of “bits” and “bytes.” However, I know which the competences 
are, I can control that, but I cannot start tampering with what they 
are developing. ... I like staying close to the down- to- earth, practi-
cal operations. I feel that I’ve found the right job.

So, do you think that you would like to work in a position more towards 
HR?

Yes, I think I would, but I have always been hesitant towards the 
idea of becoming an HR manager; it is too far from where it all 
happens. Being a competence coach is just right. I’m close to the 
technology, but I’m not responsible for which technology to use. 
My job is to provide the right competences and to work with peo-
ple issues. (Competence coach)

Line managers and HRM practices

What do these illustrations tell us about line managers and their HR 
work in project- based organizations? First of all, both are clear exam-
ples of the transference of HR responsibilities to line management, 
as discussed earlier in the chapter. Probably, part of this change can 
be due to the general trend of “devolution”, a trend that has been 
highlighted in previous research and that is not specific for project-
 based organizations. However, an important driving force behind 
the change in these two companies seems to be closely related to the 
perceived need to improve project operations. The illustrations above 
show that two distinctive features of project- based organizations and 
project work seem to have a significant influence on HRM at an opera-
tional level.

First, project work normally involves cross- functional integration of 
knowledge. As pointed out in Chapter 2, projects integrate competences 
across functional lines – they comprise members who represent differ-
ent specialties and different competence bases (this is discussed by, for 
example, Sydow et al., 2004). In both illustrations the increased focus 
on cross- functional work is clear. At Saab, co- located project teams had 
become increasingly applied even though intra- functional project work 
was still very common. At Tetra Pak, cross- functional teams became 
the new basic units to which project workers had a long- term affilia-
tion. The management of technological activities and problem- solving 
was primarily a task for project teams and project managers, although 
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at Saab many line managers maintained a long- term responsibility for 
technology development. However, despite this seemingly increased 
focus on projects and cross- functional project teams, line management 
has maintained an important role at Saab as well as at Tetra Pak. The 
role has changed considerably, though, as it has become more and more 
oriented toward coordinating, developing, and supporting the project 
workers’ contributions to the projects, in the short term as well as in 
the long term.

Second, projects are by definition temporary, which creates a more 
transient work situation – people move between project assignments 
and project teams. This creates a need for the HR organization to handle 
this ongoing transition: assignment to a project, handling the relation-
ship to and performance of the project worker during the assignment, 
assessment and evaluation after the project, planning of future project 
participation and competence development according to individual, as 
well as strategic goals.3 If we turn back to the HRM practice areas, pre-
sented in Chapter 3, the line managers and competence coaches at Saab 
and Tetra Pak spend most of their time working with these on an oper-
ational level. Table 5.1 summarizes our suggestion of important roles 
that first- line managers in project- based organizations take on when 
performing the core processes of HRM.

Due to the temporary nature of project work, these activities follow 
the project cycles for the project workers. When a person has been 
recruited for the unit, the line manager is responsible for matching 
him or her with adequate project assignments. When people have 
been allocated to a project, line management seems to be focused on 
knowledge facilitation within the unit, so that people with similar 
competences share experiences and learn from each other. As was 
clear in both illustrations, an important role was also to collect input 
about project workers’ performances to maintain a reliable perform-
ance review process. At Tetra Pak, where project work was highly inter-
 functional and the competence centers were dispersed, a new tool 
was developed to facilitate this process. At Saab, where project work 
was relatively intra- functional, line managers gathered this informa-
tion through their day- to- day discussions with project managers and 
project workers.

During a project assignment, and particularly when an assignment 
is coming to an end, line managers have a key role in supporting the 
individual project workers. Here, the function seems to be acting as an 
“agent” for the project workers, rather than being a “supervisor.” An 
analogy could be that of an artist’s agent, who supports, promotes, and 
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finds “gigs” for the artist through their agency. The first- line manager, 
in this sense, promotes project workers for projects that are “right” for 
their career and advises them when it is time to take some time off 
to reflect or to slow down after a period of intense project work. We 
have also understood in our conversations with line managers that an 
important part of their work is to constrain the work intensity for ambi-
tious and popular project workers and to support them in finding work-
 life balance.

When a project assignment ends, the cycle starts over with a new 
project assignment and the line manager tries to integrate competence 
puzzle- solving with resource puzzle- solving. As was seen in the illustra-
tions, the line managers at Saab and the competence coaches at Tetra 
Pak indeed had an important task in handling long- term competence 
planning and building strategic competences. However, the increased 
use of co- located project teams and the tight deadlines of the projects 
complicated this task, given the distance between the project workers 
and their line manager, and the difficulties involved in finding the 

Table 5.1 Roles of line manager in the HRM practice areas

HRM practice area Role of line manager

Flows Manage in-  and out- flows of project workers to the 
line unit/competence center.
Match project workers and project assignments.

Performance Facilitate knowledge sharing between project workers 
within the same unit/competence center, also when 
they are dispersed in cross- functional teams.
Make sure that work conditions in the projects are 
appropriate.
Collect the input necessary for a reliable performance 
review process.

Involvement Give project workers opportunities to influence 
decisions on future project assignments and 
advise and promote the project workers to project 
assignments that they strive for. Balance the work 
intensity for ambitious and “popular” project workers 
and support them in finding work- life balance.

Development Match project assignments with individual as well as 
strategic competence development goals. Balance the 
short- term resource needs of projects with the 
long- term development needs of project workers.
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time for competence development programs. The illustrations depict 
a never- ending process of puzzle- solving to provide the projects with 
the right resources, while at the same time depicting projects as step-
ping stones in the competence development processes for the project 
workers.

The line managers and competence coaches in the studied companies 
spend a great deal of their time and energy on making this HRM cycle 
run smoothly in the short- term as well as matching it with long- term 
goals for individuals as well as for the organization. Although we believe 
that Table 5.1 above is useful for the general understanding of line man-
agement’s responsibilities for HRM in project- based organizations, the 
illustrations also show that the line management role is influenced by 
the characteristics of the work system.

For example, firms that strongly favor inter- functional project work, 
which mostly organize project activities through co- located project 
teams, will probably develop a purer HR- oriented line management 
role similar to the competence coaches at Tetra Pak. The temporal-
ity of project work also makes this management role similar to a 
consultancy manager, with the primary responsibility for managing 
and developing a pool of project workers with similar competences. 
Hence, line units in a traditional sense (e.g., functional departments) 
might not exist, but this does not mean that functional coordination 
across projects is nonexistent. The functional coordination can rather 
be compared to the “competence networks” described by Lindkvist 
(2004), which constitute the backbone of the project- based organi-
zation and constitute “arenas displaying the specific competences, 
experience and personalities of network members” (Lindkvist, 2004: 
15). Accordingly, titles such as competence managers, competence 
coaches, and the like, seem to become increasingly common in firms 
with a functional coordination in the form of competence networks 
instead of traditional line departments. Their key role in the HR quad-
riad is obvious.

In firms where project work is more intra- functional and where 
co- location of project teams are not that common but project work-
ers perform their project activities from within their line unit, line 
managers still play an important role in the HR quadriad. However, 
the line management role in such organizations generally does not 
develop into a pure competence management role, as these line 
managers need to balance HR responsibilities with technological 
responsibilities. On the one hand, this keeps the line managers up- 
to- date with the developments of their competence area and of the 
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technology used. Therefore, they can also, to a greater extent, act as 
technological mentors for the project workers. On the other hand, 
the technology- related activities tend to get higher priority than the 
HRM- related activities.

Line managers in the HR quadriad

This chapter has presented a few important observations about the 
roles and the changes pertaining to the line manager in project- based 
organizations. What have we then learned about the HR quadriad in 
project- based organizations, focusing on the first- line management 
role? Without doubt, the HR role of first- line managers in project- based 
work settings is prominent, and the HR work they perform is affected 
and shaped in various ways by the nature of project work and its tem-
porary and cross- functional characteristics. The line managers man-
age human resource flows to and from their unit, they try solving the 
“resource puzzle” and the “competence puzzle” simultaneously, they 
work to facilitate knowledge sharing within the same competence area, 
they collect input for appraisal and performance reviews, and they act 
as “agents” for project workers, involving them and promoting them for 
future project assignments. However, it is also clear that it is difficult, if 
not impossible, to carry out these activities in a positive manner if there 
is a lack of cooperation and collective responsibilities among the rest of 
the players in the HR quadriad.

Thus, to manage the human resource flows, line managers most 
likely need support from HR specialists in the recruitment and selec-
tion processes or in lay- off situations. It also seems reasonable to get 
input from project managers and project workers in the recruitment 
processes in order to get information on what kind of personalities or 
competences they ask for. To succeed in solving the resource puzzle (to 
match project resources and project assignments) and, simultaneously, 
the competence puzzle (to match project assignments with individual 
and strategic competence development goals), a line manager needs 
to have an effective process of collaboration and dialogue with both 
project managers and individual project workers. This was clear in both 
illustrations with Saab and Tetra Pak. Moreover, the line manager might 
benefit from an active and integrated support from HR specialists in 
their work with competence development processes and career plan-
ning for the project workers.

The facilitation of knowledge sharing within the unit is a process 
that very much involves collaboration with the project workers. Several 
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line managers we have met also appreciate the competence HR special-
ists can provide in developing well- functioning processes. Similarly, 
collecting information about project workers’ performance, instead of 
relying on direct personal experience, requires well- functioning and 
trustworthy processes among line managers, project managers, and 
project workers. This is particularly important in organizations with 
inter- functional project work and where project workers are co- located 
with their project teams. HR specialists might have an important role to 
develop and facilitate these processes. Finally, acting as the project work-
ers’ “agent” requires a close relationship with, and professional knowl-
edge about, each individual project worker in order to coach them and 
promote them in a positive way. It also requires building trustful rela-
tionships with project managers to convince them to sometimes accept 
project workers for certain competence development plans instead of 
project workers with the ideal competence for the project. HR special-
ists can, most likely, be important sounding boards for line managers 
when it comes to issues regarding this role. For example, at Tetra Pak 
the HR manager was, in practice, the coach for the competence coaches, 
providing not only HR competence but also an arena for experience 
sharing among the competence coaches.

Final thoughts

In this chapter, we wanted to clarify and discuss the important role 
of line managers in the HR quadriad of project- based organizations. 
The case illustrations from Saab and Tetra Pak describe line manage-
ment in transition, moving toward an increased HR orientation. We 
have also suggested important roles that line managers need to take 
on to perform important HRM practices at the operational, organiza-
tional levels. Moreover, differences in the project- based work setting 
(type of project work and project participation) clearly affect how the 
HR quadriad is best shaped, as seen from the perspective of the line 
manager.

We believe that the line manager role is still underestimated when 
it comes to opportunities to improve HRM at the operational level in 
project- based organizations. The HR quadriad framework has made it 
possible to understand the line managers’ HR role from a new angle, 
basing it on the collective and configurational nature of HRM. There is 
still much to learn about how the collaborative processes within the HR 
quadriad could be designed to match different types of project- based 
work setting (most notably Type A and Type B, mentioned earlier). We 
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do believe that a better understanding of these matters could open up 
new approaches to line management and help to define these roles in 
various kinds of project- based organizations. In the next chapter we 
turn to the role of the project manager that is gaining importance in 
project- based organizations not only to sort out integrative challenges 
but also to manage the flow, performance, involvement and develop-
ment of human resources.
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Structure of chapter

Introduction ●

The role of project managers ●

Project mentality and the “project man” ●

The project manager and HRM responsibilities ●

Shared project leadership ●

An inside view of HRM and the role of the project manager ●

Project managers and HRM: a few patterns ●

Final thoughts ●

Introduction

A new cadre of managers has begun to play an increasingly important 
role in recent years: project managers. This chapter focuses on this cat-
egory of managers.1 In the introduction of the book, we discussed the 
importance of the integration capability of the firm, systems integra-
tion, and project management. Project managers undoubtedly play 
an important part in delivering and developing that capability, and, 
as more and more companies realize the importance of this capabil-
ity, they also realize the important role project managers play. This is 
probably one of the prime reasons behind the professionalization of 
project management and the boom of certification programs launched 
by institutions such as the Project Management Institute (PMI) and 
International Project Management Association (IPMA). The importance 
of the efforts of the project manager are further acknowledged by a 
wide array of management scholars (see, e.g., Clark and Fujimoto, 1991; 
Eisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1995; Meredith and Mantel, 1995; Pinto and 
Slevin, 1987). Studies have, for instance, pointed to the importance of 

6
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management skills in delivering successful projects and have particu-
larly singled out the significance of the skills of the project manager 
(e.g., Badaway, 1982).

There are several reasons why the role of project managers should be 
addressed. First, project management is the most frequent management 
assignment for professionals in contemporary organizations. Second, 
it is a management assignment which is often not based on a formal 
managerial position, but rather on a temporary assignment in which 
responsibilities typically exceed authority. Third, project management 
is rapidly undergoing a formal process of professionalization through 
the standardization of bodies of knowledge and certification. Fourth, 
failure rates and problems in projects are overwhelming and “many 
project leaders express feelings of stress, overload and a lack of control” 
(Lindgren and Packendorff, 2009: 286). Fifth, project managers tend 
to leave the role of project manager due to high pressure and decide 
to aim for other management positions, despite their interest in con-
tinuing with such duties (see, e.g., Ricciardi, 2001). Sixth, research has 
stressed the need to broaden the conventional project- level evaluation 
outside time, cost, quality, and client satisfaction and bring in such out-
comes as organizational capabilities, team satisfaction, and competence 
development (see, for instance, Shenhar and Dvir, 2007). This gener-
ally illustrates the need for project managers not only to address the 
conventional performance measures but also, among other things, the 
management of human resources.

Notwithstanding these observations and claims substantiating the 
value of the work of project managers, so far only a limited number of 
studies have actually focused on what project managers do, particu-
larly from an HRM point of view. Keegan et al. (2010) observe that the 
responsibilities of HRM are not only devolved to the line organization, 

Fact box 6.1 The role of the project manager

Many of the firms that we have studied have some kind of role description 
for the responsibilities of the project manager. There are a number of both 
general and customized project management frameworks, such as the PMI’s 
Body of Knowledge, PROPS, PRINCE, PPS, etc. Without reviewing them all, 
several of them include some definition of the role of the project manager – 
not only the processes for project management. Typically, they tend to focus 
on the formal decision rights of the project manager, but, to some extent, 
they also highlight the behavioral dimensions of project management and, 
to a lesser extent, the HRM dimensions.
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but in many cases they are actually devolved “beyond the line,” making 
project managers increasingly more important within the HR organiza-
tion. The authors claim, however, that the “responsibilities for those 
beyond line management, including specifically project managers, are 
neglected, as are the relationships between HR, line managers, and other 
managers” (p. 2) with sometimes overlapping HRM responsibilities. 
Following the general claim that HRM research needs to focus more on 
HRM in practice (Legge, 1995), an obvious direction for studies of HRM 
in project- based organization would thus be to look in more depth at 
the role of the project manager. Therefore, in this chapter, we address 
such simple yet important questions as: What do project managers do? 
What are their responsibilities with particular reference to HRM? What 
is their role in the HR quadriad?

The chapter is structured in the following way. We begin with an 
introduction of the role of the project manager. The explicit ambition 
here is to take an historical look at the role and work of the project man-
ager to trace the HRM responsibilities of project managers back to the 
original ideas. We also point out a few important development patterns 
which have contributed to the change in importance of the project 
manager in light of HRM. In that sense, the analysis documents some 
generic aspects of the role of the project manager. However, given our 
claim that HRM is context dependent, the differences across projects 
should also be highlighted. One way of doing this is to scrutinize the 
differences between project- based work settings. As our analysis shows, 
this contributes to the HRM responsibilities project managers tend to 
assume. We discuss the implications that these observations have on 
project managers and the responsibilities of project managers for HRM. 
The chapter proceeds with a discussion about the HRM practice areas 
and the role of the project manager. Final thoughts and reflections 
about important future research end the chapter.

The role of the project manager

Compared to the area of leadership – for instance, as presented in Yukl 
(1994) – project managers have not been as salient as company leaders 
in much of the previous research and literature. Stories of world- famous 
leaders are seldom protagonized by the leaders of large engineering 
projects (Miller and Lessard, 2001) or product development projects 
(Clark and Fujimoto, 1991). Yet, in his article “Why Does Project 
Management Fail?” Avots (1969: 78) stresses that among the most com-
mon reasons for project management failure is that “the wrong man 
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is appointed project manager.” Underlying Avots’ conclusion are the 
observations that not only is there a lack of preparation for the job in 
terms of integration skills, but there are also several reasons for failure 
that can be traced to the HRM dimensions of project work.

One of the first academic papers on the subject of project management 
was published by Paul Gaddis (1959) in the Harvard Business Review. This 
paper is still considered to be something of a landmark in project manage-
ment research (Packendorff, 1995). It was one of the first papers to high-
light the role and importance of the project manager. Gaddis addresses 
the following questions: (a) What does a project manager in advanced 
technology do? (b) What kind of person must he be? (c) What training is 
a prerequisite for success? Gaddis clearly points out projects as organiza-
tional units and that project leadership can be understood as the respon-
sibility of a group or an organization in charge of a relatively complex, but 
still concrete, task. In many ways, Gaddis’s original contribution stands up 
even today to close examination. The author, for instance, highlights the 
importance of discussing which “personnel responsibility resides with the 

Fact box 6.2 Project manager competence models

A set of recent studies have tried to identify the critical skills that the project 
manager must possess to do a good job. One example of such a model is 
presented in the “job- task competency model” by Cheng et al. (2005). The 
model centers primarily on responsibilities and competences linked to tech-
nology and task execution, but a few of them – such as health and safety, 
roles and responsibilities, and knowledge sharing – are located within the 
area of HRM. The authors identify the following competences:

ensure that work is properly analyzed and planned ●

deliver the job to client/sponsor satisfaction ●

ensure that the quality of the end product meets stakeholder  ●

expectations
ensure that the project is completed within the original requirements ●

maintain budget control and to maximize company’s profits ●

ensure all staff and supervisors are aware of their roles and  ●

responsibilities
ensure that information is appropriately and effectively communicated  ●

to project workers
promote continuous improvements through team learning and  ●

development
promote and share knowledge ●

champion company standards and approaches ●

schedule meetings, coordinate activities, and ensure cooperation with  ●

external partners
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project manager” (p. 147). He also identifies several of the challenges that 
are problematic today, including the finite duration of the task, the inter-
action among professionals, and the difficulties of leading in unknown 
terrains: “the project manager often finds himself like a pilot flying blind, 
assisted by a relatively unproven set of instruments” (p. 149). Gaddis, 
despite the plea for a discussion about the personnel responsibilities of 
the project manager, primarily focuses on the importance of preserving 
a sense of momentum through all layers of the project and on the basic 
responsibilities, which are to deliver the end product “(1) in accordance 
with performance requirements, (2) within the limitations of the budget, 
and (3) within the specified time schedule” (Gaddis, 1959: 150).

In one of the first, in- depth empirical studies of leadership techniques 
in project organizations, Hodgetts (1969) addresses project leaders and 
how they deal with the “authority gap” because project managers “do 
not possess authority to reward or promote their personnel” (p. 211). He 
claims that project managers need to adopt a specific set of techniques 
and become increasingly “human relations oriented.” These techniques 
include educating team members, providing credit, giving recognition, 
and making team members feel they play a vital part in the team. Reeser 
(1969) continues along these lines in his investigation into the specific 
leadership challenges facing project managers. He points out that the 
project organization, by its nature, has built- in capacities for causing 
unique human problems that call for specific leadership actions. For 
example, Reeser shows that the personnel working in projects suffer more 
anxieties about possible loss of employment than do other members in 
traditional functional organizations. In addition, career paths are singled 
out as particularly problematic in these settings, and they “worry more 
about being set back in their careers than members of functional organi-
zations” (p. 463). Building on the work of Reeser, Butler (1973) argues that 
project leaders need to respond to a set of unique challenges since project 
management tends to violate established managerial practice with regard 
to “hierarchical authority and responsibility; procedural arrangements 
and accommodations, departmentation specificity; incentive systems; 
unity of command and direction; span of control; resource- allocation 
patterns; and establishment of relative priorities” (Butler, 1973: 90).

Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) made another early contribution to the 
analysis of the role of the project manager. In their article about the man-
ager’s role as “the integrator,” they focus on the achievement of unity of 
effort among the major functional specialists in a business. The authors 
stress the importance of the “need for affiliation” to be able to become a 
good project manager, since “they pay more attention to others and to 
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their feelings; they try harder to establish friendly relationships in meet-
ings; and they take on more assignments that offer opportunities for inter-
action” (p. 150). Their empirical data also warn against assigning young 
managers who lack sufficient experience in all facets of the business to 
these positions, although “this may provide a useful learning experience ...  
our evidence suggests that it really does not lead to effective integration” 
(p. 147). In addition, their evidence indicates that project managers are so 
tied up in day- to- day matters; they cannot look to the future.

As is well- known from studies of project management, a key part of the 
project manager’s job is to focus on action, which, in many ways, is the 
underlying rationale for creating a project in the first place. This strong 
action focus has even led researchers to talk about an “action theory of 
projects” (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995) and to say that projects could be 
seen as organizing mechanisms established to trigger action and coop-
eration (Lindkvist et al., 1998). Hence, there are many underlying reasons 
for the project manager to focus on technology integration, task perform-
ance, time and quality evaluation, and a range of other issues that we 
normally would put in the technology and integration box of manage-
rial responsibilities. Only a few of their responsibilities actually deal with 
issues that we associate with HRM, issues such as recruitment, compe-
tence development, team satisfaction, appraisal, reward, career planning, 
etc. Accordingly, many would probably argue that managing projects has 
little to do with HRM. Our viewpoint, however, is quite different. We 
suggest that projects have much to say about HRM, particularly since 
projects today constitute such an important action locality and learning 
arena for individual workers. In addition, team satisfaction and on- the-
 job training are as critical as ever and the person primarily assuming the 
overall responsibility for these issues is the project manager. Moreover, as 
we have seen in previous chapters, the HR process in project- based work 
settings needs continuous input from the project dimension concerning 
the performance and development needs of project workers. This might 
be particularly true in inter- functional project work with focused project 
participation, but it is also a crucial matter in other types of project- based 
work settings. The role of the project manager must, therefore, be seen 
as an important part of the HRM of the firm, and it is important for the 
project manager to develop skills and capabilities to assume this HRM-
 oriented role without compromising requirements on the integrative 
capability. One such area is the responsibility for feedback and perform-
ance reviews (see Fact Box 6.3).

Our evidence indicates a development pattern that revolves around 
the need to establish management capacity, primarily driven by the 
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need for integration in and through projects. Therefore, in looking 
at the specific HRM responsibilities and from where they originate, 
one might consider two key drivers to be in play: increasingly com-
plex projects in combination with the projectification of activities and 
work. These drivers obviously lead to more and more people carrying 
out project assignments. In some cases, projects are even co- located for 
an extensive period of time. In these cases, project managers become 
key players in the HR quadriad and, accordingly, have a prominent role 
in ensuring the quality of the various processes tied to HRM. Figure 6.1 
explicates the underlying logic and the driving forces.

Project mentality and the “project man”

Typically, we tend to associate project managers with a particular sense 
of action orientation, which is made possible thanks to bracketing in 
time and a concomitant focus on immediate matters. There is, however, 
a risk to the strong focus on action and the negative effects this focus 
might have on project people. Gaddis (1959: 94) mentions the subject of 
“projectitis” as a common problem in project- based organizations, that 
is, “a seeing of all things as though a particular project were the center 
of the corporate universe.” He warns that projectitis tends to lead to 

Fact box 6.3 McKinsey and performance reviews

McKinsey & Co is probably one of the world’s most famous management 
consultancies, reputed for only hiring the very best people from business 
and engineering schools around the world. Generally, many students list the 
company as their top pick among favorite employers. McKinsey & Co is a 
particular kind of project- based organization – typically engaged in various 
kinds of strategic analysis projects and implementation and change proc-
esses. Projects are a common work context, although the size and complexity 
of the projects vary considerably. Each project is headed by an engagement 
manager who has the overall responsibility for the project. To make sure that 
their employees get the right kind of feedback, the company invests heavily 
in formal performance reviews. The input for the biannual review comes 
from reports prepared by engagement managers, senior consultants, and 
knowledge area managers. During the project, the consultant also has several 
additional one- on- one feedback and coaching sessions with senior people 
managing and directing the project. According to management professors 
Christopher Bartlett and Sumantra Ghoshal (2002: 38), “The company main-
tains that its in- depth approach to development is one of the main reasons 
why people join McKinsey – and why they stay.”
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adverse results, including the reduction in efficiency and productivity 
of the human resources in the project.

For those men with the mental and personal endowment for the 
project kind of work – the men of factual creativity, the applied 
scientists, the practicing technologists – there is no element of pro-
fessional degradation in this work. On the contrary, this type of pro-
fessional finds the project pace challenging and exhilarating as can 
be easily verified by observation – and far preferable to the apparent 
aimlessness of the pure research environment. (Gaddis, 1959: 97)

Several authors have argued that there is a need for a particular type of 
person to thrive in a project environment. Some have referred to this as 
having a “project mentality.” Others have contrasted “the project man” 
with the “economic man” and pointed out that the project man is a 
person with a particular sense of action, a particular skill in developing 
social relationships, and the ability to move from one project to another 
(see also Bennis and Slater, 1968; Lindgren et al., 2001). Gaddis also sug-
gest that “project people” are “inspired by more immediate, if less exalted, 
goals.” One of the project managers interviewed for a study we conducted 
a few years ago expressed similar opinions. The project manager said:

I love projects. You can work with anyone you just don’t like because 
you know that it soon is going to be over, it’s just temporary and I 
don’t have to bother about this annoying person when this project is 
done. That is sort of a nice feeling. (Project Manager, IT)

Figure 6.1 Project managers and HRM: some underlying forces

More people spend
more time on projects.
In some cases
projects need to be
co-located. Projects
become an important
work environment for
the employee. 

Project managers
become important
representatives for the
employer in the
management of the
relation between
employees and
employer. Thus,
inevitably, project
managers are given a
role for carrying out
some of the practices
of HRM. 

More activities and
operations are
projectified. 

Increasingly complex
projects. More
interdependencies
that call for the
integration of
knowledge bases
and areas of expertise.
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This is a representative example that we have come across in several 
of our empirical investigations. Project managers view their primary 
roles to be “getting things done” and concentrating on the deadline, 
quality, cost, and output. Many of them have chosen the role of project 

Fact box 6.4 Voices about project managers and HRM

In our studies, we have identified a set of developmental patterns related to 
the role of the project manager. The following quotations summarize some 
of our observations, which highlight not only what is expected of the project 
manager but also what are considered to be the project manager’s critical 
responsibilities.

If it’s a long project, the project member will get closer to the project man-
ager and start developing a manager–coworker relationship with the project 
manager, and that is not desirable. Because then you are running long- term 
activities in project form and you get a strange hybrid where project man-
agers cannot focus on what they are supposed to do. It becomes personnel 
issues that you should probably not deal with as a project manager. (Senior 
Project Manager)

I don’t think that our project managers have any formal responsibility to 
give feedback to the project member after the completion of a project. I’m 
not sure, but I don’t think so. Unfortunately. This should of course be done 
both to the individual and to the line manager. ... When someone leaves a 
project, I should get information about this person from the project man-
ager. That’s not a bad idea, it’s a great idea. Feedback is extremely important 
and people cry out for it. (Line Manager)

I believe that project managers are a bit weak when it comes to feeding back 
information to line managers. While listening to me, you have probably 
noticed that I tend to point all the responsibilities to the line manager. But of 
course, if I have had a person working in my project, one would think that it 
is a hygiene factor that I evaluate the performance of this person. ... But, no, I 
don’t think that this is done to any great extent. (Senior Project Manager)

Taken to its extreme, you could say that the project manager has one focus, 
and that is to deliver according to the specification, within budget. He 
could ignore that people are ready to drop with fatigue and resign, as long 
as he reaches the goals within time and budget. That’s of course too harsh, 
project managers don’t act that way, but from a crass point of view that’s 
the way it is. But as a line manager I have to see to it that the personnel are 
well, that they don’t work too much, ... that they find the project assign-
ment interesting and developing and that the project manager behaves in a 
correct way. It’s my responsibility to give the project manager a telling- off, 
even if I’m not his manager, if my personnel are not treated with respect or 
fare badly. ... A project manager shares much shorter periods of time with 
the personnel, depending on how long the project is, so he can drive the 
personnel much harder during that time, even though that does not neces-
sarily mean that they behave badly. (Line Manager)
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manager to avoid some of the mundane tasks that line managers must 
do. Instead, the project managers can focus on the “fun stuff” and on 
“maintaining momentum.” The latter focus resonates with Gaddis’s 
classic piece on the role of the project manager.

As a man of action, his most important function will be the estab-
lishment and preservation of a sense of momentum throughout all 
layers of his project. What he will strive hardest to avoid is “dead 
center” situations in which general inertia seems to become over-
powering and his technical people for the moment see no direction 
in which to advance. Thus, the usual management function of trou-
ble shooting, or of unraveling the knots, will occupy a great deal of 
his time. (Gaddis, 1959: 92)

The image of the role of the project manager thus seems not fit many 
of the conventional ideas about HRM. This observation, to some extent, 
corresponds with our empirical research, which shows that project 
managers tend to hold the view that long- term issues and HRM should 
be handled by others, allowing the project managers to focus on the 
important deliveries in the project. Although we have some sympathy 
for this viewpoint and believe that the underlying economic rationale 
makes sense, we feel that the project manager still has a role to play 
in the HR organization, a role which should not be neglected. Fact 
Box 6.4 presents some examples from interviews about the role of the 
project manager, how it has changed, and what expectations various 
actors have of project managers with regard to HRM. At the same time, 
it should be pointed out that there are important differences among 
different types of projects that need to be taken into account, together 
with the types of project- based work settings mentioned earlier.

The project manager and HRM responsibilities

Despite the emphasis on goal orientation, results- focus, and short-
 termism, there are still a number of HRM- related matters for which 
the project manager is partly responsible (see also Fact Box 6.5). Such 
matters have particularly attracted researchers to investigate the role 
and focus of the project manager. Turner (1999) identifies six traits of 
effective managers: problem- solving ability, results orientation, energy 
and initiative, self- confidence, perspective, communication, and nego-
tiating ability. Meredith and Mantel (1995) categorize the skills neces-
sary for a project manager into six primary areas: communication skills, 
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organizational skills, team- building skills, leadership skills, coping skills, 
and technological skills. There are several other studies that investigate 
the traits that a person needs to be a good project manager. These stud-
ies also list many of the same task and technical orientations so typical 
to the image of the project manager, and they also add people skills. 
The focus, however, would of course depend on the type of project, 
in particular depending on the uncertainty, complexity, and pace of 
the project (De Meyer et al, 2002; Shenhar and Dvir, 2007). Although, 
we would agree that these factors are undoubtedly important, in the 
analysis suggested here, we will direct our attention to the nature of the 
project- based work setting to complement extant research.

There are several ways to identify and analyze the competences 
a leader needs to possess. Recently, several studies within the area of 
project leadership have relied on the set of competences presented (e.g., 
Dulewicz and Higgs, 2003; see also, e.g., Turner and Müller, 2005). 
Dulewicz and Higgs’s (2003) framework identifies 15 leadership compe-
tences: seven emotional (EQ), three intellectual (IQ), and five manage-
rial (MQ). This set of factors is used in an empirical investigation of 400 
project managers to find out the relationship between project manager 
competences and project success. The major criteria for project success 
include not only the classic ones of time, cost, and quality but also client 
and team satisfaction. From an HRM perspective, one might, therefore, 
say that empirical studies within this area have moved toward including 

Fact box 6.5 PMI and Project Human Resource Management

PMI (Project Management Institute) has compiled a rather extensive set of 
standards for project management, which is summarized in the book A Guide 
to the Project Management Body of Knowledge. In recent years, the book con-
tains more information and guidelines about HRM. The concept of Project 
Human Resource Management is used to describe the processes to “organize 
and manage the project team”. Four primary processes are distinguished: 
Human Resource Planning, Acquire Project Team, Develop Project Team, and 
Manage Project Team. Human Resource Planning involves identifying and 
documenting project roles, responsibilities, and reporting relationships, as 
well as creating the staff management plan. Acquire Project Team involves 
obtaining the human resources needed to complete the project. Develop 
Project Team involves improving the competences and interaction of team 
members to enhance project performance. Finally, Manage Project Team is 
described as the process of tracking team member performance, providing 
feedback, resolving conflicts, and coordinating changes to enhance project 
 performance.
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HRM performance measurements, which are often then broken down 
into finer categories, such as team satisfaction, skill development, team 
member growth, team member retention, and well- being. One of the 
most comprehensive discussions about the extended view on project 
success is found in Shenhar and Dvir (2007). This relatively recent con-
tribution to the literature on project management highlights, in par-
ticular, the importance of evaluating project success from a broader 
perspective, including team satisfaction and other HRM measurements. 
Accordingly, it accentuates the HRM responsibilities of the project man-
ager. The inclusion of team satisfaction as a success measure and the 
fine- grained categorization of HRM- related success measures are obvi-
ous signs of an increased awareness of HRM on the part of project man-
ager. Another sign of development is the implementation of various 
“HR Gates” in the project management models (see Fact Box 6.6). This 
is an attempt to get project managers more focused and also responsible 
and accountable for HRM activities.

The recent call for transformational leadership is another sign of 
development. This call typically stresses the need for leadership center-
ing on change, vision, and the mobilization of commitment. According 

Fact Box 6.6 HR Gates at Volvo Car Corporation: Making projects human

Some companies have invested in improving the HRM dimension of their 
projects. One such attempt has been made by Volvo Car Corporation – a 
Swedish- based automotive company. The company has for many years 
invested in improving its development and project management processes. A 
few years ago, it also wanted to integrate more HRM features into the model. 
The solution became known as the, so- called, HR Gates, which was to com-
plement the conventional gates in the stage- gate model. The gate model is 
intended to ensure that top management checks that not only the business 
and technical dimensions (system tests, tryouts, and quality, specifications, 
business case, design features, technologies, etc.) are at satisfactory levels but 
also that the people dimension is made part of the process. Top manage-
ment must confirm that people have been recruited appropriately, plans for 
involvement exist, people understand their roles, the organizational struc-
ture is set- up correctly, human resource flows are scheduled, competence 
development is part of the project, and the role of the project manager in 
the HRM activities is clarified. In our conversations with the HR manager 
concerning the HR Gates, she emphasized the increased focus on project 
managers’ involvement in the HR process: “This is an HR responsibility that 
all project managers have, regardless of where in the organization they work. 
They must follow through and check the HR Gates. I think that this is quite 
unique – that we are among the first to have it.”
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to Keegan and van den Hartog (2004), the literature on this subject 
suggests that transformational leadership may be of particular value 
to project- based organizations. This view acknowledges the growing 
importance of the emotional and motivational aspects of projects and 
accordingly the necessity for project managers to develop “faith in and 
commitment to a larger moral purpose” (p. 610). At the same time, even 
though transformational leadership might be called for in these set-
tings, it might also be difficult to bring about since project- based organ-
izations typically lack the necessary preconditions for transformational 
leadership. Among other things, this is due to frequently shifting or 
unstable relationships, restlessness, having most people report to more 
than one manager, low levels of belongingness, disintegrative tenden-
cies and frequent changes (see, e.g., Alvesson, 1995).

Shared project leadership

One solution to the calls for HRM- oriented project management and 
transformational leadership is the increase of leadership capacity in 
the project dimension. One of the most significant developments in 
this area may be what has been referred to as joint leadership, shared 
leadership, or distributive leadership. Although some writers would 
argue that there are distinct differences between these alternatives, 
in the following section we will use the terms interchangeably giving 
preference to the term “shared leadership.” According to Lindgren and 
Packendorff (2009), the growing literature on shared leadership, that is, 
investigations into circumstances where people share leadership duties 
and responsibilities (rather than circumstances where such duties and 
responsibilities are allocated to a single person), could be seen as a gen-
eral critique of the conventional, superhero image of leadership. The 
distribution of leadership duties is also seen in project management con-
texts as a response to the underlying developmental patterns discussed 
earlier. For instance, Söderlund (2005a) posits that mounting project 
complexity and greater interdependencies typically lead to the forma-
tion of project management teams, often consisting of three persons 
who assume different roles to provide leadership in projects. This ten-
dency is apparent in several of the companies we have investigated and 
seems to be critical to handling the administrative difficulties involved 
in large projects, such as the development of a complex telecom system, 
the development of a new version of combat fighter, the development 
of a new drug involving test activities around the globe, or the develop-
ment of a new automobile model. In these cases, one project manager 
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typically assumes the overall, or total, project management responsibil-
ity, another focuses on the commercial and business sides of the project, 
and a third project manager assumes the technical project management 
responsibilities and the overall role as systems integrator. Of course, 
this is a solution implemented primarily to improve the integrative 
capabilities within the firm, but it could also be seen as a way to sort 
out some of the human problems associated with project management. 
We have not, however, seen instances of appointed project managers 
with the sole responsibility for HRM; instead, this responsibility, such 
as the responsibility for team satisfaction mentioned earlier, is typically 
shared by the members of the project management team, including the 
total project manager, the technical project manager, deputy project 
manager, etc. In that respect, the HRM issues, to a greater extent than 
other matters of project management, seem to be an area of manage-
ment that tend to be shared among project managers. Of course, many 
of these matters need to be performed in dialogue and collaboration 
with line managers.

The focus on shared leadership indicates possibilities for new devel-
opments within project management with regard to how project lead-
ership can be understood as a particular kind of practice and social 
interaction. Lindgren and Packendorff (2009) identify four perspectives 
(the individual perspective, the coworker perspective, the organiza-
tional perspective, and the societal perspective) of shared leadership 
that shed light on the reasons for adopting the shared leadership model 
(see table 6.1). These perspectives also sort out what project- related 
challenges might be resolved through the use of shared leadership in 
projects. The perspectives provide explanations for using such lead-
ership, which improves the organization’s capability to handle HRM 
activities linked to project- based organizations.

To sum up, the question of the HRM duties of project managers has 
been peripherally discussed by scholars for nearly as long as there 
has been research on the subject of project management. As shown 
in previous sections, a number of older as well as more recent studies 
underline the need to address the more people- centered capabilities of 
project management. An increasing number of studies also contribute 
knowledge about leadership and personality traits of “good” and “bad” 
project managers. However, there is still a dearth of studies centering 
on the role of project managers in performing HRM. The HR quadriad 
framework on which we elaborate in this book not only accentuates 
the importance of conducting more such studies to add to the knowl-
edge of the roles in the framework, but it also stresses the importance 
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to understanding the role of project managers in relation to the other 
players in the HR quadriad.

Upon reviewing the extant literature – such as the studies discussed 
above – we found quite a number of studies dealing with the project 
manager–project worker relationship, mostly in terms of team satis-
faction, leadership, and motivation. While the relationship between 
project managers and HR specialists is virtually a blind spot (to some 
extent discussed in Bredin and Söderlund, 2006; Clark and Colling, 
2005), there is a strand of studies on the project manager–line manager 
relationship in various kinds of matrix organizations. These studies 
deal with a variety of issues such as the locus of control and author-
ity (e.g., Dunne et al., 1978; Gemmill and Wilemon, 1970; Katz and 
Allen, 1985; Wilemon, 1973) and comparisons of line managers’ and 
project managers’ influence on motivation and job satisfaction (e.g. 
Dunn, 2001; Keegan and Den Hartog, 2004; Pitagorsky, 1998; Turner 
et al., 1998). The review of previous research presented in Dunn (2001) 
about motivation by project managers and line managers shows that 
line managers has tended to be regarded as primarily focused on the 
needs of the individual (support, coaching, career and development, 
evaluation and rewards, etc.) whereas project managers are primarily 
focused on the team. On the other hand, Dunn (2001) reports on a sur-
vey among engineering- oriented project workers, which gives evidence 
of the project managers also having a large influence on the individual 
level. These results highlight three points of particular interest to the 
present chapter.

First, line managers are perceived as having a larger influence on 
growth and development and on “hygiene factors” (such as salary, 
administration, working conditions, job security, work- life issues, see 
also Hertzberg, 1966)), while project managers are more influential in 
regard to “motivator factors”, such as recognition, content of the work, 
achievement, and responsibility. Second, Dunn points to the impor-
tant partnership between project managers and line managers, indi-
cating that “For several of the individual factors, the managers have a 
shared role. This provides an improved understanding of the work rela-
tionships and role responsibilities within the project matrix form ... .” 
(Dunn, 2001: 9)

(Dunn, 2001: 9) further specifies that this is reached, for example, 
by:

Refuting the traditional model that the functional manager is solely 
responsible for addressing the individual needs of employees



124 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

Highlighting the interconnectivity of coordination (and commu-
nication) between project and functional managers relative to meet-
ing the needs of team members

Establishing that the project manager has a clear responsibility for 
meeting the attitudinal needs of project team members.

Third, the study indicates important differences depending on the 
operational work setting. Project workers who spent more time on 
project work, while working on fewer projects (focused project partici-
pation) tended to look more to the project manager than to the line 
manager. The results of Dunn’s investigation further strengthen our 
argument that the role of project managers with respect to HRM is 
important and is in need of focused attention from the research com-
munity. Moreover, the results prove the relevance of the collective and 
complementary take on HRM that we put forward in this book: HRM as 
a responsibility shared by several players (although Dunn only focuses 
on the project manager–line manager relationship). The results show 
that the work setting at the operational level matters and that the role of 
project managers with regard to HRM- oriented issues is to some extent 
shaped by the type of project work and project participation.

In the following, we will present examples from our research on 
project managers and HRM. This is a subject that requires more empiri-
cal studies in order to make a comprehensive analysis. With this chap-
ter, we aim to raise the interest for such studies and to provide some 
empirical observations to substantiate our arguments. These empirical 
observations report on project managers’ own stories about their work 
and commitment to the “soft side” of project management. Later, we 
will return to the collaborative and collective dimensions of the project 
manager role as well as the impact of the project- based work setting.

An inside view of HRM and the role of the project manager

We have chosen to illustrate a few observations by using interviews 
with senior project managers in large Swedish- based multinationals – 
automotive and telecom companies, for example – which are involved 
in the development of complex systems. These companies are generally 
thought to be good places to work and, among engineers, are consid-
ered to be the most popular employers in Sweden. It should be noted 
that the firms studied rely heavily on large projects, and projects are 
their normal business. Their engineers typically spend at least 60 to 
70 percent of their time on project assignments. The project managers 
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selected for our study were chosen because they were considered to 
be highly successful in their work. All had established themselves as 
among the very few who could take responsibility for managing and 
leading development projects of critical strategic importance to their 
respective companies. They had also been project managers for a long 
time and had identified themselves, and were perceived by others, as 
highly “professional project managers” among the few really “strate-
gic project managers.” The projects that they typically lead could be 
considered “temporary organizations” in their own right, although the 
teams working on them might change several times during the course 
of the projects. Most projects of this kind have a lifetime of at least two 
years.

PM I: Carl–The emergency manager

Carl is a well- dressed man in his late 50s. He immediately starts talking 
about his most recent project. He says that he is in love with the product 
that the company is producing. The atmosphere during our meeting 
is very relaxed and open. Carl is a graduate of the Royal Institute of 
Technology in Stockholm and, after earning his engineering degree, 
started working as a project manager for one of Sweden’s largest steel 
producers. He believes this job was a good way to begin a professional 
career, especially since he graduated with a specialization in mining 
engineering. Early on, he took responsibility for a rather difficult and 
important project, sometimes reporting directly to senior management. 
He did a good job, which led to even more challenging projects and, 
after a number of successful projects, he was promoted to production 
manager. Since then, he has held various positions as production man-
ager and top manager in several large manufacturing companies. Some 
years ago, he was headhunted by the company where he is currently 
employed. He wanted to try something new and different, thinking 
that he had been with the previous company too long. The previous 
company had experienced a few mergers over a short period of time, 
which meant internal politics had distracted him from doing what he 
liked most: “to do things.” The frequent job changes resulting from 
these mergers also forced his family to move often, although he empha-
sizes that all this has given him a sense of self- confidence, an ability to 
meet new challenges and an interest in trying out new things.

Carl sees himself as a very ambitious and “energetic” person with a 
good sense of humor. He frequently laughs at himself and stresses the 
importance of maintaining distance from what you do and who you 
are. He also points out the importance of being a generalist when it 
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comes to leading large, complex projects. He believes he is both a gen-
eralist and good at handling integration tasks, while also being a skilled 
“human engineer” with the ability to “manipulate people” to become 
good at what they do.

Carl became a project manager because of a combination of coin-
cidence and talent. The advantages of working in projects, he says, is 
that one is able to run the full cycle, that is, to lead an organization 
from start to finish and to see the concrete results. In his most recent 
project, Carl was required to put in a good deal of overtime, spending 
long hours at the office. This latest project was important to him, how-
ever, since it provided him with the opportunity to do something he 
considered important.

Carl describes his work situation as very turbulent and stressful, but 
at the same time great fun. He explains:

I have lived a turbulent life and I seem to have the ability to end 
up in such situations. Sometimes I get the feeling that I am the one 
creating this madness. I like things that are slightly chaotic because 
they create opportunities for change and I love change. To be in tur-
bulent situations is more a normal way of working to me.

When we start discussing the general challenges of managing projects, 
Carl emphasizes the many positive aspects of project- oriented work. He 
mentions that one of the most fundamental issues of project work is the 
ability to look back on what has been done, to learn from it, and then 
to try it again and “learn from one’s mistakes.” He believes that seeing 
the end result is an important source of motivation both for him and 
also for the other people working on his projects.

I come to think of a project that I worked on a few years ago in another 
company. Even though that was an almost impossible project with 
a tough budget and time plan, we were able to deliver on time, and 
I think we did a really good job, overall. When I see today what we 
managed to do, I am very proud of myself and the rest of the people 
who did it.

He says that project work is often a matter of emergency meetings 
and of fixing things that do not work. During very short periods of 
downtime and periods where things do actually work, he becomes 
restless. He needs a new challenge. A challenge, in Carl’s mind, is a 
project that is fairly unstructured and unclear. It is only challenging 
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when the budget and time plan are tough – if not, then half of the chal-
lenge is gone. He needs tough deadlines and difficult targets, because 
“it shouldn’t be easy.” He says that this pressure creates an opportunity 
for him to implement what he knows and to draw from his extensive 
experience in leading projects. He also says that a tough deadline is an 
important mechanism that makes it possible for him to do his job. Such 
a deadline puts pressure on the people and the managers who depend 
on the project. They must support the project in order to achieve the set 
targets and the deadline.

According to Carl, the role of a project manager is, to a great extent, a 
matter of structuring work and creating preconditions necessary for the 
project workers to do a good job. It is also very much a question of know-
ing exactly what needs to be done. For instance, he stresses that goals 
need to be clear, because “we need to know what to deliver.” If the goals 
are unclear, no one, “no matter how talented they are, can succeed.” He 
points out that among the most important tasks for the project man-
ager are to make sure the goals are clear and understood, to clarify roles 
and responsibilities, and to force people to prioritize among conflicting 
objectives. He also believes he has an important role to play in reviewing 
the work conditions for those involved in the project. Carl says that man-
agement is a matter of balancing coaching and firm, clear direction.

One of the most important things, Carl says, is to not accept what top 
management says if they do not provide you with the necessary precon-
ditions. He personally has a strategy of not getting involved in projects 
that do not have a fair chance of succeeding. If, however, Carl believes 
in something, he can work extremely hard in order to reach the targets. 
He says that he quite frequently is on the border of getting fired because 
he disagrees with the CEO, but despite the disputes, top management 
has continued to hand him the responsibility for several of the most 
important projects in the company.

Carl emphasizes the importance of creating a good team. However, 
typically it is a rather forced process in which the task at hand is the 
main focus. Carl describes the process in the following way:

In the beginning everyone is very polite, then everyone is very rude 
and then you have a team.

The problem, he believes, is that you seldom have the chance to build 
a team in the conventional sense, because people are only there for a 
limited time and because some people participate in the project at an 
early stage while others enter later.
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He singles out honesty as a key to this process and mentions that it 
would be unthinkable that every project would be a success – “they 
can’t be.” However, when failure is due to a problem in communication, 
which happens once in a while, then something is seriously wrong. In 
Carl’s view, silence is the biggest threat to successful projects. It cre-
ates a sense of uneasiness and anxiety and should be avoided. In that 
respect, he points out, there are big differences between different kinds 
of projects. One such difference might be whether people are co- located 
and able to get to know each other while focusing on a single project, 
or whether the team members are scattered in different line units and 
must participate in several projects at the same time.

To a certain extent, Carl is in charge of staffing the projects together 
with the responsible line managers. Normally, the staffing decisions for 
projects are the result of negotiations with the responsible line manag-
ers and, of course, the individual project workers. There are often trade-
 offs because of the need to work with the people who are available. 
This leads to negotiations and, in some cases, to attempts to change 
the opinions of the line managers. Still, participating in the staffing 
decisions is important because, according to Carl, it creates an initial 
psychological contract with each and every one in the team. They were 
picked to do this difficult project.

The life cycle of the project is repeated – from start to finish and then 
by moving on to a new project. It is a process involving feelings, frustra-
tions, and fear that starts over and over, time after time.

I often get the question why I am still doing this. I must be stupid, 
but projects represent change to me, change and development, and I 
like that. I have tried to stay away from projects, but it does not work. 
You are sort of addicted to them.

PM II: John–The stubborn troubleshooter

John immediately steers the conversation toward the projects that he 
has been in charge of over the years. He is a mechanical engineer with 
a university degree and has worked for 25 years in the company where 
he is currently employed. Well known for his many successful projects, 
John is considered to be one of the company’s very top project man-
agers. Engineers within the company generally appreciate working in 
John’s projects.

For the last 12 years, he has been working as a project manager. The 
major reason he opted for a project manager career was that he wanted 
to know more about the product – the trucks – that the company 
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develops and produces. He says he has an almost “religious interest 
in trucks,” and being a project manager for the development of new 
trucks is a perfect place to be for such a person. He has been offered a 
line- manager job several times but has decided to stay on the “project 
track” since, as he puts it, “I want to have a broader view and learn 
more about the entire truck.” John says that his current project is a 
“dream project” with new and exciting technology and “funky fea-
tures”. At the same time, it is an important development effort for the 
entire company.

When describing himself, he frequently returns to his strong “results 
orientation” and his “stubbornness,” which is generally considered to 
be a good thing among the rest of the managers within the company. 
He also considers time to be a critical issue.

We have to move forward. The clock is ticking, and we will never get 
back lost time. It’s a battle field out there and it’s a matter of regroup-
ing and just attacking again.

He believes the reason why many refrain from taking a project man-
ager job is the high demands put on project managers. He adds that 
“working on projects is very much a matter of taking risks” and “dealing 
with uncertainty.” Speaking about the pressures of being a project man-
ager, John often returns to the many difficulties that must be solved. 
He often uses terms such as “troubleshooter” and “problem- solver” to 
define and explain what his work is all about. To a great extent, these 
troubles and problems are associated with technical issues or with prob-
lems that result from people not doing a proper job. He thinks that he is 
also generally viewed as being good at these things: “troubleshooting, 
that’s what I do, and I’m good at it.” At the same time, the constant flow 
of problems constitutes a considerable challenge.

A project is only a matter of problems that must be solved. You never 
hear about what is working, you only hear about the things that 
don’t work.

He believes that a successful project manager must feel total responsi-
bility for what is done within the project and be able to solve problems 
quickly and make sure that the project is “moving forward.” A project 
“can’t stand still” since this leads to a “tremendous loss of energy.” John 
mentions the critical importance of structure and planning to ensure 
that the project has the necessary preconditions to create action and 
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progress. Clear roles and responsibilities are important to ensuring 
plans are understood and followed.

It is very important to have clear roles and responsibility. As a leader, 
I have to be very precise about who is going to do what and what 
everyone is expecting of one another. It is a major problem in getting 
people to do what they should be doing, they often tend to do other 
things, not because they are evil, but because they are ambitious and 
interested, if you know what I mean.

He also stresses the importance of clear communication paths and 
being firm and consistent. In that respect, management and leadership 
are, in John’s mind, very much a question of giving clear and non-
ambiguous information and messages. He rarely mentions the people 
issues of his leadership tasks. When he does, it is primarily to state that 
people should follow the plans that have been laid out, that people 
must know their roles in the system, and that they must ensure that the 
project is moving forward. Motivation for John and for the other peo-
ple involved is, in a sense, a matter of “doing a good job” and “seeing 
results.” It is not, he adds, the role of the project leader to motivate peo-
ple. Instead, in his opinion, it is up to each project member to find their 
own motivation or, if they are not motivated, to move somewhere else. 
At the same time, he considers recognition to be of great importance. 
People who do a good job in a project should be recognized within the 
organization. If someone is doing a good and an important job, “people 
in the organization should hear about it.” He recognizes his responsibil-
ity for project members’ work situation, but he believes that the joy of 
work is highly performance- related: “If we manage the project well and 
people have the possibility to do a good job, then these are the most 
important things.” In that sense, John says, he does have an important 
role in people issues, but he believes that the prime role for most such 
matters “resides with the line manager.”

Project managers and HRM: A few patterns

Looking at the interviewed project managers, a number of interesting 
patterns emerge. The project managers very much identify themselves 
as professional project managers and consider project management a 
lifestyle and a career option. Their goals and results orientations are key 
traits of project work in general, and project management in particular. 
This also seems to be an important motivation and momentum in their 
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projects. By all accounts, they focus on time, cost, quality, and delivery, 
while building teams is more of a means to an end. In addition, time 
is important. Time creates a certain beneficial pressure that makes it 
easier for the project managers to carry out their job. As for HRM, they 
do not bring it up immediately. Instead, they mention the end result, 
the achievement, and the technical matters. They also talk about the 
importance of roles and responsibilities, having clear goals and how 
much time is devoted to various sorts of “troubleshooting”. To some 
extent, one might say that these issues touch upon HRM: troubleshoot-
ing the need for competence development, troubleshooting the need for 
additional human resources and particular kinds of human resources, 
and troubleshooting difficulties in communication. Combining these 
matters with the participation in staffing decisions and discussions 
with line managers about future needs in projects clearly signals their 
role in HRM with regard to the practice areas of Flows, Performance, 
Involvement, and Development.

The above portraits, together with insights from the previous research 
discussed earlier in this chapter, shed light on a few of the issues criti-
cal to HRM as well as providing insights into the relationship between 
project management and HRM. Returning to the analysis, introduced in 
Chapter 3, of HRM practice areas, we might discern some of the activi-
ties that project managers are doing as part of HRM. Table 6.2 sum-
marizes these observations, illustrating the role of the project manager 
as one of helping with managing the flow of human resources, giving 
feedback to better manage performance, clarifying roles and assign-
ments to improve the management of involvement and communica-
tion, and finally, in a variety of ways, contributing to the management 
of competences and development.

Final thoughts

Project managers are important human resources, and they have increas-
ingly come to play a role in the HRM activities of the firm. This chapter 
has attempted to shed light on both these dimensions, although the 
prime focus was the role of the project manager in the HR quadriad. 
We started out with an overview of the role of the project manager and 
how this role has shifted and developed into a much more HR- oriented 
position. This development certainly affects which skills and compe-
tences a project manager needs to develop. It is, however, associated 
with a set of challenges, since project management, per se, is a manage-
ment task aimed at enhancing integration and problem-solving and not 
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necessarily people issues. Adding too much responsibility for people-
 oriented matters might negatively affect the integrative capability and 
reduce the action orientation associated with the role of the project 
manager. Of course, traditional people- centered duties, including team 
building, motivation, and guidance of personnel, have played, and still 
play, important roles, and the responsibilities of long- term HRM might 
overlap with the role of the line manager. Our point in the present 
chapter has not, however, been to stress that the project manager is 
to take over these assignments from the line manager, but instead to 
point out the dual responsibilities for some of the HRM tasks. These 
HRM tasks are shared by the project manager and other actors in the 

Table 6.2 Roles of project managers in the HRM practice areas

HRM practice area Roles of project manager

Flows Participating in the recruitment and staffing of people 
to new projects

Planning of human resource needs

Building relationships with line managers to handle 
shifts and changes in projects

Performance Facilitating knowledge sharing within the project.

Detect and work to minimize problems in project work 
conditions

Giving recognition and feedback to individuals on 
their performance

Taking part in performance appraisals with line 
managers

Involvement Clarifying assignments

Clarifying roles and responsibilities

Improving project workers’ opportunities to 
positively influence their work performance and work 
conditions.

Clarifying deliveries to trigger motivation

Development Identifying needs for competence development

Supporting project workers in their work, improving 
their skill sets

Spreading the word on positive experiences with 
project workers
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HR quadriad, perhaps most important, the line manager, but also the 
project workers themselves as emphasized in such recent developments 
as shared leadership. The latter could also be a measure taken to add 
leadership capacity to the project dimension without losing the action 
drive inherent in the project management function.

Another point made in this chapter is that many managers identify 
themselves with the role of project manager. They speak about the 
opportunities and uncertainties inherent in managing projects as key 
drivers and sources of motivation. They also emphasize the positive 
aspects of working in temporary organizations and that temporary rela-
tionships are more interesting and rewarding than the typical perma-
nent organization. This seems to represent a specific kind of “project 
mentality.” We also highlighted the fact that projects are different 
and that some projects require different kinds of “mentality,” tasks, 
and approaches to the management of relationships. The portraits of 
successful project managers, however, reveal a type of stability to that 
project mentality: a focus on getting things done, time pressure, action 
focus, etc. Generally, this mentality tends to treat HRM as a secondary 
priority because “doing a good job” is, in itself, enough for people. Also, 
this description produces an image that the project worker is, to a great 
extent, responsible for handling HRM: to find motivation, to develop 
competences, and to stay current to be able to carry out one’s duties 
in the project. The project manager can contribute by building a good 
team that allows for such developments and by participating in various 
kinds of activities to make it easier for the line manager and the project 
worker to carry out their HRM responsibilities.

This chapter has documented some insights into working life and 
HRM in project- based organizations. The specific focus was on the role 
and responsibilities of the project manager. In that respect, we focused 
on an increasingly common and important role that for obvious reasons 
has a paramount place in the project- based organization. Typically, the 
observations illustrate the project- based organization as a highly goal-
 focused and achievement- oriented kind of organization, in which peo-
ple issues are primarily the results of challenges and “tough” projects. 
The observations also shed light on a modern topic, namely, that greater 
responsibility for HRM has been transferred to the individual worker. 
Most important, given our focus on the HR quadriad and the collective 
nature of HRM, we observe that HRM is performed at the operational 
level, involving project managers, line managers, and project workers. 
The next chapter focuses specifically on the latter.
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Structure of chapter

Introduction ●

Challenges in temporary working life ●

Project-based work and HRM ●

Projects as the context for work and a source of affiliation ●

Boundaryless human resources ●

Permanence in temporary ●  work
Intelligent careers in a world of projects ●

Liminality in project-based work ●

Coping with liminality ●

Project workers in the HR quadriad ●

Final thoughts ●

Introduction

Project-based work, in the contexts dealt with here, is a special kind 
of knowledge work, and project workers are a special breed of knowl-
edge workers. Project-based work typically involves close collaboration 
with other experts from other disciplinary fields and areas of exper-
tise; it is, in this respect, a form of interdependent knowledge work. It 
is about applying and developing one’s own knowledge in a conscien-
tious way to produce a joint effort and achieve knowledge integration. 
Project-based work typically also involves meeting new people and con-
tinuously entering into new collaborations. Projects are, in this respect, 
highly interesting objects for the study of work and working life from 
the perspective of the individual project worker. This is particularly 
important in light of our view of project workers as active players in 
the HR quadriad. Hence, in this chapter our objective ambition is to 

7
Project Workers and Project- Based 
Work
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summarize the main findings from previous research in this area while, 
at the same time, intermixing some of our own findings.

The starting point for our explorations into the world of project- based 
work is that career patterns are changing and fewer people attach their 
long- term prospects to the destiny of a single organization. This also 
leads more people to follow a “free- agent route” and, as suggested by 
Jones and DeFillippi (1996), it might enhance the development of a 
type of worker who “scrambles, bee- like, from opportunity to oppor-
tunity.” Some of these individuals take this route primarily within the 
same company, while others instead develop routes primarily on the 
open market. In either case, in a certain manner their life resembles 
that of the free agent trying to maneuver in an organizational context 
immersed in market forces. And in either case, the changes in career pat-
terns emphasize the individual’s own responsibility for, and increased 
activity in, managing their careers and competence development (see 
Fact Box 7.1). In this book, of primary interest is the route taken by indi-
viduals within a project- based organization. However, we will draw on 
research conducted on both routes since we believe there are important 
similarities, and that the distinction between the two is more blurred 
than one would normally expect. In a project- based work setting, there 
are also important similarities since the immediate action locality in 
both cases is that of the project.

This chapter centers on two important implications that projecti-
fication has on the work situation of organizational members. Both 
stem from the inherent temporary and cross- functional features of 
project- based organizations, which lead to more work being done in 
various types of temporary projects. First, individuals are involved in 
work processes and structures with the salient dynamic of birth and 
death – they move from project assignment to project assignment, 
which means they repeatedly need to come to grips with new tasks, 
a situation characterized by a relatively high degree of uncertainty 
and complexity. Second, project- based work means frequent moves 
from one project team to another, which has important influences on 
personal relationships at work. An important driver underlying this 
is that project organizing per se allows for an organization designed 
for the occasion. The obvious consequence here is a recurring build-
ing and dismantling of temporary organizations, which means that 
social relationships also increasingly tend to be temporary (Meyerson 
et al., 1996). Hence, to fully understand the project- based work set-
ting of project workers, we need to look into the consequences of both 
structure and relationships.
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This chapter offers insight into recent research on the boundary-
less human resources, the boundaryless career, and the lives of project 
workers. We believe that much of the research about “free agents” and 
other kinds of “temporary workers” might give important insights into 
the analysis of project workers in general, as well as for those pursu-
ing careers primarily within the same organization. As we have already 
stated in previous chapters, research points to both positive and nega-
tive consequences of project- based work for individuals. This should 
have important implications for the relationship between project work-
ers and the organization they work in and, consequently, for HRM. 
We will further these discussions in this chapter and, based on previ-
ous research, deal with the role of project workers in the HR quadriad. 
However, we also want to take the discussion one step further by turning 
attention toward important skills individuals need to develop to master 
project- based work settings, and which coping strategies they tend to 
use to deal with problems and challenges in their work situations.

This chapter proceeds as follows: We first discuss the general challenges 
associated with an increasingly temporary working life. Thereafter, the 
chapter centers on projects as work context and sources of affiliation. 
These two topics are brought together in a discussion about boundary-
less human resources, which indicates important consequences for both 
firms and individuals. We proceed with an analysis of the role of project 
workers in the HR quadriad and identify what skills and competences 
are critical in light of our framework. We will then relate our findings 

Fact Box 7.1 Individual responsibilities in project- based organizations

Lindkvist (2004) studied the transformation of a company within the Tetra 
Pak group. At the end of the 1990s the company was transformed into a more 
project- based organization in which work was to a greater extent carried out 
in cross- functional teams. According to the author, this change generally 
produced new rules of the game by fostering individual responsibilities and 
enabling market- like processes aimed to promote self- organized exploratory 
work. The company implemented a novel kind of line organization whereby 
competence networks replaced traditional line departments. Instead, indi-
viduals temporarily belonged to projects and were subjected to new project 
leaders as their assignments changed. Lindkvist argues that one of the fun-
damental results of the new organizational structure was the effort to make 
individuals more conscientious than they may have been prior to the reor-
ganization. Relying more on projects, it was hoped, would increase individ-
ual entrepreneurship and flexibility as well as improve the adaptability of 
the firm.
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to the responsibilities of applied HRM practices. The chapter continues 
with an example of project-based work and project workers from one 
of our case studies that focus on the coping strategies people adopt to 
work in project- based settings. The chapter is summarized with a few 
final thoughts.

Challenges in temporary working life

Bennis (1968) forecasted an increasing need for ad- hoc or temporary 
groups to deal with current and future organizational problems. Such 
groups have a strong resemblance to the organic model, but with two 
additional dimensions, as noted by Bennis (1968): (1) Since such sys-
tems are formed for a limited purpose, they tend to include members 
who have never worked together before and who do not expect to work 
together again, and (2) similarly, since they are complex, they represent 
either a diversity of functions, such as finance, engineering, and mar-
keting, or of skills, such as chemistry, electronics, and aerodynamics 
(Goodman and Goodman, 1976).

An often discussed aspect of project- based organizing is its potentially 
negative effect on project workers. Studies have, for instance, come to 
associate the increasing use of projects in organizations with relent-
less pressure on the individual worker: Deadlines are to be met, often 
extremely tough deadlines in conjunction with nearly insurmount-
able technological complexity. Additionally, these problems are to be 
solved in close, temporary and collaborative systems, with other spe-
cialists who represent different knowledge bases. Keith (1978) carried 
out a study of temporary systems and concomitant stress, strain, and 
altered role relationships. Frequent adaptation seems to reduce personal 
satisfaction and increase difficulties in adjustment. She argues that in 
temporary systems:

individuals perform newly created roles of short duration. Newly 
created roles have frequently been found to lack clarity and concise 
definition (Schwartz, 1957). These aspects of newness are contribut-
ing factors to role ambiguity and role strain. (Keith, 1978: 196)

Generally, Keith’s and similar studies document the many attendant 
problems with working in temporary systems. Role strain and ensuing 
stress are common, and “boundary- work problems” have been par-
ticularly highlighted: the need for socialization and familiarity; yet 
the difficulty of achieving these conditions is noted. This often results 
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in perplexity and a vagueness of meaning for which no realistic reso-
lution seems available. Another observation relates to the so- called 
corrosion of character reported in Sennett’s (1998) famous treatise 
on contemporary working life. He criticizes the overuse of teamwork 
and places it at the center of praise for soft qualities, where listening 
abilities and adaptability are brought to the fore; and he states that 
the long- term effects of teamwork and flexibility are detrimental to 
the individual worker. In a similar vein, the study by Perlow (1999) 
documents what could be called, borrowing the language of Sennett, 
“corrosion of quiet work time.” Perlow’s study of software engineers 
shows that the frequent interaction needed in team- based problem-
 solving activities tended to fragment the individual’s own blocks of 
work time, causing feelings of “time famine.” To address this, Perlow 
points to the importance of synchronizing individuals’ actions and 
interactions:

To mitigate the time famine experienced by employees whose work 
involves both individual and team activities a new type of collective 
time management is needed – one that takes into account individu-
als’ interdependent work patterns, the macro context in which they 
work, and the interconnections between this context and their work 
patterns. (Perlow, 1999: 80)

Others have put more emphasis on the learning aspects of project-
based work. In one of the most comprehensive analyses of working 
life and temporary systems, Goodman (1981) demonstrates that effec-
tive use of manpower in project settings is seldom achieved. He also 
shows that people generally are recruited for past performance rather 
than for any “learning value” the assignment may have for them (p. 4). 
The latter situation tends to end up in a vicious reuse of competences 
and skills without, however, much competence and professional devel-
opment, leading Goodman (1981: 9) to conclude that “professional 
development ... is often either ignored or treated with a low priority.” 
This observation is supported by more recent studies of project- based 
organizations. For example, Hobday’s (2000) study of the effective-
ness of project- based organizations in managing complex products 
and systems demonstrated that project- based organizations that have 
weak coordination across projects and a high- pressured work environ-
ment leave little space for formal training and staff development. This, 
Hobday argues, can also breed insecurity regarding career development 
and professional progress.
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In addition, the type of project- based work setting seems to have 
important implications for the work situation of project workers. For 
example, several researchers point to fragmented project participation 
as being problematic from an individual point of view. This observa-
tion is supported and detailed in recent studies within the project 
management community and in the observations tied to “project 
overload” among project workers (see, e.g., Nordqvist et al., 2004; 
Zika- Viktorsson et al., 2006). This latter problem has also been inves-
tigated in research that explains the general overload in project- based 
organizations (see, e.g., Wheelwright and Clark, 1992) as well as the 
problem with resource estimates such as Brooks’ (1995) “mythical 
man- month.” It has also led a number of companies to better frame 
and investigate the working climate in their project operations – to 
develop special instruments to capture the work condition, job satis-
faction, etc. for those people who are spending most of their time in 
various types of projects (see Fact Box 7.2)

In sum, we thus have a set of human challenges that the individual 
worker needs to handle or cope with. Table 7.1 summarizes the most 
important challenges identified in previous research. Of course, there 
is some variation across project- based work settings – whether we are 
dealing with focused, inter- functional project work, or fragmented, 
intra- functional project work. Although, to a certain extent, both these 
features involve uncertainties; the former tends to involve more uncer-
tainties linked with temporary organization since work is primarily car-
ried out in autonomous, temporary organizations.

Fact Box 7.2 Stress tests among project workers

In several companies in our studies, specific tests are carried out to evaluate 
the climate and stress levels in projects. A common approach is the classifi-
cation of project workers into red (high stress levels, risk for burnout), yellow 
(high stress levels, some risk for burnout and illness), and green groups (sat-
isfactory stress levels and no health risks). The members in the red groups 
are approached immediately and offered specific programs to improve their 
work situation. In addition, they are given a coach to help them reduce 
their stress levels and improve their skills for coping with a high- pressure 
work situation. Members in the yellow group are typically only invited to 
take part in some of the events, although the decision is very much left to 
the individual worker. In these cases, we have observed that approximately 
50 percent of the members choose to participate in the support programs 
offered.
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Project-based work and HRM

A key assumption in our description of the changes in HRM is the 
underlying shift in the integration efforts within the firm and the ensu-
ing administrative difficulties. At the same time, we have pointed out 
that many of these changes directly affect the individual worker, which 
implies, in the case of project- based organizations, that individuals 
need to assume a role in the HR organization of the firm. It also indi-
cates that their contributions to the HRM practice areas are critical to 
making them viable and effective.

Let us first discern the development patterns observed in our research. 
The rationale follows the similar trajectory presented for line managers 
and project managers, although, of course the focus here is somewhat 
different. Three forces are singled out as critical, namely the increas-
ing complexity of projects, more activities organized as projects, and 
the distribution of knowledge. These forces lead generally to individuals 
spending more time and performing a larger part of the work in various 
sorts of projects. As a consequence, project workers assume an expanded 
responsibility of HRM in the organization. This development has a set 
of importance effects on the context for work and the sources for affilia-
tion, which will be discussed in further depth in the following section.

Table 7.1 The challenges of project-based work

Challenge Implications

Complex tasks, uncertain 
assignments

Stress, difficult to estimate resources 
and time needed, project overload

Complex tasks, unique projects Feeling of not being able to learn from 
the past

Temporary organization, time limits Stress and feeling of not having the 
time to do a good job

Temporary organization, new people Social insecurity, meeting new people, 
building trust

Temporary organization, complex 
tasks

Role ambiguity

Temporary organization, uncertain 
tasks

Reuse of people with “known” 
competences to avoid uncertainty, lack 
of learning

Temporary organization, temporary 
contracts

Increased flexibility of the employment 
contract, lack of employment security
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Projects as the context for work and a source of affiliation

In a study of technical contractors and independent knowledge workers 
who represent a specific case of project work, Barley and Kunda (2001) 
argue that projects are more salient as structural features than are hier-
archies and functional departments. The authors, therefore, highlight 
projects as a primary locus of affiliation and, hence, as an appropriate 
focal unit of analysis for theorization. In their opinion, a comprehen-
sive understanding of organizing would require greater attention to the 
dynamics of the life of projects. This observation has also spurred a host 
of theoretical and empirical investigations, since projects have become 
increasingly important action localities in which individuals pursue 
their careers (Grabher, 2004). Hence, a theory of post- bureaucratic work 
must put projects in a pivotal role (Barley and Kunda, 2001: 79–80).

Building further on these insights, the present chapter seeks to 
explore the real- life contexts and experiences of project workers – in 
that respect our intention is to explore projects in situ. We believe such 
studies have the potential to contribute to our understanding of both 
the management of project- based organizations and the working lives 
of project workers.

As work becomes more project- focused, our sense of belonging 
increasingly builds on the project as the focus of commitment. From 
this perspective, the organization of work around project teams cre-
ates new forms of social capital that create network connections 
“within and between organizations” (Knoke, 1999: 18). (Tempest 
and Starkey, 2004: 511)

However, the terrain will be unknown in many projects since projects 
are frequently characterized by high degrees of systemic complexity 
(Lindkvist et al., 1998). In the most extreme situation, Slater (1968) 
argues, mobility in modern society cannot be captured by the meta-
phor of nomadic tribes. Instead, individuals are plucked out of their 
“cosical context” and transplanted; they must form new relationships, 
adapt to new physical environments, new norms, and so on (cf. Emery 
and Trist, 1965). This transplanting could be viewed as “pure occasions 
of organizing,” in the words of Weick (1996):

Projects are relatively pure occasions of organizing. And one way to 
view boundaryless careers is as a “project- based game as in a check-
erboard” (Peters, 1992: 220). Boundaryless careers consist of the 
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repeated reaccomplishment of organizing in order to learn. And the 
reaccomplishment takes the form of a series of projects. People gain 
experience from both the content of what they do and the way they 
organize to do it. ... Boundaryless careers become defined in terms of 
movements among projects and within projects. (Weick, 1996: 49)

Despite limited interest in projects in conventional studies of work, 
one of the strongest voices within organization theory calls for closer 
examination of projects and the volatility of projects.

If projects are an important medium through which organizing is 
expressed, if projects take a more conspicuous social form in bound-
aryless careers, and if life in projects come to define careers scripts, 
then we may understand boundaryless careers better if we trans-
late organization- level formulations into project- level formulations. 
(Weick, 1996: 50)

In particular, such formulations would lead us to investigate more 
closely the life and career of people involved in project- based activities 
and how the inherent dynamics of projects, with the project life- cycle 
being the typical road to follow, match with the career and competence 
development of the individual. In Weick’s analysis, volatility arises as a 
consequence, primarily because timing becomes much more difficult, 
and the “chances that project stages will match the individual stages 
are lower because the length of time during which a match can occur 
is shorter” (Weick, 1996: 51). A more fine- grained analysis of projects 
would, for that reason, not only lead us to a better understanding of the 
work context as such, but also to an enhanced understanding of how 
individuals are motivated, how they develop their skills and compe-
tences, and how they pursue their careers (see also Fact Box 7.3). These 
are all critical questions for the role of individuals in the HR quadriad, 
the answers to which would then inform how the quadriad should be 
designed to best support human resources within as well as outside the 
formal boundaries of the firm.

Boundaryless human resources

With the increasing use of project- based organizing there follows, to 
some extent, a new view on and approach to human resources – what 
they are and how they should be organized. Since the inherent dynamic 
of work appears to be changing, and occupational clusters come and go 
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Fact Box 7.3 Projectification and careers

In Midler’s study of Renault, the author addresses the difficulties of career 
management in project- based organizations. He argues that the dynamics 
of projects are not well- adapted to the traditional career models within the 
firm, such as yearly promotion, scheduled training programs, etc. Taking 
part in these programs makes it difficult to get involved in projects, for 
instance, since projects require complete attention at certain points in time 
and perhaps allow for downtime in other periods. However, this fluctua-
tion is not necessarily linked to the regular cycle of HRM activities within 
the firm. Midler also discusses the issue of continuous dismantling of teams 
at the end of the development cycle and says, “permanent structures or 
new projects rarely produce satisfactory job opportunities at just the right 
moment” (Midler, 1995: 373).

and merge, the conventional concept of stable employment is decreas-
ing. Contingent, temporary work is generally on the rise in a wide 
range of sectors and occupational strata, even among professionals and 
managers (Kunda et al., 2002). Quite a number of mature companies 
throughout the world in the manufacturing and engineering sectors 
have, independent of business cycles, laid off large numbers of employ-
ees and turned to labor markets and agencies to supply their human 
resource needs (Pfeffer, 2010). A number of empirical investigations 
have indicated that project forms of organizing trigger a higher degree 
of contracting. The obvious consequence of this is that a larger share of 
the human resources will be on temporary contracts. This fundamen-
tally turns the employment contract or the “organizational affiliation” 
into a “temporary affiliation.” This development is seen in a wide range 
of sectors and organizations as well as in organizations not occupied 
with projects; however, in project- intensive sectors and organizations, it 
seems to be particularly apparent. An example of a company that relies 
heavily on external human resources is given in Fact Box 7.4.

Permanence in temporary work

Garsten (1999: 607) states that so- called “temps” might be seen as 
strangers in the workplace, just temporarily passing through and thus 
running the risk of being “socially undermined.” In many ways, these 
critical points echo the point made by Sennett on the corrosion of char-
acter. However, temporary social relationships in one area might lead 
the individual to develop permanent social relationships in others. This 
has been addressed in research on the embeddedness of projects and 
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project ecologies (see for instance, Grabher, 2004). Empirical studies 
supporting this idea is found in Saxenian’s (1996) research on IT special-
ists in Silicon Valley, and in Morley and Silver (1977) about filmmaking 
(see also DeFillippi and Arthur, 1998, for a more recent study on film-
making). Saxenian argues that the region and its relationships, rather 
than the firm, are the key definers of the opportunities for individual 
and collective advances in Silicon Valley. However, the relationships 
are not like any labor market; instead, it is strongly socially embedded 
(Granovetter, 1995). Successful careers in many project- based industries 
are, therefore, largely dependent on participation in local networks of 
social relations, that is, the professional and social networks outside 
the firm and outside the focal project. These networks are important to 
building one’s reputation and to searching for new opportunities. As an 
engineer in Saxenian’s study stated:

In this business there’s really a network. You just don’t hire people 
out of the blue. In general, it’s people you know, or you know some-
one who knows them. (Saxenian, 1996: 27)

Furthermore, job hopping is not uncommon in project- based indus-
tries. In some industries engineers change assignments and employers 
so frequently that mobility has not merely been socially accepted but, 
in a few cases, has become the norm (Saxenian, 1996). For instance, 
a characteristic feature of the processes of technology development 
in Silicon Valley is not that the engineers have developed loyalties to 
individual firms; on the contrary, Saxenian reports, it is that workers 
develop loyalties to each other and to the advancement of technology 

Fact Box 7.4 External human resources – boundary- spanning HRM

At Jarowskij, a leading TV production company in Scandinavia, most human 
resources reside outside the firm. The company employs approximately 30 
people on a permanent basis but has more than 3,000 people on the payroll. 
This makes an “I/E ratio” of 100, that is, 3,000 involved in projects/30 per-
manently employed. HRM in this company, then, becomes heavily focused 
on external activities, including activities such as network meetings and dis-
cussions about future projects. Even though this is in many ways an extreme 
example, the increasing I/E ratio is seen also in mature industrial companies, 
such as Ericsson, Saab, and Tetra Pak. In these companies increasing the I/E 
ratio has been a deliberate strategy in recent years not only to cut costs but 
also to increase knowledge development and improve knowledge sharing.
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and knowledge. As one of the CEOs interviewed for Saxenian’s study 
claimed:

Here in Silicon Valley there’s far greater loyalty to one’s craft than 
to one’s company. A company is just a vehicle which allows you to 
work. If you’re a circuit designer it’s most important for you to do 
excellent work. If you can’t in one firm, you’ll move on to another.

This is further emphasized in the study by Delbecq and Weiss (1988), 
who argued that the critical unit is not the firm, but the set of indi-
viduals who come together around a project mission. A conventional 
description of the individual in this context is that of an “adven-
turer,” moving from one temporary structure to another, always look-
ing for new challenges and new learning opportunities. As stated by 
Morley and Silver (1977: 59–60), most temporary organizations, such 
as film units, exist to develop an idea, a plan, a product, a service, or 
to make something happen, such as a trip to the moon or an election 
campaign.

In recognition of the tendency for organizations to bureaucratize 
themselves as they age, a variant has emerged – “the organizational 
equivalent of paper dresses or throw- away tissues” (Toffler, 1970: 
133) – which might be called the temporary adhocracy. It draws 
together specialists from different organizations to carry out a 
project, and then it disbands. (Mintzberg, 1983: 266)

How then do these people cope with the continuous change in social 
relationships at work and how does this change affect the view of what 
a career is, or what skills and competences the individual must develop? 
The literature on career management offer some interesting observa-
tions with regard to these matters.

Intelligent careers in a world of projects

Boundaryless careers unfold as people move across firms, organizations, 
and departments for projects, develop “market niches” rooted in com-
petences and strategies, and create opportunities based on prior per-
formance and networks of professional contacts. For obvious reasons, 
the supply and development of human resources in increasingly fluid 
project settings has tended to emphasize the emergence of boundary-
less careers and boundaryless people. This means, on the whole, that 
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the emergence of temporary systems and the projectification of organi-
zation have been tied to the rise of boundaryless careers.

In a series of papers, Michael Arthur, Robert DeFillippi, and Candace 
Jones explore the requirements of the boundaryless career: what com-
petences, skills, and knowledge do the individuals need to possess and 
develop in order to thrive in a work situation dominated by project 
participation. These skills are generally also relevant and interesting to 
consider for people pursuing a more conventional career within a large, 
mature corporation. According to our research, more people consider 
themselves to be “free agents” operating on an internal market, be it in 
Ericsson, Saab, or Tetra Pak.

Arthur et al. (1995) emphasize that to handle the shifting environ-
mental, employment, and personal variables, the individual needs to 
develop a set of personal competences that reflect different forms of 
knowledge. These skill sets could be interpreted as requirements put on 
the individual in order for him or her to thrive in project- based organi-
zations, which generally sheds light on the HRM responsibilities that 
are handed over to the individual worker. In the authors’ opinion, intel-
ligent careers primarily reflect the application of the following forms 
of “knowing”: “knowing why”, “knowing how” and “knowing whom” 
(see Table 7.2).

Knowing why relates to the nature and extent of a person’s identifi-
cation with the employing firm’s culture. Knowing how refers to the 
skills and knowledge a person brings to a firm’s overall know- how and 
draws both on formal occupational learning and experiential learning 
through on- the- job activities. Knowing whom refers to interpersonal 
relationships that an employee has which are also important for the 
firm’s networking activities. This typology of knowing was further 
developed by Jones and DeFillippi (1996) in their study of career chal-
lenges in project- based industries who suggested an even broader frame-
work, indicating the importance of “knowing what”, “knowing where” 
and “knowing when”. This framework is summarized in Table 7.2.

Liminality in project-based work

Due to high mobility, changing circumstances, traveling inside and 
across organizations, the situation of individual project workers can 
be described by drawing on the idea presented in Lindkvist (2005), 
that we might consider them as members of “knowledge collectivi-
ties.” This idea of the project- based organization as constituted, in sig-
nificant ways, by a number of dynamic project collectivities has some 
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Table 7.2 Competences, challenges, strategies, and implications for boundaryless 
careers (Jones and DeFillippi, 1996: 91, modified)

Competences Challenges Strategies Implications

Knowing 
what: 
opportunities, 
threats, and 
requirements

Deal with uncertainty
Remain “employed”
Adapt to variations in 
activity and inactivity
Produce quality work 
quickly

Move career across 
and up
Learn industry and 
enhance exposure
Use projects and 
roles to build 
reputation

Inter- industry 
mobility 
constrained by 
professional 
networks

Knowing why: 
meaning, 
motives, and 
values

Manage career 
demands
Keep passion without 
burning out
Balance career and 
family

Know your values 
and goals
Commit to your 
craft
Pursue your passion

Suited best for 
those whose 
primary value is 
the career

Knowing 
where: 
entering, 
training, and 
advancing

Create a career path
Train and enter the 
industry
Remain in the 
industry
Enhance future 
opportunities

Gain credibility
Get on- the- job 
experience

Be responsible for 
training, entry 
and advancement
Expect limited 
support from 
industry or 
profession

Knowing 
whom: 
relationships 
based on 
social capital 
and attraction

Master relationships
Be strategic 
and genuine in 
relationships
Become more than a 
resume of credits and 
credentials

Manage social 
capital
Offset 
instrumentality 
with friendships
Use portfolios to 
showcase skills

Reassess whether 
to quit or continue 
relationships
Know talent pool 
to assess skills

Knowing 
when: timing 
of roles, 
activities, and 
choices

Develop career 
timing
Do not be trapped in 
role or status
Extend or exploit 
skills
Move quickly for 
opportunities

Reframe perceptions
Break others’ frames 
of reference
Control pacing and 
choice of projects
Make your own 
breaks

Synchronize 
projects and 
passion if possible
Maintain passion 
in dry spells

Knowing how: 
technical and 
collaborative 
skills

Enhance 
collaboration

Expand 
communication 
skills
Become cross-
 functional
Develop and 
articulate vision

Evade commodity 
status by creating 
idiosyncratic value 
in one’s skills and 
roles
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important implications: for example, on the way we look at individual–
organization relationships and HRM in project- based organizations. As 
Lindkvist argues:

Typically these kinds of groups consist of diversely skilled individu-
als, most of whom have not met before, who have to solve a prob-
lem or carry out a pre- specified task within tightly set limits as to 
time and costs. As a result they tend to become less well- developed 
groups, operating on a minimal basis of shared knowledge and 
 understandings. (Lindkvist, 2005: 1189)

What seems important, then, is to understand how individuals in 
these settings relate to less developed groups and organizational con-
texts and how they cope with higher demands on flexibility and mobil-
ity. This leads us to further investigate the notion of “liminality,” a term 
used in related research on consultants and contractors, such as stud-
ies of “liminal spaces” (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003) and “liminal 
positions” (Garsten, 1999). The term “liminal” was originally developed 
within anthropology, denoting the time and space of transition from 
one social status to another – for example, the passage between child-
hood and adulthood. The term originates from limen, a Latin word 
which may best be translated as “threshold.” In the original usages, 
liminality was primarily conceived as a temporary, transitional phase 
denoting one’s departure from one culture to another. The term has 
been used modestly since its introduction in the social sciences many 
decades ago, but it regained popularity through a series of studies of 
the work of consultants and temporaries (e.g., Garsten, 1999). Given its 
specific focus on transition phases, the concept might shed important 
light on the work situation of project workers, who continuously have 
to move in and out of projects – a process associated with feelings of 
anxiety and a blurring and merging of distinctions.

Thus, we use the notion of liminality to describe a particular working-
 life situation – namely, the feeling of not being part of an organization 
nor being completely outside (see, for instance, Garsten, 1999), but rather 
“betwixt.” Earlier research has indicated that, in the context of work, 
liminality can more or less become a permanent condition in which 
individuals can develop a sense of belonging to various organizations, 
although without feeling any deeper commitment to any organization 
(Garsten, 1999). In project- based organizations, for instance, one may 
think of the engineer who moves from project to project, from team 
to team, and even from one client organization to another, having no 
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solid roots in one team or department but continually moving between 
temporary projects and teams. Drawing on Garsten’s (2008) analysis 
of “workplace vagabonds,” it appears that to a certain extent people 
in project- based organizations might better be considered as “perpet-
ual project vagabonds.” Similarly, these individuals are supposed to be 
“lone wolves with a social talent, confident in themselves” (Garsten, 
1999: 615). Viewing project workers as “liminal personae” (Garsten, 
1999: 606) forces us to explore the attributes and ambiguity of liminal-
ity and investigate how these threshold people deal with their liminal 
situation, how they seek satisfaction along the way, how they adapt to 
different situations and different people, how they balance emotional 
investments in new projects, and thereby learn to live with their limi-
nality (Barley and Kunda, 2006). We believe these issues demonstrate 
in important ways the roles and responsibilities of the project worker 
in HRM.

Most individuals who have taken part in our empirical studies are 
highly skilled and well educated. The field research presented here is 
from a work pool of consultancy within a large high- tech corporation. 
The work pool itself is organized as a technical consultancy and employs 
more than a thousand engineers, most with master’s degrees and some 
with PhDs. They work on various assignments and are typically on con-
tract, working in complex telecom, aerospace, and automotive projects, 
and the like. We believe these engineers represent a template of project 
work in the project- based organization. In that respect, although their 
work might be viewed more as that of a consultant than, for instance, 
that of regular employees in Tetra Pak or Saab, they represent an increas-
ingly common type of work- pool organization. Many of the firms that 
have been part of our empirical investigations are resorting to new 
kinds of line units, such as competence centers, competence networks, 
and project work pools – a development also reported in Midler (1995). 
This means the data presented here might be viewed as a prototype of 
what many of these line units are moving toward. We believe there is 
much to learn about their work situation in order to shed light on some 
of the general problems and challenges associated with project work in 
advanced, engineering- centric, project- based organizations.

The work pool in question, Workpool Engineering (WE, code name), 
operates in a range of areas regarding technical systems with engineers 
and experts within information security, software programming, sys-
tems security, systems integration, systems development, mechanical 
engineering, and electrical engineering. WE is known for its highly 
skilled employees and their knowledge within a number of specialist 
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disciplines; it generally emphasizes having “better learning opportuni-
ties than our competitors” and that the company invests “more in per-
sonal and competence development compared to other employers and 
technical consultancies.” Thus, these engineers play an important role 
in realizing the integrative capability of the firm, which requires them 
to assume responsibilities for systems integration but, perhaps more 
frequently and importantly, to take part in the knowledge integration 
process, which brings knowledge bases and technologies together in 
high- end products and systems.

Competence and development around here are quite complicated 
things. But fundamentally it is about working with more and more 
advanced stuff. You start as a project member, you move on to 
become some kind of specialist, or you become a project manager. 
There are a few different paths, either deeper and deeper or broader 
and broader. (Project Worker B)

WE has a number of technological networks which, together with 
mentoring programs and continuous dialogues with their line man-
ager, play important roles in steering them toward new assignments. 
Another opportunity for developing competence is to take part in 
various internal development projects where engineers are allowed to 
experiment and try out new methods and technologies. The continu-
ous conversations with their managers and colleagues are considered 
important, primarily for developing in their role as project workers as 
well as for sharing ideas and concerns.

We have also focused on opportunities to take part in conversations. 
These conversations, more like structured development talks, could 
be with senior mentors, with their manager, or with one of their col-
leagues. The most important thing is that it works and that we have 
regular support ... not necessarily who does it. (Manager III)

Being a knowledge- intensive firm, a critical issue for WE is to recruit 
the right people. A few managers pointed out during interviews that WE 
must have “good people” with a “certain attitude” and “personality”; 
thus, for these managers to succeed, it is important to possess not only 
the required technical skills but also the “social skills” that are critical 
to make it as a “project worker” who moves from project to project. The 
reason is basically that good people change assignments and enter new 
teams and new problem- solving contexts more easily than others. What 
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managers emphasize is having people who know their limits and their 
areas of expertise as well as understand the reasons for, and take advan-
tage of, the opportunities to move around. As one of the managers said, 
the worst situation is to have engineers “who enter assignments and 
projects they can’t handle” (Manager III).

As to why people prefer to work for WE, many remark on the oppor-
tunities for moving across projects and across problem- solving con-
texts. They are essentially aware of the negative aspects of working as 
hired project workers, but still consider this to be a preferred alternative 
compared to working permanently in one of their client organizations. 
Some people refer to the possibility of working with exciting technol-
ogy and others stress the social dimensions of consulting work.

The typical assignment lasts around one to two years, depending on 
the area of technology. Even though assignments can last for several 
years, they are frequently renegotiated, which means the WE engineer 
cannot plan for more than three or four months ahead. This brings in 
a certain degree of uncertainty and management stress. A career in the 
traditional sense is not considered to be critical. Instead, both managers 
and project workers emphasized assignments and projects.

We want to talk about career as new roles and new assignments. ... We 
don’t want our people to focus on a particular position or a title. ... This 
tends to get people more focused on position instead of knowledge 
and capabilities. That’s not the focus we want. (Manager I)

From both the engineers’ and the managers’ points of view, changing 
assignments and the various approaches related to doing so were critical 
for long- term competence building. One challenge was to avoid getting 
overly specialized and locked into a particular technology. To several 
interviewees, this constituted a risk that compromised one’s inability to 
develop the skills for moving across projects.

It’s good that you have the chance to see other places, work with 
other clients. It is only when you have had the opportunity to com-
pare your previous experience with something else that you are able 
to see what actually works, what doesn’t work, and why it doesn’t 
work. Through this you might learn what is important. (Project 
Worker B)

During our interviews, we talked about the necessary skills and what 
experience one acquires from working at WE. These conversations were 
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generally meant to shed light on the skills one needs to become a good 
project worker and the role the engineer has to fill regarding HRM prac-
tices. Several respondents return to the importance of establishing a 
“good reputation” and a “platform” to work from.

When you start working here, it is very important that you build 
your platform, since this is the platform that you will be using for 
the rest of your career. You start with technology, and you move on 
from there, but we are a technology- intensive company so you need 
to have a strong connection to the tech stuff. (Project Worker B)

To be able to do this, the engineer has an important role to play. In that 
respect, managers and engineers themselves seem to agree that much of 
the responsibility for creating such a platform and reputation is the respon-
sibility of the individual worker. Some of the interviewees return time and 
time again to the importance of “networking” within the company on 
all levels and within the clients’ organizations. As one of the managers 
pointed out, “It is not the company’s or the manager’s responsibility to 
ensure that engineers are improving, do a good job, and stay current – it’s 
their own responsibility.” At the same time, however, this manager added 
that “what the company can do is to offer support services; managers can 
help build the reputation, steer the employees in the right direction, but it 
needs to be, to a great extent, driven by the individuals themselves.”

New assignments tend to be coupled with positive feelings, with the 
opportunity to learn new things. At the same time, there is a feeling 
of newness that some believe is negative. One of the reasons for both 
positive and negative feelings is that newcomers rarely get clear and 
specific assignments, since they are delegated to contribute with a spe-
cific competence in a project. That means the role and assignment are 
created and developed during the course of the project as the engineers 
become familiar with the problem- solving situation and have demon-
strated what they can contribute. Related to this problem is the continu-
ous need to establish trust in new working situations.

In many projects you need to spend a lot of time getting to know 
people, establish trust, and build your role and place to be able to 
carry out the assignment. You need to socialize, be nice, say the right 
things, and all that. (Project Worker C)

However, not everyone considers the major problem as being strictly 
social; others tend to view the problems primarily from a technical 
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point of view, identifying problems associated with design features and 
technical specifications. When asked about the typical dynamics of an 
assignment, many referred to very loose and fuzzy beginnings that, 
over time, were sorted out through a variety of techniques and meth-
ods, and to the fact that the early stages of projects typically involve a 
lot of work to clarify things, sorting out all issues, before starting the 
hands- on job. This, however, does not have to be a final solution, but 
something that is good enough to get the work going and provide a 
“firm base that we can build on.” At the same time, engineers do not 
only speak negatively about fuzzy technical situations and technical 
uncertainties in general, because they also feel that this aspect is the 
prime factor of motivation for them.

I like assignments that are a bit fuzzy where you don’t have the walls 
around you, where you can seek the opportunities and explore the 
open areas. But I don’t think that the newly recruited can handle 
these situations. I guess many leave the company because they’re not 
mature enough. (Project Worker F)

When entering a new project or a new assignment, the WE engineer 
normally receives a task specification and a role specification. In some 
cases, these are very brief and informal, in other cases, very detailed 
and formalized. Yet for many these descriptions and specifications say 
very little about their job.

There is never a clear assignment specification when you enter a 
project. You get things as you go. The client checks out how good 
you are, what you can do, what you can’t do. And then things change 
and you just have to respond to that – enter a new role because that 
client needs you to. (Project Worker A)

Leaving assignments and entering new projects is part of the every-
day life of the engineers at WE. Managers generally argue that mobility 
could be improved, and they mention the dangers of staying too long 
at the same place, whereas project workers point out that they would 
like to have more opportunities – even change assignments at a higher 
pace than today. Still, leaving contracts is associated with a certain kind 
of stress or feeling of anxiety. In our interviews with the engineers, a 
recurring theme was the anxiety of finding new assignments. Some 
state that it is a mixed feeling involving “excitement, anxiety and a bit 
of worries.” However, the engineers realize there is not much they can 
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do about it; they just have to trust that new assignments and projects 
will be coming in and that “you can’t worry too much because there is 
really nothing you can do about it.” (Project Worker E). One respondent 
said:

It always works out fine. Assignments come and go. Sometimes you 
don’t have any assignment for a while and sometimes you just have 
too many assignments to choose from. That’s how this business is.” 
(Project Worker F)

Coping with liminality

After this empirical peek into the operational day- to- day situations of 
engineers in their project- based work, we will now discuss how they 
handle their liminality situations. As we will see, their actions with 
regard to this are important activities within the four HRM practice 
areas. We depart from a pattern observed in our empirical accounts, 
namely, the distinction between technical and social situations. In 
other words, engineers normally meet situations that are technically 
and socially challenging at the same time. By making this differentia-
tion, we also emphasize the dual nature of complex problem-solving as 
consisting of both a social and a technical dimension. This generally 
echoes the two aspects of group development – where some research-
ers have explored group development phases in terms of climate, trust-
ful relationships, friendship (Tuckman, 1965), etc., while others have 
looked in more depth into the stages of problem-solving, such as explo-
ration and exploitation (Gersick, 1989). This distinction also mirrors the 
complexity inherent in many situations of problem-solving in project-
 based organizations. By this, we are calling attention to two aspects of 
the working situation of project workers: social and technical, and the 
liminality involved in both of these aspects. In the first dimension, 
it centers on the people in the project and their relationships; in the 
second dimension it is about one’s assignment, responsibilities, and the 
specific technologies and technical problems involved.

In dealing with their liminality, we can discern a number of coping 
strategies that the engineers at WE use. The following coping strategies 
are discussed and analyzed theoretically: (1) “reputation reliance”, (2) 
“role carving”, (3) “relaxation”, and (4) “redefinition”.

The first identified strategy, reputation reliance, centers on the social 
capital of the engineers – how they are perceived when they enter 
the teams and how managers introduce them to new organizational 
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contexts. In general, this also relates to the reputation of WE engineers 
and what features and characteristics of a candidate were identified 
during the interviews that, in turn, are attributed to his or her self-
 confidence and professionalism. Undoubtedly, a good reputation is a 
foundation for trust building in temporary groups (Meyerson et al., 
1996), as it is also important in the engineering problem-solving con-
texts discussed here. However, what is perhaps more interesting is how 
individuals try to affect their reputation, how managers of the pool of 
resources “market” their people to build reputations, which ultimately 
makes it easier for the engineers to enter a new knowledge collectivity. 
For instance, managers here referred to the importance of talking to the 
client about the track record of an engineer, of convincing them that 
“this person will do a good job.” The reputation reliance strategy is, 
then, tightly connected to HRM practice areas dealing with Flows and 
Development and, perhaps most important, with effective combining 
and matching of these two areas. The activities of individuals who rely 
on this strategy revolve around strategic use of the internal flow (past 
and future) to build competences and to create networks, making sure 
their “name” is known in the organization.

The second coping strategy, role carving, is important in situations 
where social liminality is the key factor. The importance of role carving 
has also been emphasized in previous research. For instance, the study 
by Barley and Kunda (2001: 249) emphasized the importance for con-
tractors of carving out roles to be able to learn to live with their liminal-
ity. As the authors say, the contractors “carved out roles for themselves,” 
which allowed them to “rationalize their status and resolve the practi-
cal dilemmas of life on the job.” This strategy generally zooms in on 
the ongoing structuring and dynamics of roles in social settings and, 
perhaps most important, in dynamic projects. Meyerson et al. (1996) 
highlighted the importance of rather fixed and clear- cut role defini-
tions to build trust rapidly. Whitley (2006) argued for the significance 
of stable and separated role definitions to form lasting project- based 
organizations. However, it might be difficult in these situations to 
have such clear role definitions. It might also be that project work-
ers want to change role structures to affect the social or the technical 
problem- solving process. The negative side is, of course, that it might 
lead to “high costs in time, worry, conflict, and temporary inefficiency” 
(Stinchcombe, 1965: 4). During our interviews, engineers referred to too 
high expectations and that they had to respond to an institutionalized 
image of what was expected from them in their assigned role. They also 
mentioned the difficulty that project managers often do not know what 



156 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

to expect, because the problem to be solved is not yet fully explored. 
For instance, one respondent had been hired as a configuration man-
ager, although this was not really what the project needed. Respondents 
also emphasized the importance of building platforms from which they 
could act. This is a typical scenario when they have just entered new 
assignments, although as they say, role carving is a continuous process. 
The role- carving strategy, then, involves important activities within the 
HRM practice area of Performance – engineers’ aiming at improving 
their performance by actively influencing their immediate work setting 
and creating a role they believe is needed.

The third strategy, relaxation, zeroes in on the individual’s ability 
to live with liminality and coping with the problem of entering new 
organizational constellations. This strategy centers on the technical 
aspects and is predominantly seen here as a passive attitude. The inter-
viewed engineers referred to the importance of “wait and see,” and 
that you learn that “things get sorted.” Often in these cases, it seemed 
to them as though they could only moderately influence the situation 
and that it had to be dealt with by the client or other project mem-
bers. Hence, this strategy is seen as a way for individuals to meet HRM 
challenges within the practice area of Involvement. However, instead 
of actively involving themselves in the decision- making process, they 
make the active decision not to get involved. In that sense, relaxation 
strategy is interesting from an HRM perspective since it indicates that 
high- involvement practices are not always the first- choice alternative 
for employees. Instead, this relaxed attitude to uncertainty might be 
a way for many individuals to cope with liminality in project- based 
work settings.

The fourth coping strategy revolves around the redefinition of tasks 
and technical problems. It is active and fundamentally focused on 
the technical type of liminality. We label it “redefinition,” although 
it encompasses a broad range of skills and mechanisms. For instance, 
it covers how engineers reinterpret and reformulate the task, system 
properties, and functional specifications. It is viewed here as an active 
coping strategy because engineers in these situations reinterpret and 
reformulate complex problems more than is commonly done in eve-
ryday complex problem-solving. During the interviews, some referred 
to their role as being an advisor, particularly in situations where the 
client has a limited understanding of the problem at hand. This can 
happen not only in new projects but also in projects that have been 
running for years in which the approach has not been accurate. A 
problem could be defined either as something distant from the 
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engineer or as something within his or her scope of responsibility, as 
something within a distinct domain of technology or as something 
more integral. In some cases, redefinition had quite extreme results, 
such as a speedy promotion to assume project manager responsibili-
ties and, in other cases, having to leave the project because the client 
found another way of handling the problem or that they, in fact, 
needed a different engineer. In all cases, it could be seen as adopt-
ing a strategy to redefine the liminality situation. Fenwick reports on 
this type of coping strategy in her study of independent contractors, 
who say they often see from the beginning when a project for which 
they are being hired is poorly conceived or grossly shortchanged in 
resources and time, but “they must proceed delicately to determine 
how to shift management’s thinking without jeopardizing the con-
tract or their reputation” (Fenwick, 2007: 518). The strategy of redefi-
nition primarily involves activities within the HRM practice area of 
Performance – in order to allow for high performance, the project 
worker takes an active position in redefining and clarifying what the 
problem is.

Finally, all four strategies include activities within the practice 
area of Involvement, since they in themselves are signs of employee 
involvement. The strategies of reputation reliance and relaxation can 
be described as strategies of a rather low degree of active involvement. 
However, it is important to note that this relative inactivity is due to the 
project workers’ own choice and their “passive” strategies built on con-
scious and active decisions. Role carving and redefinition are, instead, 
strategies that include a high level of involvement activity. Here, the 
project worker takes an active part in influencing work conditions as 
well as content of work and includes himself or herself in the decision-
 making process.

Project workers in the HR quadriad

Turning the focus to the HR quadriad and the HRM practice areas, a 
few points should be made about the responsibilities of the project 
worker. These are based on the more general discussions earlier in this 
chapter as well as on the later parts that focused on individuals’ strat-
egies for coping with liminality as an important part of their HRM 
activities.

First, with regard to Flows, it is critical to handle the various aspects 
tied to liminality, entering into new assignments and signaling shifts in 
assignments. In particular, project workers with a strategy of reputation 
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reliance need to be active in managing their “flow,” so that they get 
the assignments they are interested in; they build a network and a 
reputation for being competent and useful project members, and thus 
minimize social uncertainty when entering a new project team. This 
requires a certain self- assurance and confidence in one’s own compe-
tence and abilities. Managing their human resource flows is one way 
for project workers to cope with social aspects of liminality. Looking 
back on earlier chapters, this is to a high degree a close collaboration 
with line managers, normally the ones who can act as “artist agents,” 
support project workers in planning their project trajectories, and build 
their reputations. Nevertheless, feedback from previous project manag-
ers is also crucial for future assignments, since their experience of hav-
ing someone on a team can be valuable as a reference for future project 
assignments.

Second, management of Performance is primarily a matter of clarify-
ing expectations, of knowing what is expected from the project worker 
in terms of both the social and technical aspects of problem-solving. 
Here, it seems critical to be able to carve out one’s role and redefine 
complex problems – issues that were frequently brought up during our 
study of Workpool Engineering. In this regard, interaction with other 
project members and the project manager is crucial, particularly in 
inter- functional and focused project work. In intra- functional and frag-
mented project work, interaction with line managers in these matters 
will most likely be of higher importance.

This also brings to attention the third HRM practice area: Involvement – 
the importance of getting involved and ensuring the possibility of 
being able to do a good job in terms of having the right contact with 
significant people in the project and being able to improve one’s work-
ing conditions. As pointed out earlier, the four strategies of coping with 
liminality are in themselves signs of Involvement, even though two of 
them actually have to do with conscious decisions to not get involved. 
These Involvement activities, we argue, compose an important respon-
sibility for project workers; however, these workers need to be supported 
and encouraged by the other players in the HR quadriad. Otherwise, 
the valuable involvement of knowledgeable project workers might not 
take place, which means the organization might miss out on important 
improvement opportunities.

Finally, the practice area of Development is, as Figure 7.1 highlights, 
to a great extent a responsibility handed over to the individual worker.  
Although a company provides courses and other kinds of opportuni-
ties, the search for new assignments and learning from experience 
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is chiefly the individual’s responsibility. As has been pointed out in 
previous chapters, project workers collaborate closely with line man-
agers in these issues. However, if many of the Development activities 
are the responsibility of project workers themselves, a direct relation-
ship with HR specialists concerning development matters might be 
valuable.

Table 7.3 summarizes a few of the important patterns observed in 
our research concerning HRM and the responsibilities of the project 
worker.

Final thoughts

The ideas presented in this chapter are important primarily because of 
the need to better establish HRM with the needs and requirements of 
the individual worker. This chapter takes a starting point in the lives 
and careers of individuals and, based on that starting point, conducts 
an analysis of challenges the individual is facing and what type of HRM 
might be developed to improve the response to those challenges. One 
was discussed as a challenge in terms of “liminality.” First, it was argued, 

Figure 7.1 Project workers and HRM: some underlying forces
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liminality is important to improve the overall efficiency of knowledge 
integration in projects that resemble “knowledge collectivities” – a type 
of project organization gaining popularity in complex problem- solving 
contexts. Second, the analysis of liminality may lead to an improve-
ment of the working situation, to the development of skills for project-
 oriented engineers (see Allen and Katz, 1995), and to an understanding 
of how problem- solving skills relate to both social and technical issues. 
The latter, we believe, would be of equal importance to the firms in our 
investigation and to the individual project workers. In that respect, the 
exploration of liminality augments knowledge about an increasingly 
important organizational capability and individual problem- solving 
skills. Liminality further sheds new light on contemporary or even 
postindustrial HRM. Generally speaking, one might argue that HRM is 
increasingly occurring at the limits of organizations within networks 
and teams that often cross organizational divides. This was observed 
in most of the organizations in our studies – ranging from Posten and 
their reliance on external consultants, to the decrease of permanent 
personnel in Tetra Pak, and to the use of technical consultants in Saab 
(see Appendix).

The chapter also addressed the need for combining micro- level analy-
sis with macro- level analysis. In that respect, it connects findings from 
institutional theory presented by Whitley with the “bringing work back 

Table 7.3 Roles of project workers in the HRM practice areas

HRM practice area Roles of the project worker

Flows Knowing one’s competence
Adjusting assignments to competence
Building reputation

Performance Sharing knowledge
Clarifying expectations
Role carving and redefinition
Seeking feedback

Involvement Getting involved actively or deciding not to get 
involved.
Actively influencing work conditions and the 
content of work

Development Searching for new, challenging assignments
Learning from experience
Networking to build social capital, learn from others, 
and share knowledge with others
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in” ideas in Barley and Kunda (2001: 90). This also ties together the 
linkages between the two competitive challenges and organizational 
capabilities discussed in the introduction. In that respect, we build 
on Whitley’s (2006) argument that there is a need for linking HRM 
with problem- solving contexts. In particular, our analysis highlights 
the dynamics and linkages between problem- solving contexts and indi-
vidual skills and the strategies engineers use to deal with liminality. For 
instance, we identify the importance of role carving as a strategy the 
individual relies on to deal with liminality. The general role structures 
found on the macro level were, therefore, generally important, but insuf-
ficient, to help the individual deal with the problem of liminality.

We also emphasize the need to explore further the aspects and types 
of liminality to improve the analysis of project- based organizations as 
constituted by knowledge collectivity. Given their temporary, fluid, 
and mobile nature, liminality is a key attribute for project workers. At 
the same time, our main argument has been that coping with limi-
nality is important to improving both working life and organizational 
effectiveness. Thus, it captures an important element in modern defi-
nitions of HRM: the dynamic interplay between employee/contractor 
and employer/client. Based on our empirical work, we identified four 
coping strategies: reputation reliance, role carving, relaxation, and 
redefinition. Through this analysis we argued that (1) liminality is not 
necessarily a negative state – positive effects can emanate from liminal-
ity; (2) liminality consists of primarily two types: social and technical, 
and these are intertwined, although for analytical purposes they should 
be kept separate; and (3) it might be possible to identify a set of strate-
gies based on the dimensions of focus (social/technical) and attitude 
(active/passive).
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Introduction

In the previous chapters, we discussed the roles of line managers, 
project managers, and project workers in the HR quadriad. Bearing 
these discussions in mind, we now turn to the HR specialists and 
HR departments. Our view of HRM as being collective and comple-
mentary means the role of HR specialists at the operational level in 
project- based organizations is strongly influenced by the roles of the 
other players in the HR quadriad. For example, increased HR respon-
sibilities for line managers – a trend we discussed in Chapter 5, which 
was intensified in project- based organizations – should, according to 
Larsen and Brewster (2003), have extensive effect on the size, role, and 
shape of the HR department. Moreover, the design of HRM suggests 
that the nature of the operational work setting affects the HR quad-
riad and its roles and, hence, the role of HR specialists and the design 
of HR departments. The underlying change patterns are summarized 
in Figure 8.1.

8
HR Specialists in Project- Based 
Organizations
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As for the first set of factors on the left side of the figure, we identify 
a broad spectrum of factors that influence the role and responsibilities 
of HR departments. A key parameter is that as more work is carried out 
in projects more of the HRM responsibilities are handed over to others, 
including line managers and project workers, and to some extent, to 
project managers. Additionally, we also have the common factor dis-
cussed in the literature on strategic HRM, namely, that there is also 
a need to include strategic factors. In that sense, although we have 
pointed out the importance of addressing the operational work setting, 
the strategic factors cannot be ignored and, according to some scholars – 
a claim supported by our findings to a certain extent – HR specialists 
need to be involved in the strategic decision- making of the firm. These 
factors require redesigning the HR organization. The consequences will 
be explored in further detail in the present chapter, particularly how 
the operational HRM is supported, how line managers are supported, 
and how HR departments should be designed to better position HRM 
within the project- based organization.

In this chapter we draw on research that has suggested various roles 
and models for HR specialists, and we take the discussion one step fur-
ther by focusing on the project- based work setting.1 We commence with 
a summary of the ongoing debate about HR specialists and their role and 

Figure 8.1 HR specialists and HRM: some underlying forces

Increasing need to
focus on strategic
aspects of HRM. 

More operational work
carried out in projects. 

More HRM carried out
by line managers.

More responsibilities
for HRM practices
taken over by the

individual worker.  

Separation of strategic
and operational HRM.

Line managers need
to be supported to

handle certain tasks in
HRM (irregular,

specialized), by either
external or internal HR

specialists. 

More HRM activities 
need to address the 
project dimension of 

the firm. HR 
specialists need to 

design services and 
support to reach the 

project level, 
including project 

manager’s role in the
HR organization. 

Need to redesign HR
organization. Need to
redesign the structure
and responsibilities of

the HR specialists
(and the HR
department). 
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value in contemporary firms. We continue with an analysis of the struc-
ture and design of HR departments and summarize some findings from 
a multiple case study comprising eight project- based firms. The role and 
structure of HR departments are discussed in further detail from these 
findings. The chapter ends with final thoughts and conclusions.

The role and value of HR specialists

Prior research into HRM gives an image of HR departments as struggling 
to find their role and defend their existence (Brockbank, 1999; Jamrog 
and Overholt, 2004; Torrington and Hall, 1996). In the earlier stages 
of our empirical work, we similarly observed problems facing the HR 
departments and saw several signs that the HR department was slowly 
“fading away,” while searching for its place in a number of firms as well 
as being under severe pressure. For instance, one top manager inter-
viewed in a firm where HRM is considered a strategic issue expressed 
the problem in the following words: “The HR department, I’m not sure 
what they really do, and I’m not sure I want them to do anything.” 
Of course, this is an intentionally provocative statement and carries 
some irony; however, it reveals a general frustration with the role of 
the HR department, which should be taken seriously. Yet similar obser-
vations are reported in recent empirical research. One example is the 
study by Truss and Gill (2009) in which senior executives raise doubts 
about the performance of HR specialists.

Several HRM scholars have specifically argued that HR departments 
need to change if they are to contribute to the firm’s success and create 
value for the firm. Otherwise, these authors suggest, HR departments 
might just as well be abolished. Along these lines, Ulrich (1998: 124) 
claims that “HR” tends to have a bad reputation in many organizations, 
and for a good reason: “It is often ineffective, incompetent, and costly; 
in a phrase, it is value sapping.” In sum, previous research and prac-
tice undoubtedly offer a substantial critique of the HR department as 
we know it. One reason for the problematic situation of HR specialists 
could be the vague concept of “HR,” which we believe is crucial to clar-
ify. The expression “HR” is frequently used in an imprecise way, in prac-
tice as well as in the research community, creating uncertainty about 
to what it really refers. For example, Beatty and Schneier (1997: 29) 
state: “HR must be judged on whether it enhances the firm’s competi-
tive advantage ...,” and Ulrich (1998: 124) poses the rhetorical question: 
“Should we do away with HR?” In such writings, it is not clear whether 
“HR” refers to the firms’ HR specialists or to the HR organization as we 
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define it in this book: the entire system of players that carry out HRM 
practices in the firm. In the majority of cases, however, “HR” refers to 
the HR department and the HR specialists. This conceptual vagueness 
has several consequences for the analysis of HR departments. Among 
other things, it creates an underlying perception that the HR depart-
ment alone is responsible for HRM in the organization and is also the 
one to blame when HRM practices are not working properly. The col-
lective nature of HRM advocated for in this book, however, stresses that 
the function of HR specialists can only be understood in relation to the 
other players in the HR organization.

Despite the substantial critique directed at HR departments, most 
researchers argue that the HR department needs to be an important 
player in the HR organization of the firm. In fact, the HR depart-
ment itself is often seen as an important basis for gaining competitive 
advantage (e.g., Brockbank, 1999). Some authors stress the importance 
of HR departments moving from administrative personnel units and, 
instead, becoming “strategic players” (Beatty and Schneier, 1997; 
Ulrich and Beatty, 2001). Others have argued that HR departments 
need to assume various roles such as “strategic partners,” “business 
partners,” and “change agents,” as well as “administrative experts” 
and “employee champions” (e.g., Lawler, 2005; Mohrman and Lawler, 
1997; Ulrich, 1998).

Taken together, arguments about the need to change the role of 
HR departments suggest the HR department is expected to make an 
important contribution to the development of core issues of manage-
ment in today’s firm. Nevertheless, it is at the same time recognized 
that HR departments are struggling with their current mandate. One of 
the seminal studies exploring the roles of HR specialists, conducted by 
Storey (1992), presents solid empirical evidence. This broad longitudi-
nal study of the development of HRM in 15 British organizations iden-
tified patterns in the roles assumed by HR departments and suggested 
a conceptual framework of “types of personnel practitioner” based on 
the two dimensions identified as strategic/tactical and interventionary/
noninterventionary. Storey’s typology included (1) the strategic and 
noninterventionary “advisers,” (2) the tactical and nonintervention-
ary “handmaidens,” (3) the tactical and interventionary “regulators,” 
and (4) the strategic and interventionary “change makers.” The author 
argued that the change- maker type was particularly consonant with 
the modern HRM model in which personnel responsibilities needed to 
be devolved to the line, and HR specialists should make a proactive and 
strategic contribution. However, the empirical work showed that having 
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this type of HR specialist was not very common among the studied 
firms. Storey did not explicitly investigate the reasons for this, but sug-
gested that the somewhat traditional character of many of the studied 
companies might be a possible explanation.

It appeared then that the attachment to the traditional paradigm in 
the mainstream companies had something to do with the character-
istic features of these organizations. It was in these large, unionized 
and proceduralized organizations that for a variety of reasons per-
sonnel had remained more attached to the traditional mode. (Storey, 
1992: 187)

Consequently, Storey’s study can be used only to speculate on the role 
of HR specialists in other organizational settings, such as project- based 
organizations. The research by Storey (1992) paved the way for a series 
of normative typologies of roles for HR specialists and HR departments 
such as the ones suggested by Ulrich (1998) and Mohrman and Lawler 
(1997). Although these typologies rely on limited empirical support, 
they have had a large impact in practice where positions such as “HR 
business partner” and the like have become very popular (Truss et al., 
2002).

In sum, existing role typologies usually give normative suggestions 
of roles the HR department should take on, but they have two com-
mon weaknesses: (1) they do not consider differences in the organiza-
tion of operational work settings, and (2) they generally do not discuss 
how such HR departments could be designed. In the following, we will 
briefly introduce what previous research has to say about the design of 
HR departments.

The structure and design of HR departments

Interestingly, the issue of structure and design of HR departments is not 
a very common topic among HRM researchers. This is somewhat sur-
prising since some critiques against the HR departments have focused 
on their inappropriate structural solution. The importance of this issue 
is acknowledged by Mohrman and Lawler (1997: 161), who state:

Clearly one of the most important challenges every human resource 
function faces is to reinvent its structure and organization so that it 
can deliver in the future the kinds of systems and business partner-
ship behaviour that will make its organisation more effective.
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Mohrman and Lawler point to the importance of analyzing the struc-
ture and organization of the HR department, but they do not focus 
on this particular issue in their study. There are, however, a few other 
important contributions on the topic. Beer (1997: 51–2), for example, 
discusses what the organization of HR specialists might develop into. 
Beer argues that “the administrative and strategic roles do not easily 
coexist in the same function or the same person” and that these activi-
ties, therefore, need to be separated if a strategic role for HR specialists 
is to emerge. Beer also foresees the birth of what he calls “geographically 
decentralized human resource service centers” that sell administrative 
services to the organization, and also “strategic human resource profes-
sionals” or “human resource partners” affiliated with particular busi-
ness units. Furthermore, Beer argues that traditional HR services will be 
increasingly outsourced to external partners. A recent example is given 
in Fact Box 8.1.

Sisson and Storey (2003: 226) argue that outsourcing is one of four 
main structural options for delivering personnel activities within a 
firm. The other three options, according to the authors, are the HR 
department as an “in- house agency” (seen as a cost center), as an “inter-
nal consultancy” (selling its services to the parent organization), or as a 
“business within a business” (which may trade not only with the parent 

Fact Box 8.1 In search of cost- effective HR departments

For the past decade or so, there has been significant pressure on HR depart-
ments to become more cost- effective. The result has been a shockwave of 
restructured HR departments among companies in all kinds of industries, 
involving downsizing, creating HR service centers, and outsourcing parts of 
HRM activities. This process is discussed and analyzed by practitioners as well 
as scholars under the term “HR transformation” (see, e.g., Ulrich et al., 2009). 
The main idea is that the competence of HR specialists should be used to add 
value to business instead of being wasted on administrative duties. A recent 
example is that of AstraZeneca, a global pharmaceutical company with over 
60,000 employees. The company decided to outsource all the “nonstrategic” 
parts of HR, which actually implied outsourcing more than two- thirds of the 
HR function. The contract, with a value close to 5 million Euros, will run for 
7 years, with the goal cutting the costs by around 1.2 million Euros per year. 
In the search for suppliers, the company opted for the one that was least will-
ing to customize its services. An HR director at the company explains that 
the variety of specialized and customized practices, policies, and processes 
needs to be reduced: “The outsourcing gives us the possibility to deal with 
HRM more or less in the same way in 105 countries” (Dovier, 2010).
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organization but also externally). The ideas of Beer (1997) and Sisson 
and Storey (2003) are interesting and highly relevant. Yet both stud-
ies discuss HR departments in very general terms. Beer suggests one 
possible wide- ranging development for HR departments but does not 
consider that different organizational contingencies could influence 
the HR department, as suggested by, for example, Storey (1992). Sisson 
(2001) acknowledges that a number of organizational conditions, such 
as size, sector, ownership, and whether the firm is joining, continuing, 
or leaving the business, are critical for understanding the justification 
for the HR department. However, he does not discuss organizational 
structure and the operational work setting as being among those criti-
cal conditions.

Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) present a framework that, in several 
ways, not only reflects the same ideas as those of Beer (1997) and Sisson 
and Storey (2003) but also takes into account organizational differ-
ences. They suggest that the HR department usually assumes one of 
three general patterns based on the strategic business organization (sin-
gle business, holding company, or diversified business). According to 
Ulrich and Brockbank (2005), the three general patterns for HR depart-
ments are (1) functional HR departments (applied by single businesses) 
which consist of a strong central HR department at the headquarters 
that designs HRM practices to match the needs of the entire business, 
and HR generalists at the local departments who apply corporate- wide 
policies; (2) dedicated HR (applied by holding companies), which have 
dedicated HR departments embedded in the business units. These 
dedicated HR departments get tools and support from a centralized, 
corporate- wide HR department, but they are also responsible for design-
ing business- specific HRM; (3) shared services HR (applied by diversi-
fied businesses, which are neither pure single businesses nor holding 
companies). The shared service HR is described as a way of balancing 
centralization and standardization with decentralization and flexibil-
ity. Here, transactional and administrative HR activities are provided 
through service centers, technology, and/or outsourcing solutions. The 
transformational and strategic HR activities are delivered by corporate 
HR professionals, by embedded HR partners who work directly with line 
managers and business unit teams, by centers of expertise that operate 
as consulting firms inside the organization, and by line managers.

Indeed, the three patterns of HR departments suggested by Ulrich 
and Brockbank are pertinent as a description of different HR depart-
ment structures applied in many modern companies. However, one 
could question whether the strategic business organization is the only 
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relevant organizational structure for determining the design of the HR 
department. Instead of this top- down perspective, in the present book 
we have favored a bottom- up perspective. This perspective suggests that 
the design of an HR department should be influenced by the character 
of the operational work setting in which employees carry out their tasks, 
and by the overall HR organization needed for this particular organiza-
tion. We maintain that previous research into roles and structures for 
HR departments has tended to overemphasize the corporate and strate-
gic levels of analysis, and thereby has underemphasized the importance 
of the settings in which many of the HR activities are performed and 
to which HR specialists are supposed to contribute. This is particularly 
troublesome in the case of project- based organizations, which are often 
described as having flatter and more flexible organizational structures 
and in which project workers, first- line managers, and project manag-
ers take a more active part in HRM activities. It is equally troublesome 
since a number of recent studies have documented the limited explana-
tory value of strategies with regard to the design and structure of HR 
departments (Truss et al., 2002). Some studies have even documented 
the problems with overreliance on searching for a fit between the strat-
egy of the firm and the design of HR departments with a particular 
emphasis on crafting its role in the strategy process. As formulated by 
Hope- Hailey et al. (2005: 63), one might question the “wisdom of focus-
ing on the strategic partnering role. We have shown how the HR depart-
ment may become more important strategically, but the human factor 
of people’s everyday work experience may deteriorate.”

The role of HR specialists and structure of 
HR departments: patterns from eight firms

Our research on HRM in project- based firms indicates that HR depart-
ments are in transition. In the majority of our empirical cases, the 
firms are trying to find new and more cost- effective solutions, and 
these changes are often inspired by role typologies such as the busi-
ness partner models and service center models mentioned earlier. 
However, at the operational level we have identified a number of inter-
esting patterns concerning the role and structure of HR departments 
in relation to the other players in the HR quadriad and the project-
 based work setting. Our empirical material draws on case studies of 
eight firms.2 The firms belong to different industries (automotive, 
pharmaceutical, logistics, aerospace, IT, telecom, medical systems, 
and complex machinery) and their number of employees ranges from 
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approximately 600 to 70,000. Our studies focus on project- based units 
within the firms, which in the majority of cases are R&D and develop-
ment units. Some units rely heavily on intra- functional project work 
and fragmented project participation, while others are dominated by 
inter- functional project work and mostly focused project participation. 
As we have seen in previous chapters, the type of project work and 
project participation are important characteristics of the operational 
work setting which influence the roles and responsibilities among the 
actors in the HR quadriad. We take these conditions into consideration 
when discussing and comparing the role of HR specialists. In the fol-
lowing, we will present empirical material from our studies to give an 
image of the complex role of HR specialists in the HR quadriad and of 
alternative designs of HR departments.

HR- based and task- based logics

In the majority of the studied firms, HR specialists were dedicated to 
supporting line managers at the operational level. It could be in the 
form of a local HR department or single HR specialists dedicated to 
supporting a certain part of the organization. In the latter, there also 
normally were some sort of centralized HR service center to which line 
managers could turn when they needed particular HR support. This 
would be with regard to recruitment processes, competence develop-
ment programs, sick leave, rehabilitation processes, and a number of 
other issues that may require specialist knowledge. The dedicated HR 
specialists had positions with titles such as “strategic partners” and 
“business partners,” probably a sign of inspiration by the popular role 
of typologies discussed earlier. Normally, they were involved in strate-
gic competence planning and leadership inventories, and participated 
in meetings at middle management levels.

In some cases, line managers wondered what HR specialists really 
did. They often questioned the value of the contribution of HR spe-
cialists, who were seen as being too far from the operational setting. 
Nevertheless, many line managers expressed a wish for HR competence 
to be more integrated at the operational level. One line manager, for 
example, talked about his good experience having an HR specialist 
involved:

Our HR specialist wants to be more involved in our daily work, but 
she hasn’t really got the time for it. She is responsible for a very large 
area. But I really appreciated the times when she has taken an active 
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part in, for example, leadership inventory processes. She brings 
another perspective and that is great! Sometimes you get a real eye 
opener. And since you are supposed to work more with people issues, 
it would be great with such a sounding board on other issues as well. 
That could give you more incentives to work with people issues and 
feel that it is rewarding. But it cannot be an HR department “on the 
side”; it needs to be more integrated in the daily work. Yes, that kind 
of sounding board would be really nice ... to get the opportunity to 
discuss soft issues in novel way. I think that all line managers should 
benefit from that. It would be great. (Line Manager, Aerospace)

In other cases, line managers did not express such a clear need for 
integrated HR support in their daily work. Most thought they had 
developed the skills they needed to take on their HR- oriented roles, 
but that it was good to have an HR center or a dedicated HR special-
ist to call on when they needed special support or to stay up to date 
with current topics in HRM. There were also examples of HR managers 
creating and managing HR networks for line managers. For example, 
in one case with an inter- functional project work setting, the local HR 
manager saw the need for line managers to meet and share experi-
ence about their HR work, so he launched specific HR meetings for line 
managers.

The line managers need to have an arena where they can meet and 
discuss HR and competence issues and create a common language. 
This has been difficult, but for the last year, I have had meetings 
with all the line managers once a month. I call and run the meet-
ings and prepare the agenda. It is intended to be an arena where the 
line managers can bring up questions, share experiences, and les-
sons learned. We discuss different issues to get a common view. (HR 
Manager, Complex Machinery)

The interaction between HR specialists and line managers was clear 
in all the studied firms, but the relationship between HR specialists 
and the project dimension was less well- defined. In one case, involv-
ing intra- functional project work, there was a special support unit for 
project managers that also included support for people issues. However, 
there was no real cooperation between this support unit and the HR 
department. In fact, the HR specialist’s detachment from, and lack 
of knowledge about, the project operations were often mentioned by 
project managers, line managers, and project workers, and sometimes 
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also by the HR managers themselves. For example, a senior project man-
ager at the R&D unit of a pharmaceutical company told us:

Actually, we have not had any organization to support the projects. 
HR has no idea of the situation of the project workers – they are quite 
detached from the project environment.

A top HR director at the R&D unit of an automotive firm had a similar 
opinion. Being a former senior project manager, she had a particular 
interest in these issues and said:

The HR unit is very line oriented. When the employees have difficul-
ties in the projects, the HR personnel don’t seem to understand the 
problem. They don’t speak the same language, because they are HR 
people and not engineers. It’s a big problem and something we need 
to deal with. We have started, but we are not there yet.

In this particular case, there had been attempts to direct HR com-
petences toward project operations, but these organizational solutions 
were soon abandoned. An HR manager gave us his thoughts:

Even though we have been working on projects for a long time, 
the HR department has been organized according to the line, and 
some people think this is a weakness. On the other hand, it’s kind 
of understandable, since the line managers assume the heavy 
part of the personnel responsibilities. We’ve tested solutions for, 
for example, HR specialists who worked with direct support to 
project managers, but we don’t have that anymore. (HR Manager, 
Automotive)

This issue was also brought up by a senior project manager at a logis-
tics company, who to some extent felt a need for more access to the 
competence of HR specialists in project management situations:

I think that it’s easier for HR specialists to see certain things 
[and] communication can also be the things that are not said out 
loud. ... When you’re in the middle of your project and you’re com-
pletely hooked on what you’re supposed to do, and you have a tough 
deadline, it’s easy to forget about some things. And the backside is 
that we don’t have a natural contact with HR; they are not a support 
function for us. It comes natural for line managers to turn to HR for 
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support, but not for project managers. And I don’t really know why. 
(Senior Project Manager, Logistics)

Our case studies, hence, reveal a somewhat unbalanced relationship 
in the HR quadriad when it comes to the HR specialists. The interaction 
of HR specialists is almost exclusively with line managers and not with 
the other players in the HR quadriad. On the one hand, this might be 
reasonable and not problematic since, as the HR manager quoted above 
points out, line managers assume the main burden of formal personnel 
responsibilities at the operational work level. On the other hand, our 
collective and complementary understanding of HRM requires that it 
must be understood as being more than merely the formal personnel 
responsibilities. Looking back on the previous chapters, it is obvious 
that project managers have an important HRM role, be it as the clos-
est manager for a longer period of time, or as one who provides crucial 
input to the process concerning project workers’ performance, com-
petences, and work situation. Similarly, project workers are, in many 
ways, “HRM developers” of their own and for colleagues; hence, they 
also contribute to HRM activities performed at the operational level in 
the organization. We believe there might be reason for project- based 
organizations to refine the role of HR specialists on an operational level 
and analyze what balance of interaction with the other players in the 
HR quadriad might be best, given the characteristics of the particular 
project work setting.

The analysis also showed that the firms seemed to rely on one of 
two main logics regarding the roles of HR specialists. In one group of 
organizations, the general perception of the role of HR specialists fol-
lowed a task- based logic. This means their role was mainly seen as HR 
generalists who should provide general HR support adapted to the tasks 
of the specific line unit. In the remaining cases, on the other hand, the 
view of HR specialists’ role followed instead an HR- based logic. Here, 
they were, to a greater extent, seen as a resource, providing services to 
line managers, when needed, within specific competence areas of HRM. 
The two logics are summarized in Table 8.1.

Recalling the discussions from previous chapters concerning the 
roles of the other players in the HR quadriad, the complementarity 
of the roles is interesting considering these two logics. A high level of 
HR orientation in the line management role, which seems more com-
mon in inter- functional project work settings, would probably reduce 
the need for dedicated and line- specific HR support. An HR- based logic 
for HR specialists – in which they are expected to provide specialist 
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competences within certain HRM areas when line managers need their 
support – should thus apply primarily in such organizations. In intra-
 functional project work settings, on the other hand, line managers 
normally have a role that needs to balance HR orientation with task 
orientation. This means they have less possibility to focus on, prioritize, 
and develop comprehensive competences concerning HR issues. This, 
in turn, might call for a more dedicated HR specialist role.

However, these logics presume that HR specialists at the operational 
level only need to interact with line managers, which means they only 
apply to a limited part of the HR quadriad. The collective nature of the 
HR quadriad, however, calls for more inclusive logics for the role of 
HR specialists on an operational level, logics that acknowledge project 
managers and project workers as stakeholders and potential collabora-
tive partners. Accordingly, the HR- based logic for HR specialists might 
need to include the possibility to make the “internal consultants” 
available not only for line managers but also for project managers and 
project workers. It might also be necessary to assign dedicated HR sup-
port to project management and co- located project teams, particularly 
in organizations with inter- functional project work. This would call for 
HR specialists with a specialization of HRM in project- based work set-
tings. Similarly, the task- based logic for HR specialists could be comple-
mented with an HR- based logic for HR support to project managers and 
project workers. It would also necessitate internal HR consultants being 
available for project managers and project workers.

In sum, we suggest that any project- based organization needs to ana-
lyze the character of its project work setting to find the right balance 
between the HR- based and task- based logics for the role of HR special-
ists at an operational level. This should, furthermore, have consider-
able impact on the organization of HR specialists and the design of HR 
departments. The possibilities for HR specialists to operate according 

Table 8.1 Logics for the role of HR specialists

Task- based logic HR- based logic

The role of HR specialists is to be ... 
● an integrated part of the line unit.
●  HR generalists who specialize in HR 

support for the tasks of a certain line 
unit.

●  close collaborators with line 
management.

The role of HR specialists is to be ... 
●  internal consultants
●  specialists in specific competence 

areas of HRM
●  resource and support providers who 

are available to line management 
when needed.
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to their role in the HR quadriad are most likely highly dependent on 
whether the design of the HR department facilitates it.

Line- based and competence- based structures

In several of the studied firms, the HR department had recently been 
restructured – from local HR departments and a central HR staff func-
tion, to more of a business partner model with shared service centers 
(see Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005). In these cases, local HR departments 
had been downsized and replaced by central HR service centers that 
gave support in specific HR areas (recruitment, competence develop-
ment, expatriation, law, etc.) and a few “dedicated” HR managers who 
worked as direct support in strategic HRM for different parts of the 
company. Other companies had not converted to this model but kept a 
structure of local HR departments, although these had also been down-
sized. Table 8.2 summarizes how HR departments were designed in the 
studied cases (for the complete study, see Bredin and Söderlund, 2010).

A comparison of the cases leads us to identify two major structures for 
HR departments. Automotive, Logistics, Aerospace, and IT systems relied 
on the same type of structure, namely, one structured according to the 
line organization. We will call this structure “line- based HR depart-
ments” (Bredin and Söderlund, 2010). These four cases provided exam-
ples of both centralized and decentralized departments, but what they 
all had in common was that the HR department was basically designed 
to provide HR support according to the specific needs of the different 
line units. All these cases had a central HR department or a network 
of HR directors at the top level working with overall HR policies and 
HR strategies. Apart from that, Automotive and Logistics had decentral-
ized structures for local HR departments at each line unit, focusing on 
the needs of the specific operations at that unit. Logistics had, however, 
chosen to downsize the local departments and complement them with 
a central support unit of HR generalists operating as internal consult-
ants who could be hired by line managers to solve more difficult or time 
consuming HR matters. At Aerospace, all HR specialists were located at 
a centralized, global support unit, but they still provided dedicated sup-
port to certain line units. The solution at IT systems was somewhat dif-
ferent. Here, the company had not until recently had HR specialists. At 
the time of the study, HR directors had been appointed for each subsidi-
ary and each business unit, similar to the dedicated HR model described 
by Ulrich and Brockbank (2005). However, there was no HR department. 
Instead, the dedicated HR directors cooperated through a network. The 



Ta
bl

e 
8.

2 
T

h
e 

d
es

ig
n

 o
f 

H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
ts

 i
n

 t
h

e 
st

u
d

ie
d

 f
ir

m
s

C
o

m
p

an
y/

o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
Ty

p
e 

o
f 

p
ro

je
ct

 w
o

rk
 s

et
ti

n
g

D
es

ig
n

 o
f 

H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t

A
u

to
m

ot
iv

e
R

&
D

 s
it

e
4,

0
0

0 
em

p
lo

ye
es

In
tr

a-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fr

ag
m

en
te

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

Sm
al

l 
ce

n
tr

al
 s

tr
at

eg
ic

 H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

at
 t

h
e 

co
m

p
an

y 
le

ve
l.

A
 s

tr
u

ct
u

re
 o

f 
H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
at

 e
ac

h
 l

in
e 

u
n

it
.

L
og

is
ti

cs
P

ro
d

u
ct

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
an

d
 o

rg
an

iz
at

io
n

al
 

d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
op

er
at

io
n

s
2

,0
0

0 
em

p
lo

ye
es

In
te

r-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fo

cu
se

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n
Sm

al
l,

 c
en

tr
al

, s
tr

at
eg

ic
 H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
at

 a
 c

om
p

an
y 

le
ve

l.
C

en
tr

al
 u

n
it

 f
or

 H
R

 s
u

p
p

or
t.

 A
 s

tr
u

ct
u

re
 o

f 
H

R
 

d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

at
 e

ac
h

 l
in

e 
u

n
it

.

A
er

o
sp

ac
e

M
ai

n
 s

it
e 

fo
r 

d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
of

 
av

ia
ti

on
 t

ec
h

n
ol

og
y.

4,
0

0
0 

em
p

lo
ye

es

In
tr

a-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fr

ag
m

en
te

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

Sm
al

l,
 c

en
tr

al
, s

tr
at

eg
ic

 H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

at
 a

 c
om

p
an

y 
le

ve
l.

T
h

e 
H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
is

 p
ar

t 
of

 a
 l

ar
ge

r 
ce

n
tr

al
 s

u
p

p
or

t 
u

n
it

, b
u

t 
th

er
e 

ar
e 

H
R

 p
er

so
n

n
el

 d
ed

ic
at

ed
 t

o 
su

p
p

or
ti

n
g 

sp
ec

if
ic

 l
in

e 
u

n
it

s.
IT

 s
ys

te
m

s
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

si
te

30
0 

em
p

lo
ye

es
In

te
r-

 fu
n

ct
io

n
al

Fo
cu

se
d

 p
ro

je
ct

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

N
o 

ce
n

tr
al

 H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t.

R
ec

en
tl

y,
 t

h
e 

co
m

p
an

y 
ap

p
oi

n
te

d
 H

R
 d

ir
ec

to
rs

 f
or

 e
ac

h
 

su
b

si
d

ia
ry

 a
n

d
 e

ac
h

 b
u

si
n

es
s 

ar
ea

, r
ep

or
ti

n
g 

d
ir

ec
tl

y 
to

 
th

e 
to

p
 m

an
ag

em
en

t.
 H

R
 d

ir
ec

to
rs

 s
er

ve
 a

s 
H

R
 s

u
p

p
or

t 
fo

r 
te

am
 l

ea
d

er
s 

an
d

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

e 
in

 t
ea

m
 l

ea
d

er
 m

ee
ti

n
gs

.
T

h
e 

H
R

 d
ir

ec
to

rs
 f

or
m

 a
 n

et
w

or
k 

to
 d

is
cu

ss
 a

n
d

 
co

ll
ab

or
at

e 
in

 c
or

p
or

at
e-

 w
id

e 
H

R
 i

ss
u

es
.

Ph
ar

m
a

R
&

D
 s

it
e

2
,0

0
0 

em
p

lo
ye

es
In

tr
a-

 fu
n

ct
io

n
al

Fr
ag

m
en

te
d

 p
ro

je
ct

 
p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n

Sm
al

l,
 c

en
tr

al
, s

tr
at

eg
ic

 H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

at
 a

 c
om

p
an

y 
le

ve
l.

C
en

tr
al

iz
ed

 H
R

 s
u

p
p

or
t 

u
n

it
 p

ro
vi

d
in

g 
su

p
p

or
t 

in
 H

R
 

sp
ec

ia
li

st
 c

om
p

et
en

ce
 a

re
as

: s
ta

ff
in

g;
 c

om
p

en
sa

ti
on

 &
 

b
en

ef
it

s;
 c

on
tr

ac
ti

n
g 

&
 l

eg
al

 i
ss

u
es

; t
ra

in
in

g
C

en
tr

al
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
fo

r 
“H

R
 b

u
si

n
es

s 
p

ar
tn

er
s,

” 
d

ed
ic

at
ed

 
to

 s
u

p
p

or
ti

n
g 

sp
ec

if
ic

 l
in

e 
u

n
it

s.



Te
le

co
m

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
si

te
1,

0
0

0 
em

p
lo

ye
es

In
te

r-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fo

cu
se

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n
Sm

al
l,

 c
en

tr
al

, s
tr

at
eg

ic
 H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
at

 a
 c

om
p

an
y 

le
ve

l.
C

en
tr

al
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
w

it
h

 H
R

 s
p

ec
ia

li
st

 c
om

p
et

en
ce

 a
re

as
: 

st
af

fi
n

g,
 l

ea
d

er
sh

ip
 &

 c
u

lt
u

re
, c

om
p

et
en

ce
 m

an
ag

em
en

t,
 

co
m

p
en

sa
ti

on
 &

 b
en

ef
it

s.
A

n
 H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
at

 e
ac

h
 b

u
si

n
es

s 
u

n
it

 w
it

h
 a

n
 H

R
 

d
ir

ec
to

r 
an

d
 “

b
u

si
n

es
s 

p
ar

tn
er

s,
” 

re
sp

on
si

bl
e 

fo
r 

sp
ec

if
ic

 
li

n
e 

d
ep

ar
tm

en
ts

. B
u

si
n

es
s 

p
ar

tn
er

s 
ar

e 
al

so
 r

es
p

on
si

bl
e 

fo
r 

w
or

ki
n

g 
w

it
h

 o
n

e 
of

 t
h

e 
fo

u
r 

ce
n

tr
al

 H
R

 s
p

ec
ia

li
st

 
co

m
p

et
en

ce
 a

re
as

 i
n

 t
h

e 
u

n
it

.
C

om
p

le
x 

m
ac

h
in

er
y

U
n

it
 f

or
 a

d
va

n
ce

d
 

p
la

n
t 

d
es

ig
n

 
an

d
 a

u
to

m
at

io
n

 
so

lu
ti

on
s.

15
5 

em
p

lo
ye

es

In
te

r-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fo

cu
se

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n
Sm

al
l 

ce
n

tr
al

 s
tr

at
eg

ic
 H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
at

 a
 c

om
p

an
y 

le
ve

l
A

 c
en

tr
al

 H
R

 s
er

vi
ce

 c
en

te
r,

 “
se

ll
in

g”
 s

er
vi

ce
s 

w
it

h
in

 
H

R
 s

p
ec

ia
li

st
 c

om
p

et
en

ce
 a

re
as

: r
ec

ru
it

m
en

t;
 t

ra
in

in
g;

 
in

te
rn

al
 m

o
bi

li
ty

.
A

 c
en

tr
al

 a
d

m
in

is
tr

at
iv

e 
u

n
it

, r
es

p
on

si
bl

e 
fo

r 
p

er
so

n
n

el
 

ad
m

in
is

tr
at

iv
e 

ta
sk

s 
su

ch
 a

s 
le

ga
l 

ri
gh

ts
 a

n
d

 p
en

si
on

s.
A

 s
tr

u
ct

u
re

 o
f 

sm
al

l 
H

R
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

ts
 i

n
 e

ac
h

 u
n

it
 (

at
 t

h
e 

u
n

it
 i

n
 f

o
cu

s,
 t

h
er

e 
is

 o
n

ly
 o

n
e 

H
R

 d
ir

ec
to

r 
an

d
 o

n
e 

as
si

st
an

t)
.

M
ed

ic
al

 
Sy

st
em

s
U

n
it

 f
or

 p
ro

d
u

ct
 

d
ev

el
o

p
m

en
t

90
 e

m
p

lo
ye

es

In
tr

a-
 fu

n
ct

io
n

al
Fr

ag
m

en
te

d
 p

ro
je

ct
 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

N
o 

H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t.

 T
h

e 
C

EO
 b

el
ie

ve
s 

th
at

 i
f 

th
e 

co
m

p
an

y 
gr

ow
s 

w
it

h
 a

n
ot

h
er

 1
0

0 
co

w
or

ke
rs

, a
n

 H
R

 d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

m
ig

h
t 

b
e 

n
ec

es
sa

ry
. I

n
 t

h
at

 c
as

e,
 t

h
e 

d
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

w
ou

ld
 

b
e 

st
ru

ct
u

re
d

 t
o 

gi
ve

 s
p

ec
ia

li
ze

d
 s

u
p

p
or

t 
in

 c
er

ta
in

 a
re

as
 

su
ch

 a
s 

le
ga

l 
an

d
 c

on
tr

ac
ti

n
g 

is
su

es
.



178 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

common pattern in all these firms is an HR department structure based 
on the design of the line units, and it is, therefore, labeled “line- based 
HR department” and singled out as a structure that is very much consist-
ent with a task- based logic for HR specialists as discussed earlier.

Pharma, Telecom, and Complex Machinery are examples of another 
type of structure designed primarily to give specialized support 
within certain HRM competence areas. Accordingly, we will refer to 
this structure as the “competence- based HR department.” Medical sys-
tems did not have an HR department at all, but if the company grew, a 
competence- based structure was what the CEO had in mind. At Pharma, 
Telecom, and Complex Machinery, most of the HR specialists had been 
centralized in HR service centers that provided services within specific 
HRM areas, such as Compensation/Benefits, Recruitment, Training, 
Contracting, etc. The local HR departments dedicated to supporting 
particular line units were very small, and in Pharma and Telecom they 
consisted of one business partner for each unit. Hence, the dedicated 
support to specific line units was limited. The general pattern in these 
firms thus points to a basic structure of the HR department primarily 
designed to provide services within specific HRM competence areas. 
We have labeled this structure the “competence- based HR department” 
because of the focus on areas of expertise as a key organizing parameter, 
which is also strongly related to the HR- based logic for HR specialists, 
as discussed earlier.

When comparing the cases that have adopted a line- based HR depart-
ment to the cases with a competence- based HR department, an interest-
ing empirical pattern was found concerning the character of the line 
units and the role of line managers. In most of the cases with a line-
 based HR department, the line units were the base for both technology 
and HRM, and hence, line managers had dual responsibilities for these 
two areas. Most cases with competence- based HR departments, on the 
other hand, tended to have line units that could be described more as 
project work pools that were strongly HR oriented.

Interestingly, the project work setting did not reveal very strong pat-
terns related directly to the HR department structure. Two of the three 
cases with competence- based HR departments were primarily domi-
nated by intra- functional project work and focused project participa-
tion. Here, the project workers either worked full time in a project or 
divided their time between one single project and various line activi-
ties. Among the firms with line- based HR departments, two had inter-
 functional project work and focused project participation, while the 
other two had intra- functional project work and fragmented project 
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participation. In the latter two cases, project workers participated in 
several projects at the same time. Generally, the organizations with 
focused project participation tended to rely on co- located project teams 
more often than organizations with fragmented project participation, 
where the project workers carried out their project tasks while located at 
their line unit. As described in earlier chapters, the two different types 
of project-based work settings affect the roles of project workers, line 
managers, and project managers in the HR quadriad. We would assume 
that the character of the project work setting should have considerable 
impact on the actual structure of an HR department needed to enhance 
the possibilities for HR specialists to take on the appropriate role at an 
operational level.

However, the empirical evidence offers only limited support for such 
assumptions, which raises important questions. Does this evidence sug-
gest that the type of project work setting is in actuality a less important 
factor in the design of HR department structures? Or is it rather a sign 
that firms should pay more attention to this organizational condition 
when core activities are performed in projects? We would argue for the 
latter. In the following, we will relate the discussion on the structure of 
HR departments to the previous discussion on roles for HR specialists.

HR specialists in the HR quadriad

We have in this chapter presented results from a multiple case study on 
project- based organizations, results that suggest firms rely primarily on 
one of the two basic logics for the role of HR specialists and on one of 
the two basic structures for HR departments. Our empirical studies fur-
ther suggest that firms which rely on an HR- based logic for HR special-
ists tend to have a competence- based HR department structures. Here 
the role of HR specialists is perceived to be that of a specialist in specific 
competence areas of HRM, and they operate as internal consultants, 
giving support to the organization on demand. The structural solution 
is, then, primarily a type of HR service center that is often combined 
with a smaller network of HR business partners dedicated to specific 
line units, very similar to the configurations described by Beer (1997) 
and Ulrich and Brockbank (2005). Firms that rely on a task- based logic 
for HR specialists, on the other hand, tend to have a line- based HR 
department structure. The structural solution is local HR departments 
or a centralized HR unit with HR specialists dedicated to supporting 
specific line units. The role of HR specialists is then perceived to be an 
integrated part of the line unit as close collaborators with line managers 
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and providing general HR support that is adapted to the tasks of the 
specific line unit.

These findings give rise to a new set of questions. For example, why 
have the organizations chosen a specific HR department structure, and 
why does one or the other of the logics for HR specialists prevail? Was 
the HR department structure designed based on the logic for the role 
of HR specialist the organization wanted to achieve? If so, what was 
the reason for the choice of this particular logic? Or was it the other 
way around – that the logic for the role of HR specialists has emerged 
because of the existence of a certain structure for the HR department? 
And if that was the case, what determined the choice of structure in the 
first place? Finally, the ultimate question would be what structure and 
logic would be most suitable under which circumstances.

Our case studies show that the differences in the operational project 
work settings coincided only to a limited extent with the differences in 
HR department structures and logics for the role of HR specialists. The 
operational work setting obviously does not seem to have had a large 
impact in the studied organizations. However, the discussions in previ-
ous chapters in this book suggest that maybe it should. More research 
needs to be done within this area in order to develop theories about the 
relationships between organizational contingencies, such as operational 
work settings and the different structural solutions for HR departments. 
Based on the research reported in this book, we take the first step in 
this process. We argue that the HR quadriad, in combination with the 
concepts of inter- functional/intra- functional project work and focused/
fragmented project participation, offers an important analytical tool 
that gives us better possibilities to examine and make suggestions on 
how to align the role of HR specialists with the operational work set-
ting, and how to design an HR department structure that supports and 
reinforces that role. In addition, the underlying argument in this book 
suggests that the configuration of HR departments at an operational 
level in project- based organizations should be based on what role HR 
specialists need to play in the HR quadriad. As the studies reported in 
this book show, the character of the HR quadriad – the role of its play-
ers and how they collaborate and complement each other – is, in turn, 
strongly influenced by the type of project work setting and project 
participation.

Recalling discussions in previous chapters, we have seen that in 
intra- functional project work where project workers normally have 
fragmented project participation, line managers are typically senior 
technical leaders who have dual responsibilities for technology and 
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HRM. Project managers normally have a role characterized by coordi-
nation and communication within the project, rather than by manag-
ing the problem- solving process for technological solutions, since most 
of the project workers perform their project assignments while located 
at their line unit. Project workers in intra- functional projects mostly 
collaborate with people from within the same line unit and, hence, 
reinforce and develop their own disciplinary specialization. However, 
their project participation is normally fragmented, which means they 
contribute to various projects at the same time; for some, this fragmen-
tation causes inefficiencies as well as troubles with planning and priori-
tizing. Various studies also point to stress- related problems caused by 
too fragmented project participation (Zika- Viktorsson et al., 2006). We 
suggest that in such project work settings the role for HR specialists in 
the HR quadriad primarily follows a task- based logic and, consequently, 
that the basic configuration for the HR department is line-based. Here, 
HR specialists are important as an integrated part of the line, collabo-
rating with line managers. The HR personnel have special competences 
regarding the operations of the particular line unit and also HR support 
for project workers with fragmented project participation. In addition, 
the line- based configuration could be complemented with a smaller, 
competence- based, structure for specialized HR services available on 
demand to all the players in the HR quadriad.

In focused inter- functional project work, on the other hand, the roles 
in the HR quadriad are quite different. Here, line managers are almost 
entirely HR oriented, with none or very limited technological responsi-
bilities. Project managers get a more prominent role in the HR quadriad 
in inter- functional project work settings compared to intra- functional 
project work settings. They are project team managers who manage 
a temporarily co- located and dynamic team of relative strangers, and 
they have a critical responsibility to feed the HR process with informa-
tion about project workers’ performance, competences, work situation, 
etc. Project workers operating in inter- functional project settings with 
mostly focused project participation also have a more prominent role in 
the HR quadriad; this happens, on the one hand, by their handling the 
liminal conditions of their own work situation and developing appro-
priate coping strategies, and on the other, through mentoring systems 
in which they act as back- up and support for less experienced project 
workers so they can perform in inter- functional teams.

In inter- functional project work settings, line managers, project man-
agers, and project workers all have more prominent and active roles 
in the HR quadriad, which requires a constant interaction among 
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these roles to make it work. The HR specialist role then becomes more 
important for providing specialist competences when needed. The 
dedicated and integrated day- to- day HR support might be less essential 
as long as line managers and project managers are well prepared for 
their HRM responsibilities. The multiple case study revealed a some-
what unbalanced interaction in the HR quadriad, which in turn showed 
that the HR specialists at the operational level are, in all cases, mainly 
focused on providing support to line managers. However, in light of 
the previous chapters, we would suggest that the HR specialist’s role in 
inter- functional project work settings should also be oriented toward 
supporting project managers and project workers in their HR roles. 
This could be done by providing specialist HR competences as well as 
by coordinating and creating platforms for efficient collaboration and 
experience sharing among the other players in the HR quadriad. Thus, 
we suggest that the role for HR specialists in the HR quadriad of inter-
 functional project work settings primarily follows a HR- based logic. 
Consequently, the basic configuration for the HR department should be 
competence based, but preferably complemented with a smaller, line-
 based structure in which HR specialists are assigned the role of support-
ing collaboration among the other players in the HR quadriad.

Returning to the HRM practice areas, we would describe the role of 
HR specialists in the HR quadriad as outlined in Table 8.3.

Final thoughts

The role and value of HR specialists has been widely discussed in the 
research community, and new forms of HR departments and HR spe-
cialist roles are emerging. With this book, and particularly with this 
chapter, we emphasize the need to avoid focusing excessively on the 
strategic levels when designing HR department structures. Instead, we 
suggest, to make a sound analysis of the operational work setting and 
what kinds of needs it has is an important starting point. We would 
argue that this is particularly important in flatter and decentralized 
organizational forms, such as the project- based work setting. The HR 
quadriad framework singles out the important role HR specialists have 
on an operational level in project- based organizations. It also clarifies 
that this role can only be designed to bring value if it is understood 
in relation to the other players in the HR quadriad with its collective, 
complementary, and collaborative character. This chapter particularly 
highlighted the relative imbalance in the HR quadriad when it comes 
to HR specialists; we, therefore, suggest developing more relationships 
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Table 8.3 Roles for HR specialists in the HRM practice areas: comparison between 
intra-  and inter- functional project- based work settings

Intra- functional 
project- based work setting

Inter- functional 
project- based work setting

Overall 
orientation of 
HR specialists

Line- based HR department and 
task- based logic

Competence- based HR 
department and HR- based 
logic

Flows Assuming shared ownership for 
recruitment processes
Planning of human resource 
needs on an operational level
Providing integrated support 
in the collaboration between 
the line managers, project 
managers, and project workers 
concerning assignments to, and 
shifts between, projects

Being available as a service 
on- demand in recruitment 
processes
Being available as support in 
human resource planning 
activities
Providing tools and processes 
for collaboration between the 
players in the HR quadriad 
concerning assignments to, 
and shifts between, projects

Performance Facilitating and improve 
knowledge- sharing processes 
within the unit
Working with diminishing 
possible negative consequences 
of fragmented project 
participation
Being involved in feedback and 
performance review processes

Providing support on- 
demand on issues concerning 
knowledge sharing
Providing HR competence 
concerning focused project 
participation
Providing tools and forms 
for effective feedback and 
performance review processes

Involvement Facilitating the involvement of 
project workers in the process 
of planning careers and future 
assignments Working to ensure 
project workers’ possibilities to 
influence their work conditions 
in order to minimize problems 
due to stress and to achieve 
work–life balance

Developing tools and 
processes for the effective 
involvement of project 
workers in the planning 
of careers and future 
assignments
Providing support, tools, 
and processes for increased 
project worker involvement

Development Working with the process 
of matching project 
assignments with individual 
as well as strategic competence 
development goals. 
Championing the balancing of 
projects’ short- term resource 
needs with the long- term 
development needs of project 
workers

Developing general tools 
and processes for matching 
project assignments with 
individual and strategic 
competence development 
goals
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between HR specialists, project managers, and project workers. 
Moreover, HR specialists have an important part to play in supporting 
collaboration among all the players in the HR quadriad. This could be 
done by developing general tools and processes for collaboration with 
the core HRM practices (HR- based logic) or by direct involvement in 
these operative collaboration processes. An interesting example of the 
expanded scope of responsibilities of HR specialists is presented in Fact 
Box 8.2. This example also accentuates the increasing importance of 
boundary- spanning HRM, not only within the firm, but also to out-
side parties – parties that might have important roles as managers for 
projects and/or as critical human resources.

The chapter generally addresses the design of HR departments but 
gives more emphasis to a number of issues that have been only limitedly 
addressed in previous research. First, we argued for the importance of 
context and, more specifically, the need to address the operational work 

Fact Box 8.2 HR Director and Projects

A few years ago, Posten – a major Swedish logistics company – wanted to speed 
up product and service development. Management decided to implement var-
ious measures to improve its project management capability, including form-
ing a pool of senior project managers and establishing project management 
support units. The company also created a set of new roles for its very top HR 
directors and gave one of them the key responsibility of overseeing its project 
operations from an HRM perspective. The HR director focused on two pri-
mary issues: the working situation of people involved in project operations, 
and the relationship with key outside partners, such as consulting firms, 
which played important parts in ongoing development projects. During one 
of our interviews, the director particularly stressed the importance of hav-
ing a broad view on human resources in the projects. He said, “Many of our 
employees are actually managed by consultants from other companies – we 
bring in outside project managers to handle, for instance, some of our major 
IT projects. To me, it then becomes really important that these people are 
aware of their role in our HRM system.” He also stressed the importance of 
having someone who can take an HRM view of things, such as on major 
development projects and IT implementation projects underway. “We know 
that they will affect people, but we don’t know how. My role is to make sure 
that we consider these issues in our projects.” Besides this, during his meet-
ings with the external partners he also became more and more aware of the 
fact that their own employees were also important human resources for the 
benefit of Posten. If they left, were ill, or did not like their job, this would have 
severe implications on their projects. He summarized his thoughts in the fol-
lowing way: “Just looking at the projects and HRM gives you a rather different 
view on what HR directors should be doing, doesn’t it?”
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setting as a basis for the requirements placed on the HR department. 
Second, we argued for the need to focus on the operational level, instead 
of following the general tendency in previous research to position HRM 
primarily in terms of strategic considerations. In line with Hope- Hailey 
et al. (2005), we argued that flawed analysis of HRM requirements at 
the operational level could possibly have severe strategic effects. Third, 
we stressed the need for novel concepts to examine the requirements, 
conditions, and possible solutions for HR departments. In that respect, 
we built further on the differentiation of project- based organizations 
in terms of their operational work setting, in combination with some 
fundamental structural alternatives, such as the logics of HR special-
ists and structures of HR departments. With regard to the latter, we 
then also suggested an improved framing of the HR department as one 
player within the HR quadriad. Accordingly, the analysis presented here 
advances our understanding of HRM in organizational terms and that 
the design of the HR organization and the role of the HR department 
are fundamental for the theorist trying to comprehend the challenges of 
HRM in project- based organizations as well as for the designer attempt-
ing to improve the value added of investments in HRM.
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Structure of chapter

HRM in project- based organizations: bringing the pieces together ●

Connecting to contextual HRM ●

Connecting the pieces and patterns ●

HRM practice areas and the HR quadriad ●

From context to configuration ●

Improving the HR quadriad: managerial implications ●

The future of HRM in project- based organizations ●

HRM in project- based organizations: 
bringing the pieces together

This book has come to its final chapter and it is time to summarize 
the main messages and ideas, compare the different observations, and 
look into the future. In the various chapters, we have had the chance 
to meet a number of companies: engineering, R&D- intensive, project-
 based organizations that very much resemble the image of the kinds of 
organizations that, many would say, will populate an increasing variety 
of sectors and industries in the years to come. This is particularly true 
in the industries where complex problem- solving and the integration 
of technologies and knowledge stand at the fore. When we have talked 
about project- based organizations, we have primarily addressed a par-
ticular engineering- intensive organization with the following shared 
features: most work is carried out in projects using temporary teams and 
the like; integration efforts and capabilities are critical to the success 
of the organization; and, as a result, different sorts of cross- functional 
collaboration play an important part. In some companies this collabo-
ration might require co- location and focus, while in others co- location 

9
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is not required; instead the different members in the team will be dis-
persed across units and maybe even countries. However, even in these 
situations collaboration might still be intense, requiring frequent com-
munication, and advanced forms of integration of knowledge across 
disciplinary boundaries.

We argued that some of the most critical business challenges relate 
to the capabilities of managing integration activities and complex 
problem- solving. These challenges have been evident in the companies 
that participated in our empirical studies – companies operating in a 
wide range of industries, for example, complex machinery, automation 
systems, aerospace, high- tech engines, and automotive, to name a few. 
In previous research, the challenges have been addressed in terms of the 
value and significance of technology integration (Iansiti, 1998), the role 
of knowledge integration (Hedlund, 1994), or the building of project 
competence (Söderlund, 2005). In this book, we have suggested taking 
an allied, yet different approach to this fundamental competitive prob-
lem. We have chosen to address HRM – the supply of human resources, 
the development of human resources and the organization of HRM 
systems and processes – to make the company better prepared to deal 
with the earlier mentioned integration challenge. In so doing, we have 
positioned our research against three streams of literature: (1) capabili-
ties literature, (2) literature on the project- based organization, and (3) 
HRM literature. It is, of course, a difficult feat to combine these different 
strands of literature. Still, we believe such combinations are necessary 
to accurately frame HRM in contemporary firms – to better under-
stand the ultimate goal of HRM and, accordingly, to address some of 
the challenges facing managers in charge of developing and improving 
an organization’s HRM processes and practices. We also believe that 
the relationship between these three domains of research and litera-
ture are particularly worth exploring, since project- based organizations 
are occupied with a particularly demanding organizational integration 
activity and therefore tend to draw on resources from different sources, 
for example, line organizations, on a permanent and temporary basis. In 
such organizations, there is a close connection between work, employ-
ment, HRM, and integration capabilities, which is an observation that 
has generally been supported by the research and empirical observa-
tions presented in this book. This assertation leads to a call for a broader 
approach to HRM that centers on capabilities and context and the rela-
tionship between different kinds of capabilities.

We have argued that there is a need for research to more accurately 
address the contextualization matters of HRM. We focused on one part 



188 HRM in Project-Based Organizations

of the context – namely, the organizational structure – and especially 
pointed to the project- based organization as one significant context 
that calls for additional research. The project- based organization could 
be seen as an organizational innovation aimed at solving a series of 
intricate problems, including a better integration of knowledge across 
different areas of expertise, a more suitable organization for complex 
problem-solving, and an efficient use of human resources. For the indi-
vidual worker, the project- based organization bears with it a series of 
difficulties, uncertainties, and strains. At the same time, a project- based 
organization – if designed and supported properly – may offer unique 
opportunities for individuals as well as companies. Undoubtedly, 
project- based organizations have become increasingly popular, and are, 
at present, a common context for HRM in many nations, industries, and 
businesses. This means that improvements of HRM in project- based 
organizations could mean a major difference for many people around 
the globe. Given our view that the capability to supply and develop 
human resources is a critical competitive weapon for the project- based 
organization, improving HRM in this type of organization would thus 
also ultimately lead to improved company performance.

In this final chapter, we summarize the major points and ideas pre-
sented in the book and seek to bring the various pieces together. We will 
primarily concentrate on how the four players – line managers, project 
managers, project workers, and HR specialists – in the HR quadriad work 
together. We thereby attempt to take a second look at the theoretical 
ideas about the collective nature of HRM, in association with the earlier 
mentioned points about the significance of context, configuration, and 
contingency. To that end, we discuss the investments and measures that 
companies decide upon to improve their use of the HR quadriad. We 
close the book with a discussion about the future challenges of project-
 based organizations and the demands that such challenges might put 
on the HR organization of the firm and the design of the HR quadriad.

Connecting to contextual HRM

Following the call for a more detailed and fine- grained treatise of vari-
ous kinds of firms and organizational forms and their respective HRM 
challenges, this book focused on project- based organizations as an 
important case in point. Hence, we also wanted to explore some new 
ideas on how to manage human resources. The research contribution 
is, therefore, associated with the need for “small- scale, contextual stud-
ies of HRM” that recently have been brought forward in HRM research 
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(Boselie et al., 2009: 464). Nevertheless, in order to make it possible 
to study the context, in particular the structural context which is the 
prime focus here, we need to sort out the important situational factors 
or contingencies.

Besides the historical overview of HRM, we emphasized the signifi-
cance of investigating innovations within the area to identify the major 
problems that companies currently experience concerning HRM. The 
examples of the new roles of line managers, the use of “prototypical 
project workers” such as those found in Workpool Engineering, and 
career and competence models for senior project managers are all ways 
to improve the current practice within the area of HRM (see Legge, 
1995). In that respect, we intended to improve the understanding of the 
HR organization in a project- based organization. Two distinctions were 
particularly important here. First, there was the need to distinguish the 
concept of “HR organization” from the concept of “HR department”. 
Second, there was the need to treat all actors involved in the HR organi-
zation as being engaged in the management of the relationship between 
employee/involvee and employer. These distinctions also made it pos-
sible to investigate the collective nature of HRM; to identify how these 
actors interact and work together, their respective roles and responsibil-
ities; and how their roles and responsibilities should be designed to fit 
particular contingency factors pertinent in the organizational context. 
Looking at the context, the collective nature of HRM, and the impor-
tance of a particular set of contingency factors, the book has lent sup-
port to the following points:

Project- based organizations represent one important organizational  ●

context which requires new approaches to HRM.
HRM is increasingly distributive and collective and largely carried  ●

out in collaboration among several actors in the HR organization.
HRM is not the sole responsibility of the HR department; other  ●

actors including line managers and project managers play impor-
tant roles. 
The work setting is critical for the design of HRM. It entails the project  ●

participation and nature of project work, which in turn affects what 
type of HR support the individual project worker is in need of.
Project workers have an increasingly important role to improve  ●

the effectiveness of HRM. Individuals develop skills that are criti-
cal for their communication with line managers, collaboration with 
project managers, and assistance to the HR department in devel-
oping their services. In that respect, the individual worker has an 
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important part in ensuring that the HRM system of the firm is accu-
rately designed. 

Connecting the pieces and patterns

Initially, we said that one of the core goals of the HR quadriad frame-
work is to expand traditional views on the important relationships 
that exist in HRM and how firms can and should design their HR 
organization. A first step was to understand the driving parameters – 
the contingencies. In the suggested framework, one critical set of con-
tingencies relates to the type of project work and project participation. 
The wish to better understand this set of contingencies would lead the 
designer of a firm’s HR quadriad to raise questions about the kind of 
project- based work setting the organization is dealing with: What is 
the primary type of project work? What kind of project participation 
is primarily relied upon? And the answers to these questions would 
form the basis of the HR quadriad to be designed. In other words, 
although an HR organization is built to achieve economic efficiencies, 
to a great extent, its design process actually starts with taking into 
consideration the needs and work situation of the individual project 
worker.

In summarizing a few of the observations and findings of the previ-
ous chapters, we would like to point out a set of observations and con-
clusions pertaining to each of the roles in the HR quadriad. The general 
idea here is to summarize the developmental patterns observed in our 
case- study organizations and, at the same time, illustrate the comple-
mentarity operating among the roles in the HR quadriad.

Line managers. When employees perform an increasing part of their 
work in projects, a shift tends to occur in the role of the line managers. 
Project managers assume greater responsibilities for integration tasks, 
making it possible for line managers to spend more time on HRM. Our 
studies also demonstrate several attempts to create new kinds of line 
manager roles, including “competence coaches” with a greater focus on 
activities such as “project staffing,” “competence mapping,” and “career 
counseling.” Our studies indicate, however, that the role of the line 
manager tends to depend largely on the type of work setting at hand: 
intra-functional work and fragmented participation have certain HRM 
challenges, which differ sharply from inter-functional work with 
focused participation. The latter normally also leads to greater respon-
sibilities of the project manager in the daily HRM activities.
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Project managers. As indicated, the role of the project manager is 
molded in a managerial tradition filled with action orientation, task 
focus, and progress plans. The focus of these tasks is quite different 
from conventional ideas about HRM and, as seen in our empirical illus-
trations, project managers typically do not associate their work with 
HRM. Instead, goals, results, and project deliveries stand at the fore. At 
the same time, we notice that the amount of HRM inherent in the role 
of the project manager depends on the nature of project work and 
project participation. In co- located projects where people are focused 
on one or two projects, the role of the project manager becomes more 
dominant as an important player for carrying out activities directly 
linked to HRM. In situations of intra-functional work, the role of the 
project manager is more indirect and tends to be more about taking 
part in activities initiated by the line managers, in giving input to per-
formance reviews, in ensuring good working conditions, etc.

Project workers. Much research has stressed the increased responsibili-
ties of the individual to stay “current” and “employable” (see, for 
instance, Barley and Kunda, 2004). As is evident in our fieldwork, indi-
vidual project workers take on an increased responsibility for a variety 
of HRM processes and activities, which call for a closer analysis of the 
individual as an important player in the HR organization of the firm. 
We emphasized the role of a set of variables that seem to influence the 
challenges that the individual project workers face in their daily work. 
As pointed out earlier, the type of project work and participation are 
decisive factors in gaining an understanding of the challenges, prob-
lems, and hence, the support that project workers require to pursue 
their work and careers in project- based organizations.

HR specialists. The HR quadriad framework zeroes in on the need for a 
closer examination of the operational work setting and, from that per-
spective, to design appropriate HRM activities. Thereby, we pointed out 
the importance of separating the analysis of HRM in terms of strategic 
and operational matters; this, however, does not necessarily say any-
thing about their importance. Operational matters, as seen in our illus-
trations, are essential for the strategic and important integrative 
capability on which most project- based organizations thrive. The HR 
quadriad further stresses the importance of the HR specialists to ensure 
that the interplay between the players in the HR quadriad is not only 
working but is continuously improving. In that respect, it is critical for 
HR specialists to understand not only the needs of the project worker as 
such, but also what roles line managers and project managers have in 
delivering the HRM practices of the firm.
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As is evident from the aforementioned observations, a number of 
important developments affect the four roles in the HR quadriad. We 
demonstrate the transference of HRM to line managers and stress the 
increasingly important role that project managers have come to play in 
effecting HRM practices in project- based organizations. We also show 
the role of the individual in ensuring high- quality HRM and its con-
comitant implications for HR specialists. Figure 9.1 summarizes the 
general developmental patterns seen in our case studies. The figure 
thereby presents an overall picture of the ongoing developments and 
changes of HRM in the project- based organization.

The patterns depicted in Figure 9.1 generally indicate the linkages 
between the different parts of the HR quadriad. At the same time, these 
changes illustrate the importance of understanding and designing the 
HR quadriad in such a way that the roles support each other. A typical 
example would be the action- focused project manager who is aware of 
the importance of the line manager getting access to the information 
needed to be able to manage the flow of human resources; perform-
ance, involvement and communication; and ensure the development 

Figure 9.1 Underlying development patterns and relationships within the HR 
quadriad

Line managers
assume greater

HRM responsibilities

Project managers play
increasingly important
roles in HRM, either
directly or indirectly. 

More responsibilities
for HRM practices
taken over by the
individual worker.
Quality of HRM

increasingly
dependent on the

contributions of the 
individual worker.

Increasing need to
separate strategic
and operational
HRM  activities.

The design of the support services and HR departmental
structure largely depend on type of project work and project
participation which is mediated by the HRM practices carried
out by line managers and project managers. HR specialists
are also critical for the design of the HR organization and

analyzing the complementarities involved.

Project worker’s HRM role influenced by type of project
work and project participation. In focused and

inter-functional projectwork, mobility and liminality
issues become critical. 

Project manager’s role largely dependent upon type of
project work and project participation. HRM responsibilities

either direct or indirect through line managers. 

Line managers need to be supported to handle certain
tasks in HRM (irregular, specialized), by either external
or internal HR specialists. HRM work largely dependent

upon type of project work and project participation. 
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of competences. Thus, the essence of HRM complementarities is taking 
into account changes in one area to initiate adjustments in other areas 
to gain overall improved effects.

Returning to the types of project- based work setting as either Type 
A or Type B, a few things could be discussed in light of the configura-
tion of the HR quadriad. As indicated earlier, these two settings require 
quite different interplays between the actors in the HR quadriad. We 
argued that, in general, project- based work settings could be grouped 
into two primary types which constitute overall important aspects for 
the design of the HR quadriad. These work settings also have effects on 
the challenges that individual project workers face in their everyday 
work, and thus for carrying out their part of the HRM practice areas. 
To some extent, one might treat the Type A worker as one who needs 
to master several tasks at the same time, prioritize project assignments, 
and solve problems mostly with people who have similar professional 
and disciplinary backgrounds. The Type B worker is somewhat differ-
ent since Type B work is focused on a single project in cooperation 
with people who are primarily from other professional backgrounds 
and disciplines. The challenge, of course, is to handle the continuous 
move from one project to another, to handle several different tasks but 
within the same project, and to communicate and collaborate with 
relative strangers.

In considering project managers, we might speak of two different 
kinds in relation to their HRM responsibilities. We argue that the 
indirect and direct alternatives are quite instrumental in this con-
text. The indirect is commonly relied upon in project- based work set-
tings resembling Type A, whereas the direct one is typically associated 
with Type B project- based work settings. The role of the line manager 
varies along similar lines. Here we have distilled two primary types 
depending on the work setting. In cases of Type A, the role of the line 
manager is to be more of a supervisor, responsible for direct assess-
ment, typically involved in technological problem- solving and work 
conditions. In Type B settings, the role of the line manager transforms 
into that of a competence manager with the responsibilities of coor-
dinating competence development and knowledge pools, working 
as a hub for assessment and performance reviews, and ensuring that 
the project worker has good prospects for new projects after having 
completed the current one. Finally, we move on to the HR special-
ists. In the chapter on HR specialists, we discussed two primary types 
of logics and department structures. To support organizations relying 
on project- based work similar to Type A, a task- based logic is favored 
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which promotes the integration of activities with line managers and 
ensures that HR specialists understand the particular challenges asso-
ciated with HRM in various line units. In these cases, we also see the 
use of “line- based HR structures.” As for Type B settings, organizations 
tend to adopt the HR- based logic which promotes a focus on compe-
tence areas and relies, to a great extent, on a model where HR special-
ists work as “internal consultants.” In these settings, we also tend to 
observe HR departments that follow the rationale of the “competence-
 based HR department”.

In sum, we might then discern two rather different configurations for 
the HR quadriad depending on the type of project- based work setting. 
This generally also highlights the importance of creating a fit between 
the different actors and that alterations within one part of the quadriad 
might very well have either positive or negative consequences on the 
other parts. Figure 9.2 and 9.3 display the two ideal- typical configura-
tions discussed here.

The analysis here points out the important factors influencing the 
design of the HR quadriad and the responsibilities for the various roles 
involved. It also gives further evidence to the relationship and comple-
mentarity among them. In addition, the analysis demonstrates not only 
the possibility of designing the HR quadriad in different ways depend-
ing on the type of project- based work setting, but also the distribu-
tion of responsibilities among the players in the quadriad. The latter 
indicates that the HR quadriad constitutes an important framework for 
the design of the configuration of the HR organization in project- based 
organizations and that the examination of one part of the quadriad 
needs to rest upon an understanding of the entire arrangement of the 
parts.

Figure 9.2 Complementarities in the HR quadriad: Type A

Project workers

Project managersLine managers

HR specialists

Task-based logic
Line-based HR department

Indirect HRM
responsibilities

Type A project-based work setting:
Disciplinary specialist

Technical supervisors
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HRM practice areas and the HR quadriad

While comparing the various roles in the HR quadriad, we relied on a 
simple yet instructive categorization of HRM activities and processes, 
referred to as “HRM practice areas.” The idea was to shed light on the 
broad spectrum of issues that are involved in the activities targeting the 
supply and development of human resources – key capabilities for the 
project- based organization. This categorization was applied to the analy-
sis of line managers to identify their primary function with respect to 
each area. We also analyzed the roles of the project manager and the 
project worker based on this categorization to identify which areas are 
particularly relevant for the further analysis of the shared responsibili-
ties among the actors in the HR quadriad. Finally, we used this catego-
rization to distinguish the variation across contexts and how the focus 
and specific activities depend on the type of project- based work setting. 
This resulted in the summary comparison that was presented in the 
previous chapter on HR specialists in the HR quadriad. Bringing these 
insights together, the analysis generally highlights the collective nature 
of HRM in this organizational context. It also stresses the complemen-
tarity and configurational nature of HRM in these settings, which will 
be discussed further below. We repeat some of the primary observations 
in Table 9.1.

The table illustrates the broad array of activities that are critical to 
ensure the effective supply and development of human resources in 
the project- based organization. The following section presents how the 
various practice areas and particularly the roles within the HR quadriad 
are aligned and adopted to meet specific challenges with regard to the 
type of project- based work setting at hand.

Figure 9.3 Complementarities in the HR quadriad: Type B

Project workers

Project managersLine managers

HR specialists

HR-based logic
Competence-based HR department

Direct HRM
responsibilities

Type B project-based work setting:
Disciplinary generalist

Competence managers
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From context to configuration

In terms of linkages with the research on HRM, we have aligned our-
selves with some of the more recent organization- theory oriented 
approaches. The importance of organizational context has been dis-
cussed throughout the book, and we have discussed in what ways the 
project- based organization puts pressure on HRM. We have also made 
use of a broader view on HRM than what one often sees in current lit-
erature. That is, we pointed out the importance of four roles – how they 
interact and how changes in one area and role might have an impact 
on one or more of the other roles. This, then, also calls for addressing 
the HR organization of the firm in a novel way, not merely focusing on 
single, isolated practices as such. The notion of the HR quadriad is an 
attempt to trigger thinking in this direction. The theoretical idea and 
elaborations pursued in the book could be summarized with a set of 
“Cs,” which links back to the initial presentation of the HR quadriad 
in Chapter 4.

Through these theoretical implications and concepts, we believe 
that we have offered not only a relevant framework for the analysis of 
project- based organizations but perhaps also made an important con-
tribution to the HRM literature at large. In particular, we would argue 
that our studies have paved the way for a more nuanced approach to 
the “best- fit” studies and have demonstrated that there are a number 
of factors influencing the design of HRM systems, although some con-
tingencies seem to be more important than others. Our framework also 
empirically documents the need to approach HRM as a collective phe-
nomenon. It acknowledges that the ongoing devolvement, contracting, 
and emphasis on individual responsibilities generally accentuate the 
importance of approaching HRM as a shared and collective responsi-
bility. Finally, the ideas of complementarity and configuration are not 
focusing on the practices as such. Instead, we opt for an organization-
 theory inspired interpretation in which the roles and responsibilities of 
the actors performing HRM activities are addressed. Accordingly, this 
turns attention to the fact that HRM and the capabilities to supply and 
develop human resources are enacted by an organization and by peo-
ple who share and divide responsibilities among them; thus, to succeed 
with the building of capabilities the entire HR organization needs to 
perform well. In our opinion, this adds to the understanding of HRM 
in the sense that we are not only addressing different responsibilities 
but also the different roles of the players that carry out HRM activities. 
This follows from the observation that even if the HRM structure and 
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Table 9.2 Summary: the theoretical implications

Dimension 
of theoretical 
implication Application

Context The importance of project- based organizations as a 
particular context for HRM: The nature of the project-
 based organization as such, the need for integrative 
capabilities, problem- solving capabilities, and the like, 
trigger underlying changes of HRM within project- based 
organizations.

Collective HRM is not an individual act or one unit’s responsibility; it 
is a collective act of several players within the organization, 
including the individual. The collective nature of HRM 
is also accentuated by the paramount role of the project 
manager in arranging for problem- solving conditions within 
the project- based organization. In some projects, workers 
are co- located in such a manner that the project manager 
has direct and daily contact with them. This has important 
implications on HRM and highlights the need of the project 
to take part in the HRM practices within the firm.

Contingency The importance of operational project- based work setting 
(project work and project participation): The distinction 
between project work that is either inter-functional or 
intra- functional, together with project participation as 
focused or fragmented, offers powerful explanations for 
the design of HRM in the project- based organization. 
The contingencies are then largely tied to the context 
mentioned earlier which influence the type of project 
work and participation needed to secure effective 
problem- solving situations within the firm.

Complementarity Changes in one role might have implications for other 
roles. Changes in one role might require changes in other 
roles to realize system- wide efficiencies. This shows that 
both weaknesses and strengths of parts in the HR quadriad 
have implications for the other parts. It also shows the 
importance for the HR specialists to be responsive to those 
changes and how problems and weaknesses can be solved 
in quite a number of different ways.

Configuration The design of the HR quadriad makes up the arrangement 
of the parts of the HR organization. The configuration of 
HRM centers on the fact that the HR quadriad involves a 
certain number of combinations and types. In the book, 
we have argued that type of project work and project 
participation are critical variables that can be combined in 
different ways leading, in turn, to particular and specific 
challenges within HRM.
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its constituent functional domains and people are well- aligned, there 
is still the possibility that any modifications made in one area may also 
yield potentially negative effects on other areas in the HR organization 
of the firm.

Improving the HR quadriad: managerial implications

We now turn to the practical and managerial implications based on the 
ideas presented in the book. In this section we will address questions 
concerning: How can the people that hold roles in the HR quadriad do 
a better job? How can their collaboration be improved and adapted to 
fit the actual work setting in the organization? The intention here is 
to offer some alternative views on the theoretical implications of the 
research presented in the book. This section also presents some ideas 
on how to develop the functioning of the HR quadriad and how to 
improve its constituent parts.

As noted previously, the quadriad framework involves four primary 
roles. It covers the contingent nature and needs to be adapted to the 
particular requirements at hand. The first step for any organization 
that wants to improve its HR quadriad is thus, of course, to understand 
this broader framing of the HR organization. Is the operational work 
setting Type A, in which project work is intra- functional and project 
participation is fragmented? Or is it Type B, in which project work 
is inter- functional and project participation is focused? Or does the 
operational work setting combine these two dimensions in any other 
way? As we have seen in the previous chapters, these dimensions have 
a large influence on the roles and interplay between the actors in the 
HR quadriad.

We argue that the responsibilities of the actors in the HR quadriad 
are to a great extent collective and that there is a need to see the dif-
ferent actors relative to each other. As a consequence, this requires a 
broader understanding of the situation and interplay among the actors 
involved. Accordingly, designers of HR quadriads need to identify 
where the quadriad is weakest and raise questions such as: Do any of 
the four roles need to improve the quality of their actions, and, if so, 
how? Does the weakness, for example, have to do with the capacity 
and skills of the HR specialists? Or does it have to do with the willing-
ness and interest of the project managers? These questions, however, 
are not sufficient to capture possible weaknesses and opportunities for 
improvement in the HR quadriad. Of equal importance is to look at 
the interaction between the actors in the quadriad. The study by Truss 
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and Gill (2009) provides important insights in that it demonstrates that 
some weak elements within the HRM system can be identified relatively 
easily. Based on identification of these weak elements, it is then possible 
to identify the key problems in the relationships among the actors in 
the HR organization.

The four roles could be viewed as four primary areas where improve-
ments could be made. These improvement efforts could focus on one 
of two dimensions. On the one hand, and as touched upon above, they 
could be directed toward the acting of the four roles and the players 
holding these positions. This involves simply clarifying the roles and 
their function in the HR quadriad. It may also comprise competence 
development efforts in terms of training programs designed for HRM 
in project- based work settings. For instance, line managers and project 
managers could be offered special training to understand their roles 
in HRM better, and increase their capabilities to handle their HRM 
responsibilities. The individual worker might need particular train-
ing and support to be prepared for the challenges that come with the 
ongoing flow in and out of new projects, new teams, and new assign-
ments. HR specialists might also need customized training concerning 
the functioning of project- based organizations and work settings in 
general, and in particular, of the organization they work to support. 
Subsequently, they can develop certain areas of expertise that are very 
rare in the organization at large, although still critical to have available 
in- house.

On the other hand, the improvement efforts could also be directed 
toward the interaction among the actors involved. To some extent this 
might require a development of formal routines, processes, and tools 
for cooperation and communication. It might be equally important 
to clarify the centrality of this interplay for all parties involved, and 
create arenas for knowledge- sharing and informal collaboration. We 
would suggest that, for our studied firms, improving the HR quadriad 
is first and foremost a matter of improving the interaction between the 
involved actors, and second, initiating amendments and improvements 
in the four areas.

In what follows, we summarize the patterns of improvements that we 
have seen in our studies and offer examples of measures that strengthen 
the effectiveness of the HR quadriad. We build further on the four 
roles discussed earlier, and we will discuss improvement opportuni-
ties for each of these parts of the HR quadriad in relation to (1) the 
role itself – the acting -  and (2) the collaboration and complementari-
ties among the roles – the interaction with the other players in the HR 
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quadriad. We begin with line managers, followed by project managers 
and project workers, and end with the improvement opportunities for 
HR specialists.

Line manager or competence manager: 
clarifying the role

Acting: As indicated, line managers generally tend to assume more 
responsibilities for activities related to flows, performance, involvement 
and development of human resources. Hence, there is a need for prepar-
ing and training line managers to assume this HR- oriented part of their 
role. As indicated in this book, the character of this HR orientation is, to 
a great extent, shaped by the project- based work setting. When project 
workers’ activities are mostly cross- functional, the line managers’ focus 
shifts from internal line- specific activities to the development and sup-
port of project workers’ contributions to projects. Line managers need 
to adapt their acting to the temporary nature of projects by managing 
the project workers’ ongoing transition between project assignments. 
This involves activities related to assignment to a project, relationship 
to and performance of the project worker during the assignment, assess-
ment and evaluation after the project, planning of future project partic-
ipation and finally, competence development according to individual 
and strategic goals.

More specifically, the acting of line managers could be substantially 
improved by a sound analysis of the type of project- based work settings 
in which they act out their roles. In Type A settings, the role would 
benefit from being clarified as primarily a ‘line management’ role, 
with dual responsibilities for line operations and HRM. Type A line 
managers are first and foremost experts on line- specific technology 
and competences. They manage project activities taking place in their 
unit, and they are important mentors and technological champions 
within the unit. They also have important HRM responsibilities in all 
four HRM areas, and these activities are, to a great extent, embedded 
in the line managers’ work within the unit. In Type B settings on the 
other hand, we suggest this role to be clarified as primarily a ‘com-
petence management’ role. The setting for this role is one in which 
project workers are, for most of the time, not located at the unit but in 
project teams. Type B competence managers are therefore not involved 
in managing the actual project activities: they are instead experts on 
the competences that the unit delivers to the projects. This role needs 
to be acknowledged as an HR- oriented role, in which the line man-
ager is a champion for HRM at the operational level with particular 
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knowledge about the challenges of inter- functional project work and 
focused project participation.

Accordingly, it is imperative to analyze the organization on an opera-
tional level to clarify whether the focus of this role is to manage project 
activities in the line organization or to manage competences for the 
project operations. Are they line managers of a unit of co- located project 
workers working in several parallel projects or competence managers of 
a network of project workers with a similar knowledge base, dispersed 
in co- located projects? Based on that, the role could be improved by, 
for example, adequate role descriptions, definition of relevant back-
ground, skills and personality of people holding the role, and training 
programs and support structures that are adapted to develop the HRM 
competences required for either line management or competence man-
agement roles.

Interacting: Our studies suggest that line managers and competence 
managers need to develop different patterns of interaction within the 
HR quadriad. Line managers have a close interaction with project work-
ers concerning problem- solving issues as well as HRM issues, but they 
generally need to expand their interaction with project managers in 
HRM activities (Flows, Performance, Involvement, and Development). 
Moreover, they often express a wish for a more integrated collabora-
tion with HR specialists to strengthen the HRM dimension of their 
management work. This is due to the difficulties of balancing the 
management of line activities and HRM activities. Competence man-
agers, on the other hand, run the risk of being detached from the 
project workers with little control over their work situation. Here, 
there is a need to develop ways to closely interact with both project 
workers and project managers, even though the competence managers 
are physically separated from these two players during project assign-
ments. This interaction is necessary so that the competence manager 
obtains input for the HRM process. For a competence manager, we 
suggest, the interaction with HR specialists might not need to be in 
the form of an integrated collaborator, but instead in the form of an 
HR service center for administrative support (see for example Ulrich 
and Brockbank, 2005).

Project managers: understanding the HRM dimension

Acting: The role of the project manager is undoubtedly critical for the 
two primary capabilities discussed in this book: the integrative capabil-
ity and the capability to supply and develop human resources. To date, 
however, research on the role of the project manager has primarily been 
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associated with the integrative capability. Without doubt, the role is 
challenging and there is some indication in previous research that it 
creates so much pressure that it is difficult for people to stay in the role 
of project manager for long, despite the fact that they are attracted to 
the idea of forming a temporary team and working under the pressure 
of a deadline with set targets (Ricciardi, 2000). This is particularly true 
in Type B settings, where the project manager leads a co- located team 
(often dynamic and constantly changing) for a limited period of time. 
One explanation could be that project managers are not trained to ful-
fill the role. According to Carbone and Gholston (2004), less than half 
of the organizations in their survey had any type of project manage-
ment training program and only 41 percent of project managers felt 
their organizations prepared them for their role. Interestingly, from 
those project managers who had been trained, 73 percent felt the train-
ing prepared them for their role. Training could do a lot, and it should 
be the first, obvious step to improve the role of the project manager. 
However, one still has to realize that this is far from the only answer. 
Shenhar and Dvir (2007: 209) offer a quite drastic measure to improve 
the situation:

Get the best people to lead projects. Avoid the temptation (and the 
norm) to put your best people in charge of operations. Remember that 
it is easier to manage operations than complex, uncertain projects. 
Future operations will be profitable only if the projects that created 
them were selected correctly and done well.

In addition, there is a need to understand better the particular 
human resource dynamics involved in projects and to develop skills 
and tools to analyze and measure the progress of projects in an HRM 
framework. The idea of HR Gates is one possibility; however, there are 
numerous other options, including team satisfaction surveys and cli-
mate reports.

Project managers have an important role to play in the context of 
leadership and management capacity in the project- based organiza-
tion. Firms currently invest much of their money in certification, 
training, and network activities to improve leadership resources within 
this area. To some extent, these activities tend to focus on the formal 
and hard aspects of project management, including breakdown struc-
tures, planning techniques, and so on. This, paired with the general 
tendency of companies to promote their good engineers to become 
project managers could, of course, endanger the soft sides of project 



Comparisons and Contrasts 205

management. To put it frankly, projects could become planning and 
technology without people. What is needed are good role models, cer-
tification programs, and training programs that give priority to the 
human side of project management – not only the traditional con-
cept of building a good team but also the concepts of understanding 
the HRM dimension of projects, the careers of people, the learning 
opportunities, and competence development. Accordingly, this would 
entail understanding that projects contain several connections to the 
overall practice areas, including Flows, Performance, Involvement, 
and Development.

Interacting: The studies in this book have highlighted the importance 
of viewing project managers as an important part of the HR organiza-
tion. This is also one of the key areas about which we argue that there 
is generally room for improvement. The interaction with project mem-
bers may not be the most problematic one, even though the HR dimen-
sion in this interaction often could be further developed. For example, 
to improve the flow of human resources, the project managers need 
to understand the critical issues for people in phases of entering new 
project assignments and how to best prepare for phase- out. In terms of 
performance evaluations, project managers typically have an important 
role in giving direct feedback to project workers. The interaction with 
line managers and competence managers concerning HR issues is one 
that has not received much attention either in management practice or 
in research. Nevertheless, our studies point to the importance of project 
managers collaborating with line managers to help them conduct 
appropriate performance appraisals, to discuss competence gaps and 
future needs, and to ensure appropriate working conditions. Another 
blind spot is the interaction between project managers and HR special-
ists. We would argue that Type B project managers, in particular, would 
benefit from developing interactions with HR specialists, especially to 
get input on how to handle the downsides with inter- functional and 
focused project participation.

As indicated earlier, for many complex projects, we see the applica-
tion of principles resembling the shared leadership model. This is one 
way to strengthen the integrative leadership capacity within projects. 
It is also a potential solution to the HRM problems in project- based 
work settings. Yet, it requires that project managers collaborate so that 
the HRM dimension of the project is analyzed and handled and does 
not become a responsibility that falls through the cracks – with no 
member of the project management team taking on responsibility for 
this role.
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Project workers: preparing for project work

Acting: Throughout the book, we have underlined the importance of the 
project- based work setting and the different types of project work and 
participation. We highlighted a set of similarities across work settings in 
project- based organizations and identified key differences with regard 
to what extent project work was inter- functional and to what extent 
participation was focused. In either case, we highlighted the continu-
ous need to build new relationships and work together with new peo-
ple. We also stressed the responsibilities for HRM that are expected of 
the individual worker, regardless of the type of project- based work set-
ting. Of course, the free- agent route discussed earlier and the liminality 
issues are probably most apparent in situations of high mobility, which 
typically tends to be the case in inter- functional project work. The focus 
on the individual’s responsibility for staying current is emphasized in 
all cases. It also highlights the importance of engineering skills as a 
tool that is increasingly used to sort out the liminality and coopera-
tive difficulties. In that respect, a shrewd engineer is not the best one 
merely from a strictly technical point of view. As the case of Workpool 
Engineering confirmed, the skilled engineer is the one who can live 
with liminality, enter new problem- solving situations, communicate, 
and apply the relevant coping strategy depending on the situation at 
hand.

Interacting: Including the individual project worker in the HR quad-
riad also means making them an active part in the interaction instead 
of a passive receiver of HRM practices. This is an important stance, 
since it stresses the importance of developing the project workers’ 
awareness of and responsibility for their interaction patterns with 
line managers, project managers, and HR specialists. We argue that 
these interactions can generally be improved, particularly in Type B 
settings in which project workers, to a higher degree, need to learn 
to live with liminality and mobility. We underline that these project 
workers will need interactions with their competence manager for 
primarily long- term HRM issues such as career planning, competence 
development, competence sharing, appraisal, and work- life issues. 
However, the interaction with project managers is also intensive, par-
ticularly concerning short- term HRM issues such as feedback, involve-
ment during the project, and phase- out at the end of a project. Type 
B project workers might also need a more direct interaction with HR 
specialists with particular knowledge about managing liminality and 
mobility.
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HR specialists: supporting the HR quadriad

Acting: A key goal of this book has been to show the value of address-
ing HR departments as one of the players in the HR organization of 
the firm. HR specialists typically have unique expertise in understand-
ing HRM problems and opportunities and should of course be more 
involved in analyzing the HR quadriad on a day- to- day basis. As some 
of our illustrations point out, having HR specialists who understand the 
dynamics of project work and the nature of project- based organizations 
is a critical and increasingly important factor. Suitably designing the HR 
quadriad might in itself be a key aspect of improving the capability to 
ensure the continuous supply and development of human resources to 
participate in complex problem- solving processes. Correspondingly, HR 
specialists should have the primary responsibility as well as the skills 
to detect errors in the quadriad, to analyze patterns over time, and to 
observe differences across organizational units and projects. As indi-
cated in the chapter on HR departments, the design of the HR depart-
ment needs to be viewed in light of the rest of the players in the HR 
quadriad, which, in turn, are influenced by the type of project- based 
work setting. To reap the possibilities of complementarities is, therefore, 
the ultimate responsibility of the HR specialist and should be consid-
ered a critical skill that the designer of HR organizations should possess 
in project- based organizations. In that respect, the HR specialists also 
have a role to play when it comes to understanding the development 
opportunities for the other players, providing arenas for collaboration 
and experience sharing within the quadriad, monitoring environmen-
tal changes and opportunities, and learning from best practice in other 
industries and sectors.

Interacting: As indicated previously, the interaction between HR spe-
cialists on an operational level and the other players in the HR quad-
riad needs to be consistent with the type of project- based work setting 
and the resulting overall design of the HR quadriad. We have seen sev-
eral examples of HR specialists struggling under structures that are not 
aligned with the requirements of the operational work setting and the 
key roles in it. One way of improving the interaction with the other play-
ers is to reinvent the organization of HR specialists at the operational 
level, basing it on the actual work setting and a good understanding of 
the work conditions of project workers. Another important improve-
ment opportunity is to increase the HR specialists’ competence in, and 
responsibilities for, supporting the interaction between the other play-
ers in the HR quadriad.
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The future of HRM in project- based organizations

Doing research on HRM has certainly been a pleasure. Every day of field 
work and writing has felt enlightening and meaningful, in particular 
the actual work for and often together with managers and companies 
struggling to sort out the difficulties of HRM in project- based organiza-
tions. In our research, we have followed the general pleas for studying 
HRM in practice, getting engaged with managers, and making sense 
of the experience of people who work in project- based organizations. 
Thus, we build on a tradition within HRM that advocates in- depth 
case studies paired with comparative case- study research. Although the 
research presented in this book relied to a great extent on a comparative 
approach, in which we made use of findings from companies operating 
in diverse industries, we still had a particular focus on an organization 
heralded as an exemplar of a new organizational form. Even though 
we stressed that this is one important context, it is far from being the 
complete answer; there might be other contextual matters involved 
that equally must be addressed. Accordingly, the analysis presented 
here is limited in terms of the broader institutional, legal, and cultural 
frameworks that typically also play an important role in the design of 
HRM (Gooderham et al., 1999). This would of course be an important 
opening for further research, namely, to compare project- based organi-
zations in different institutional settings and document the appropriate 
HRM solutions. Likewise, there might be other significant structural 
contexts and associated contingency factors. This illustrates the impor-
tance of broadening the general analysis of relevant contingency factors 
in the analysis of project- based firms to fully comprehend the variety 
of HRM challenges involved. For instance, in other project- based firms, 
location and client interaction might be critical factors, and the level 
of project uncertainty facing project workers would most probably also 
be important to understand what kind of support is called for (cf. De 
Meyer et al., 2002; Shenhar and Dvir, 2007). This is one important area 
where we believe that additional practice and research need to be devel-
oped and prepared.

Concerning the two sets of capabilities operating in the project- based 
organization that introduced the book, there is a need to ensure the 
ongoing development and cross- fertilization of these capabilities: the 
integrative capability of bringing knowledge, technologies, and solu-
tions together, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the supply and 
development of human resources. We believe that managing the HR 
quadriad in itself might constitute an important part in the capability of 
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supplying and developing human resources. In addition, improving the 
understanding of the linkages between projects and the development 
of human resources would, of course, be a valuable and critical step to 
ensure the mutual exchange of the two sets of capabilities. Important 
questions include the following: What kind of projects lead to superior 
competence development? How should those projects best be organized 
to stimulate performance and learning? How should they best be staffed 
without reducing their probability for success? In times of increasing 
number of projects, particularly shorter, agile projects, these questions 
pose important challenges to management. In our mind the questions 
represent a second important area for future research as well as practice 
development in project- based organizations.

Since this book is about the management of human resources, the 
nature, quality, and location of human resources represent important 
matters. Linked to this are a number of important questions, including 
the appropriate balance between temporary and permanent staff, the 
collaboration and synergies among temporary and permanent staff, and 
the strategic risks involved. In addition, one of the fastest- growing lines 
of businesses are technical consultancies, which have an increasingly 
important role in organizing human resources on behalf of the type 
of companies investigated here. Technical consultancies are not only 
used to deal with numerical flexibility – the variability in demand – but 
also to make better use of knowledge processes, including knowledge 
sharing and knowledge transfer. Moving from project to project across 
organizational contexts can also be critical for the hiring firm, which 
benefits from people who have experienced and solved similar prob-
lems in other contexts and have absorbed knowledge in these situa-
tions – this spurs creativity in the focal problem- solving situation. The 
evolution of the organization of human resources in this perspective 
constitutes an important development opportunity for work relying on 
the HR quadriad framework. Thus, the question of who and where the 
human resources are in the project- based organization would be a third 
important area for future research and practice.

The role of the project manager has changed considerably in the past 
two decades. Shared leadership was singled out as one way of adding 
leadership and management capacity to complex projects. Such a meas-
ure would perhaps then also be important to the project manager assum-
ing greater responsibilities for HRM. Other measures include changes to 
the formal role of the project manager: whether that role should have 
responsibilities for HRM; what those responsibilities are; how those 
responsibilities are taken; what training is needed; and what effects 
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increased HRM responsibility might have on project performance, not 
only assessed as team satisfaction, but also against a number of criteria, 
including timely delivery and efficient and effective use of resources 
and money spent (Shenhar & Dvir, 2007). This then highlights a fourth 
important area; the continuing development of leadership capability 
and leadership models, such as the effects and possibilities of shared 
leadership models, and their resulting implications for the effectiveness 
and relevant practices of HRM.

As touched up on in the previous sections, the future of HRM in 
project- based organizations carries with it many opportunities for 
research and practice improvements. Summarizing some of them and 
ending the book on the “C” note relied upon earlier in this chapter, we 
think that the research needs to be directed toward the entire range 
of the theoretical dimensions of HRM mentioned earlier. The follow-
ing list thus both summarizes some of the insights gained during our 
study and highlights some of the opportunities for future research and 
knowledge development.

Capabilities and HRM. Investigation of the relationship and dynamics 
between integrative capabilities and capabilities to ensure the continu-
ous supply and development of human resources that can participate in 
complex problem- solving processes.

HRM in context. The book zeroed in on project- based organizations. 
Future research should continue to focus on the comparisons between 
different project- based organizations in different industries, sectors, 
and regions.

Collective HRM. As several studies have shown there are difficulties in 
handling the interplay between different actors in the HR organization. 
The collective nature of HRM presented here does not make things eas-
ier. To detail the responsibilities of the actors involved in the HR quad-
riad would be an important topic for future research.

HRM and contingencies. The studies presented here focused primarily 
on two chief contingency factors that constituted the project- based 
work settings. Other factors are, undoubtedly, important. Identifying 
these factors is important for both practice and research, and improving 
the understanding of the relationship between these factors would be 
an important next step.

HRM and complementarity. The relationship between HRM practices, 
HRM practice areas, and roles in the HR organization is critical to know-
ing what changes are needed to reap the full benefit of investments in 
HRM.
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HRM and configuration. Future research should investigate further dif-
ferent aspects of the HR quadriad and analyze in- depth different solu-
tions in terms of the interplay between the actors involved. A next step 
would be to detail the relevant performance measurements and analyze 
performance across different HR quadriads.
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The evidence: data and methodology

We have studied a number of R&D organizations and engineering- intensive 
firms during the past decade. The starting point for our empirical investigations 
was a series of studies of project processes and project management, typically in 
large complex development projects. This later emerged into a series of studies 
of the organization and management of project- based organizations, which are 
the prime focus of the work reported here. The focused studies began in 2003 
with a comparative case study involving four companies which we here refer to 
with the code names: “Aerospace,” “Automotive,” “Pharma,” and “Logistics.” 
This work was published in a preliminary report in which we discussed four key 
challenges tied to HRM in project- based organizations. The study was important 
for several reasons. First, it broadly laid the foundation for our work on project-
 based organizations rather than focusing specifically on a particular kind of 
sector or industry. Second, it gave us a wide view of the complexity of the chal-
lenges of HRM in such organizations. Later, these ideas were further developed 
and published in a book: Perspektiv på HRM – nya organisationsformer, nya 
utmaningar (2005, Eng: Perspectives on HRM – new forms of organization, new chal-
lenges) and a number of more focused journal papers.

In the second step of our fieldwork, we explored in detail some of the obser-
vations made in our initial fieldwork. After the initial phase, we singled out a 
number of areas that required further scrutiny, including the role of the line 
manager, the variations of HR department across different types of project-
 based organizations, and the work situation of project workers (engineers, pro-
grammers, etc.). This book summarizes the main findings for practitioners, 
scholars, and students. It also presents an opportunity to make comparisons 
difficult to make in journal articles since these give limited space for expand-
ing the text around, for example, empirical descriptions. We draw on a quite 
diverse set of cases involving companies and organizations from industries 
such as aerospace, automotive, pharmaceutical, packaging machinery, and 
 telecommunications. Most of the companies have been studied in depth from 
a number of perspectives. Some of the companies have only participated in 
one of our substudies.

Table A1 presents the companies that have been involved in our studies and 
the type of research methodology and data that we have gathered. We have cho-
sen to use code names for all the companies in this section. Some of the com-
panies studied have requested that we not display their names, and, for clarity 
and readability, we have chosen not to mix code names with authentic names. 
In the chapters that include information only from companies that allowed us 
to use their names, their authentic names appear, and in chapters that include 
information from the code- name companies, all companies are referred to with 
code names (Fact Boxes excluded).

Appendix: Research Design 
and Methodology
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Contextual understanding through case studies

One of the underlying ideas with the empirical studies presented in this 
book was to contribute to the idea of “small- scale, contextual studies of 
HRM” (Boselie et al., 2009: 464). However, we also wanted to make compari-
sons across organizations to detect important differences and similarities. 
Generally, the studies presented in this book relied on good stories and con-
structs, drawing on the strength of individual examples and effective com-
parisons. In this respect, we followed conventional case-study research and 
multiple case-study logics (Eisenhardt, 1989). The initial phase encompassed 
the data gathering, interviews, secondary material, annual reports, and so 
on. The second phase focused on analyzing each individual case. The third 
phase focused on the cross- case analysis. Overall, we had the ambition to 
understand the company or the studied unit in detail: its history and its cur-
rent practices. Although we relied on a limited number of interviews, we had 
access to the most knowledgeable people in the company who freely gave the 
details of their past and current practices. The companies also made it pos-
sible for us to return and check details, correct misunderstandings, and carry 
out follow- up interviews.

Besides this multiple case study, we also did a series of more focused stud-
ies to explore in further depth the different parts and players in the HR 
quadriad.

Line managers

This study centered on the change of the line- manager role in a number of 
different companies. The most intensive part of the work was a comparative 
case study of Tetra Pak and Saab. In total, we interviewed 20 senior manag-
ers and line managers in these firms and conducted an in- depth analysis of 
each firm. One of the studies was presented in Bredin and Söderlund (2007). 
Subsequently, we carried out a comparative analysis focusing on the solutions 
implemented in these firms and the roles and responsibilities of line manag-
ers. This comparison was presented in Bredin and Söderlund (2008). In addi-
tion to these case studies, we conducted studies in the following companies: 
Engine, Automotive, Pharma, and Logistics (code names). Some of these pre-
liminary findings were already reported in a previous book (Söderlund and 
Bredin, 2005). The comparative study is also in part presented in a paper 
published in Human Resource Management (Söderlund and Bredin, 2006). The 
methodological idea underlying the study of line managers is decisively linked 
to perspectives and inferences that were evidently drawn from various infor-
mation sources that we came across during our study, for example, interviews 
that we conducted, vignettes, and examples within contexts. We aimed to 
understand the organizational contexts, positioning the role of the line man-
ager within the organizational structure, and analyzing the distribution of 
roles and responsibilities of HRM in the companies. The interviews followed a 
rather strict interview guide, although they typically turned into quite infor-
mal conversations about the line manager’s everyday practices, responsibili-
ties, and problems.
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Project managers

Project managers have been part of our empirical work in several ways. Two 
parallel investigations have been carried out. First, we studied the change of 
the HR organization in the following firms, for which, as mentioned earlier, 
we will use code names: Pharma, Automotive, and Aerospace. Concurrently, 
we interviewed project managers about their view on human resource manage-
ment and the role of the HR department. Some of the findings were presented 
in a paper published in Human Resource Management and a follow- up paper 
that appeared in R&D Management (Bredin and Söderlund, 2006; Söderlund 
and Bredin, 2006). Second, we have carried out a study of project managers 
with the aim of understanding their behavioral and organizational orienta-
tion. This study also revolved around the use of shared leadership in complex 
projects. To a large extent these investigations have been presented as in- depth 
portraits to contrast with the conventional broad- scale surveys that dominate 
the field. A number of master theses, written within our research program, 
have added to the number of interviews. In total, we have more than 30 stud-
ies of project managers in companies such as Scania, Volvo Aero, Saab, Posten 
IT, and Volvo Cars. The data presented in the book draw on several of these 
interviews. The portraits presented in Chapter 6 about project managers and 
HRM were primarily used to illustrate a few of the observations in previous 
research and the patterns we discerned concerning the difficulties of assum-
ing HRM responsibilities. The voices and fact boxes are also taken from these 
studies.

Project workers

The major part of the data on project workers comes from an explorative study of 
engineers working in project- based settings. One may generally divide the study 
of engineers as either the study of contractors/engineers operating in the open 
market or the study of engineers working in traditional, permanent organiza-
tions. This former focus is common among scholars with an interest in exploring 
contractors, the new temporary workforce, and the difficulties and dilemmas of 
free agents (Barley and Kunda, 2006). Other studies explore engineer’s work-
ing situations in hierarchies or at least more permanent organizational settings 
(such as Midler, 1995). The empirical data are from consultants/engineers that 
move from project to project in different parts of the organization, to different 
clients and different parts of clients’ organizations. We interviewed a selection 
of high- skilled individuals to explore their working- life situation and how they 
deal with what we refer to as “liminality”.

We followed the methodological ideas presented in earlier influential works 
on human resource management which touch upon aspects explored in our 
own work, such as Barley and Kunda’s (2006) studies of technical contractors 
in the United States and Fenwick’s (2007) investigations of network identities 
among change management consultants. Both Barley and Kunda and Fenwick 
base their research on in- depth interviews with experienced consultants. We 
adopted a similar approach to allow for comparative analyses. A primary goal of 
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this empirical research was, however, to generate new insights, theoretical ideas, 
and analytical concepts.

We tried to develop methods to engage in innovative interviewing and the 
use of multi-level data. Such methods also require the researcher to use previ-
ously collected data and material as input for the interviews – in our case this 
was essentially a starting point for reflective and analytical discussions about a 
particular phenomenon observed in project- based organizations. Nevertheless, 
we believe that the interviews constitute a valid description of close studies of 
work, as called for by Barley and Kunda (2001)

In other words, the insights derived from close studies of work in limited are-
nas alert researchers to patterns of variations and possible sources of compar-
ison that are prerequisite for rigorous, grounded theorizing. As organization 
theory’s intellectual history reveals, detailed comparative studies of work 
were crucial for successfully articulating a theory of bureaucratic  organizing. 
(Barley and Kunda, 2001: 80)

The study was divided into three phases. In the first phase we interviewed 
managers and studied corporate material to get an overview of the context of 
the firm, its organization, and the various businesses and knowledge areas of 
the firm. In this phase, we also interviewed managers to get an idea of how 
the managers carry out their management roles and duties. Important here 
were activities linked to mobility and competence development. Several of the 
interviewed managers have long experience as consultants or are still work-
ing part time as consultants. In the second phase, we interviewed a number 
of engineers cum consultants. We selected 20 consultants with a broad vari-
ety of experience, both men and women, and with various types of engineer-
ing expertise. We were not, however, only focusing on the individual level. 
Because it was also important to gain an understanding of the organizational 
context, we made use of multilevel data. To acquire this data, we interviewed 
managers about the contexts for and general development of problem- solving 
and other activities within the firm of relevance to the management of human 
resources. In addition, we also carried out workshops and meetings to validate 
our  observations.

The interviews were semistructured, entailing a set of open- ended questions. 
We followed an interview guide covering such topics as personal background, 
professional history and education, work role, assignments. We included a set of 
detailed questions about the engineers’ current assignments. They were asked to 
talk about their typical project and their current assignment. The intention was 
to create a trustful conversation about their roles as consultants, perceived chal-
lenges and obstacles during projects, and their career and competence develop-
ment. Our goal was to allow for open conversations about the engineers’ working 
lives. We let them add comments on subjects that were not directly touched 
upon in our interview guide but which they considered important to their pro-
fessional lives. Generally, the guide was used primarily as a checklist rather than 
as strict instruction. The interviews lasted between 1.5 and 2.5 hours and were 
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. When quoting from the interviews we use 
code names (Manager I, Manager II, etc., and Project Worker A, B, etc.) since the 
engineer or manager might consider some of the information sensitive. In the 
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third phase, we analyzed our data and carried out additional, complementary 
data gathering, such as telephone interviews and e- mail questions, to broaden 
our investigation and to correct any misunderstandings. The analysis focused 
on identifying a set of similarities and patterns across our dataset and a selec-
tion of differences among the interviewees.
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3 Human Resource Management in Context

1. One important contributor to this research was Eric Flamholtz, who pro-
posed a model for Human Resource Valuation in 1971 (Flamholtz, 1971), and 
published several additional papers on the topic during the 1970s.

2. This review of strategic human resource management is obviously far from 
complete. The purpose here is primarily to give a brief overview of the field 
and its main schools of thought. More comprehensive reviews can be found 
in for example, Lengnick- Hall et al. (2009), Martín- Alcázar, et al. (2005), 
Boxall and Purcell (2000), and Allen and Wright (2007).

3. Beer et al. (1984), Devanna, Fombrun and Tichy (1984), Hendry and Pettigrew 
(1992), Mohrman and Lawler (1997), Ulrich (1997), Brewster and Larsen 
(2000), Redman and Wilkinson (2001), McKenna and Beech (2002), Sisson 
and Storey (2003), Lengnick- Hall and Lengnick- Hall (2003), Boxall et al. 
(2007b).

5 Line Managers in the HR Quadriad

1. This chapter draws partly on findings reported elsewhere (Bredin and 
Söderlund, 2007, 2008; Bredin, 2008). The empirical illustrations presented 
in this chapter builds on two case studies in which we have interviewed sen-
ior and line managers, project managers and HR specialists. See Appendix 
for details about the studies. For a detailed presentation of the Tetra Pak case 
study, see Bredin (2006) and Bredin & Söderlund (2007). The case study of 
Saab is presented in more detail in Bredin (2008) and Bredin & Söderlund 
(2008).

2. This illustration comes from Saab AB, which should not be confused with 
the car manufacturer Saab Automobile AB. The two companies have a com-
mon history, but are since many years two separate companies with separate 
ownership structures.

3. Huemann, Turner, and Keegan have developed a model of the HR process in 
project- based organizations in which they depict these different steps (see for 
instance Huemann et al, 2004).

6 Project Managers and HRM

1. This chapter has benefitted from the work and assistance of a number of 
master students and research assistants. We are particularly grateful for the 
help from Ulf Mörk, Anders Ulander, Marie Rudolfsson and Anna Lindén. 
Some of the ideas discussed in the chapter were presented at the IRNOP 2002 
Conference in Rotterdam. The work on shared and distributive  leadership 

Notes
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draws upon ideas presented in Söderlund’s (2005b) chapter on project 
leadership.

8 HR Specialists in Project- Based Organizations

1. The discussions and empirical material in the chapter draws on research 
reported elsewhere (Bredin and Söderlund, 2006, 2010, 2011).

2. These studies are reported in a comparative case- study analysis in Bredin 
and Söderlund (2006) and multi- case analyses in Bredin and Söderlund 
(2010) and Bredin and Söderlund (forthcoming, 2011). In the first paper, 
the focus was on changes in HR practices and in the roles of the players in 
the HR organization. The second paper analyzed the design and structure of 
HR departments, and the third one specifically addressed the HR quadriad 
framework.
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