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PROJECT ECOLOGIES 179

conceptual template for studying the multilayered architecture of different types of
project ecologies (see also Whitley 2006: 84).

THE CORE TEAM: REDUCING VS. PRESERVING
COGNITIVE DISTANCE

The core team epitomizes temporal continuity and accountability (DeFillippi and
Arthur 1998) and typifies the elementary learning arena (Séderlund, Vaagaasar, and
Andersen 2008). Although the concrete personal constellations will hardly recur in
successive projects, temporary organizations still are “organized around enduring
structured role systems whose nuances are negotiated in situ” (Bechky 2006: 4).
Abstracting from the idiosyncrasies of the production process, the respective core
teams in the disruptive and the cumulative ecologies comprise a set of professional
profiles and skills that share some generic features. The service logic of solving a
specific problem of the client is, or at least ought to be, the prime logic of a project.
The client-specific tasks, demands, and expectations have to be balanced against the
management logic of the project which aims at keeping the project within key
parameters such as time and budget. The fragile balance between the service logic
(of solving the client’s business problem) and the management logic (of keeping the
project on track) provides the organizational coordinates within which the profes-
sional logic of the expert knowledge can unfold.

These generic imperatives of project organizing are embodied in and balanced by
different trade-specific professional profiles and occupations (on software, see Ibert
2004; on advertising, see Pratt 2006: 6-12). Each professional profile signifies a spe-
cificwork ethos and perspective which implies a certain “cognitive distance” between
these professions (see Nooteboom 2000). Meaningful interaction and fruitful col-
laboration across cognitive distance, of course, is possible as long as the participants
can make sense of each other’s perspectives. In both kinds of project ecologies, how-
ever, cognitive distance is enacted in fundamentally different ways. Whereas the
interactions and practices of the core team in the cumulative ecology are geared
towards reducing cognitive distance, project organizing in the disruptive ecologies
rather is aimed at preserving cognitive distance.

The organizational repertoire to reduce cognitive distance in the cumulative
ecology includes a range of organizational practices and conventions. First, profes-
sionals in the course of their careers, sometimes even in the course of a project,
switch roles. “There are no clear-cut categories of software workers, such as design-
ers, coders, and testers. Designations do not provide job descriptions in the organi-
zational structure—job description is ambiguous” (Ilvarasan and Sharma 2003: 3).
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recognized subset of knowledge issues. They are governed by a procedural author-
ity endowed internally or externally to fulfill the project goal (see Cowan, David,
and Foray 2000). Individuals accumulate knowledge according to their own expe-
rience and validation is made according to the procedural authority: what is eval-
uated is the contribution of the member to the cognitive goal with regard to the
criteria set by the procedural authority (Amin and Cohendet 2004: 75). Epistemic
communities in disruptive and in cumulative ecologies extend beyond the firm to
involve the same set of actors, that is, clients, suppliers, and corporate groups.

The very notion of the “community” evokes a sense of persistence, coherence,
and harmony that not only seems absent but even not desired in the originality-
fixated advertising ecology. The rivalry in the antagonistic learning practices and
transience of ties in the disruptive learning regime might collectively be called epis-
temic (Lindkvist 2005). Since our focus here however is on the basic architecture of
project ecologies we will retrain from elucidating this differentiation in this chapter.
(For further details, see Grabher 2004: 1498).

Clients: technical vs. personal lock-in

Clients play a central role in knowledge production that is not confined to initiating
and sponsoring the entire venture. Both kinds of ecologies are driven by the strate-
gic goal to transform a single project into a lasting relationship. In both contexts,
projects thus are strongly conceived as strategic pivots from which to leverage a
continuous stream of business. Apart from sharing an interest in transforming
projects into relationships, disruptive as well as cumulative ecologies rely on differ-
ent practices to “lock-in” clients.

In the cumulative software ecology, user participation appears particularly deep
(see Lehrer 2000: 592; Petter 2008). Software projects frequently are carried out on
site in ongoing conversation with the IT units as well as the end-users in the client’s
organization. The client’s expectations, although specified in the brief, typically do
not consolidate before the project process has yielded some interim variants. And as
the software becomes more complex in the course of the project, so do the implica-
tions of even seemingly simple changes that ramify throughout the entire client
organization and its “legacy system” operating on older software platforms.

Even within shorter project cycles project specifications as a consequence are “rack-
eting up” (Girard and Stark 2002: 1940). Such “scope creep” (Jurison 1999: 33) notori-
ously puts pre-calculated plans of resource allocation at risk. Viewed from a more
strategic point of view, however, scope creep might not only benefit the usefulness of
the software. It also opens up prospects for turning the single project into a lasting tie
(Casper and Whitley 2002: 24). The repertoire for this sort of strategic scope creep
(that is, to deliberately lock-in clients by increasing interdependencies) in the cumula-
tive ecology ranges from training the client’s staff, stand-by advice through a hot-line,
to technical maintenance, including regular updates and debugging.
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“redistribution of improvisation rights” (Weick 1998: 549). Collaboration with creative
suppliers mimics organizational features of (jazz) improvisation, a “prototype organiza-
tion” designed to maximize innovation (Hatch 1999). Improvisation implies a rotation
of leadership during performance and a deliberate interruption of habit patterns. In the
same way as jazz bands vary their composition of players, ties of agencies with suppliers
are reconfigured from time to time around a relatively stable set of core relationships.
This variance in composition reflects, on the one hand, the demand for a project-spe-
cific set of skills; on the other hand, collaborative ties with suppliers are also deliberately
interrupted or terminated for the sake of freshness. New team members hold the prom-
ise of new ideas (Grabher 2001: 367-9; see also Perretti and Negro 2007). '

Corporate groups: product vs. client-centered affiliation

The knowledge practices, more and more, are molded by corporate groups into
which the ecologies increasingly become tied. In the cumulative ecology the impor-
tance of corporate groups is immediately obvious through the presence of truly
global software brand names like SAP, Oracle, or Microsoft. Beyond direct owner-
ship, smaller firms are often tied to corporate groups through license agreements
which primarily refer to the client-specific adaptations of the product portfolio of
the large corporations in the context of recurrent projects. License agreements typi-
cally aim at generating feedback from the front line of application projects to the
refinement of corporate tools and the further evolution of the product portfolio.
This continuous inflow of corporate methods, standards, and tools yields positive
reputation effects through which for instance the label “Oracle approved” facilitates
access to additional clients.

The significance of the large corporate domain in the disruptive ecologies is far
less perceptible, and deliberately so. Since affiliation of London advertising agencies
with the three leading global communication groups, Interpublic, Omnicom, and
WPP, often is limited to financial control, these ownership links provide only com-
paratively narrow channels through which corporate tools and cultures diffuse into
the ecology and project experience is fed back into the corporate group. Although
corporate groups, like WPP for example, set up “knowledge communities” which
share non-confidential insights and case-study evidence (WPP Group Navigator
2008), the scope for post- and cross-project learning within the corporate network
is considerably smaller, not least due to the pronounced variety of agency cultures
within these federated groups.

Whereas the corporate groups in the cumulative ecology crystallize primarily
around products, they evolve around clients in the advertising ecologies. In adver-
tising, for instance, the key rationale is to provide clients with a “one-stop” service
on a global scale and in a cross-disciplinary fashion including the entire spectrum
of communication services, ranging from classical advertising to direct marketing,
sponsorship, PR, to design service. For software firms the involvement with a group
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Table 7.1 The nature and functions of personal networks in cumulative and
disruptive project ecologies

Communality Sociality Connectivity
Cumulative Disruptive Cumulative
Nature of ties Lasting, Ephemeral, Ephemeral,
intense intense weak
Social realm Private cum Professional Professional
professional cum private '
Governance Trust Networked Professional
reputation ethos
Contents Experience Know-whom Know-how

Communality: exchanging experience

The notion of communality denotes robust and thick ties that are firmly rooted
in personal familiarity and social coherence. Communality appears of higher
relevance in the cumulative ecology. The cumulative learning regime translates
into comparatively long affiliations with firms which in turn reduce the likeli-
hood that network ties with former colleagues from school and university or
with long-term workmates are disrupted by inter-firm and inter-regional
mobility. Long-term organizational affiliations and a comparatively strong
attachment to the locality engender the evolution of personalized experience-
based trust as the chief governance principle. The robust architecture based on
common personal experience limits the number of relationships (see also
Granovetter 1985; Uzzi 1997), characteristically to between three and six ties in
the Munich ecology. The strength of personal ties, however, does not necessar-
ily imply high frequency of interaction. On the contrary, these networks typi-
cally can remain dormant over long periods of time and can be reactivated
without much social effort.

Since communality is rooted in social coherence rather than in professional iden-
tity, the scope for project-specific support is naturally rather limited. Network com-
munality typically provides backing in dealing with personal issues when these ties,
for example, are used as a sounding board for contemplating career decisions or
discussing conflicts within the core team.

Sociality: acquiring know-whom

In contrast to the strong and lasting relations in communality, the notion of social-
ity emphasizes ephemeral, yet intense, networking that is primarily driven by pro-
fessional motivations (Wittel 2001). Sociality represents the archetypical form of
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While communality provides a sounding board for conveying personal experi-
ence beyond the specific project, connectivity yields essential continuing learning
processes related to the substance matter of software projects, which is coding. First,
particularly in the context of open-source code like Linux, connectivity provides a
virtual construction site where code is updated, modified, and repaired, that is, a
place where software developers do the actual programming work. Second connec-
tivity is a most effective vehicle for upgrading and reformatting software skills on a
day-to-day basis. By stretching out far beyond the knowledge range of the core team
and firm, connectivity thus opens up a wide horizon for a continuous further (self-)
education and the upgrading of the individual know-how basis (see also Amin and
Roberts 2008).

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

Inspired by a contextual perspective on projects (Blomquist and Packendorff 1998;
Ekstedt et al. 1999; Gann and Salter 2000; Grabher 2002a; Sydow and Staber 2002;
Engwall 2003; Brady and Davies 2004; Scarbrough et al. 2003; Séderlund 2004;
Davies and Hobday 200s; Frederiksen and Davies 2008; Schwab and Miner 2008),
this chapter set out to unfold a conceptual framework for analyzing processes of
project-based learning. This framework has been built around the notion of project
ecology (Grabher 2002a, 2002b, 2002¢, 2004a, 2004b; Grabher and Ibert 2006; Ibert
2004). By consecutively probing into the constitutive layers of project ecologies—
the core team, the firm, the epistemic community, and personal networks—the
multilayered organizational architecture of project ecologies was revealed. This
architecture provides the theoretical template for a comparative exploration of the
cumulative and the disruptive ecologies (see Table 7.2).

Starting with the basic organizational layer of the project ecology, the core team
represents the elementary learning arena. While the software ecology seeks to facili-
tate cumulative learning through reducing cognitive distance within the core team,
the advertising ecologies cultivate rivalries and maintain cognitive distance between
team members to trigger creativity.

By subsequently moving from the core team to the firm, the analysis shifted from
learning in the individual project to learning that accrues from the management of
project portfolios. In both kinds of ecologies firms reap “economies of repetition”
(Davies and Brady 2000) by transferring lessons from individual projects into a
firm-specific set of organizational tools, a distinctive culture, and a repertoire of
stories. The cumulative ecology, though, in additior benefits from “economies of
recombination” that arise from accumulating knowledge into modules that can effi-
ciently be recombined in subsequent projects.






Table 7.2 The multilayered architecture of cumulative and disruptive project

ecologies
Cumulative ecology Disruptive ecology
Core team Core team

Reducing cognitive distance
Switching roles
Stable teams

Preserving cognitive distance
Stable roles
Switching teams

Firm Firm
Economies of repetition Economies of repetition
Tools, culture Culture, tools

Economies of recombination
Modules, products

Economies of recombination

Epistemic community

Epistemic collective

Clients

Projects with clients
Technical lock-in

Suppliers

Orchestration

Never change a winning team
Corporate groups
Product-centered

Portfolio of skills and modules

Clients

Projects for clients

Personal lock-in

Suppliers

Improvisation

Always change a winning team
Corporate groups.
Client-centered

Portfolio of skills

Personal networks

Personal networks

Communality

Experience
Connectivity

Know-how

Sociality
Know-whom
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Our juxtaposition of cumulative and disruptive ecologies is based on and illustrated
with the software ecology in Munich and the advertising ecologies in London and
Hamburg. However, we contend that the notion of project ecologies can be usefully
applied to explore the multilayered organizational architecture of project-based
organizing in different industrial settings (see also Ekstedt et al. 1999: 192; Asheim
2002; Whitley 2006). In our view, research in two fields might be particularly
rewarding.

First, the project literature to a considerable degree focused on ecologies that are
anchored in firms. The quintessential example is the construction industry that for
a long period of time represented the privileged field to study and to conceptualize
project organization. The quintessential role of project organization in the con-
struction industry is reflected in the fact that 46 percent of all papers in the
International Journal of Project Management between 1984 and 1998 were devoted to
this industry (Themistocleous and Wearne 2000: 11). Against the background of the
enormous upsurge of interest in the creative and cultural industries more broadly,
the literature on project organizing has also theoretically engaged with the organi-
zational anatomy of ecologies that are embedded in firms and networks, like fea-
ture-film production (for example, Jones 1996; Bechky 2006; Schwab and Miner
2008). Ecologies that basically evolve around networks and in which firms play only
a minor role have attracted less attention so far. Possible cases are certain segments
of the video-game industry or open-source projects in which latent and more infor-
mal layers of a project ecology seem to play an overarching role not just as a passive
background but as essential source of personnel, organizational, motivational, and
knowledge resources.

Second, project research has accumulated a considerable body of knowledge on
the management of single major events (like world exhibitions or world champ-
ionships) or (infrastructural) mega-projects. This literature often took issue with
the managerial practices of coping with the organizational (ir)rationalities of
managing complex projects with large numbers of contributors, long time-spans,
and/or considerable degrees of technical complexity and interdependence under
tight budgetary and time constraints (see, for example, Flyvbjerg, Bruzelius, and
Rothengatter 2003; Pitsis et al. 2003; Marrewijk et al. 2008). Contextual views have
been rarely employed for this type of projects. In particular, the question of learn-
ing from major single or rare events (as diverse as natural disasters, major infra-
structural breakdowns, or economic crises) has so far hardly been dealt with in a
systematic fashion (for an important exception, see Lampel, Shamsie, and Shapira
2009). The notion of project ecology, we maintain, might be a useful template to
explore how actors in such events mobilize resources from personal networks, rely
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on proven sets of organizations to mobilize knowledge resources and to sediment
experience (Cacciatori, Grabher, and Prencipe 2007). The specific challenge in these
cases seems not only the mobilization and enactment of a familiar context but to select
appropriate contexts that enhance learning beyond the routinized cognitive repertoire
and familiar post hoc rationalizations (Lampel, Shamsie, and Shapira 2009).
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