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Abstract  

Purpose: The paper discusses and critically examines how formal project management tools 
and techniques affect the organization of university research. 

Design/method ology/approach:  The paper is empirically grounded and explores how 
university researchers respond to an increasing emphasis on formalized Project Management 
methods to manage research work conducted within the university. The empirical material 
consists of 20 interviews with research staff working with engineering, natural and medical 
sciences at Uppsala University, Sweden. Describing how PM techniques are increasingly 
imposed upon the researchers, the article analyses different modes of relating to the 
formalized toolsets, and discusses their accommodation and resistance within academia. 

Findings:  One key finding is how the PM formalization is resisted by partial accommodation 
and containment. This can be described in terms of an enactment of a front and a backstage 
of the research organization. At the front -stage, formal PM technology and terminology is 
used by specially appointed research managers as means of presenting to funding agencies 
and other external parties. At the backstage, researchers carry out work in more traditional 
forms.  

Practical implications:  The findings indicate a challenge for research to comply with 
increased project management formalization and secure on-going open-ended research. 
Secondly, the paper points toward a risk of young researchers being nudged out into Òfront-
stageÓ administration with little chance of returning to ÒbackstageÓ research. 

Originality/value:  This paper builds upon a growing area of the critical analysis of project 
management practice, offering insights int o the tension between the values and norms of 
university research and an on-going formalization of project management in some 
organizational contexts. 

Paper type: Research paper 

Keywords: Project management, Project tools & techniques, Management of university 
research, Resistance, Accommodation, Front-stage Ð Backstage 



Projectification of University Research  

Leading and managing knowledge intensive organizations populated by scientists and 
engineers has long been conceived as a major challenge (see, e.g., Etzioni, 1964). Such high-
level knowledge workers have often been found to be inimical to direct supervision, and to 
other traditional means of control aimed, for instance, at standardizing the outputs of their 
work or the processes going into it (Mintzberg, 1980). As Gideon Kunda (1992) reports in 
Engineering Culture , this has called for alternatives, with Kunda himself famously 
foregrounding cultural management programs and normative control measures, which 
operate by inducing common norms and values, and by regulating shared aims and identities 
within the work force; and with Kim Clark and Steven Wheelwright (1992) pointing towards 
project management (PM) as yet another promising means for leading ÒheavyweightÓ 
developments. While cultural management and reengineering programs have lost quite a bit 
of legitimacy over the last decades, in the light of a growing concern with diversity issues, for 
instance (see, e.g., Barker, 1993; Fleming & Sturdy, 2011), the tools and techniques of PM 
have often been posited, however, as less obtrusive, and they have steadily been gaining 
ground. One might even say that PM has emerged as somewhat of a universal remedy for 
leading high-level knowledge work Ð a cure that has promoted itself as being applicable to a 
wide range of sectors, and attending to more or less any challenge associated with the 
explorative, irregular  and creative work carried out by scientific or engineering experts. This 
in a way that has made it seem dissociated from questions of power and politics. As Damian 
Hodgson (2002: 804) has put it, Òthe field of Project Management has promoted itself as a 
universal and politically -neutral toolkit of techniques appropriate for any type of activity in 
any sector, enabling the tight control of discontinuou s work processes, with particular 
potential for the control of expert labour.Ó 
 In Sweden, the tools and techniques inherent to traditional, linear and instrumental 
PM have in recent years made a subtle entrance also into academia, and particularly the 
scientific laboratory, with Òthe ProjectÓ having become the preferred vehicle of choice for 
controlling government -sponsored research activities. Spending approximately !4.4 billion 
annually, or 1.3% of the GDP (HSV, 2011), the wide range of state-governed funding bodies 
supposedly need measures that allow them to keep a close account of their investments, and 
guarantee that the financial resources they have distributed are subject to careful and 
efficient management Ð measures that extend the control without interfering with the 
research agenda or the research results, and allow researchers to retain their academic 
freedom. While the PM field of today could be said to accommodate two major paradigms: 
traditional linear PM, and agile PM techniques, the project model that to increasing extents is 
being imposed on the academic realm to monitor scientific progress and expenditures, and to 
transform funds to research results, belongs Ð as the article will show Ð to the former. That 
is, to a PM paradigm which has sprung out of traditional industry, and particularly out work 
oriented towards traditional product development.  
 Despite the hold that this organizational form is taking over the academic realm, 
there has been little debate concerning this development; neither the status nor the role of 
the prevailing  traditional model of PM has been subject to much critique within this 
particular context. As indicated above, however, the universal applicability and the neutrality 
of traditional PM tools and techniques have come under increasing scrutiny over the last 
decade or two by a more critically minded cadre of PM scholars. A growing body of research 
has for instance begun to question to what extent they are in fact capable of combining an 
efficient resource management with high -level knowledge work, which is of an experimental 
and indeterminate character (see, e.g., Lenfle, 2008; Lenfle & Loch, 2010). With their focus 
on the execution of predefined tasks, are traditional PM tools and techniques in fact suitable 
for leading iterative research that is ridden by uncertainty, and whose conceptual framing 
and future direction is constantly subject to renegotiation/re -formulation? And immediate 
suitability aside, are they in fact as politically neutral as they have made themselves out to 
be? Or does the imposition of this kind of management control system Ð as a number of 
voices have indeed indicated, Hodgson (2002; 2005) among them Ð entail more subtle and 
complex forms of power; a form of control, which in fact conceals its political and indeed also 



ethical underpinnings and implications? Does it make out another form of normative control, 
which may in fact discipline and strip its constituents of their distinctiveness and undermine 
foundational components of scientific practi ces; does it make out a form of control that may 
in fact corrupt guiding values and upset established power relations within the academic 
institution? Does PM constitute a field or a body of knowledge whose imposition will 
generate, in its wake, corporeal as well as organizational Òbodies of knowledgeÓ that 
internalize its tools and techniques for conducting research, and give precedence to 
execution-oriented thinking? Ð Project workers-researchers subjected to the disciplining 
powers of PM, deprived of experimental and creative freedom? Ð Unanticipated 
organizational setups for handling the projectification  of life in the laboratory, potentially 
altering extant power relations within the academic institution?  
 In recent years, a growing body of literature has begun to interrogate the relationship 
between power and PM, addressing these questions, and focusing attention on the 
developmental tendencies briefly indicated here. Seeking to build upon and extend such 
critical inquiries, this article  explores how PM is making its way into the realms of university 
research, with the aim of conceptualizing some consequences of an escalating projectification 
of the activities taking place within the university  Ð or indeed an escalating PM-ification of 
th is institutional realm.  For the academy has of course been referring to the work carried out 
within this domain in terms of projects for a long time, but in a loosely defined sense, and 
without implying any particular management control structure. What int erests us, however, 
is how traditional PM, as a particular model for organizing and conducting project work, is 
handled within the university, and how it redistributes power within this institutional 
domain.   

Particularities of Sweden and Uppsala  

In Swedish academia, PM methods, tools and techniques are unequivocally called for to 
structure, guide and control research efforts. Grant applications are organized as project 
charters, requiring timelines, milestones, Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), strategie s for 
dispersions of results, and so forth, before the designated research task has even been 
initiated; and the appointment of typical professional PM responsibilities, such as ÒProject 
ManagerÓ and ÒWork Package leaderÓ, are incorporated into the application frameworks. 
Interviews conducted with researchers indicate that some do indeed feel compelled to 
appropriate and use PM methodologies to become viable for funding. The PM methodologies 
are reflected, moreover, in reporting procedures, and in the handling of the research on a 
daily basis. As support for the latter, universities promote specific two, three, or four day PM 
courses, directed towards junior faculty Ð supposedly with the aim of preparing them for the 
challenge of running their own projects, and making them more competitive for funding Ð 
and often given by external consultants who operate in close connection to national or 
international PM associations. One such Swedish training and consultancy company has for 
instance been offering traditiona l basic PM courses to Uppsala University (UU) staff for at 
least a ten-year period, to a value of more than 600 kEuro between 2003 and 2012 (among 
its clients one can also find Lund University, Stockholm University, Gothenburg University, 
The Royal Institu te of Technology, Chalmers Technical University, the Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences, and since 2010, also the Swedish Research Council).  
 We thus appear to be witnessing a projectification, or PM-ification, of university 
research that is imposed on the academic setting through application frameworks, through 
the taxonomies guiding the research efforts, through daily coordination and reporting 
activities, and through courses addressing young researchers Ð which even appear to be 
aligned across universities as well as certain funding bodies. As will be discussed later on, this 
phenomenon does not in any way appear to be characteristic only of Swedish universities, 
which various different kinds of EU -projects bear witness of; the application and reporting 
procedures associated with both the European CommissionÕs Seventh Framework 
Programme and the Knowledge and Innovation Communities within the European Institute 
of Technology rather seem to epitomize such projectification or PM-ification.  



How do PM tools and techniques affect the organization of university research?  

Presumably, the developments sketched out above set the stage for a range of conflicts 
concerning the so-called identity of the researchers and their organizations, and the powers 
guidi ng them. More specifically, they set the stage: 1) for  conflicts concerning the role of the 
researcher and the role of the project leader, between researchers perceiving themselves and 
their research activities as being involved, on the one hand, in an open-ended knowledge 
creation process and a process of most instrumental and tightly controlled knowledge/ value 
production ; 2) for conflicts concerning the interests and ideals that determine these 
processes, between sacred epistemological ideals, and execution-oriented thinking  seeking to 
reduce uncertainty and attain a predefined set of deliverables; and 3) for conflicts concerning 
the organization of temporary activities and permanent practices within the scientific 
institution , between front-stage presentation, evaluation and administration , and backstage 
preparation, iteration and reorientation of the scientific work.  These conflicts are neither 
distinct nor dualistic, to our view, but rather intertwined and folding onto one another. For 
instance, in discourses on academic career management, subscribing to PM Ð i.e., attaining 
PM skills and possibly also certification by attending a course, and actually taking on the role 
as Project Manager Ð is posited as a means for making it as a researcher, and establishing 
your own independent research platform. How PM imposes itself on the scientific  realm, and 
how the potential conflicts this involves are in fact handled and reconciled, are thus questions 
that involve convoluted ethical and political dimensions. Ackno wledging these aspects is, to 
our view, central for understanding the powers at play in a projectification of academia.  
 Consequently, and contrary to the apolitical image conveyed by the field of PM, this 
article suggests that the projectification of the academic realm outlined above is in fact highly 
obtrusive, subjecting university research to the managerial fantasy of being able to combine 
explorative, indeterminate, creative research work with rational, instrumental, execution -
oriented work proc esses that unfold in a linear manner without losing anything essential in 
the process; and of sustaining difference and uniqueness across disciplines, and fostering 
leadership as well as learning, whilst at the same time intensifying cross-disciplinary 
collaboration, through the sheer organizational form provided by PM.  With the management 
control system residing at the heart of this fantasy being promoted as a means for retaining 
academic freedom and autonomy, and PM courses being posited as an opportunity for 
learning to master these means and safeguard these interests, it is arguably one that may be 
hard to resist due to the promises associated with it, and whose disciplining power is 
therefore quite inveigling. With application  frameworks and taxonomies, as well as reporting 
structures being built around PM methodologies, it is a fantasy, moreover, that has to be 
dealt with also if one does not really buy into its promise Ð at least if one wants to remain in 
business, in academia.  
 Taken together, these developments, and these initial observations concerning the 
obtrusive and perhaps even seductive nature of this management control system, raise 
questions of how PM, more specifically, imposes itself on scientific and engineering research, 
and how this is dealt with by individual researchers as well as research collectives. Drawing 
on an empirical, interview -based study of university researchers pursuing collective research 
projects in engineering and in the natural and medical sciences, the article inquires into the 
workings of the disciplinary regime briefly sketched out above, and explores the strategies 
deployed to resist and accommodate the PM tools and techniques in these settings. What 
modes of accommodating, rationalizing, and legitimizing the utilization of PM 
methodologies/ technology are deployed by the researchers, and what modes are used to 
resist, criticize, and detach themselves from it? How may the potential conflicts and 
contested fantasies discussed above affect and perhaps also divide and stratify researchers on 
an individual as well as collective level? How does the research community respond to new 
generic PM initiatives? 
 



Theoretical and Methodological Considerations  

In  recent years, a critical perspective on professionalization and PM has drawn attention to 
how the escalation of project organizations, and the deployment of PM tools in knowledge 
intensive organizations, has developed into somewhat of a professional discipline in and of 
itself. In doing so, the critique has pointed out that such a development implies a higher 
degree of supervision and control and has far greater disciplining effects than is usually 
acknowledged by PM discourse. James Barker (1993) has for instance argued that a 
projectification of work has entailed a shift from hierarchical and bureaucratic organizational 
systems, by which control is exerted through standardized tasks and work processes, to 
Òconcertive systemsÓ or Òconcertive formsÓ of control, exercised through peer-to-peer 
supervision in self-managing teams. Contrary to the notion that project work entails a greater 
degree of freedom than the rational control systems examined by for instance Max Weber 
(1905/2009), Barker suggests that concertive systems in fact are strengthening control in 
many cases Ð Òtightening the iron cage,Ó as it were. With reference to Michel FoucaultÕs work 
on panoptic power structures, Beverly Metcalfe (1997) has also emphasized how numerous 
technologies for calculating and evaluating the contribution of specific project members in 
fact leads to increased supervision and control, and a distributed form of surveillance of the 
individuals subjected to this organizational form.  
 Drawing more heavily on FoucaultÕs work, and particularly his earlier writings on 
power/knowledge Hodgson (2002) has moreover showed how this form of managerial 
knowledge is inextricably tied up with power as a discipline unto itself. One that subjects not 
only project members, but also project managers to rather obtrusive, albeit indirect, forms of 
control. Far from Òan ÔobjectiveÕ and ÔabstractÕ body of knowledge,Ó which has detached itself 
from power and authoritarian means of control by leveling the organization and allocating 
resources based on specific competences, as mainstream PM discourse often implies, power 
has rather come to be embodied in this discipline itself, according to HodgsonÕs analysis. For 
as a professional body of knowledge, which harbors an array of different toolsets that are put 
to use in the professional realm, it fosters a certain construction and ordering of the world 
that is aligned with the logics endorsed by this apparatus. To an increasing degree, models, 
methods and techniques, principles and formulas, and dedicated concepts and terminology, 
which are part and parcel of this knowledge discipline, come to be taken as true 
representations of organizational and intersubjective phenomena.  
 Hodgson (2002) goes on to argue that the particular workings of  this knowledge 
formation foster a belief in the transferability of PM tools and techniques from one context to 
the next. It hegemonizes work processes by monopolizing the representation of them, 
sanctioning certain ways of articulating organizational proc esses while delegitimizing others. 
In the wake of such developments, conducting and constituting oneself according to 
professional ways of working, and mastering the tools for doing so, becomes a prestigious 
endeavor, entailing improved security and status. And although the attitudes towards such 
developments may be highly ambivalent, the effect, Hodgson suggests, is nevertheless that 
PM skills and expertise is made into a central component for the formation of professional 
identities, and for instituting n ew hierarchical orders.  
 These Foucauldian interventions have thus pointed to how PM can be understood as a 
field of knowledge whose power is one that becomes obscured as it gets embodied Ð in a 
certain body of theoretical and practical knowledge, but also in an organization, and in all 
those corporeal bodies subjected to it. As this knowledge gets performed by subjects who 
have either internalized a certain conduct, or engaged in parodying or otherwise contesting 
measures against it, the effects are difficult to distinguish, and ridden with ambiguity (see 
also Hodgson, 2005). What further obscures the power of this discipline, presumably, is the 
way in which a managerial discourse on post-bureaucratic control (see, e.g., Adler, 2001; 
Benveniste, 1994; Kanter, 1990; Savage, 1996) has hailed it as a move away from suppressing 
bureaucratic forms of control (cf. Maravelias, 2003). It has not merely posited itself as a 
neutral form of organizing, but as a desirable one, which holds a promise of self-
actualization, and personal/professional development at work; one that is capable, for 
instance, of accommodating and advancing specific capabilities and competencies, while at 



the same time integrating them in collaborative efforts, as we saw in the previous section. 
Freed also of the manipulative dimensions of cultural management, and offering an ever-
widening range of toolsets claiming to extend the scope and increase the adaptability of PM 
by and large, this increasingly fragmented field has arguably come with an ethical imperative 
or a moral injunction to enjoy the different fruits it has to offer. Although Hodgson leaves 
this ethical dimension aside, much of his analysis appears to rest on the assumption that the 
disciplining power of PM comes from its appeal Ð and from an ambivalent desire to submit to 
such a regime. In this respect, PM can be understood as a far more obtrusive management 
control system than it usually is Ð one that also gains quite a bit of power from convoluted 
ethical and political dimensions.  
 If PM gains some of its overall power and appeal from how it ties into the notion of 
professionalism, and being part of a post-bureaucratic movement that surpasses traditional 
bureaucratic organizational forms, this relative value does not have as much purchase to 
researchers within the university. Such an appeal even appears to run counter to many values 
typifying university research, since the academy has often been viewed as one of the most 
traditionalistic, yet autonomous of sectors. Characterized by its own rituals and rigid ranking 
systems, it has been portrayed as an institutional realm that is held together by what Max 
Weber might have termed a clan-like power structure, with distinguished professors serving 
as patriarchal figures who take quite a bit of prestige in demonstrating their idiosyncrasies as 
well as their autonomy, and operating more as adhocracies or very decentralized 
bureaucracies, where decision making power is located in the hands of respected and high-
ranked research leaders, than centralized bureaucracies (see, e.g., Mintzberg, 1980). 
Granting PhD students the possibility to develop their scientific undertakings as well as 
themselves, the notion of independence and autonomy is not only a privilege of senior staff, 
but spans across academic hierarchies also to junior researchers. Some, like Tony Becher and 
Maurice Kogan (1992: 100), would even claim that this makes Òout an essential socio-
technical condition for good academic workÓ.  
 To what extent the academy, and academics by and large, actually are as autonomous 
as these accounts maintain, and seem to prescribe, is of course debatable. Worth noting, 
however, is that when Mary Henkel (2005) revisits and problematizes the relationship 
between academic identity and autonomy, she finds the latter to be a central component of 
the self-perception of professional academics, and something that is constructed through a 
long process of internalizing values, aspirations, sense of meaning and worth, language, 
theories and knowledge, which starts in the early phase of the PhD process (see also Henkel, 
2007). Rather than splitting hairs about the actual degree of freedom and autonomy 
characterizing the academic setting, or losing ourselves in a debate on the extent to which 
academics are already subject to self-disciplining knowledge regimes, we might thus 
conclude that the fantasy of autonomy has loomed long over the academic setting. And in 
posing as a neutral tool for handling high -level knowledge work, PM appears, incidentally, to 
have tuned in to this fantasy, and positioned itself as a means for attaining more of it.  
 Now, these observations and theoretical considerations arguably raise a number of 
questions concerning the import of PM tools and techniques to academic settings. For how 
do specific researchers and research groups relate to the seemingly contradictory PM fantasy 
that is imposing itself on academia? How do they handle, and actually deal with the 
escalating projectification that it entails, and how do these measures seem to affect the power 
relations, the professional roles, and the identities or self-perceptions at work in these 
settings? What happens when this form of management control system comes stealing into 
academia?  
 To explore these questions the article builds on interviews with a range of different 
researchers and project managers/administrators within the natural sciences and 
engineering sciences at UU. The interviews were planned as semi-structured conversations 
where the aim was to have the respondent talk in their own words about their work and their 
view on research. Aside from a general interest in their perspective of being a researcher and 
doing research work we were particularly interested in their experiences of project 
management within and across their academic borders. The interviews were conducted in 
Swedish and English during 2012 and 2013, and transcribed in the same languages. 



 During the interviews, participants were thus asked to describe their work, 
motivations and reporting activities with relation to the theme of project management. 
Academics from a range of disciplines, including neuroscience, material physics, informatics, 
immunology and cancer research, were interviewed in half hour to hour -long sessions. The 
positions and length of academic careers varied from post-doctoral researchers (eight) to 
professors (three), and included assistant professors (one), lecturers (two), curators (two), 
and (four ) self-defined co-coordinators ( two with Masters degrees, two with multiple years of 
post-doctoral experience). Potential participants were identified in a number of ways, from 
registration lists for the cour se Practical Project Management (swe. Praktisk Projektledning) 
offered by the university, to an open invitation to researchers at the Faculty of Science and 
Technology. Of those interviewed, twelve had taken the course. 
 
Case File :  Project Management Liturgy at Work   

In the interviews conducted, nearly all respondents were reluctant to define their activities as 
being project-based. Rather they positioned their own activities against such an 
organizational form, contending that projects must surely be  conducted in a much more 
prescribed manner outside the university. Despite this hesitation to identify their ways of 
organizing work with formalized PM methodologies Ð typically claiming that: Òwe donÕt work 
like that!Ó Ð the respondents were nevertheless inclined to talk about their work in project 
terms, and in a vernacular that appears to be heavily influenced by the PM liturgy. In 
particular, three disciplining instances stand out in this regard: funding applications, 
reporting activities,  and the PM education program itself. Recurring in the interviews as 
distinct themes, they appear to have had a particular impact on the respondentsÕ way of 
relating to their research, and make out three different disciplining forces at play in the 
project ification of the academic setting. 

Grant applications and funding frameworks  

The most powerful force is arguably exerted by the sheer structure of research applications. 
Take, for instance, the instructions from the Swedish Research Council, the role of which is to 
fund basic research. The instructions for how to organize an application are very specific, 
requiring the applicant to present their proposed research under a predefined set of 
categories (see Figure 1). These categories are most generic Ð the same for the natural 
sciences, humanities, engineering sciences and the social sciences Ð and they are all 
presented as compulsory components of any kind of application. The instructions and the 
application formats are very similar, moreover, across differen t funding bodies, and across 
different kinds of research proposals. As can be note from Figure 1, applications for 
conducting basic research backed by the Swedish Research Council follow the same basic 
structure as grant applications to the framework progr ams launched by the European 
Commission. 
 

Research program (Appendix A)  

Appendix A should consist of a brief but complete description of the research objective on 
no more than ten A4 pages, including references. Please note that any pages in excess of 
the number allowed will not be considered in the evaluation.  

The research programme, as well as other appendices, should be written in English  as 
the Swedish Research Council uses international reviewers. 

The research programme must include the following information under separate 
headings: 

Purpose and aims.  Present the overall purpose and specific goals of the research 
project (or equivalent)  

Survey of the field.  Summarize your own and othersÕ research, as well as previous 
findings in the research field. Provide key references. 



Project description.  Summarize the projectÕs design. Describe theories, methods, 
timetable, implementation, as well as the function of co -workers (if any) in the project.  

Significance.  Describe the projectÕs significance to the research area, especially with 
regard to innovation and originality.  

Preliminary results.  Describe your own experiments and pre-studies in the research 
area. 

Figure 1:   Streamlined presentation format fo r research project, excerpt from Swedish 
National Research council  

 To follow these guidelines, and to make oneself eligible and attractive for funding, is 
to narrate the research in PM language, and adapt to its specific requirements. Timelines, 
responsibilities, work packages, reporting structures, budgets, and so forth, are all central 
components in the PM toolbox, and must be accounted for in order for the application to pass 
the first instance in the assessment process, and be qualified for peer-review, possibly a 
second round, and ultimately for funding. Any application that is not fully aligned with the 
above-mentioned structure and that does not contain the prescribed content runs the risk of 
being disqualified from further consideration:  
 

ÒIn most cases yes. I mean in the EU projects Ð the Seventh Framework projects Ð there 
are deliverables specified, and youÕre supposed to have a plan for the impact of the 
research, and thatÕs also the case for most of the other projects [...] So, most of our 
projects are rather well defined in terms of deliverables and things.Ó Coordinator, 
Immunology, Genetics and Pathology  

 
ÒYeah, usually they write it in the announcements and then they also judge the 
application, based on what it is striving to. [...] So you adju st yourself and whatever you 
apply for.Ó Senior lecturer, Nano technology and functional materials  

 
 A similar disciplining process can be observed in the mandatory reporting 
instructions, in case a grant is actually received. Distinct regulations organize and align both 
the content and the language by which the research is to be communicated. And what will be 
evaluated may for instance be stipulated by the goals/items shown in Figure 2 . 
 

4.1.1 Evaluable goals  

The entire program will be evaluated for the following items:  

¥ Assets of industrial production -related R & D in Sweden 

¥ The degree of collaboration in the automotive industry and between industry 
and academia (college, university, institute)  

¥ The scope of the project results used to improve the participantsÕ production 
systems 

¥ The scope of the successful implementation of demonstration projects 

¥ The number of new academic degrees in relevant fields 

¥ The number of new courses for students, graduate students or professionals 

¥ Number of industrial workers who have been significantly enhanced skills 
through the programÕs auspices 

¥ The number of new patents and numerous published industry standards 

Each of the activities and projects shall be specific, measurable objectives that are related 
to the content of the individual project. These goals are to operate in the same direction 
as the MERA programÕs overall objectives. Individual projects do not work on all 
assessable objectives for the program. 

 
 



In addition, the program is evaluated on qualitative items such as: 

¥ Impact on the Swedish technology development and the Swedish production 
systemÕs competitiveness, 

¥ How far the program has helped to increase the quality of the production 
engineering education in relevant engineering program.  

Figure 2:   Standardized project output KPIs, excerpt from Swedish Research Council guidelines!

Practical project management education  

Funding and reporting aside, formal disciplining processes are a significant factor in many of 
the views expressed by the participants. As mentioned initially, one such process is that of 
project management education. Over at least a ten-year period, UU has been one of the 
largest single clients of a professional PM consultancy and training company, sourcing a 
three or four -day course in practical project management approximately twice a year. 
Directed both to interested research faculty and university administrators, the course is 
composed of PMI-inspired sessions, and promises to provide practice-oriented tools, 
techniques and terminology to enable the apprentice to make use of the project form in 
everyday work activities, or to run and manage projects that are more clearly defined.  
 The university heavily subsidizes the course. Of the total fee of approximately 2000 
Euros, one tenth is paid by the participantsÕ own department. The remainder is paid by the 
university, centrally. The two courses typically provided each year accommodate 
approximately 30 students each time, and there is a substantial mix of participants, with 
attendees ranging from full professors to PhD candidates and full time administrators, 
including those only within academia and others who are involved in spin -off organizations. 
The majority of participants over the la st two courses are however, PhD candidates, full time 
project administrators and young researchers who aspire to become research leaders in the 
future.  
 A slightly paradoxical observation emerging from our material is how the respondents 
rationalize their  participation in the course. Especially for the younger faculty, the PM course 
is a CV-enhancing paragraph, similar to the courses in pedagogy and in tutoring PhD 
students. However, whilst the latter courses are a requirement for a permanent position and 
often appreciated as supporting a teaching career, project management or project 
coordination positions are not considered to be of any prestige or provide any visible leverage 
within the academic hierarchy.  

 
ÒHonestly, I wanted to have it in my CV. That [is why] I took the course. But I think that I 
appreciated it. I think I learned a lot of things. But if you apply for money its good to say I 
want to have money for a project and I actually have experience in that.Ó Assistant 
Professor, Applied Materials S cience 
 
Ò[...] but I think that sometimes itÕs a little bit of a waste of time, and I sit there and I 
could be here and supervise instead, but I mean it looks good and IÕm sure I got 
something out of it.Ó Researcher, Applied Materials Science 

 
 A common theme among the respondents is the perceived tension between the course 
view on projects and project management, and what these notions tend to mean and imply in 
the daily life of the participants. A researcher with past experience of taking the course, and a 
researcher on the 2012 course both described how their respective classes had argued with 
the teacher about the relevance of the course to their research activities and requirements. 
The time that passed between these two incidents might suggest that the course is taught 
according to industry PM expectations and the course designers are unable to alter the tools 
and/or teaching to better relate to the academic environment.  
 

Ò[...] those course are a lot of times made for companies. [...] University is, I canÕt really 
explain, but its like university is very different from companies [...] Sometimes that they 



talk about in this project management courses, how you report, and they talk a lot about 
this hierarchical structure and how, and that doesnÕt really apply in the same way I think 
at the university.Ó Researcher, Applied Materials Science 

 
 To some degree though, especially among younger researchers, PM techniques are 
seen as something that could make research more efficient, as discussed earlier. Several 
respondents conclude that they would benefit from more structure but as long as some senior 
research leader is calling the shots, the ÒoldÓ fuzzy way of work would continue. The need for 
better organization seems to rest on two pillars. One is a suppressed feeling of 
mismanagement and fuzziness of senior research leaders. Secondly, there is a perception that 
research projects within both biology and engineering are becoming larger, incorporating 
more people and research groups but also more universities and industrial organizations. 
Thus, there is an increased ÒfunctionalÓ need of more strict coordination and organization.  

We always talked about projectsÉ  

One observation that we find quite striking is that the entire notion of project is unstable and 
quite heterogeneous. Particularly, there are several competing meanings of what a project is 
with regard to scope as well as time, depending on whether or not the term is used in its PM 
meaning or in a more local practice-related context. A substantial majority  of those inter-
viewed found it challenging to define their activities as project -based in a strict sense of the 
term, and were confident that projects unfold in a much more prescribed manner outside of 
the university environment Ð instead positioning th eir own activities against this. Although 
some only had an academic career, most had contact with industry in one-way or the other.  
 The respondents were asked to describe a project they were working on, providing 
details such as financial scope, the number of researchers involved, external collaborations 
and time span. The most commonly noted characteristic of the academic project was the 
absence of a fixed start or end time, this being a feature distinguishing academic work from 
industry projects. The closest those interviewed would come to articulating a start date was 
the time of funding being approved or a PhD student admitted. The finish date would 
coincide with an article being published, a report being submitted to financers or a PhD 
thesis being defended Ð although the researchers would hardly identify these activities as 
projects in the traditional PM sense of the term.  
 The perceived duration of a project is typically aligned with how the project purpose is 
understood. The shortest project is for instance defined in terms of a paper, and so the 
research goals that are pursued become translated into the effort of article writing and 
publishing.  
 

ÒDoes it have a beginning? Does it have an end? I know a project is supposed to have a 
clear beginning and a clear end, thatÕs not how it works here, so in the strict sense of what 
a project is, itÕs not really a project. But we use that word all the time, and well, it sort of 
has an end right now since we submitted the paper, but we also know how to continue 
with this project. But you can call that the next project then I guess.Ó Researcher, 
Neuroscience 

 
 A second, and different project duration , is linked to the financial year. This i s not so 
much connected to outcome, but to administrative structure. This coincides with the process 
of funding, particularly for researchers with a doctorate who have a non-permanent research 
position; such personnel are funded annually. 
 

ÒWell the Stint project is a three-year project where I get money for three years, the 
Vinnova is it three or four years, I canÕt remember. ItÕs either three or four years on that 
one as well.Ó Researcher, Applied Materials Science 

 
 A third, stable project duration uses the calculative base of a PhD candidate, which is 
a four or five-year project depending on the funding solution specified. It can be noted that 
this duration module actually pragmatically defines the duration of larger projects, for 
instance a project run by a center. A senior professor in material sciences explained: 



 
ÒIt is not well defined, this is via a center and this means that the center has the freedom 
to control project duration, the center is a long time. We have two graduate students 
where the idea is that they should be able to study for a PhD on this project. So we can 
guess that it will be just as far. So a five-year project duration. But it is by no means well 
defined.Ó Professor, Microsystems Technology 

 
 For post-doctoral researchers and professors the interviews bear witness of a 
tendency to give a more personal and intellectually based definition of the project. These 
individuals are interested in the development of their own as well as their entire research 
fieldsÕ understanding s of a scientific phenomenon. This longer -term view is reflected in the 
repeated use of the word project to describe researchersÕ activities whilst positioning those 
same activities against what the researchers perceived industrial projects to be. The use of the 
term  project in this way might suggest a more abstract, undisciplined understanding of the 
academic world: 
 

ÒWell then, itÕs research, we call it the project although it is perhaps not projects. ItÕs little 
different projects [...] There are various projects, some are as under one umbrella, one can 
say. So it is several projects in one.Ó Assistant Professor, Applied Materials Science 
 

 As any scholar of projects and project management knows, there are many types of 
projects: long ones and short ones, unique and repetitive, complex and simple, R&D and 
delivery, et cetera. Drawing upon our empirical pool of respondents we can also observe a 
large variety of things that are ostensibly defined as projects, sometimes with the added 
comment that it does not correspond to what was taught at the last project management for 
researchers course. Here follows an incomplete list of projects according to everyday 
researchers: 

¥ A paper, or a handful of papers to be 
¥ The four or five year work of a PhD candidate 
¥ A set of PhD candidates work for a professor 
¥ A professors work of coaching a PhD 
¥ A request for funding  
¥ An effort to understand DNA sequencing 

 
 A triple post -doc with a small group of his own in molecular biology, may exemplify a 
very common view of projects: 
 

ÒI think that, to start with, the project, the definition of the project is for me quite different 
from what the course was choosing, but I mean we discovered that in the first five minutes of 
the course. So I donÕt really have projects, the main aim is to establish disease models using a 
certain cell type and then thereÕs lots of little smaller projects, but we call them a project that 
can go on and on and on and on!Ó Researcher, Immunology, Genetics and Pathology 

 
 On the other hand, there is a perceived need for project management, at least from 
the lower echelons of the research hierarchy. 
 

ÒI would like to have it a little bit more structured already from the beginning. My feeling 
is that sometimes ideas just pop up some time along the way and maybe itÕs better to try 
to have a really good brainstorm meeting and then work from those ideas. At least it 
would be fun to try to do it that way and compar e it to the way itÕs been done right now. 
Not sure itÕs better but I would like to try to have more clear phases of the project.Ó 
Researcher, Neuroscience 

 
 Reflecting on why this does not occur already, the same researcher rhetorically 
responds: 
             



ÒTradition? This is the way itÕs been done for forever. And IÕm not a group leader so I canÕt 
really go in and do it my way.Ó Researcher, Neuroscience 

 
 It is worth noting that  just as the neuroscience researcher states in the above, many of 
the activities listed here are heavily entrenched in the tradition of academia. They are hardly 
new to scientific practice; and neither is the notion of project  as a means for talking about at 
least some of these activities. What the interviews point to, however, is how the different 
activities are being drawn into a PM discourse in various different ways , presumably as 
consequence of the increasing projectification  of university research. 
 
Analysis :  Talking Projects  Ð Doing Science and Research  

Why then does the import of traditional, industrial PM models into university research 
appear to be problematic? To begin with, and in contrast to conventional ideas about 
industrial PM, the interviews indicate that the positions of project leader and project 
manager/coordinator  remain separate. The first position, that of the project leader, is 
typically held by a senior researcher; this is also the one who defines and controls the project 
goal, the resource allocation and the dispersion of results. The second position Ð referred to 
as the project manager, project coordinator, or work package leader Ð is a position that 
involves most or all of the administrative responsibilities  associated with the project. 

 
ÒIÕm doing very many of these components and am responsible for getting many things 
working, but IÕm not formally responsible for almost anything really. ÔCoz the professors 
they are the PIs, theyÕre scientifically responsible; then we have the administration over 
here, theyÕre doing the actual financial administration in the, that the systems and the 
personnel. IÕm linking all this together. So itÕs, itÕs sort of a double role.Ó Co-coordinator, 
Immunology, Genetics and Pathology  
 
ÒSome Ð we are, well, multiple project managers Ð can say that you pretty much cannot 
be, but that happens; you have to take different roles in larger projects, for example. Then 
itÕs a lot of projects where I am a leader but I may have delegated a lot of project manage-
ment, or what to say, to someone else.Ó Assistant professor, Applied Materials Scien ce 

 
 It is the project manager who is in charge of the accounting and reporting functions of 
the project. This person, again drawing on the present study, is often a junior researcher, a 
PhD student or, in some cases, an enrolled administrator. Of course, such a division is not 
entirely foreign also to other ÒindustrialÓ settings. But while it is there a question more of how 
professional positions are labeled, the separation observed here effectively separates the 
project from t he PM methods and techniques Ð which are supposed to be guiding the 
process. In the university, research leaders have often outsourced practical coordination and 
administration to junior researchers, preferably PhD students. As this task has yet to receive 
any credit within the research community, and within the university organization at large, 
project management/coordination is usually ordered by someone in power, rather than a 
powerful and attractive research position in itself. An associate professor in biotoxicology, 
and at the same time a full time project coordinator for a very large collaborative research 
program on DNA, notes that the professor would typically do most of these tasks, supported 
by administration staff, but with PhD students ofte n being requested to perform certain 
functions. And he explains his self-positioning as a future-oriented, two step strategy: 
nominating himself on a variety of research projects as the project coordinator carves out a 
place for himself as project coordinator; and although not currently valued, it may be 
considered increasingly important as the projectification of university research progresses. 
 The accommodation of PM as taxonomy, tools and techniques is generally considered 
to be quite awkward and uncalled for Ð a necessary evil, an imposed rigidity, or just not 
appropriate to the work at hand. One aspect that is heavily defended is the idea of research as 
being something qualitatively different than the particular projects subjected to PM; these 
projects are but components of something bigger, more stable and continuous. One way of 
protecting research as something different is by making a very strong distinction between 




















