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Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it.
Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832)
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Foreword

The pressing need of competitive advantage bears down on all organiz-
ations. They are either pressured by cutting costs through being more
efficient (less waste, less re-work and working smarter) or they need to be
more effective (providing differentiated or unique value-adding quality
service). Both efficiency and effectiveness strategies require organiza-
tions to effectively harness the knowledge of work groups and indi-
viduals to learn how to be both efficient and effective. But knowledge
is not enough. Knowledge is passive whereas learning is active, and
action from learning can transform. One significant key to competitive
advantage is the ability for organizations [including temporary organiz-
ations such as projects] to learn.

Cultivating Learning Within Projects is a book based upon rigorous
case study research and explains how situated learning may be effect-
ively deployed and promoted within project teams. It uses a model
of situated learning behaviour to describe the extent to which project
learning may occur through: the interaction of individuals’ cognitive
style characteristics; the way that the power and authority of spon-
sors/leaders and followers is structured to encourage or deter learning;
the situational context – involving an organization’s internal-political
and external-impinging factors that act upon the support infrastruc-
ture to limit or enhance ‘real’ support and culture for learning; the
way that knowledge is managed within a project and the organization;
the learning relationships – involving participants’ attitudes towards
reflection and public disclosure and their preparedness to explore their
relationships. This model was derived through in-depth action research
in an engineering organization that attempted a project to achieve
transformational management change through organizational learning.
There are few documented examples of organizations (or project teams)
attempting to achieve such a transformation.

This book is intensely practical while being rooted in rigorous theory
of how individuals and organizations learn. Its practical value is derived
from its explanation of the process of project-based learning as it became
revealed through the research. This book uses reflections from inside the
organization as the project team lived the experience, and so it exposes

x



Foreword xi

the reality of the tasks and challenges faced by project participants. This
differentiates it from other texts that only offer theoretical models of
what is optimal or what is desirable for developing learning in organiz-
ations or in project teams.

It is for this reason that this book should be of value to academics who
wish to explore findings from a real practical example. Perhaps more
importantly, practitioners who wish to look beyond rhetoric to find the
substance of real experience will find great value from absorbing the
content of this book. The data used to ground the theory developed
and tested in this book came from a traditional and large ‘blue-collared’
heavy industry organization, and so its attempts at becoming a learning
organization make it a particularly brave and interesting example. There
is much in this book that readers will find themselves returning to
time and time again, and so it should be the kind of book that will be
referred to and passed around colleagues working together. Hopefully,
its potential impact will be realized through practical people gaining
value from its deep insights.

Derek H. T. Walker
Professor of Project Management, RMIT University

Anyone reading Cultivating Learning Within Projects will no longer be
able, in good conscience, to adopt a partial, fragmented or reactive
approach to learning in projects. The author draws on his experiences as
a manager as well as a broad interdisciplinary coverage of the learning
literature to uncover the factors that enable (and obstruct!) learning
in project practice. This is well captured in the in-depth case study
that illustrates the main arguments of the book. The outcome of his
reflections is a five-fold model of the factors affecting learning, which
involves the influences of Cognitive Styles, Learning Relationships,
KnowledgeManagement, Pyramid of Authority and Situational Context.
This model is of major value for any researcher wishing to step outside
the confines of narrow disciplinary approaches to learning to cover the
broad spectrum of conditions that affect how project-based learning
occurs in practice. Equally important however, the author’s model
provides an accessible and stimulating framework for practitioners to
reflect on their practice. Anyone seeking to really improve learning in
projects will omit any of the influences outlined by the author at his or
her peril.
I am most happy as a colleague and friend to recommend Andrew’s

work to the broadest possible audience. His energy, enthusiasm, commit-
ment to learning and above all practical focus have produced a work
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that has the potential to push the frontiers of research and practice in
the area of project-based learning. I am certain that you will find this
book an interesting and extremely beneficial read.

Richard J. Badham
Professor of Management, MGSM, Macquarie University



Preface

The motivations behind this book

I have been motivated to develop and publish this book for two key
reasons. First, when critically reflecting on my many years of industry
experience as a project manager, manufacturing manager and engineer,
I felt that generally project practitioners did not learn well because
project learning activity, whilst on the job, was more opportunistic
than it was deliberate. I then conjectured that this situation came about
because project practitioners did not really understand (or were unaware
of) what learning on the job involved, and did not fully appreciate
its potential impact on project performance and their project manage-
ment skills development. Such ambiguity about learning meant that
they may not know or were not inclined to do anything about it
within their project situations. Furthermore, taking the time to critic-
ally reflect on (particularly in a communal fashion) or to challenge a
project process or intended outcome was generally avoided – as such
actions were perceived as unnecessary or wasteful digressions while in
the process of seeking to deliver a project on time and to specification.
These determinations clearly stress the notion of systematic learning
within projects as being considered both a foreign and often intrusive
activity that is not considered an essential process within the manage-
ment activities of projects. If I and other colleagues in industry, for
example, did not feel that we had learnt well during a project, then what
was the resultant impact on project performance and our skills devel-
opment? From these humble and critically reflective beginnings, my
desire to better understand what I felt was an important topic for project
management grew. Hence, it became my passion to seek out ways that
would help fellow practitioners to practice learning within their project
management activities. Thereby, they might begin to realize the value in
pursuing a systematic learning agenda within their projects, which, in
turn, would positively contribute to their immediate project outcomes
and their personal project management skills development.
The second stimulus for this book involves my desire (as an academic)

to make a contribution to scholarly knowledge and debate about the
dynamics of learning within the project-based environment. Drawing
on a case study investigation of project learning, this book makes

xiii



xiv Preface

a contribution to project management knowledge, by articulating
the importance of learning within a project and by revealing and
explaining the pragmatic and conceptual difficulties faced in pursuing
it. In so doing, it draws together or references theories and concepts
from different scholarly fields in attempting to explain the dynamics
of project-based learning. This material offers a fresh perspective on
learning in projects and provides an impetus and new points of theoret-
ical departure for project management researchers to further investigate
the learning phenomenon across different project environments. This
book also makes a contribution to the increasing volume of organiza-
tional learning literature that recognizes the significance of the social
dimension of learning. Moreover, it makes a contribution to the liter-
ature on workplace learning through emphasizing within the practice
learning activity, rather than a focus on more formalized and remote
training and development activities that are disconnected from the
peculiarities of specific workplace contexts. It also adds to the chorus
of knowledge management theorists arguing for the social dimension
of knowledge to assume at least an equal, if not a more dominant, role
over the technical dimension in knowledge management practices.

Through this book’s dual coverage of the conceptual and pragmatic
aspects of learning within the project environment, it is my hope that
through your reading of it you too will better understand learning
in project settings. I particularly hope you finish this book with a
greater appreciation and understanding of the sociological moderators
of project practitioners’ learning behaviours, and also the need for prac-
titioners to take a more systematic and purposeful approach towards
learning activity within their project practices.

Happy reading!
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1
Introduction

Building on a recent study by the author, this book provides a deep
insight into the sociological dimension of learning within the practice of
project management, and identifies how to improve our knowledge and
learning practices within such an environment. Drawing on a project
case study, it identifies and explores how situated learning activity
(which involves the social and practical aspects of learning while on the
job) within a project team may be supported or stifled by five sociolo-
gical elements within a project environment. These constraint/enabler
elements are identified as: cognitive style; learning relationships; pyramid of
authority; knowledge management; and,t the situational context. Combined,
they form a model of project situated learning behaviour – as depicted
by Figure 3.3 and explained in Chapter 3. These elements serve as a
starting point to conceptually focus participants in project teams, and
researchers in the field, on the pragmatic and complex social issues
involved in learning within projects. They also provide a framework to
aid practitioners’ systematic reflection on their learning activities.

Furthermore, as is argued in this book, the processes of public exposure
and communal reflection on these five constraint/enabler elements by
project team participants, and their improved understanding of them,
cultivate situated learning activity (or builds a learning practice) within
projects. Such actions also aid the development of the learning-how-
to-learn skills of project participants. That is, such actions help parti-
cipants to develop a deep understanding of their approaches and biases to
project learning opportunities or problem situations, which then enables
them to configure their future situations or actions to become more
effective and more purposeful learners. In so doing, situated learning
and pragmatic-individual competency and learning development are
no longer consigned to a peripheral and opportunistic project activity.

1



2 Cultivating Learning Within Projects

Consequently, the contents of this book confront some commonly held
prejudices and limited perceptions of learning in the project manage-
ment context, and, in particular, challenge project practitioners to
consider situated learning as a critical and systematic project action that
requires their intentional focus and energy.
This book illustrates the complex dynamics of situated learning within

a project through providing rich empirical examples and vignettes from
a case study of project-based learning. This project case (in an iron and
steel producing company) was an organizational change project which
articulated learning to be one of its explicit project goals (see further
details in Section 1.3). In utilizing material from this case and weaving
together relevant theories, this book addresses a noticeable empirical
and theoretical gap in knowledge concerning the social dynamics of
project-based learning.
The next two sections of this chapter identify and discuss some

broad, and yet core, questions or issues about learning in a project
environment. These sections may also pose contemplative challenges to
you, the reader, about your current attitudes and approaches towards
project learning, or about your research initiatives within project
settings. This discussion establishes the broad rationale for pursuing
learning within projects and provides the platform on which to build the
arguments contained within the following chapters. Section 1.3 then
outlines important methodological information concerning this study
and provides context information on the case study project team refer-
enced throughout this book. As you progress through the book and
view the numerous empirical illustrations provided, you can then relate
those illustrations to a specific case context and draw comparisons or
differences with your own situations or experiences. The final section
in this chapter simply articulates the structure of the remainder of this
book and therein the goals of each of the chapters to follow.

1.1 Why it is important to learn and understand learning
within projects

To ensure survival and growth, organizations attempt to adapt-
ively respond to dynamic and unstable competitive markets and the
human, political and technological conditions that they confront
(Hedberg, 1981; Leonard-Barton, 1992, 1995; Choo, 1998; Boud and
Garrick, 1999; Kezsbom and Edward, 2001). Organizations engage
different structural arrangements to meet these challenges, for example
different organizational structures such as self-managing work teams,
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outsourcing functions, networked organizations and temporal organ-
izational arrangements such as projects and project teams. In these
dynamic business-operating environments, projects are used to accom-
plish a diverse and often complex set of technological and cultural
changes that would otherwise be less obtainable by the permanent
organization (Lundin and Hartman, 2000; Antoni and Sense, 2001; Ayas
and Zeniuk, 2001), particularly where the fast speed and high quality of
goal achievement is highly desirable, for example new product develop-
ment projects. This new diversity and expectation of projects have chal-
lenged the traditional view of projects and project teams. Lundin and
Midler (1998a) observe that the traditional project paradigm involved a
project being complicated only in terms of size and detail, whereas now,
in addition, they are also becoming increasingly complex in terms of
interrelationships and changing performance measures or expectations.
This may include, for example, using the project vehicle to deliver both
a project outcome and also to be seen as a cultural change engine – as
has been the case with some socio-technical projects and total quality
management projects. In utilizing projects to achieve such diverse goals
and the very nature of them being temporary structures mean that a
number of phenomena within the project environment are constructed
differently, or are accentuated forms of structures and activities found
in traditional organizational systems, or within the traditional project
paradigm. For example, emphasized micro-political dynamics, acceler-
ated development of internal and external relationships, complex inter-
disciplinary learning requirements and high demands on information
coordination activities (Antoni and Sense, 2001). Within the diverse raft
of projects that organizations pursue, different project organizational
structures are employed to achieve the project goals and to effectively
utilize the organizational resources in pursuit of those goals, for example
traditional functional support structures or matrix project structures
(Wheelwright and Clark, 1992; Van Der Merwe 1997; Cleland, 1999;
Gray and Larson, 2002; Gido and Clements, 2003). However, regard-
less of the different project organizational structures applied across all
this project variety, the increasing use of projects to achieve important
organizational goals suggests a necessity to better understand these
project environment phenomena and their interaction within a project
setting. This is particularly so, if one seeks to respond effectively to the
challenges of complex business and social operating environments.

A further organizational response to environmental challenges is
to embrace organizational learning as a means to successfully cope
with and lead change (Ingelgård et al., 2002). The reliance on and
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development of intellectual capital to successfully engage with dynamic
environmental conditions has meant that managers in any context need
to foster learning rich organizational contexts (Boud and Garrick, 1999;
Watkins and Cervero, 2000; Saint-Onge and Wallace, 2002). Under-
pinning the ability to initiate and foster such learning rich contexts
is a broadly developing realization of the need to understand how a
person learns within specific contexts, so as to enable development
of the individual as well as the development of satisfactory organiza-
tional outcomes (Bresnen et al., 2003). Core to that understanding and
outcome is paying systematic attention to the learning environment.
Any learning environment (which includes social, physical, formal
and informal attributes) requires deliberate attention, commitment and
resources to invite, encourage and support individuals and teams to
learn (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Mumford 1994; Salaman and Butler,
1994; Antonacopoulou, 1997; Ayas, 1998; Starkey, 1998; Wenger, 1998;
Matthews, 1999; Matthews and Candy, 1999; Senge et al., 1999; Billett,
2000; Ayas and Zeniuk, 2001; Billett, 2001a; Järvinen and Poikela, 2001;
Wenger et al., 2002).

In support of attending to the learning environment, for example,
Senge (1990) posits that team learning will remain poorly understood
and a product of opportunism until there are reliable methods for
building teams that can learn together. Salaman and Butler (1994) ques-
tion whether managers, because of their roles, are trained, rewarded and
encouraged in ways that actually obstruct or restrict their capacity to
learn. When considering the likely impact and significance of these and
many other environmental aspects on learning activity across any organ-
izational setting, and the potential to waste vital organizational resources
on ill-conceived approaches to address them, it also seems important
to develop a deeper understanding of the learning phenomenon and
the learning environment influences. Such improved understanding
may lead to the development of individual and organizational learning
and ultimately the capability of the organization to be successful
(Senge, 1990; Leonard-Barton, 1992; Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Kim,
1993; Dunphy et al., 1997; Frame, 1999; Saint-Onge andWallace, 2002).

With this increasing focus on the learning development of indi-
viduals and the organization, coupled with the use and further devel-
opment of project teams and structures to achieve organizational
goals, it is clearly important to develop a better understanding of
the learning phenomenon specifically associated with projects. From a
project management perspective, a better understanding of, and system-
atically enacting, learning processes within project team settings may be



Introduction 5

an important aid in the development of projects and their outcomes, as
well as in the development of the learning and project skills capability
of individuals within projects. Indeed, as Ayas (1996) suggests, learning
is actually a key strategic variable for project management. However,
despite this strategic significance, there is a dearth of empirical research
into the complexities of the learning phenomenon in projects, that
is learning in relation to the goals of a project and the professional
development of participants. Literature on this specific cross-disciplinary
topic is also limited. For example, in the project management liter-
ature that embraces the sociological aspects of project management,
there is a very limited and generally rather shallow coverage of learning
and its challenges within project team environments. This coverage is
usually limited to expounding the virtues of learning in the project and
promoting normative post-project review processes. This book attempts
to directly address these deficits or opportunities.

In seeking to develop a better understanding of learning and to stim-
ulate it within projects, a number of questions about facilitating it in
project teams emerge. For example, what social mechanisms shape one’s
individual approach to learning in this particular context? What local
factors influence or constrain project team efforts to learn? These ques-
tions and others emerge, I suggest, from a commonly held practitioner-
perception within the project management community, that some focus
on learning is valuable and yet confusing, and learning (within a project)
is mostly accepted as a random, opportunistic and coincidental act
grounded in experience. This view of the complexity of learning is also
reflected in the following comment from a project team participant
reported on in this book. That is, ‘So learning has to be key to what
we do. We have to change � � �we have to learn to change our beha-
viours, change our thinking, change our recognition, and change what
is normal. Normal should be robust argument rather than polite accept-
ance. So how do we actually make that happen? I’m not sure many of
us are doing too much thinking along how can we make that change.’

This quotation also highlights the dilemma faced by many project
team participants when confronted with the learning challenge, that is
while they usually recognize that the potential value of learning it is not
a focal point of the project and they are unsure about how to proceed
to harness the opportunity.

One typical and traditional approach to supposedly foster learning in
project teams is to conduct post-completion reviews on projects (or, as
often referred to by practitioners as post-mortem reports or project-end
reviews). Whilst these formal reviews or formal audit processes can be
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seen as important learning tools for future project performance, they
fail to encourage a systematic learning process during the project. Worse
still, in some experiences of the author and other colleagues in industry,
post-completion reviews have been used as a blame tool, where problems
experienced in the project are made explicit and the culprits responsible
are identified and publicly vilified. In such a circumstance, the process
was not about learning but about laying blame. Alternatively, these
processes have been seen as necessary organizational, political or proced-
ural compliancematters, which confirm the apparent success of a project
against its original hard objectives. Furthermore, developing system-
atic intra-project learning processes have not generally been considered
as one of the key inputs to project success. This situation reduces the
effectiveness of any learning processes employed within a project, and
subsequently also impedes the quantity and quality of the outcomes of
any post-completion review.
Moreover, as Keegan and Turner (2001) illustrate, even when organ-

izations have such post-completion review practices in place to try and
capture and codify such project learning, some time after the actual
event as it were, project team participants rarely have the time to reflect
and articulate their limited learning and to receive critical feedback –
which reduces the effectiveness of such learning practices. In that light,
Busby (1999) refers to learning emanating from a post-project review
process as propositional knowledge – knowledge that essentially you
can pronounce, but not necessarily practise. He urges project review
processes to encourage a deep diagnosis and an examination of the
bigger system beyond the immediate confines of the project (Busby,
1999). In effect, Busby offers support to a notion that post-project
review processes should look beyond the obvious (including cost, quality
and time parameters), and look deeply and broadly at the system of
issues impacting a project. Such broader reviews should also provide
an appropriate context that encourages team member reflection and
understanding, that reduces defensive routines which inhibits the post-
project team learning process, and provides a context that is systemat-
ically structured and inclusive – rather than being an exclusive process
(Barker and Neailey, 1999). In attending to the environment to nurture
such a process, the opportunity for real and meaningful learning for
the review participants is created and made explicit. However, this
learning process whilst valuable, if run broadly and inclusively, can be
limiting, since such an evaluation is adversely time affected (in rela-
tion to the project process) and may be sanitized to appease current
organizational expectations. Some authors commenting on post-project
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review processes suggest that, in seeking to minimize memory loss and
to maximize the gathering of key experiences and learning in real time,
a project manager’s work should also include a systematic, concurrent
and continuous learning assessment of projects throughout their life
cycles (Lundin and Söderholm, 1998; Wilemon, 1998; Schindler and
Eppler, 2003). Any concurrent and continuous or post-project learning
processes necessarily require the socio-cultural environment of a project
to be supportive of conducting them, and any employment of concur-
rent and continuous learning processes suggests that traditional concep-
tions of project teams and their learning processes and limitations be
challenged.

1.2 Developing a project learning libido

One core theme implicit in the discussions and arguments presented
throughout this book is that learning should be a more prominent,
deliberate and systematic within-project action. However, such activities
are progressed only by participants who are interested and motivated
enough to want to pursue such goals. In that sense, practitioners first
and foremost must develop a project learning libido (or passion for
learning within projects) as a harbinger to cultivating a learning practice
within a project.

In seeking to develop such a learning libido and to stimulate learning
activity, the primary challenges for project participants is in conceiving
projects as ‘vehicles for learning’ (Smith and Dodds, 1997: 8) and in
conceiving themselves as learners as well as traditional project task
achievers. A project team participant reported on in this book echoed
this challenge, with his comment that, ‘The value in teaching and
learning is still a pretty tough dimension – the alligators are biting
at our heels wanting all sorts of rational things done � � �but yet, we
still need to move on from that. We need to convey to people the
value in learning and understanding what is going on in the busi-
ness.’ Wenger (1998) suggests that one of the reasons people do not
think of their job as learning is that what they learn is their prac-
tice, and that learning is not reified as an extraneous goal or as a
special activity. Similarly, Raelin (2001) suggests that whilst we learn
in everyday work activity, we are not subjecting that learning to
conscious activity as doing so might impede our performance. Yet,
projects are rich with significant personal learning opportunities (Smith
and Dodds, 1997; Arthur et al., 2001), and therefore project team parti-
cipants may need to redress this perception of their learning just being
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their practice (i.e. going about the tasks of their project) to enable them
to develop a systematic learning practice conjoined to their project
management practice – what Björkegren (1999: 138) defines as ‘a dual
approach to project management’. This potential duality of the project
role is not something easily embraced from within traditional project
management practice/cultural perspectives. However, for practitioners
to make this conceptual shift to consider themselves as learners and to
conceive project teams (and project situations) as rich learning entities
constitute a crucial leap towards stimulating a desire or passion to learn
within project team environments. Alongside of other research public-
ations concerned with learning and knowledge management within a
project environment, perhaps this book can serve as a catalyst in helping
to shift these conceptual perspectives of project practitioners.

Although crucial, building this desire to learn within a project practice
is not on its own, however, enough to make learning happen. A vital
next step, and the primary trajectory of this book, is to gain a deep
insight into the project environmental influences or conditions that
impact how project team participants construct their learning processes
or activities. By implication, this insight is particularly concerned with
the practical and social aspects of learning in a project context. Actions
in this regard will identify and help address a range of sociological
elements within a project team environment that may constrain or
conversely support the learning of participants and the development of a
systematic localized project learning practice. Identifying such elements
presents opportunities for personal and project team capability devel-
opment (Senge, 1990; Kim, 1993; Dunphy et al., 1997; Frame, 1999;
Saint-Onge and Wallace, 2002) as well as greater intellectual, creative
and practical contribution towards immediate project outcomes. This
is not to suggest that there may not be conflicts between personal and
project learning goals, since the two orientations may be substantially
misaligned. Regardless of the focus or emphasis of the learning activity
however, if the project environment influences on learning are not
known, then intra-project learning would remain rather obscure and
opportunistic.

1.3 Important methodological and contextual
information concerning the contents of this book

This studywas informed and guided by a social constructivist perspective
on learning. Within that epistemological framework, the arguments and
conceptual ideas contained in this book are built on a qualitative and
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longitudinal participative action research case study of project-based
learning. The empirical illustrations provided were also derived through
that action research process. Action research is a human-focused social
research strategy (Pasmore, 2001; Alrichter et al., 2002) which has a
simultaneous dual customer focus on developing practical social change
for the client group and in developing and refining theory for social
science (Carr and Kemmis, 1986; Argyris and Schön, 1991; Gummesson,
1991; Cunningham, 1993; Denscombe, 1998; Dickens and Watkins,
1999). One of its great strengths is that learning is such an integral
and explicit part of the action research cycle which then facilitates the
development of grounded and practically relevant theory. It targets both
individual and group levels to prompt social change and serves as a
bridge between theory and practice (McNiff, 1988).
Participative action research (as compared to other forms of action

research) has a predominant emphasis on genuinely involving and
researching with the participants of a community – as co-researchers
having ownership of both the research activities and outcomes (Chein
et al., 1948; Whyte, 1991a; McTaggart, 1997; Argyris, 1999; Reason,
1999; MacIntosh, 2001). In this process, reflection and continuous
learning is an explicit collective activity. It is also an idealized process
characterized by: participants being emancipated from the traditional
constraints of their contexts to empower them to find voice in decision-
making; a continuous learning experience where organizational learning
is enhanced; cooperatively changing individuals’ attitudes and values
and the institutional practices of the community in which the practi-
tioners reside, and is not simply a quest for knowledge; posing chal-
lenges to the prevailing culture and practices and power bases in chan-
ging existing practice and social organization; self-critical communities
of people which involves them in theorizing about their practice and
producing knowledge for those in the practice and external to it (Argyris
and Schön, 1991; Whyte, 1991a; Whyte et al., 1991; Reason, 1994;
McTaggart, 1997; Dickens and Watkins, 1999; Reason, 1999; Borda,
2001; Heron and Reason, 2001; MacIntosh, 2001). Given this long list of
attributes, it becomes apparent that participative action research is not
normal work as it involves systematic and collaborative data collection,
it is not simple problem-solving as it poses problems during the process
and it is not a method of policy implementation, nor is it a scientific
method applied to social work (McTaggart, 1997).

This methodological approach was applied to a case involving an
active project team pursuing an organizational change project, that is
a complex ‘process innovation’ type project (Bresnen et al., 2003: 163).
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It presented a number of advantages for investigating learning in this
case study context. First, it provided access to real, raw and rich data from
the practice of a project and facilitated the author ‘getting dirty with the
data’ (Dawson, 1997: 389). It also provided participants in this case study
multiple opportunities, over time and at multiple levels, to become self-
critical and reflective, to learn, to learn-how-to-learn, and to develop
ownership and empowerment of the research process – which helped
further fuel the inquiry activity. It also provided the opportunity for
them to safely (relative to the organizational cultural condition), collab-
oratively and honestly explore learning in their project, so that valuable
individual tacit knowledge was exposed and shared. Consequently, this
participative action research methodology employed provided a broader
(as in number of participant investigators) and deeper (as in the cooper-
ative opportunity to source rich data) insight into the real sociological
influences impacting learning in this project team case.

The empirical data from the case was accumulated over 18months and
across three major participative action research cycles (involving plan-
ning, acting, observing and reflecting), which were adaptively developed
and applied in response to the shifting dynamics of the project envir-
onment. The data collection processes broadly involved: extensive
researcher participation and observation of project participants in the
project teammeetings and reflection sessions; participants’ multiple and
collaborative observations of each other’s behaviour in the project; serial
semi-structured interviews and feedback sessions with the project team
participants; serial learning workshops development and facilitation;
and, documentation reviews. For a detailed and insightful discussion
of the participative action-research methodology and specific research
actions employed in this study (including an analysis of any methodo-
logical conundrums experienced), see Sense (2005b).
In addition to a brief introductory discussion on the methodological

approach employed in this study, it is also important to convey a sense
of the genesis and contextual situation of the case study project. This is
important because the illustrations presented and the conclusions drawn
in this book are infused with, or influenced by, the specific contextual
situation of the project. Therefore, through becoming aware of these
conditions, you may relate the empirical illustrations provided to the
specific project conditions, and then reasonably compare and contrast
the illustrations and conclusions presented in this book with your own
experiences or situations. That in itself may help initiate reflection and
learning for you as you progress through the chapters that follow. Here-
after, for the purposes of this book, the company name and location
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and the names of the participants are pseudonyms, but the descriptions
provided are a completely real and accurate account of the actions of
participants and of the contextual conditions associated with the case
study project.

This study was undertaken in a major multinational heavy engin-
eering company called Antarctic Steel. This company was and still is
a leading steel company in the Asian region and it manufactures steel
products in a number of countries. Since the late 1990s, this company
has embraced a new corporate strategy involving substantial change
and performance improvement across its operations, so as to remain
competitive in the world steel market. Enveloped by this overarching
corporate change activity, the specific setting in which this research was
conducted involved an individual operational unit on the site of one
of the company’s major integrated steel-making facilities. This facility is
home to an array of continuous and batch-processing operations, which
are scattered over the 8 square kilometres of land that is home to these
integrated operations. These large, technically complex physical facil-
ities require high levels of long-term capital investment and a relatively
high level of employee skills to both operate and integrate the processes
used in the manufacture of steel. One of the operational stages in manu-
facturing steel at this site involves the conversion of raw coal into
metallurgical coke (which involves a continuous process of blending,
crushing, oiling and then heating coal in a battery of ovens) so that it can
be used in the steel-making process, or exported. This can be referred to
as the coal conversion (CC) operation. This plant occupies a geograph-
ical area of approximately 350,000 square metres and employs over 400
people. Given the long history of the plant, the site and the parent
company, it follows that it was a traditional engineering-dominated
and hierarchically organized operation. One external consultant report
characterized it as a culture of rationality, masculinity, eroding pater-
nalism, increasingly insecure public service career paths for managers,
a silo mentality between departments and divisions, and low trust rela-
tions between management and employees (Badham and Sense, 2001).
Internally, within the Antarctic Steel organization at this site, this CC
operation was perceived as the lowest status unit in the entire integ-
rated works, as having a total authoritarian and disciplinarian approach
to management, and having a poor safety record and an unsatisfactory
working environment which resulted in a high frequency of indus-
trial disputation. Because of these conditions, there was a policy of no
forced transfers of people into the CC operation within the site (Internal
company report, 2000: 1).
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In June 1998, a new plant manager (and the dominating polit-
ical thrust behind the local change programme) transferred to the
plant, possessing strong workplace culture change credentials from his
work at two other plants within the same company. Armed with the
recognition that there was a developing charter for change within
the broader organization, and with a self-referent position that the
process of change must be broader, deeper and more inclusive, more
learning-oriented and more implementation-focused (i.e. avoid elite
groups simply talking about change), the new manager set about to
initiate processes to redesign the organization and operation of the
plant. The plant manager felt that his previous approaches to managing
change at other sites resulted in inadequate understanding and engage-
ment by the workforce, as well as gaps in detailed implementation.
He felt there was too much focus on reaching decisions and too little
learning, and that led to a lack of sustainability of change, particu-
larly within middle management. He felt that middle managers were
not modelling the new way of operating, were not acting as leaders
supporting and inspiring initiatives from below their level, and they
were undermining the motivation of lower level employees by seeming
to protect their turf and resisting change (Badham, 1999). Additionally,
he was attempting to initiate this process in a traditional organiza-
tion harbouring a culture where risk and change from tradition were
avoided. Alongside these historical socio-cultural factors embedded in
the organization, his goal was also being pursued in a broader busi-
ness context of competition from cheap overseas producers, altern-
ative cost-saving technologies in steelmaking (i.e. direct pulverized
coal injection), pressures from the community and the government to
dramatically reduce environmental emissions, and a need to involve
a workforce that traditionally had a low self-image and low trust in
management.
The low trust culture of Antarctic Steel typically encouraged a tend-

ency to look to outside experts for solutions to in-house problems or
opportunities. In this case, however, the plant manager decided to estab-
lish a series of innovative forums at the CC operation involving people
from senior, middle and shop-floor levels. His idea was to involve amuch
wider set of people in the change process and enhance their abilities
to reflect on the ways in which they approached their concerns about
work. Several of these new forums began to occur on a weekly basis,
with others happening less frequently, and new ones evolving steadily
for the first two years of the change initiative. The forums ranged in
length from two to eight hours, involved as few as three and as many
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as seventy individuals from across the plant. The plant manager stated
his intention was to spur debate in these forums about which actions
would be most in line with creating the new organization, without the
political hierarchy of the old culture. His intention aligned with Coopey
and Burgoyne’s (2000) argument that political change needs to be part
of organizational learning, in that he frequently reiterated the need to
replace a hierarchical Christmas tree structure with a more amorphous,
oak tree-like structure to nurture learning.
These forums were meant to work within the vision, mission and

values that had been more or less imposed by the new plant manager
and senior management in the company. The vision had been articu-
lated by the senior management team as ‘World class people working
together to make world class coke’ (CC Working Party, 2001: 45). It
was intended that this vision involved people being willing to embrace
new ideas, being reliable and dedicated to the organization, being team
oriented, highly skilled and motivated to achieve a high quality product
in the most effective manner. The values included such things as sharing
information, respect for others’ viewpoints, being honest and open, and
being optimistic about what can be achieved. The mission, as decided
by these managers, was ‘to secure the future of the CC business’ (CC
Working Party, 2001: 11). Within that mission, the strategic objectives
consisted of eight items concerned with: meeting a particular bench-
mark coke price; achieving environmental discharge license require-
ments; optimizing community relationships to allow them to continue
to operate; achieving zero accidents; establishing a proud work force
where ideas are valued and efforts are aligned with the business goals;
meeting customer expectations on quality, quantity and delivery needs;
meeting employee expectations; and, optimizing the use of assets (CC
Working Party, 2001).
The broad goal of the forums was to engage discussion on everyday

events at the plant, to question existing practices and clarify the vision
and principles behind the change initiative. While participants in these
forums did discuss detailed and concrete issues in relation to the oper-
ation of the plant and change in the organization (such as shiftwork
patterns), the forums were neither simply nor predominantly decision-
making settings. The plant manager expressed the hope that they
would stimulate participants to launch their own initiatives, estab-
lishing spin-off forums to pursue changes that they were passionate
about.

One of these spin-off forums, or project team, provided the empir-
ical base for this research. This project team, located within the CC
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operation, was originally named Coke Inc., and initially consisted of
three core-manufacturing managers, that is the superintendents. They
occupied the most senior managerial roles within the coke-making
operation and they reported directly to the plant manager. They had
successfully and proudly resided for many years in the traditional organ-
izational culture, and in those roles, they were also the high profile
gatekeepers for the change processes. If they did not change the way
they worked through strongly developing their learning and leader-
ship competency then the entire change process would stall. There-
fore, these superintendents needed to reconstruct their own roles and
responsibilities to assist the change process, and for later, when the
culture change became embedded in the organization. Their specific
aims for their project were defined as: first, to redefine their roles
and their relationships and responsibilities in accordance with the new
vision and values of the organization; secondly, to practise new leader-
ship skills; and, thirdly, to explicitly and mutually learn through this
project team process. After some six months, the composition of the
project team changed to involve up to 16 members in the team, which
included the project sponsor and lower level managers in the organiz-
ation. Also accompanying this change was a project name change to
the Cokemaking Leadership Team – or, as it was referred to as, the CLT.
These changes were a direct response to context issues surrounding the
project.

In this project team, and despite all the superintendents’ previous and
extensive training and development activities and project management
experience, attempting to make learning and learning-how-to-learn
such a deliberate part of their everyday project practice posed an
immense challenge to them from their existing cultural frames of exper-
ience. Focusing the research on these three participants in this dynamic
project setting as they jointly and explicitly confronted these ambiguous
project-learning challenges presented an exciting and valuable oppor-
tunity to collaboratively explore and then develop a rich understanding
of project learning. Henceforth, the learning behaviours and activities
observed and experienced by these three core members of this project
team (i.e. Bill, Len and Steve) while they participated in the project,
both separately and then with the other 13 members of the team,
constitute the rich empirical data and illustrations presented in the
chapters that follow. These reported empirical examples also embody the
learning dynamics observed across the full membership of the case study
project team.
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1.4 The structure of this book

In an orderly way, the seven chapters within this book introduce and
discuss a raft of conceptual and pragmatic issues about learning in
the project environment. In the majority of the chapters hereafter, the
conceptual discussions are intermingled with the rich empirical illus-
trations (quotations, vignettes and stories) from the project case study.
This approach, as well as intending to help you become quite conversant
with the challenging conceptual issues presented, will help your under-
standing of the practical implications or manifestations of those issues
in the field. In presenting the material in this way, it is also intended
that this book be considered approachable by both practitioner and
academic audiences interested in learning in project settings.

Following the introduction provided in Chapter 1, Chapters 2 and 3
establish the key conceptual frameworks that informed and guided
this research. As such, these chapters constitute a highly appropriate
review of the cross-disciplinary literature relating to the topic under
focus. Specifically, Chapter 2 provides an analysis and discussion on key
conceptual frameworks in the learning field, for example the cognitive
and situated dimensions of learning. In so doing, you are introduced
to the learning literature landscape relevant to learning within projects.
Since it critically underpins the conceptual arguments posited in this
book, this chapter proceeds to explore the situated dimension of learning
in some detail. It also discusses the relationship between the cognitive
and the situated dimensions of learning – which is important, since the
trajectory of this book moves away from a notion of learning as only
being primarily a cognitive activity. The chapter closes off by arguing
that this situated dimension of learning offers the greatest potential
avenue to improve the quantum and the quality of the total learning
activity within projects.

Chapter 3 first provides an analysis and discussion on literature
concerning sociological perspectives and learning from within and
external to the project management field. These sections articulate
and elaborate on the limited literature focused on learning in project
management and help establish the contribution that the findings from
this study make to project management knowledge. The next section
in this chapter then introduces a conceptualization of a project team
from a learning perspective. This conceptualization challenges tradi-
tional conceptions of project teams as characteristically being discrete,
temporal and rational entities where learning and acting are considered
disconnected. It is the intention in this section to convey to you a
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view of project teams as being both task and learning-focused where
learning and action are intimately entwined and embedded within a
complex system of social and contextual relationships. This conception
also encapsulates a notion of learning between project participants as
being mediated by local sociological elements, and as such, this section
provides the final important piece of the conceptual framework that
underpins the discussions contained in the chapters that follow. The
final section of this chapter then builds on the preceding discussion to
articulate and illustrate a model of project situated learning behaviour.
This model incorporates five sociological constraint/enabler elements
that impacted situated learning activity in the case study project (see
Figure 3.3). It also establishes the framework for the detailed discussions
provided in forthcoming chapters.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 continue to stress the importance of the situ-
ated dimension of project learning through elaborating on the key
empirical findings from this research, that is the five sociological
constraint/enabler elements. Specifically, Chapter 4 provides an insight
into the impacts on the situated learning activity of project participants
resulting from the intrapersonal constraint/enabler element of cognitive
style. Chapter 5 explores the interpersonal constraint/enabler elements
of learning relationships and pyramid of authority. Chapter 6 details the
infrastructural constraint/enabler elements for project situated learning,
being, knowledge management and situational context.

Chapter 7 draws together the core findings or issues for situated
learning as identified in this study, and emphasizes the implications
they have for practice and for further research in the field. This chapter
also comments on the limitations of this study and the opportunities
for future research. To partially close off, and as a means to further
stimulate your interest in project situated learning, this chapter then
provides some probing questions on this topic for your reflective assess-
ment. Through your consideration of these questions, you may develop
some indication of your propensity and approaches towards cultivating
situated learning in project contexts.



2
Conceptualizing Learning Within
a Project

This chapter helps to conceptualize learning within a project context
by introducing and appraising some core conceptual frameworks
concerning learning, and to convey a sense of their relationship to
each other. It begins by presenting a focused discussion and analysis of
different organizational perspectives on learning, and then, in following
sections, moves this conceptual discussion onto learning at the indi-
vidual and group levels. At that juncture, it first explores the key
cognitive learning theories – which spotlight how the cognitive dimen-
sion of learning is intimately located within social practice. The discus-
sion then moves onto situated learning theory and explores the key
constructs in this theory. In the final section of this chapter, the rela-
tionship between the situated and the cognitive dimensions of learning
is elaborated on, and the reasons established as to why situated learning
theory was the prime conceptual input that informed and guided the
work of this study. Consequently, given the analysis provided in this
chapter, and coupled to the findings presented in forthcoming chapters,
this book challenges readers to consider that learning is not only a
cognitive activity, but rather it is primarily a social and practical activity
that requires deliberate and systematic attention if one seeks to improve
the quantum and the quality of learning activity within a project (or in
any other context).

2.1 Organizational perspectives on learning

As organizations confront the globalization of competition, changing
economic and social values regarding knowledge and intellectual capital,
restructuring and de-layering of management structures, and computer-
ization and other high technology infrastructures, they need to respond

17
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to those challenges in an adaptive and flexible way – which places a
premium on learning to facilitate survival and growth (Hedberg, 1981;
Leonard-Barton, 1992, 1995; Schein, 1993; Miner and Mezias, 1996;
Tsang, 1997; Choo, 1998; Denton, 1998; Starkey, 1998; Kezsbom and
Edward, 2001; Ingelgård et al., 2002). Not surprisingly then, organiz-
ational learning (OL) conceptualizations are the focus of considerable
attention, and are addressed by a broad range of disciplinary literat-
ures covering organization theory and development, sociology, indus-
trial economics and management, strategy, economic history, business
management, innovation studies, cultural anthropology and psycho-
logy (Dodgson, 1993; Garvin, 1993; Easterby-Smith, 1997; Mitki et al.,
1997; Ingelgård et al., 2002). Despite this growing popularity of the term
OL, and the acceptance of its importance for organizational survival in
dynamic and unstable operating environments, there is little consensus
in terms of definition, perspective, conceptualization and methodology
(Shrivastava, 1983; Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Nicolini and Meznar, 1995;
Tsang, 1997; Crossan et al., 1999; Teare and Monk, 2002).
As an abecedarian plunging into these choppy waters of OL liter-

ature from a springboard of project management, one is promptly
exposed to this diversity of thought and differing perspectives in this
field. This diversity in part can be understood in the observation that
while general principles and aspirations of OL are fairly well estab-
lished, OL research is diverse and unfocused and should be considered
a multidisciplinary field (Easterby-Smith, 1997). Hence, as Easterby-
Smith et al. (2000) suggest, the OL landscape is both dynamic and
continually evolving. Crossan et al. (1999) suggest that this diversity has
resulted because different researchers have applied the concept of OL
in different domains. For example, Huber (1991) takes an information-
processing perspective in effecting behavioural change, Nonaka and
Takeuchi (1995) deal with product innovation, and March and Olsen
(1975) explore the limitations on learning of the cognitive limitations
of managers (Crossan et al., 1999). More broadly, Richter (1998) suggests
that much of the literature on OL till now developed theory on the
functioning of an organization’s perception and thinking, its rational
brain or memory systems. She (and others) suggest more empirical
work in different types of organizations is needed in order to develop a
deeper understanding of an organization’s circulatory system, the veins
and capillaries of OL, and how the work of the circulatory system (i.e.
involving the actual learning practices) affects the functioning of the
body in general (Shrivastava, 1983; Miner and Mezias, 1996; Richter,
1998). Likewise, Weick and Westley (1996) emphasize the value in more
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closely examining the workings of cultural systems involving language,
material artefacts and action routines to better understand learning and
learning tensions in organizational settings. Or, as Garvin (1993: 78)
puts it in raw terms, ‘Beyond high philosophy and grand themes lie the
gritty details of practice.’ This book attempts to make explicit some of
those gritty details associated with learning in a project team situation.

As part of the process of delving specifically into OL, one needs to
very briefly explore the associated term of learning organization (LO) in
a bid to achieve clarity between these often interchangeably used terms
(Gherardi, 1999). Generally speaking, OL is a concept used to describe
certain types of learning activity that take place in an organization, while
the LO tag refers to a particular type of organization which is good at OL
(Tsang, 1997). Tsang (1997) contends that this distinction between LO
and OL is based on the dichotomy between descriptive and prescriptive
research (Gherardi, 1999). Tsang postulates that prescriptive writings
on the LO are concerned with how an organization should learn, as
they target an action-oriented practitioner audience. Therein, this liter-
ature adopts definitions incorporating actual behavioural change, but
lacks methodological research rigour. Descriptive researchers on OL are
concerned with how an organization does learn, and they strive for
scientific rigour (Tsang, 1997; Easterby-Smith et al., 2000; Sun and Scott,
2003).
Perhaps because of the prescriptive orientation of the LO literature as

posited by Tsang (1997), people tend to see the LO as a journey which
is difficult and hazardous (Smith and Saint-Onge, 1996), murky and
confusing, and difficult to penetrate (Garvin, 1993; Gold, 1997). The
reason managers might see this journey as hazardous and confusing is
that the concept of the LO ranks more on the level of a powerful ideolo-
gical slogan for developing organizations, which provokes emotive and
differential commitment and meanings between people (Garvin, 1993;
Dunphy et al., 1997; Steiner, 1998). Hence, accompanying this ideology
has been a focus on the outcomes of learning, rather than on an OL
process focus that provides frameworks for learning action (Dodgson,
1993).
Various definitions of LO prevail (Ellinger et al., 2002), but essentially

they all revolve around a theme of an LO being one that is ‘continually
expanding its capacity to create its own future’ (Senge, 1990: 14). This
theme incorporates a notion of organizational competence and devel-
opment through continuous learning, by individuals within the organ-
ization and by the organization itself (by way of altering organizational
norms, behaviours, values and communal mental maps). Continuous
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learning thus increases the knowledge and understanding of the organ-
ization, its relationship with its environment, and its ability to adapt
and transform its behaviours and practices, and perform better over
time (Pedler et al., 1989; Senge, 1990; Galer and Van Der Heijden, 1992;
Dodgson, 1993; Garvin, 1993; Kim, 1993; Pearn et al., 1994; Gephart
et al., 1996; Watkins and Marsick, 1996; Dunphy et al., 1997; Tsang,
1997; Mumford, 2000; Ellinger et al., 2002; Saint-Onge and Wallace,
2002). Clearly, the learning and learning processes of individuals and
groups (being the agents of OL), and the utilization of that learning in
developing new systems and practices for the organization are central
to this theme of an LO (Galer and Van Der Heijden, 1992; Dodgson,
1993). Put simply, and in unison with Tsang (1997), OL activity is a
pre-requisite for an LO. Therefore, for the purposes of this book, OL and
LO are unambiguously linked terms, and can be considered a conjoined
whole within the broad theoretical landscape enveloping this study.
The different views on OL congregate around three broad perspectives.

These perspectives include: Cognitive, which includes organizational
higher and lower level cognition processes (i.e. operational and concep-
tual levels of organizational learning); Behavioural (action), which has an
outcome focus by wanting to see a change in organizational actions as
a result of learning; and, Sociological, wherein, meaning and actions and
learning are a result of collective social practice. These three perspect-
ives provide a broad structure on which to group and understand the
OL literature, whilst helping to minimize the confusion resulting from
the diversity of definitions provided by researchers in the field. These
perspectives are borrowed from and reflected in the work of Fiol and
Lyles (1985) and Tsang (1997).

The cognitive perspective of OL

Tsang (1997) considers the cognitive perspective to be generally
concerned with knowledge, understanding and insights, that is the
organization gaining knowledge regardless of whether that knowledge
is converted into actions. As such, it forms an information-processing
view of OL (Richter, 1998). Fiol and Lyles (1985) extend this definition
to suggest that this perspective involves the extent of cognitive develop-
ment, or the level of learning that takes place. Fiol and Lyles (1985) refer
to lower levels of learning, where adjustments are made to parameters
within set rules and structures that remain unchallenged, and higher
levels of learning, where those determining rules, structures and values
are challenged and redefined. This is similar to Senge’s (1990) distinc-
tion between adaptive and generative learning and Dodgson’s (1991)



Conceptualizing Learning Within a Project 21

tactical and strategic learning, wherein, the lower level is assumed to be
the normal state of the organization and the higher level is assumed to
be the desired state (Easterby-Smith, 1997).

At an individual level, this definition also aligns to Argyris and Schön’s
(1978) discussion on single, double and triple loop learning (learning-
how-to-learn) and Kim’s (1993) levels of learning that he terms as oper-
ational and conceptual levels linking thought and action. Or, put more
broadly at the individual level, ‘the cognitive aspect views learning as the
transformations of internal cognitive structures’ (Wenger, 1998: 279). In
a project team situation, lower-level learning might include using stand-
ardized procedures to solve problems; using standardized procedures to
manage subcontractors; using formalized routine project process rules
without question. Higher-level learning could include challenging the
norms of the project process and developing new frames of reference,
for example challenging and changing the scope of the project, actively
seeking new information and input from stakeholders, or pursuing new
customized approaches to dealing with subcontractors. This double loop
or higher-level learning results in a change in the values of theories-
in-use as well as in the underlying system strategies and assumptions
that exist within a context (Argyris and Schön, 1978). This double-loop
learning also then involves changing the organization’s knowledge base
and its specific competencies and routines (Dodgson, 1993).

The behavioural perspective of OL

Fiol and Lyles (1985) suggest that the organizational behavioural
outcomes, which they define as the content of learning, reflect the
patterns and/or the cognitive associations that have developed, that is
the organizational behavioural changes resulting from the learning. This
stimulus – response perspective highlights an important issue about the
differences between cognition and behaviour, that is an organization
can change behaviour without any cognitive development, and altern-
atively knowledge may be gained but is not translated into any accom-
panying change in behaviour (Fiol and Lyles, 1985). Similarly, Tsang
(1997) defines the behavioural perspective as consisting of a change in
behaviour by the organization, and it can be either an actual change
or a potential behavioural change (consisting of the lessons learnt that
would have an impact on the organization’s future behaviour).

The sociological perspective of OL

This social-constructivist perspective on OL provides a challenge to
the traditional idea that learning takes place only within the heads
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of individuals, or in organizational systems and structures (Easterby-
Smith et al., 2000). This social-constructivist perspective suggests that
we consider organizations as interpretive systems which are created to
make sense of the world, and that products or services get produced as
a by-product of collective sensemaking processes (Richter, 1998). Weick
(1995) defines sensemaking as an ongoing individual and social process
which involves people making retrospective sense of the situations they
find themselves in, while they construct their identities. Proponents
of this sociological perspective suggest that individual and OL occur
through the conversations and the interactions between people as they
negotiate meanings and their identities, while they participate within a
community revolving around a practice (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Lave
andWenger, 1991; Cook and Yanow, 1993; Wenger, 1998; Dixon, 1999;
Gherardi, 1999; Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002). This
focus on the mutually determining interactions of individuals within
their socio-cultural settings has shifted learning perspectives from an
epistemology of possession (i.e. the cognitive and behavioural dimen-
sions) to one of evolving practice, and thereby introduced a stronger
emphasis on socially oriented approaches to the understanding of
learning and knowing (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000). Wenger (1998: 96)
succinctly sums up this relationship between learning and practice (with
all its social interactional processes) as: ‘Learning is the engine of prac-
tice, and practice is the history of that learning.’ The notable symbolic
interactionist George Herbert Mead (1934: 223) also captures this senti-
ment in stating that ‘mind can never find expression and can never
come into existence at all, except in terms of a social environment’.
Whilst many ongoing debates on OL prevail (e.g. the levels of

analysis being the individual or the organization, double and single
loop learning, and the nature and location of learning and how to
investigate it (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000)), the current and potentially
the most fruitful ideas in contention in the field revolve around the
social-constructivist perspective of learning – for individuals and organ-
izations. This perspective sees practice and activity as the new units
of learning analysis and suggests that the traditional emphasis on the
individual, the formal team or the institutionalized organization as
the key unit of analysis may be rather less appropriate (Easterby-Smith
et al., 2000). Such a focus on work practices offers future operational
consequences. That being, developing an understanding of how learning
happens in the workplace may help devise better ways of sustaining
and fostering learning processes, particularly since organizations are
becoming increasingly difficult to think of as stable entities with defined
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boundaries (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000). This field severely challenges
long-held views of how people learn and how the social and material
context relates to the learning of an individual and an organization.
The authors in this sociological field are suggesting (and in my opinion,
correctly so) that the social relations and context take a predominant
position in the learning process, and by that recognition require signi-
ficant understanding and facilitation to promote learning. As might be
readily appreciated, when you open a door on context and relationships,
a whole new array of less explored issues emerge on the learning front,
for example politics, organizational structures, informality and form-
ality, language and emotions, conversations, narrative, storytelling and
dialogue, identity and the interrelations of objects and artefacts with
learning (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000).

2.2 The relationship of OL to individual learning

There has also been a longstanding debate about the relationship of OL
to individual learning (IL), and, is OL simply the sum of what individuals
learn? There appears to now be some consensus that IL is the point of
departure for OL and is a contributor to it, and also that OL resides in
the systems and structures and processes of an organization (Hedberg,
1981; Shrivastava, 1983). As Hedberg (1981: 6) suggests, ‘it would be a
mistake to conclude that organizational learning is nothing more than
the cumulative result of their members learning � � �Members come and
go, leadership changes, but organizations’ memories preserve certain
behaviours, mental maps, norms and values over time.’

There are two main themes revolving around this OL–IL relationship.
These include:

• Individual learning is the prerequisite for OL since people are the agents
of organizational action and therefore OL (Argyris and Schön, 1978;
Hedberg, 1981; Senge, 1990; Kim, 1993; Probst and Buchel, 1997;
Crossan et al., 1999; Dixon, 1999; Andrews and Delahaye, 2000).

• Dialogue and conversational learning and storytelling (Gold, 1997;
McKenna, 1999; Tenkasi and Mohrman, 1999; Baker et al., 2002)
helps to bridge the IL–OL divide, since they generate individual under-
standing and collective actions, and thereby individual knowledge
can become embedded within an organization’s collective memories,
structures and processes (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Crossan et al.,
1999; Dixon, 1999; Oswick et al., 2000). In effect, those processes are
the transfer vehicles for IL to be part of OL.
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These themes of dialogue, conversational learning and storytelling are
an increasingly popular process for stimulating OL and IL, and in stim-
ulating social change through group inquiry across multiple contexts
and situations (Fulmer et al., 1998; King and Rowe, 1999; Tenkasi
and Mohrman, 1999). Clearly also, these themes are highly employee-
centred methods for stimulating OL and IL. For example, Gold (1997)
examines the way learning may occur in organizations through ways
of talking or storytelling within nets of collective action, and how the
centrality of language, discourse and storytelling is a key feature of an
approach to understanding social constructionism. Baker et al. (2002)
(while also being strong proponents of experiential learning) assert that
much of the learning that occurs through experience emerges out of
the social and interactive dimensions of conversation amongst people.
They define conversation (in all its forms, e.g. verbal and written) as
a process of interpreting and understanding human experience, and
conversational learning as learning that embraces differences as a source
of new understanding, and when it questions assumptions, it can be
called deep learning.

Coombs and Smith (1998) see these conversations at two levels – one
internal, involving internal reflection framed by an individual’s mental
models, and the other, external, which is governed by social relation-
ships with other people. Tacit and explicit dimensions of knowledge
interplay in conversational-learning processes (consistent with Nonaka
and Takeuchi’s [1995] seminal work on knowledge creation) and within
that process, an opportunity to build trust (the fundamental source
of tacit knowledge) and share experiences presents itself. The repeated
sharing of experiences from a basis of mutual trust is at the heart of
conversational learning (Baker et al., 2002). Baker et al. (2002) contend
that whilst there is much agreement between the concepts of conversa-
tion and dialogue, there are also important differences. In their review
of the meanings of these two words, Baker et al. (2002: 10) describe the
meanings for conversation as emphasizing the communal, sensual and
emotional aspects of conversation, and that dialogue is more related to
‘opposing voices in search of a truth’, which emphasizes conflict and
rhetoric and involves the exploration of thinking and language. These
authors refer to their conversational learning approach as a process of
reaching interpersonal understanding, where all participants’ contribu-
tions are equally valued, and it does not involve the transmission of
pre-existent meanings from one person to another (Baker et al., 2002).

Therefore, one might conclude that attending to the environment to
enable and facilitate dialogue and conversations is vitally important for
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the IL–OL exchange to occur. Moreover, organizations have the oppor-
tunity to engage and manage their learning more integrally and more
effectively within their daily workplace situations (and thereby support
IL and OL), rather than it being an opportunistic, isolated or hindered
activity (Hedberg 1981; Jones andHendry, 1992; Dodgson, 1993; Garvin,
1993; Mumford, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Antonacopoulou,
1997; Argyris, 1999; Dixon, 1999; Gherardi, 1999; Hong, 1999; Senge
et al., 1999; Billett, 2000; Hager, 2001; Keegan and Turner, 2001; Teare
and Monk, 2002).
In sum, this section of the chapter has provided an illustrative account

of the different organizational perspectives on learning within the
OL–LO literature field, that is cognitive, behavioural and sociological
perspectives. Given its fundamental and broad influence on learning in
any context and in consideration of the aims of this research, this study
embraced the sociological perspective of OL. Such an engagement places
a focus on the relationships, the practices and the context of the project
environment to facilitate learning. Or, as Easterby-Smith et al. (2000)
have suggested, learning perspectives have moved to an epistemology
of evolving practice, which then opens up to scrutiny a plethora of less-
explored sociological issues impacting learning activity. Organizations
(including temporal organizations like project teams) have opportun-
ities to purposefully manage these sociological environments, to both
enable and positively stimulate the social learning processes between
people and to develop participant learning skills – and thereby directly
influence IL and OL. In this study, this perspective has encouraged direct
engagement with the project practice (and activities therein) as the
unit of learning analysis. It has also placed an emphasis on identifying
ways to support and promote dialogue, conversations and storytelling
between participants as the principal processes necessary to cultivate
learning within a project.

2.3 The cognitive dimension of learning

This section and the remainder of this chapter move away from themore
global theoretical discussions involving OL/LO to levels which provide
a more direct theoretical input or comparative theoretical background
for the research reported on in this book. Such a focus initially draws
our attention to cognitive learning theory, which has emerged as the
predominantly recognized and generally accepted individual learning
theory. This has primarily come about through the publication of the
seminal works of some notable authors in the learning field, for example
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Argyris and Schön (1978), Kolb (1984) and Senge (1990). The following
discussion on cognitive learning theory will, therefore, focus only on
these pre-eminent authors in the field, as their collective work provides
a sufficient analysis of the theory for the purposes of this book.

The cognitive theories presented include Kolb’s (1984) experiential
learning theory, Argyris and Schön’s (1978) theory-of-action perspective,
and Senge’s (1990) five disciplines perspective. In forecasting some
of the discussion that follows, cognitive learning may be viewed as
an individual cerebral or psychological process, intimately engaged in
reciprocal determination with the context and its sociological aspects.
Therein, individuals try to make sense of their experiences by running
them past their cognitive maps or mental models, possibly reforming
their models and deciding on their behavioural actions to be taken, in
accordance with the conditions of their context.

Underpinning psychological or cognitive theories on learning is an
assumption that conflict (caused by error or different information) is an
essential condition for learning and acts as a motor driving the learning
process (Dodgson, 1993). That is, variation occurs in experiences, which
then prompts individuals into reflection on the events and adjustments
to their perceptions and actions. Coombs and Smith (1998) consider
an individual’s internalized stimulus of reflection as a free-will act of
conversational constructivism – a constructivist learning event, wherein
the personal constructs operate as a reflective process and are under-
pinned by the reflective skills of the learner (Coombs and Smith, 1998).
This process is reflected in the works of Kolb (1984), Dewey (1938),
Lewin (1946) and Piaget (1953), where they offer slightly different
versions of a common experiential learning cycle, involving phases of
having an experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization
and active experimentation. David Kolb (1984) actually synthesized
the experiential work of John Dewey (higher education), Jean Piaget
(cognitive development) and Kurt Lewin (organizational development),
and consequently formed a unique perspective on learning and devel-
opment (Kolb et al., 2002). These works of Dewey, Piaget and Lewin
have also provided the basis for applications of experiential learning
in areas such as social policy and action, competence-based education,
adult development programmes and career development, experiential
education and curriculum development (Kolb, 1984). However, for the
purposes of this book, in relation to presenting a valid and economical
discussion on this literature field, and given Kolb’s work is a synthesis of
these three founding fathers of experiential learning theory, I will only
specifically elaborate on Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle.
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Dixon (1999: 41) sums up the essence of Kolb’s experiential learning
theory as: ‘learning is about interpreting what we experience in the
world and that we each create our own unique interpretation and that
interpretation mediates our actions’. Kolb (1984: 38) simply describes
experiential learning as ‘the process whereby knowledge is created
through the transformation of experience’. Some authors have offered
criticisms of Kolb’s learning model surrounding its apparent ignorance
of the sociological aspects impacting an individual’s learning process,
that is the human need to interact with each other and with their
social and cultural environments to enhance the learning processes
(Holman et al., 1997; Miettinen, 2000). However, even with such signi-
ficant limitations, Kolb’s approach is the most widely used descriptive
model for learning as a continuous process. Kolb has also been criticized
for taking experience as the point of departure, where perhaps a better
interpretation might be that the learning cycle describes the produc-
tion of experience in the process of learning, rather than experience
being the starting point (Järvinen and Poikela, 2001). Despite these criti-
cisms, what is important for this discussion is that Kolb’s learning cycle
includes experience as a key component in the individual knowledge-
creation process. This ability to learn from experience can be divided
into two questions: ‘How does what is outside get in? And, how does
what is inside get out? [ ] Learning from experience thus involves balan-
cing surrender and mastery, taking in experiences and others’ views of
them, and expressing one’s own conclusions in thoughts and action’
(Baker et al., 2002: 2).

As well as being continuous and grounded in experience, Kolb (1984)
also posits that learning requires the resolution of conflicts between
dialectically opposed modes of adaptation to the world, for example the
conflict between concrete and abstract concepts, and involves transac-
tions between the person and the environment. As such, the experiential
learning process is not strictly only a person-centred psychological view
of learning, but one indicating that individual behaviour is a function
of both the person and the environment and a result of this recip-
rocal interpenetrating determination (Kolb, 1984; Beard and Wilson,
2002). Similarly, Jean Piaget, the French developmental psychologist,
presented a theory that described how intelligence is shaped by exper-
ience, that is intelligence is a product of the interaction between the
person and the environment (Kolb, 1984). In this condition, existing
cognitive structures and the knowledge they engender are continually
challenged by new knowledge which does not fit, and these structures
are eventually reorganized so that new knowledge is better integrated
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(Dodgson, 1993). Also, when discussing social learning theory, Bandura
(1977) claims that the psychological functioning of an individual is
a result of the reciprocal determination between personal character-
istics (e.g. mental models, cognitive styles), environmental influences
(e.g. social frameworks, political imperatives, physical and psycholo-
gical support systems) and behaviour (actions). That is, each of those
factors influences the others in an interlocking fashion (Bandura, 1977;
Kolb, 1984). These transactions between the person and the environ-
ment highlight the interdependency of both the individual and the
environment in affecting change, behaviour and learning processes.

Specifically, Kolb (1984) describes two dialectically related modes of
grasping one’s experience. These consist of apprehension, where one
grasps tangible felt experience without any need for inquiry or analyt-
ical confirmation, and comprehension, where one grasps an experience
by drawing abstract symbolic conceptualizations about it and making
the experience communicable between people. He also describes two
dialectically related modes of transforming experience, consisting of
intention, where one learns the meaning of an experience to oneself
by internally reflecting on the experience, and extension, where one
actively experiments with the previously grasped experience, that is
one actively intervenes in the learning milieu and a new experience
results in further movement through the learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). In
that cycle, ‘Learning, the creation of knowledge and meaning, occurs
through the active extension and grounding of ideas and experiences in
the external world and through internal reflection about the attributes
of these experiences and ideas’ (Kolb, 1984: 52) (see Kolb’s experiential
learning cycle diagram in Kolb [1984: 42] and Baker et al. [2002: 53]).

Moving from the experiential learning theorists onto other major
contributors to this field of cognitive learning theory brings us to the
popular OL theorist, Peter Senge (1990). He stresses the need to take a
systems approach to learning, and his focus is predominantly on indi-
vidual cognition, where we ‘learn by using our brains and our ability to
think in the abstract about the world’ (Elkjaer, 2001: 155). Specifically,
Senge (1990) attributes OL primarily to the personal learning attributes
of organizational members – involving five disciplines. These consist
of: Systems thinking – where an individual views the world and its
processes as an abstract integrated whole rather than a series of isol-
ated parts; Personal mastery – where a person becomes committed to
their own lifelong learning and involves clarifying and deepening their
own personal vision and focusing individual energies; Building a shared
vision – where a leader unveils shared pictures of the future held by
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individuals that will foster genuine commitment and engagement, and
a common sense of identity; Team learning – which involves the capa-
city of team members to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine
thinking together and engaging in dialogue; Mental models – which are
the individual’s deeply ingrained assumptions, viewpoints and general-
izations about the world which guide how we interpret that world and
how we take action (Senge, 1990).

This theme of mental models and their influence on our interpret-
ations and behaviours is also a predominant attribute in Argyris and
Schön’s (1978) theory-of-action perspective on OL. Argyris and Schön
(1978) contend that sustained achievement of the values of OL is seen
as depending on the engagement of double-loop learning processes,
wherein defensive routines of the players are exposed and evaluated
in workshop situations (Dunphy et al., 1997). Agyris and Schön (1978)
find that people are socially conditioned to use the cognitive model
they refer to as Model I. That model is characterized by the need
to control, maximize winning, suppress emotions and be rational.
The consequences for people in that approach tend to be defensive
behaviour, miscommunication and single-loop learning. Alternatively,
Argyris and Schön’s (1978) Model II behaviour is based on directly
observable data and requires that people support their advocacy of posi-
tions with illustration and with inquiry into other peoples’ views – thus,
increasing learning by publicly challenging existing frames or assump-
tions. Model II attempts to test and make explicit individuals’ assump-
tions about the dynamics going on in their organizations.
Argyris and Schön’s (1978) argument is that people should aim to

move from a Model I position to a Model II position. Therein, they
challenge existing theories and reject unilateral control, as compared
to Model I and its governing variables of rationally defining goals and
controlling the environment in pursuit of those goals. The consequence
of pursuing the path to Model II is that there would be an emphasis on
double-loop learning, where individuals confront their basic assump-
tions behind their views of others and the world, and invite confront-
ation of their own assumptions and test these publicly (Argyris and
Schön, 1978). In achieving this desired theory-of-action state, people
and organizations will learn. If individuals do not know how to double-
loop learn, then they do not know how to discover new knowledge, to
invent new ways to discover and learn, to produce the learning inter-
ventions and to evaluate and to generalize the value and performance
of their interventions (Argyris and Schön, 1978). Given this brief discus-
sion on both Senge’s (1990) and Argyris and Schön’s (1978) perspectives,
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it is obvious that they attribute OL primarily to the learning of the
individual, mediated by individual personal attributes (Dunphy et al.,
1997). However, underpinning the activation of these critically reflective
individual processes are the context conditions. Therefore, establishing
conditions that aid these reflective activities to proceed are also vitally
important for the individual cognitive learning process.

In sum, in addition to providing a comparative theoretical base on
learning, the principal contributions from this section on cognitive
learning theory to the arguments presented in this book involve two
items. First, experiential learning is a process which involves having
an experience, which we interpret and reflect on, from which we then
develop abstract conceptualizations and action processes, which we later
enact within the learning environment and create another learning
experience. Therefore, having an experience within an environment
is a key component of an individual’s cognitive knowledge-creation
process. Second, cognitive learning being a continuous and individual
cerebral process is also mediated by individuals’ personal cognitive
attributes such as their mental models. Sustained learning is considered
to involve critical reflection processes, wherein individuals confront,
challenge and alter their prevailing mental models and assumptions
that guide their behaviours. However, cognitive learning is intimately
linked to social practice (and not divorced from it) through individuals
having experiences (including critical reflection experiences) within
some form of environment. Therefore, in addition to an individual’s
personal cognitive attributes impacting knowledge creation, this linkage
highlights that multifarious sociological influences within an environ-
ment also impact or mediate the critical reflective processes and the
cognitive learning processes of individuals. Therein, it implicates the
importance of organizing the sociological environment to assist the total
knowledge-creation process of individuals.

2.4 The situated dimension of learning

Situated learning theory

This section presents and discusses situated learning theory (SLT), which
provides the theoretical framework to interpret the findings from this
study. Building on conclusions reached in previous sections of this
chapter, learning can always be considered a practical accomplishment
that takes place amongst and through other people (where learners
construct their meanings and understandings and learn through their
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social interactions within a context) and is not simply and only an indi-
vidual cognitive activity (where learners as individual actors possess and
process information and modify their mental models) (Gherardi et al.,
1998; Richter, 1998; Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000). After reading this
section, and coupled to the previous discussions in this chapter, one
should develop an appreciation of the dual (and yet complementary)
dimensions of learning, that is being a situated, socially constructed
process, as well as a cognitive activity in the minds of individuals (Gher-
ardi et al., 1998). This duality should not cause confusion – merely
confirm and highlight the double dimension of learning and the import-
ance of dealing with the situated dimension if one seeks to pursue the
full learning potential present in any project situation.

Lave and Wenger (1991) see situated learning theory simply as an
analytical perspective on learning, or a way of understanding learning
(Fox, 1997) which acknowledges that most learning occurs on the job
in culturally embedded ways within a community of practice (Lave and
Wenger, 1991). The main characteristic of SLT has been its discussion of
the concept of context, in contrast to cognitive learning theory, which
regards context as the container of impersonal, detached, asocial, apolit-
ical and ahistorical de-contextualized knowledge (Gherardi, 2001). The
primary focus of this theory of learning is on learning as social parti-
cipation, which refers to a more encompassing process of being active
participants in the practices of social communities (Wenger, 1998; Park,
1999; Senge and Scharmer, 2001). Expanding on this primary focus,
Wenger (1998) also nominates four components of a social theory of
learning. These include:

Meaning – concerns the way we experience our life and the world as
meaningful (Wenger, 1998). This involves two conjoined processes
involving: participation, where people take part in a community
and its activities and interact with others in this process, and; reific-
ation, which involves people projecting their meanings of their
practice into the world and then perceiving them as existing in
the world, for example a smoke signal, words, a formulae (Wenger,
1998).

Practice – concerns the way of talking about the shared historical and
social context, frameworks and perspectives that can sustain mutual
engagement in action by providing structure and meaning to what
we do (Wenger, 1998).

Community – concerns the way our social configurations are defined as
worth pursuing and our participation is recognizable as competence
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(Wenger, 1998). Community involves three dimensions. These
include: mutual engagement, which determines a person’s member-
ship in a community of practice; joint enterprise, which involves
members of a community of practice developing relations of mutual
accountability around their negotiated actions; shared repertoire,
which results from people in a community of practice being mutu-
ally engaged in a joint enterprise and in developing a shared
repertoire of routines, words, tools, stories, actions and concepts
(Wenger, 1998).

Identity in practice – concerns the way learning changes who we are,
and creates personal histories of becoming full participants in the
context of our communities in whichwe participate (Wenger, 1998).
An identity in practice is a layering of events of participation and
reification by which our experience and its social interpretation
inform each other. In this interplay of participation and reific-
ation, our experience of life becomes one identity. Identity is a
negotiated experience involving: community membership, where
an individual becomes competent within a community of prac-
tice; learning trajectory, where learning is an event on an identity
trajectory through which people give meaning to their engagement
in practice; nexus of multi-membership, which involves the prac-
tices of people being involved in multiple communities of practice
and how those experiences influence them in different communities
of practice; the relation between the local and the global, which
implies that we do not simply relate to only local practice issues
but are concerned about connections to broader constellations of
communities (Wenger, 1998).

Expectantly perhaps, these four components of a social theory of
learning highlight the significant themes of SLT. Those being: know-
ledge and learning reside within a practice; the participation and inter-
action of people within a domain of practice; collective sensemaking
(Weick, 1995) activities; and, the development of peoples’ social and
technical competencies and identities to function effectively within
the practice. These notions of participation and interaction around
a practice, the development of competency (particularly technical
competency to perform tasks within a workplace) and the mutually
determinant relationship of learning with the sociological aspects of
contexts are also reflected either explicitly or implicitly in the work-
place vocational learning literature (for examples, see Marsick, 1987;
Marsick and Watkins, 1990; Garrick, 1998; Marsick and Watkins, 1999;
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Matthews and Candy, 1999; Solomon, 1999; Billett, 2000, 2001a,b;
Järvinen and Poikela, 2001).
In a similar vein to the workplace vocational learning literature, it

is also worthwhile noting at this point that an increasing number of
authors in the knowledge management field are also focussing their
attention on the social dimension of knowledge management. Therein,
they recognize and argue that knowledge is complex and multidi-
mensional and in constant interactive social development within and
between humans within their contexts (for examples, see Nonaka and
Takeuchi, [1995], Davenport and Prusak, [1998], Lundin and Söderholm,
[1998], Baumard, [1999], Swan et al., [1999], Andrews and Delahaye,
[2000], Brown and Duguid, [2000], Wenger et al., [2002], Bresnen et al.,
[2003], Fernie et al., [2003]). Brown and Duguid (2000) for example, in
their book on the social life of information, highlight how informa-
tion is embedded in social relationships and institutions, and that this
social dimension is just as important as the technical dimension of
information technology. In contrast, the technical aspects of knowledge
management, whilst important, play only a supporting role in know-
ledge creation and management processes – which perhaps presents a
somewhat contrary view to that generally perceived in the wider project
practitioner community at this time. Thus, the establishment and main-
tenance of the conditions or environments to support the dynamic
social processes of participation, interaction, collaboration and dialogue
between humans, as detailed for example by Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995), is therefore an essential harbinger for supporting knowledge-
creation and effective knowledge-management processes. The argu-
ments offered in this book may add to the burgeoning chorus within
the knowledge-management community that declares attention to the
situated and social relationships, and the sociological environment, to
be critical for effective knowledge-creation and knowledge-exchange
processes – at both the individual and organizational levels.

In helping us to understand learning (and in unison with those views
expressed by Wenger [1998]), SLT, therefore, draws our attention to
learning that takes place in everyday life, and within those contexts,
the learning process is part of the activities and practices, and therefore,
the social interactions of people within communities of people (Raelin,
1998; Fox, 2000; Billett, 2004). Knowledge resides in the social relations
of the practice, and developing one’s identity is part of becoming an
insider in a community of practice (Gherardi, 2001). In an earlier work,
Brown and Duguid (1991) also argued that learning, working and innov-
ating were interrelated and complementary, andwere neither conflicting
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nor problematic forces – hence, they see practice as essential to under-
standing work, knowledge being conjoined to practice, and learning
being the connection between work and innovation. Practice connects
knowing with doing and is highly improvisational, and is therefore
considered a bricolage of material and mental, social and cultural
resources, where people and the world are active bricoleurs, and there-
fore not docile or passive (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Gherardi, 2001).
This perspective is also reflected in the following comment fromAgashae
and Bratton (2001: 92), ‘In the real world, competency and knowledge
is acquired in the swampy lowlands of messy and ill-defined problems
found in the indeterminate zones of practice. Through the concepts of
knowing in action (tacit knowledge) and reflection in action (rethinking
tacit knowledge) the individual develops competency (Garrison, 1991:
295).’ Hence, learning as a practical activity is always a socially struc-
tured activity where the conditions and forms for learning are estab-
lished unintentionally and tacitly by the community that shapes the
practice – which makes learning evasive to many forms of planning
(Gherardi et al., 1998). In more specific and pragmatic terms, McLellan
(1996) summarizes the key components of this situated learning process
as involving: stories; reflection practices; cognitive apprenticeship –
which attempts to enculturate people into authentic practices through
activity and social interaction; collaboration; coaching; multiple prac-
tice – where learners engage repeated activities to develop knowledge
and skills; articulation of learning skills – where learners articulate their
knowledge, reasoning and problem-solving processes; and, the use of
various technologies to support these learning processes.
The profound significance of this theoretical perspective on learning

in a project setting can best be highlighted by summarizing the main
themes of SLT, and then briefly commenting on their potential impact
on learning in a project team. These themes include:

• Knowledge is conjoined to practice and therefore contextually situ-
ated and influenced by the social and cultural conditions of the prac-
tice (project knowledge is therefore a direct result of the project practices(
and local mediating socio-cultural conditions).

• Social participation and interaction within a practice are essential for
learning and knowledge development (learning and knowledge develop-
ment and social/technical competency development of participants within a
project team will be suppressed unless participants can actively participate
together and interact).tt
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• SLT involves collective sensemaking (Weick, 1995) or meaning-
making processes which help participants make sense of their world
of practice and enable them to operate productively within it (making
sense of a project practice is always a collective process involving people,
which then enables participants to develop individual ways of operating to
successfully contribute to the project team).

• The development of the identity of participants within a practice
is a negotiated process, which involves both their experiences and
perceived social competencies within a practice (as an individual
project team member develops both technical and social competencies
within a project setting, they develop an identity within the team, which
has been mutually negotiated through their interactions with other team
members).

Therefore, SLT moves beyond the limitations of cognitive learning
theory to directly involve the complex mediating sociological aspects
of a context in the learning or knowledge-creation process. This theory
therefore provides a social-centred theoretical framework in which to
interpret and understand the findings presented in this book.

Communities of practice

General issues

Situated learning theory and its construct of a COP are facilitating
attempts to understand how different social contexts impact (i.e. facil-
itate or frustrate) learning (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Lave and Wenger,
1991;Wenger, 1998, Saint-Onge andWallace, 2002;Wenger et al., 2002).
The seminal works on this topic generally remain unchallenged in terms
of providing a basis for understanding this social dimension of learning.
Therefore, at this point, it is appropriate to mention the definitions for
COPs that are provided by the principal authors in the field. Wenger
et al. (2002: 4–5) define a COP as ‘groups of people who share a concern,
a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis.
Communities of practice are everywhere � � �we belong to a number of
them at work, at school and in our hobbies.’ Lave and Wenger (1991:
98), in their seminal book on situated learning, offered the following
definition of a COP,

A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity
and world over time and in relation with other tangential and over-
lapping communities of practice. A community of practice is an
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intrinsic condition for the existence of knowledge � � �participation in
the cultural practice in which any knowledge exists is an epistemo-
logical principle of learning.

Essentially then, this construct of a COP involves people particip-
ating within a practice, and over time, they negotiate and develop their
own competencies and identities and common meanings. Within that
process, a person moves from a legitimate peripheral role within the
community to a more central role as they develop full competency to
function effectively within the community. The development of the
competence of individuals to participate and contribute fully to their
communities is also conjoined to the development of the common prac-
tice that represents a community’s learning history (Lave and Wenger,
1991). Therefore, this enculturation around a practice is not simply a
one-way process, where individuals are forced into the existing practices
of the community. It is rather a two-way process, where individuals
also contribute to the ongoing development of the community itself,
by challenging the prevailing norms of the community, and co-creating
new values, symbols and artefacts (Wenger, 1998).

This co-determining feature of communities of practice (COPs) was
illustrated in a relatively popular movie. The example I refer to is the
movie titled Patch Adams (based on the book Gezundheit!: Bringing good
health to you, the medical system, and society through physician service,
complementary therapies, humour, and joy [Adams, 1993]). In this movie,
Patch was the rebel trainee doctor in a Medical School, wherein he
saw patients as whole people, and not just as slabs of meat or prob-
lems to be quickly solved. That prevailing community of practice in
which Patch participated, that is the Medical School, was bound in
tradition and elitist norms of behaviour. It strongly forged the iden-
tities of the students to comply with long-held traditional views of the
medical doctor being revered as an expert, and the patient to be seen
as a problem to be solved. In the book and in the movie, Patch (the
newcomer to the community) saw it differently. He saw the patient
relationship with the doctor as core to a holistic medical treatment of
a patient’s problems. Patch, being the newcomer to the community,
was pushing the commonly understood boundaries of the COP, that
is the norms, values, traditions and their perspectives on the world.
Patch sums up this nexus in his book by writing the following mani-
festo and hanging it on the wall of the school, ‘I came to school on
two legs, but left on four wrapped in wool � � � the school emphasized
how we looked, not how we act. � � � They gave us an image. We ironed
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it right in, stay-press. We carry it around with us to impress our friends,
better still our patients’ (Adams, 1993: 11). Whilst this may appear as an
impediment to change in the context of the movie and the book, it does
highlight how participants become enculturated into a COP and mutu-
ally define and share communal values, beliefs and views on the world –
or, as Raelin (2000: 75) suggests, ‘people unite in a common enterprise,
develop a shared history as well as particular values, beliefs, ways of
talking, and ways of doing things’, and come together in the process of
doing a job. The movie and the book also highlight that the practice
and the shape of the community is dynamic and continues to evolve,
as new people join and challenge existing community boundaries or
norms as they go about establishing their own identities or competence
within a domain of practice (Wenger, 1998).

Whilst off the cuff most people can think of similar and various COPs
that they might belong to – for example the jogging club, the university
department, the pottery class – Fox (2000) suggests that the concept of a
COP ismostly left as an intuitive notion (where the boundaries are rather
fluid and porous [Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; Garrety, Robertson
and Badham, 2004]), and as such requires more rigorous evaluation.
Communities of practice are essentially informal, and form around the
engagement within a practice because, as Wenger (1998) notes, they are
concerned with content, that is about learning as a living experience
of negotiating meaning – not about form. A practice may (by default)
align to institutionally defined boundaries, for example a department or
unit, but the practice may develop despite the constraints of the insti-
tutionally defined boundaries (Wenger, 1998). Hence, COPs cannot be
legislated into existence or defined by decree – they can be recognized,
supported, encouraged and nurtured by an appropriate infrastructure,
but they are not reified, designable units (Wenger, 1998; Wenger and
Snyder, 2000). Similarly, Gherardi et al. (1998: 277–8) state that a COP
‘is not a way to postulate the existence of a new informal grouping
or social system within the organization, but it is a way to emphasize
that every practice is dependent on social processes through which it
is sustained and perpetuated, and that learning takes place through the
engagement in that practice’. Consequently, organizations should recog-
nize the power of COPs for knowledge creation and sharing (Peansupap
andWalker, 2005) and provide the infrastructures to support them since
they often lack organizational legitimacy and budgets and integration
within the broader organization (Wenger and Snyder, 2000).

Fox’s (2000) opinion on COPs requiring more rigorous evaluation is
biased towards evaluating the relations of power – which he considers is
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undeveloped within such a domain. That is not say that these relations
of power and politics in COPs do not achieve some coverage from some
authors (see, for example, Lave and Wenger [1991] and Wenger [1998]),
simply that more investigation of specific phenomena within the COPs
might be valuable. In particular, Richter (1998) suggests that this social
practice of learning and knowing in COPs requires more empirical
evaluation so as to better understand the impact of COPs on know-
ledge creation and transfer within organizations. Broadly what these
authors recognize is that this notion of COPs, whilst clearly valuable
for developing an understanding of the social dimension of learning,
can appear somewhat ambiguous or incomplete. As such, the concept
of a COP could benefit from more and deeper evaluations undertaken
from multiple perspectives across different empirical settings. Through
conducting such evaluations, one may find different trajectories of
relationships and power within a COP across different social settings
compared to that established in antecedent research conducted by the
seminal authors in the field, for example the master–apprentice rela-
tionship illustrated in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work.

Whilst acknowledging these more recent conversations on devel-
oping a greater understanding of COPs, perhaps more fundamentally
important to note, however, is that a COP involves both explicit and
implicit activities. In this vein, Saint-Onge and Wallace (2002) refer to
COPs as the knowledge-exchange venues, where tacit knowledge and
lessons learned from experience are exchanged between people, and
where explicit and tacit knowledge blend together to enable people to
take effective action and to create knowledge within their circumstances.
This view of the importance of presenting the opportunities for tacit
and explicit knowledge to commingle within a setting is also consistent
with those sociological perspectives on knowledge-management prac-
tices expressed by prominent authors in the knowledge-management
field, for example Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). Saint-Onge andWallace
(2002: 16–17) refer to ‘knowledge objects’ (explicit material such as
tools and documents) as codified explicit knowledge that is stored and
available for people to access, and see the interaction of these know-
ledge objects and COPs (the venue fostering the knowledge-exchange
processes and access to the tacit knowledge of the members of the
community) as the pillars of their knowledge architecture. In sum, they
see COPs as high trust vehicles to increase capabilities, and as a place
where people assist the flow and generation of (explicit and tacit) know-
ledge in an organization (Saint-Onge and Wallace, 2002).
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Furthermore, as in project teams, participation in a COP is essential,
as things need to be done – relationships formed, processes redesigned,
situations interpreted, actions developed and artefacts produced
(Wenger, 1998; Hildreth et al., 2000). However, participation within a
COP is not detached from the outside world. Rather, the connections
to the outside world (e.g. other COPs) are vital for the community to
function, and to change. Wenger (1998) refers to the boundaries of a
COP as containing two types of connection to the world outside. The
first type of connection is through boundary objects, which include
artefacts, documents, terms, concepts and other reifications around
which a COP interconnects with other COPs, and therefore such objects
serve multiple constituencies. For example, this could include stand-
ardized project review procedures, safety audit documents, insurance
claim forms. The second type of connection is through brokering, which
involves interpreting and importing artefacts directly from one COP
to another through connections provided by people (via their multi-
membership of other COPs) – an import-export role. For example, this
could include changing a procedure in one COP (or in a project team)
to that used in another, based on the direct input from a participant
who is a member of both. This brokering role is complex, as it involves
the processes of translation, coordination, and an alignment of differing
perspectives across the various COPs involved (Wenger, 1998).

The essential elements of a COP

Building on the definitions previously provided, at an elemental level,
three interacting elements define a COP. These involve a domain of
knowledge, which defines a set of issues that members experience:
a community of people who care about this domain, wherein the
community creates the social fabric of learning; a shared practice that they
are developing to be effective within their domain (Wenger et al., 2002).
A domain establishes the common ground and a sense of common iden-
tity for all COP participants (Wenger et al., 2002). A community consists of
a group of people who interact, build relationships, learn together, and
in the process develop competence, a sense of belonging, and mutual
commitment and accountability (Wenger et al., 2002). A community’s
shared practice is a product of the past, as it embodies the history of
the community and the knowledge it has developed over time (Wenger
et al., 2002). Practice specifically involves a set of historical or social
resources or frameworks, ideas, tools, information, styles, community
language and shared world views, stories, symbols, roles, tacit conven-
tions, routines and documents that the community develop and share
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and maintain to sustain mutual engagement in action (Wenger, 1998;
Wenger et al., 2002). Being home to such an eclectic mix of implicit and
explicit artefacts for learning, COPs clearly represent significant venues
for learning and knowledge creation.

A further elemental consideration of a COP concerns its social repro-
duction via communities of practitioners (Fox, 1997) over a longer-time
cycle than the work practice cycle. This differential time factor between
work practice and social reproduction, and the negotiated process of
joint learning which develops a history that constitutes a practice are
important distinguishing factors for COPs in comparison to other groups
such as project teams. For example, project teams traditionally exist to
accomplish specified tasks, are held together by the project goals and
milestones, and are usually considered to have clearly defined bound-
aries – whereas, COPs exist to create, expand and exchange knowledge
over a longer-time cycle, and are held together by the passion, commit-
ment and identification with the group. Such comparative distinctions
between COPs and other structures are further explored in Wenger et al.
(2002). In relation to this study however, whether a project team can
be considered a form of COP and the implications of that notion for
learning in a project team will be further explored in Chapter 3.

Legitimate peripheral participation

A sub-element and analytic unit of the COP literature revolves around
the construct of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). LPP concep-
tualizes how a person participates and learns within the social world of
a COP, and how they develop competency to participate fully within
a practice, over time. Therein, LPP refers to both the development of
knowledgeable people or identities within a COP, and also to the repro-
duction and transformation of COPs, that is the people and the practice
are in mutual development since LPP is the way a COP reproduces itself
over time (Lave and Wenger, 1991). In any community of practice, this
reproduction process (being historically constructed and ongoing) needs
to be deciphered, to enable us to understand different forms of LPP over
time (Lave and Wenger, 1991). For example, in the case of Patch Adams
(the movie), future medical students in that story may achieve differing
competencies and different legitimacy, compared to those in the period
prior to Patch’s arrival at theMedical School. In that sense, their learning
is a result of the structural characteristics of the current COP, which
resulted from the prior reproduction of the community, wherein Patch
and his colleagues attained legitimacy, but at the same time influenced
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change around what constituted competency and legitimacy within the
practice.

Lave andWenger (1991) and Brown and Duguid (1991) define LPP as a
way of understanding learning across different settings (both social and
physical) and across different historical periods and different methods.
When new members join any COP, they are often given specific assign-
ments and tasks that actively involve the tacit dimension of know-
ledge residing within the community, in the workplace practices, in the
social interactions and in the power relations. Such assignments enable
them to participate in the social context and to learn, as they become
competent members of a COP (Gherardi et al., 1998). Such participation
involves problem-solving in goal-related activities, and relationships
with more experienced others, which assist and guide the newcomers’
development towards full participation within the community (Billett,
2000). Lave and Wenger (1991) and Hildreth et al. (2000) describe legit-
imacy as a way of belonging to a community, whilst Gherardi et al.
(1998) consider that legitimate, emphasizes the journey that an indi-
vidual would undertake in reaching the full membership of a COP. Lave
and Wenger (1991) and Hildreth et al. (2000) describe peripherality as
multiple and inclusive ways of being located in the field of participation
or social practice, as defined by the community. Gherardi et al. (1998)
see peripherality as the path that a new member must travel towards
becoming a full participant within a community. Although broadly
encapsulated by Lave and Wenger’s (1991) descriptors of legitimacy and
peripherality, Gherardi et al.’s (1998) views perhaps indicate a more
purposeful intent about actions to be pursued by participants within a
COP. Hence, LPP can be considered as a newcomer’s progressive involve-
ment in a community, through increasing their mastery of the practices
of the community and their membership of that community (Gherardi
et al., 1998). Therein, learners learn to function within a community,
to share its world-view and to speak its language, and therefore work-
place learning is about ‘becoming a practitioner not learning about prac-
tice’ (Brown and Duguid, 1991: 69). Similarly, project-based learning
deepens as participants move from more peripheral (and still legitimate)
roles into more central positions within a project team setting (DeFil-
lipi, 2001). The implications of this construct for this study revolve
around conceptualizing how a project team participant can move from
a peripheral learning role within a project practice towards full-learning
participation, and the development of the project team as a purposeful,
and yet temporary, learning community.
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In summary, a COP consists of a community of people, who, over
time, share a concern about a topic and participate and interact within
a domain of practice around that topic. What COPs emphasize is that
every practice and learning within a practice is dependent on social
processes. In that way, a COP is both an outcome of the social practices
of a community and, at the same time, a process for creating and sharing
knowledge. COPs may be anywhere on a continuum of formality, as
they are focused on content and not form, and therefore may emerge
in spite of formal organizational constraints. The boundaries of a COP
tend to be fuzzy and fluid as the community and those within it change
over time. The practice is not static but dynamic, and is constantly
changing by engagement with other communities as elements of one
practice migrate into another.

By participating and interacting in a COP on an ongoing basis, people
develop their competencies to fully participate within such a prac-
tice, and they mutually define their identities and shared meanings on
issues while creating and exchanging knowledge. Consequently, a COP
demonstrates a shared knowledge and discourse that reflects a partic-
ular perspective on the world, that is a shared world-view. A COP also
produces a shared practice consisting of collective historical artefacts
such as tools, routines, stories, documents and a common language,
which contain the tacit and explicit knowledge of the community.
Placing a learning focus on participation within a COP presents two
broad implications for learning: that is for individuals, learning is an
issue of effectively participating in, and contributing to the day-to-day
practices within a community; and for communities, learning is an issue
of refining their practices and ensuring a new generation of competent
community members (Wenger, 1998).

2.5 Why focus on the situated dimension of learning for
cultivating learning within projects?

Conventional views on learning primarily reflect the cognitive dimen-
sion of learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) where learning is seen as
mainly cerebral, unproblematic, and involves the transmission and
assimilation of de-contextualized information around or through the
minds of individuals. This view also tends to ignore or leave unex-
plored the nature of the learner and their world and their relation-
ships and interactions within that context (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
On the other hand, SLT views learning as a socially located and
co-constructed process, which is contingent on human relations and
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practices within a context. On the surface, these two seemingly quite
opposite views of learning appear to be in ontological conflict. Contrary
to that perception however, both these viewpoints are complementary
for a complete understanding of how learning occurs in natural work
situations (Shani and Docherty, 2003). The cognitive dimension of
learning is not, and cannot be divorced from situated or social prac-
tice within the context in which the cognitive learning process of an
individual is enacted. It can be concluded then that cognitive learning
theory spotlights the cognitive aspect of a situated learning process,
and thus the context and its myriad sociological aspects mediate the
cognitive learning activities of an individual and are an integral part
of the learning or knowledge-creation process (Antonacopoulou, 1997;
Coombs and Smith, 1998; Billett, 2000; Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000).
As depicted in Figure 2.1, this primal influence of the situational rela-
tionships suggests that the situated or social dimension of learning
always frames the cognitive dimension, or as Gherardi et al. (1998: 274)
state, ‘cognitive and practical activity can thus be pursued only within
this world, and through this social and cultural network’. Therefore,
learning can always be considered a practical accomplishment that takes
place amongst and through other people (where learners construct their
meanings and understandings and learn through their social interac-
tions within a practice context) and is not simply and only an indi-
vidual cognitive activity (where learners as individual actors possess
and process information and modify their mental models) (Gherardi
et al., 1998; Richter, 1998; Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000). Hence, if one
seeks to better understand and improve the complete learning activity
of participants within any context, then paying systematic attention
to the encompassing situated dimension of learning is of primary
value.

This social constructivist view of learning encourages us to under-
stand project learning through the experiences and interactions of
project participants. Therein, individuals make sense of project activities

Situated Dimension:
Practical and Social learning aspects

Cognitive dimension

Figure 2.1 The relationship between the situated and cognitive dimensions of
learning
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and develop their own learning activities in interaction with their
specific (and changing) project environments (Burrell and Morgan,
1979; Schwandt, 1994; Thomas, 2000). This perspective also suggests a
need to develop localized views of learning, as the nature and process
of learning activity may be different in different contexts and cultures
(Dodgson, 1993; Easterby-Smith, 1997). Consequently, we need to
consider: project teams as dynamic constructors of learning processes
in accordance with their specific project contexts; that project know-
ledge is conjoined to practice and therefore contextually situated and
mediated by the sociological conditions of the practice, and; social parti-
cipation and interaction within a community of practice as essential for
learning and for the development of one’s identity within a practice.
This theoretical framework and these considerations both informed and
guided the conduct of this research and the analysis and theory building
activities reported on in this book.



3
Sociological Perspectives and Learning
in Projects

This chapter presents an analysis and discussion on the project manage-
ment literature that encompasses the sociological perspectives and
learning perspectives in project teams. The first section of this chapter
overviews this project management literature that is primarily targeted
towards an audience within the project management field. Given the
audience, this section may therefore be considered a view from within
the field. Conversely, such literature which is directed primarily towards
an audience external to the project management field, and contributes
to the views those people have of project management can consti-
tute a perspective on project management from outside the field – as
presented in the second section of this chapter. These contrived, high-
level literature groupings enable me to discuss with some clarity the
diverse project management literature which has relevance to the issues
reported on in this book. Furthermore, it is also representative of
what is currently occurring in this literature field. That is, there is a
steadily increasing volume of literature on the sociological aspects of
project management appearing in other, external to the field public-
ations – which are signalling an increasing and diverse interest in
project management. Meanwhile, there is also an increasing literature
within the field focused on an array of sociological aspects of project
management.
Building on the notion of a project team being a dynamic socio-

cultural entity, the third section of this chapter reviews literature
specifically concerning the concept of a project team from a learning
perspective. After appraising the traditional conceptualizations of a
project team, this section then introduces a conceptualization which
builds on situated learning theory and communities of practice. This
constitutes the final key piece of the conceptual framework of this study.

45
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This alternate conceptualization of a project team moves beyond a tech-
nical and task-oriented conception, and within that shift of perspective
comes an entirely new way to conceive learning and learners in project
team environments – that which is consistent with the sociological and
constructivist thrust evident in preceding chapters. Embracing this new
conceptual framework and incorporating the findings from the case
study project, the final section of this chapter then articulates and illus-
trates a model of project situated learning behaviour.

3.1 A view from within the field

Within the field of project management literature, many authors (i.e.
Morris, 1994; Lientz and Rea, 1995; Lock, 1996a,b; PMI®, 1996; Cleland
1999; Gido and Clements, 1999; Keeling, 2000; Smith, 2000; Kerzner,
2001; Kezsbomand Edward, 2001;Mantel Jr et al., 2001; Gray and Larson,
2000, 2002) present an array of sub-topics on projectmanagement which
fall into what Gray and Larson (2002) refer to as the technical and soci-
ological dimensions of the project management process. The technical
dimension contains such items as the strategic perspective on projects,
planning for and defining the project, scheduling project resources and
activities, tracking and controlling, feasibility studies andmanaging risk,
cost planning and performance, contracts management, terminating
projects, and project management software. The sociological aspects
include organizational structures for project work, leadership and the
skills for project leaders, politics and conflict management, commu-
nication and negotiation processes and customer management, project
quality, and attaining and maintaining project team performance. In
large part, this array of topic areas appears broadly consistent with
the knowledge areas prescribed in A Guide to the Project Management
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) (PMI®, 1996). This guide is used
by the Project Management Institute (PMI®) (and other organizations)
to provide a consistent structure for its professional development and
certification programmes. The purpose of this guide is to identify and
describe ‘knowledge and practices that are applicable to most projects
most of the time, and there is wide spread consensus about their value
and usefulness’ (PMI®, 1996: 3). Therefore, in all the nine knowledge
areas identified within the guide, it raises central issues that project
managers should address in building their competencies (PMI®, 1996).
This guide details (as well as time, scope and cost management and
other primarily technical competencies) human resource management,
communication management and project integration management as
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core competencies or knowledge areas for project managers to develop.
Given its development history and general acceptance within (and by)
the profession, I believe it to be reasonable to suggest that this guide
is considered a bible in regard to identifying and articulating the core
competencies (particularly the technical competencies) required by the
project management profession.

A project team is usually focused on some predefined, time limited
and specific objective, which involves the management of an amalgam
of non-routine and interdependent tasks (Frame, 1995; Morris, 1998;
Turner, 1999; Gray and Larson, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002). In managing
those non-routine tasks, the authors of the guide suggest that the Project
Management Body Of Knowledge (PMBOK®) overlaps with general
management in many areas such as accounting, organizational design,
organizational behaviour, human resource management, and managing
work and people. Hence, they consider that these general management
skills provide the foundation for building project management skills
(PMI®, 1996). They exhibit candidness if you like, in expressing an
avuncular link between PMBOK® and general management theories.
From a perspective of building competencies, and with this focus on the
human aspects of the project management process, one can reasonably
conclude that the PMBOK® guide partakes in a sociological approach
towards the management of projects.
In addition to the PMBOK® guide, the publications relating to those

authors acknowledged above tend to have a voluminous bias towards
the technical dimension of project management, and yet there appears
to be a clear recognition and attention paid by those authors towards
the social and cultural aspects of projects and the impact of those aspects
on project performance. In contrast to that technical bias, other authors
within this literature field (see, for example, Block [1983], Verma [1995],
Briner et al. [1996], Smith and Dodds [1997], Blomquist and Packendorff
[1998], Lundin and Midler [1998a], Pinto [1998a, 1998b], Pinto and
Slevin [1998], Björkegren [1999], Frame [1994, 1995, 1999], Pinto and
Millet [1999], Hartman and Lundin [2000], Lechler [2000], Thomas
[2000], Boddy [2002], Gray and Larson [2002], Lewis [1998, 2003]) take
a distinctive sociological approach to project management or project
leadership. For example, Lechler (2000) concluded from a study of 448
projects in Germany that project success is very highly influenced by the
human side of project management as opposed to the technical or more
formal aspects of project management. Consistent with that conclu-
sion, Verma (1995) and Lewis (1998, 2003), in addition to emphasizing
the determining element of project success being people, explore the
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skills required to make the project manager an effective facilitator of
the human resources associated with a project. On a larger canvas, but
echoing the same perspective about building skills and competency,
Frame (1999) expounds the necessity for project individuals, project
teams and project organizations to learn and concurrently develop their
competence in project management.

Other authors take a different (but nonetheless sociological) viewpoint
on projects. For example, in evaluating the barriers and bearers on know-
ledge transfer between projects and the organization in which projects
are executed, Björkegren (1999) uses a metaphor of projects as learning
experiments (an objective in itself compared to the traditional internally
focused and technical view of projects involving planning, controlling
and evaluating), with a focus on action, learning and the exploration
and exploitation of knowledge in organizations. Consistent with this
perspective of learning and a preparedness to experiment, Lundin and
Midler (1998a) see projects as significant opportunities for learning and
continuous renewal in organizations. This notion of projects and their
participants being involved in learning experiments, involving action
and exploration for knowledge, echoes in Thamhain’s foreword to
Verma’s (1995) trilogy of books on the human aspects of project manage-
ment, in which he describes project managers as ‘social architects who
can work across levels and functions of the organization, continuously
improving the business process and fostering an ambiance conducive
to innovation, risk taking, self directed teamwork, commitment, quality
and self improvement’ (Verma, 1995: 7, citing Thamhain, 1995). If
project managers are to become those creative designers and active facil-
itators of project social systems that support risk-taking, innovation,
continuous business and self-improvement, they will require an exper-
imental and explorative learning attitude in how they approach the
management of projects.

In papers presented in a special issue of one of the leading journals
in the project management field (i.e. the International Journal of Project
Management – Volume 21, Number 3, 2003), the management of know-
ledge (both explicit and tacit) in project environments was explored
(also note that some of these papers have been reproduced in revised
form in Love et al. [2005]). A general and strong consensus within
many of those papers concerned the impacts of social factors in enhan-
cing knowledge-management capabilities across projects. These social
factors, combined with the creation and management of social networks
and the recognition that knowledge is a situated activity and therefore
embedded within specific contexts, make the management and creation
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of knowledge in projects quite a complex project ambition (Bresnen et
al., 2003; Fernie et al., 2003; Huang and Newell, 2003). As Fernie et al.
(2003: 184) posit, ‘Any approach to knowledge-sharing must be predic-
ated on engaging the individual. If knowledge-sharing between indi-
viduals is to take place, it is necessary to facilitate dialectic debate within
a socialized setting.’ These conversations about the social dependency of
knowledge creation and management between projects also resound in
the work of Björkegren (1999), Antoni (2000) and Fong (2003). What is
very relevant to this study is the clear recognition in this literature of the
social and situated, and therefore dynamic nature of learning and know-
ledge management within project environments. I note, however, these
authors make limited references to situated learning theory – which
incidentally, generally supports their findings as presented.
Authors such as Block (1983), Frame (1994) and Pinto (1998a,b)

further highlight the diversity of focus in this sociologically oriented
literature from within the field. Separately, they define and explore
project politics and offer guidance on how practitioners can better
manage the political dimension of projects. Given these diverse interests
within the field, perhaps what is useful then at this point is to attempt
to broadly categorize this sociologically oriented project management
literature. The works of those authors mentioned earlier in this section,
and which primarily appear to offer guidance to project practitioners,
tend to congregate into one of the following nominated categories:

• Human resource management skills for effective project leadership.
• Managing and integrating the project within the internal and

external contexts.
• Managing and developing the competence of people and their

performance in the project team.
• Power and political influence both internal and external to the

project team.
• Designing supportive project team social structures.
• Knowledge development, transfer and management across project

environments.
• Projects as systems which integrate with complex social environ-

ments.
• Communication and interaction between project team participants

What is also clearly apparent in this review is that there is a very
limited literature within the sociologically oriented project manage-
ment literature that specifically elaborates on aspects of, within project
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learning. At the time of writing this book, there are currently only 14
such publications within the field (see Lientz and Rea [1995], Anell
[1998], Ayas [1996, 1998], Blomquist and Packendorff [1998], Boudès et
al. [1998], Huemann and Winkler [1998], Lundin and Midler [1998b],
Müllern and Östergren [1998], Kotnour [1999], Sense [2003a,b, 2007a],
Sense and Antoni [2003]). Yet, implicit in the writings of the authors
taking a predominant sociological perspective towards projects and
project teams is some expectation that learning occurs. That being: that
learning is the forerunner to individual and team competence devel-
opment; that team processes (e.g. conflicts and decision-making) are
reflected on and new actions are undertaken and tested; that project
managers actually become leaders and facilitators through formal and
informal learningprocesses; thatproject teamsaimtoeffectively integrate
their projects within the broader organizational context conditions.

Frame (1999) and Morris (1994), for example, suggest that building
competence in an individual, the team and the project organization is
vital for project success, and implicitly underpinning that viewpoint
must be a perception of some form of learning activity. Some authors
within this field, that do venture onto this learning topic, do so at
the post-completion phase where the project review process supposedly
captures the learning from the project, and which is then able to be
referred to by other project teams and the organization at large. In these
works, the values and issues involved in performing such reviews are
expounded and suggestions are offered as to how one might perform
such a review process (see Lientz and Rea [1995], Collier et al. [1996],
Frame [1998], Wilemon [1998], Barker and Neailey [1999], Busby [1999],
Keegan and Turner [2001]). For example, Frame (1998), in discussing
closing out a project, suggests that to convey lessons learned a number
of techniques may be helpful. These include such items as the distribu-
tion of written lessons to project people, embedding lessons in revised
project methods, creating a lessons learned data-bank, personalising the
sharing of lessons in meetings, maintaining a stable and experienced
workforce and highlighting important lessons at each project startup. As
mentioned previously in Chapter 1, this learning aspect, while valuable,
can be limiting, since such an evaluation is adversely time affected (in
relation to the project process), can be limited in scope to core review
items of cost, quality, time and handover, and can be highly political,
exclusive and sanitized.
Some other authors (i.e. Lundin and Söderholm, 1998; Wilemon,

1998; Schindler and Eppler, 2003), in writing on the post-project
learning process, also suggest that the handling of learning and storing
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of knowledge for future use are desirable but formidable challenges for
project managers. As mentioned previously in Chapter 1, they posit that
systematic, concurrent and continuous learning assessment of projects
throughout their life cycles (in addition to post-project evaluations)
should also become part of the project manager’s work (Lundin and
Söderholm, 1998; Wilemon, 1998; Schindler and Eppler, 2003). Further-
more, like Lientz and Rea (1995), Lundin and Söderholm (1998), for
example, do not offer guidance on specifically how a project manager
might support learning during the project – they simply posit that it
should be done. In this analysis, there is a recognition within this liter-
ature sub-field of the opportunity for learning from projects, a focus on
post-project review processes as a means to address that learning oppor-
tunity, and some suggestions that progressive and seemingly formal
reviews would be a valuable aid to learning in a project – but offer no
detailed suggestions on how one might facilitate such a process.

In summary, within this literature field, there is a clear recognition
of the sociological variables within a project, the impacts they have
on project performance, and the subsequent necessity to try to effect-
ively manage them. It is also apparent (and one might suggest a logical
expectation in this literature field at this time) that there is a volu-
minous bias towards literature involving the technical dimension of
project management. This section also identified authors that displayed
a distinctive sociological interest in project management. They represent
quite a diverse picture of topic areas, varying from politics through to
team building, and they principally attempt to provide guidance to prac-
titioners to assist their project management processes. Many of these
authors are extending the traditional ontological boundaries of this liter-
ature field, that is incorporating social constructivist perspectives into a
traditionally positivist-oriented field.

As recently discussed, one learning aspect that has had some attention
within this literature field has been post-project review processes. These,
I suggest, are typically approached from a rational frame of reference and
such a review is an expected part of the rational linear project process
model. While acknowledging that post-project review processes only
offer some limited value for learning from projects, some authors have
proposed that systematic and continuous learning within a project life
cycle, in conjunction with those review processes, would greatly assist
project learning and knowledge generation. It is also abundantly clear
that there is a very limited literature within this field that ventures more
deeply into the specific topic of learning and its associated challenges
within a project environment. Some of those publications emphasized
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the situatedness and dynamic nature of learning in project contexts.
Therein, they either implicitly or explicitly suggested a necessity to
attend to the sociological factors of a project environment if one is
to encourage learning activity. That is, in various ways they emphas-
ized the importance of effectively harnessing the context conditions to
learn. Moreover, most authors identified within this category expound
the importance of learning for the project and the project manage-
ment profession. However, none, except the author of this book and
his co-authors in identified publications, has attempted to develop and
articulate a theoretical understanding of specific sociological factors
that facilitate or impede learning within a project. Therefore, this
book makes a significant contribution to knowledge in this project
management area.

3.2 A view from outside the field

The small number of authors identified in this section have written
about sociological and learning aspects of project management, and
their work is directed towards audiences external to the project manage-
ment field, that is they publish in media targeted towards other fields,
such as management learning or organizational change management.

While the literature residing in this sub-field is quite limited in
volume, it is of high value, in that it directly addresses the learning
opportunities associated with project teams and their environments.
Implicit in the items presented in this section is an epistemological
positioning within social constructionism and recognition of the situ-
ated nature of project learning. There are four journal items that have
delved into learning in projects, and three of these have been published
in a management learning journal and one in an industrial training
journal. Further, there is one book which takes a somewhat reverse
approach to discussing learning and project teams, that is these authors
examine the value in using projects as developmental tools formanagers.
These articles warrant some specific explanations, since they provide
valuable theoretical contributions that support many of the arguments
raised in this book. At this point, I should also note that I have
excluded six of my own journal article publications from this list as they
embrace the information presented in forward sections of this book (see
Antoni and Sense [2001], Sense and Badham [2006], Sense [2004, 2005a,
2006a, 2007b]). These articles (and other publications such as confer-
ence papers) have evolved from this research, and whilst I exclude them
from the presentation below, it is appropriate to at least mention their
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contribution to this nominated literature field – particularly given the
limited number of items identified.
First, Ayas and Zeniuk (2001) present what they consider to be the

distinguishing features of project-based learning. These features include
items such as: there is a sense of purpose; the environment fosters
an individual’s psychological safety; there is a supportive learning
infrastructure; and, there is systemic and collective reflection when
opportunities present themselves. They also discuss the ways in which
attending to those features of project-based learning can contribute
towards building a community of reflective practitioners, and how such
a community, will in turn, promote reflective learning in and across
projects, develop learning capabilities, and cultivate habits of reflective
practice (Ayas and Zeniuk, 2001). Therefore (in their analysis), they see
projects and project teams as vehicles for creating a context in which
participants develop inquiry skills (that better enable them to under-
stand their assumptions and the consequences of their actions) and
reflective practices at all levels in the organization. The effectiveness of
the work of project team participants (and by implication their learning
activity) is dependent on them deliberately crossing those community-
constructed boundaries of individual teams, groups or divisions (Ayas
and Zeniuk, 2001). Thus, to carry on their project work effectively,
project participants need to develop the capability of managing across
social and organizational boundaries and to expand their sphere of
influence and credibility beyond the immediate project, that is they
are unavoidably part of a wider web of complex social relationships. In
doing so, as well as engaging with the project practice, they deal with
the boundary issues that are inherently socially oriented and socially
resolved (Ayas and Zeniuk, 2001).
Whilst Ayas and Zeniuk (2001) delved into the potential for learning

in projects, Keegan and Turner (2001) investigated the actual prac-
tices adopted for project learning across 19 project-based firms in the
United Kingdom. They concluded that time pressures (i.e. minimal
time to perform reflective learning actions), centralized planning and
control of projects (i.e. centralization promoting knowledge retention
over variation, and therefore exploitative learning over explorative
learning (March, 1991)) and the deferral of assessment practices until
after a project was completed, all contribute towards an emphasis on the
quantity of projects completed rather than an emphasis on the quality of
the project learning and reflection practices (Keegan and Turner, 2001).
Further, they also concluded that centrally mandated learning prac-
tices distract attention away from the necessity to nurture and facilitate
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learning at the project team level, and as a consequence of their study
believe that learning continues to evade project-based firms (Keegan and
Turner, 2001). At a broader level, they consider project-based learning
practices to be an immature subset of organizational learning practices,
since the promotion of variation, and therefore exploratory learning,
between projects is lean – hence also, an opportunity to learn from
organizational learning practice (Keegan and Turner, 2001).
Consistent with Ayas and Zeniuk’s (2001) view that project team parti-

cipants need tomanage across multiple social and organizational bound-
aries, and the notion expressed by Keegan and Turner (2001) that the
physical/organizational environment in which a project is embedded
can have significant effects on project learning activity, Arthur et al.
(2001) present project-based learning as an interplay of an individual’s
career capital and the project sponsoring company’s accumulated non-
financial capital. The company’s non-financial capital consists of the
cultural (e.g. values and beliefs), human (e.g. tacit and explicit know-
ledge) and social (e.g. the resources available to an organization through
its relationships) aspects of the company environment. The accumulated
individual career capital consists of an individual’s past interconnected
learning experiences of knowing-why, which represents a disposition to
participate; knowing-how, which represents an individual’s emergent
repertoire of skills; and, knowing-whom, which reflects an individual’s
accumulated human network both internal and external to the project
field (Arthur et al., 2001). Through this interplay they see projects not
only as ‘one-shot, time bounded, goal driven [and performance] activ-
ities’, but also as personal and organizational learning opportunities
(Arthur et al., 2001: 99–100). This perspective is also consistent with that
held by Morris (2002), who argues that projects are particularly powerful
vehicles to facilitate knowledge creation, knowledge management and
organizational learning.
Thus, Arthur et al. (2001) see projects as learning episodes, and within

these episodes individual career capital can be invested and returns
on that investment accumulated. They consider the project forum a
mixing pot, where the defined individual and organizational capitals
blend together to create new capital output – a very social construct-
ivist perspective on learning in projects. These outputs can accrue to
the individual project participant, the project organization and those
parties external to the organization that have links to those participants
in the project team. Therefore, project success can be determined in
terms of the standard project performance goals and also in the gener-
ation of project participant and company learning (Arthur et al., 2001).
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Through their evaluation of their cases, the provisional lessons posited
from their research included: the importance of community building as a
mechanism for promoting project-based learning; the need for learning
agendas to be explicit and credible and hierarchically supported within
the project and the organization; the opportunity to extend the learning
boundaries beyond the host organization via the network relationships;
and, the need to organize a project for successful knowledge capture,
that is organize the systems and structures to assist knowledge genera-
tion and exchange (Arthur et al., 2001).

Raelin (2001) extends this discussion on learning in projects, by
appraising the virtues of public and critical reflective practice in a project
environment and how that process contributes to self and organizational
learning. He reflects on the skills required for reflective practice, and
suggests that public reflection is the key to unlocking learning within
projects and beyond a project to other levels of the organization and
society (Raelin, 2001). Clearly, this focus on learning resulting from
reflective practice within and surrounding a project team necessarily
confronts an array of sociological issues, for example power and organ-
izational culture. So, whilst the notion of public reflective practice in
itself is a sociological perspective on learning in project teams, the field
in which such reflection takes place is riddled with sociological issues
that impact any project learning process.
Smith and Dodds (1997: ix) (in both their book and journal article

on the same topic) take a perspective that projects are a natural and
powerful vehicle for performing and learning within a context of
continuing change. Their promotion of a project being a vehicle for
learning, and their relating of how learning can be realized through
project opportunities (e.g. establishing and managing infrastructures for
learning, coaching andmentoring, action learning approaches, interper-
sonal and inter-team relationships, and cross-cultural aspects) suggest a
strong sociological perspective on how project teams can assist manage-
ment development through learning. They suggest that the espoused
benefits of using project teams as management development vehicles
are twofold – for the managers, in terms of personal growth, and for the
organization, in terms of achieving change and organizational learning.
Their publications primarily targeted the people development special-
ists, that is human resource management, management training, and
training and development practitioners.

In summary, the project management literature that casts a soci-
ological view of project teams into other academic or practitioner
communities, external to the project management field, is very limited.
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This may be because of the artificial boundary I have established at
the start of this section. Perhaps also, that is to be expected, given a
general perspective of the project management literature field as being
young compared to the more established fields of, for example, organiz-
ational learning. Nevertheless, such issues should not detract from the
value offered in the works of those authors outlined above. As well as
expressing and exploring the potential and value for learning in project
teams, these authors managed to convey a number of other important
points. One paper identified three practices in project management
that seemed to impede project learning activity and instead placed an
emphasis on the quantity of projects completed. Other authors identi-
fied a number of lessons (from their research) for promoting learning
in projects. For example, one identified lesson was the importance of
community building to support learning. This lesson also echoed in the
work of other authors (both in this section and in previous sections) who
argue that project teams are not independent entities but are embedded
in complex webs of social and contextual relationships. Because of
that, they stress the importance of building a community of reflective
practitioners (Ayas and Zeniuk, 2001), and in developing the skills to
manage across these potentially difficult social boundaries. This theme
of reflective practice reverberates in the work of Raelin (2001), who
expounds the value in public reflective practice for learning in projects.
Finally, and perhaps contrary to the project itself focus offered by the
preceding authors, Smith and Dodds (1997) promote a view of projects
as learning and development tools for management development. Many
of the themes presented in this literature field resonate strongly with
the findings of the study presented in this book. As such, the findings
of this study (to be presented in future chapters) make a further contri-
bution to understanding projects as prime avenues for systematic and
continuous learning activity. Furthermore, in seeking to activate such
learning activity, and in unison with many of the authors in this field,
the findings presented in this book also progress powerful arguments
for attending to the sociological aspects of learning in projects.

3.3 Concept of a project team from a learning perspective

This section discusses literature that presents a concept of a project team
from a learning perspective. A conceptualization of a project team from
a traditional implementer perspective predominates in the many defini-
tions of a project, a project team and project management. There appears
to be only one article which attempts to conceptualize project teams
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from a learning perspective. That one article is a work of the author of
this book, and the conceptualization offered is of some importance to
the empirical findings presented in forthcoming chapters. The following
discussion briefly elaborates on definitions of projects, project manage-
ment and project teams, and from those definitions articulates the
implicit attributes of the traditional conceptualization of project teams.
The second part of this section explores in limited detail the author’s
paper, which utilizes SLT (as previously presented in Chapter 2) to depict
a conceptualization of a project team from a learning perspective.
In attempting to establish the concept of a project team from a

learning perspective, it is comparatively useful to first define a project,
project management and a project team. A Guide to the Project Manage-
ment Body of Knowledge (PMI®, 1996) defines a project as ‘a temporary
endeavour undertaken to create a unique product or service. Temporary
means that every project has a definite beginning and a definite end’
(PMI®, 1996: 4). It also defines project management as ‘the applica-
tion of knowledge skills, tools and techniques to project activities in
order to meet or exceed stakeholder needs and expectations from a
project’ (PMI®, 1996: 6). Some authors simply report those definitions or
slight variations from them when describing their definitions of projects
and project management (for examples, see Cleland [1999] and Verma
[1995]). Other authors (for examples, see Frame, 1995; Morris, 1998;
Turner, 1999; Gray and Larson, 2000, 2002; Wenger et al., 2002; Gido
and Clements, 2003; Turner and Müller, 2003) not only support those
sweeping definitions, but also highlight that projects are non-routine
processes that involve the coordination of interrelated activities. For
example, Turner (1999: 3) states, ‘A project is an endeavour in which
human, financial and material resources are organized in a novel way
to undertake a unique scope of work, of given specification, within
constraints of cost and time, so as to achieve beneficial change defined
by quantitative and qualitative objectives.’

Lundin and Midler (1998b) consider that a project is a social construct
by which a singular problem is extracted from a messy context of
ongoing processes and events, and that it is this separation which creates
social involvement and a focus on a given issue. This separation process
can elicit diversified and contingent responses in terms of project activ-
ities in different project situations – supporting a notion that there is
no one best way for all projects. Lundin and Midler (1998b) suggest
that the essentials of project management revolve around the social
phenomenon of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), mutual understanding,
leadership and learning capacity – those things which reflect the project
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as a collective creative process of cooperation. This social construct-
ivist perspective on project management is also reflected in the project
management theory development work of Thomas (2000), where she
evaluated two different orientations towards the function of project
management. Those being either control, which views a project as a
closed rational system, or sensemaking (Weick, 1995), which views a
project as a means of organizing, and refers to the deliberate social inter-
action between humans working together on the project task. The latter
orientation emphasizes the complex, negotiated and emergent nature
of the project activity.

Turner (1999: 3–4), who adopts a similar social orientation to project
management, considers ‘project management is about managing people
to deliver results’ and offers a panoptic definition of project manage-
ment being, ‘Project management is the art and science of converting
vision into reality’ – the imprecise nature of this definition reflecting
the need to perform work in transient, structured, yet novel and
creative ways to produce tangible outcomes. Briner et al. (1996) places
the standard three constraints of project management (involving cost,
specification and time) in a context consisting of organizational politics,
personal objectives and external or commercial pressures. This struc-
turing contributes to their definition of project management being,
‘managing the visible and invisible team to achieve the objectives of the
stakeholders’ (Briner et al., 1996: 10). Their definition shifts the focus
of project management strongly onto the people-centred issues and
the organizational context of the project – an orientation also strongly
supported and explored by Boddy (2002) and Lechler (2000).

In most definitions of projects the characteristic emphasis is on:
separation and temporality, that is a separate process with a finite
time to complete; the uniqueness or specificity of objective and of the
project activity in comparison to ongoing operations such as a func-
tional department in an organization; and, the flexible management
or coordination of many interrelated activities and resources of the
project, by the people associated with the project. Project management
definitions appear primarily socially oriented, which therefore suggests
that project management is primarily about managing people (i.e. a
complex sociological and constructivist activity) and not rational tasks
to achieve a project’s objectives. These constituent features of these
definitions provide the broad framework in which to conceptualize
about a project team.

Drawing on that framework, and in crude terms, the traditional view
of project teams and those managing them is one of implementers,
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that is to make things happen (Frame, 1994). In more sophisticated
terms, project teams are traditionally conceived to be a group of people
that develop a perceived common identity (mobilized around a project
objective) so that they can work together using a set of values or norms
or behaviours (derived from past custom and practice) to deliver a
project’s management system and the project objectives (Block, 1983;
Cleland, 1999; Turner, 1999). These descriptions convey a conception
of a project team as some type of separate social form that main-
tains a rational output focus on achieving a particular tangible project
outcome. This ostensibly limited conception is somewhat represent-
ative of the positivist foundation of the project management field. One
might conclude that this conceptualization of a project team is highly
inadequate in capturing the messy, dynamic, social and contextual char-
acter of learning in projects. Faced with such a conundrum, SLT may
offer ways in which to build a conceptualization of a project team that
embraces these attributes of learning – which are arguably, a neglected
part of the project context.

This section now explores in limited detail a paper produced by the
author of this book, which used SLT to conceptualize a project team
from a learning perspective. This conception includes project teams
being considered an amalgam ofmany different communities of practice
(Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger et al., 2002), which then simulates an
embryonic form of a new community of practice. In his analysis, the
author (see Sense, 2003b) summarized that project teams differ from
communities of practice in the following ways:

• They have different time horizons, that is a defined start and finish
point, compared to an open-ended horizon of a community of prac-
tice. Subsequently, a project team does not normally have a collective
past or a collective future.

• They have different purposes, that is project teams are focused on a
specific task and not normally on the development of a long-term
participant practice.

• The individual identities of members of the project team are primarily
forged external to the project team and those members reflect other
communities’ views of the world.

• They do not share a common negotiated perspective on the world
(as in communities of practice), but instead serve as a knowledge
exchange venue for multiple communities of practice. Therein,
focused expertise is brought into this learningmilieu and themultiple
communities of practice act as conduits for project participants
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to access other external sources of distributed knowledge. This
perspective also being consistent with Lindkvist’s (2005) considera-
tion of a project team as a collectivity-of-practice.

• They do not develop a mutually negotiated shared practice
consisting of an array of new and unique (to that project) arte-
facts that persist over time. Rather, through community of practice
boundary exchanges, they tend to become a dumping ground for
others’ artefacts, which are then incorporated into a project team’s
temporal practice.

Sense (2003b) then assessed whether one might consider a project
team as an embryonic form of a community of practice. He concluded
that a project team can be considered an embryonic form of a new
community of practice since:

• It provides a focal point on a topic that people have an interest in, and
is therefore a causal prompt for a community of practice to form and
grow, that is it is a potential community of practice. This potential
for a project team to morph into a community over time, also being
acknowledged by Lindkvist (2005).

• It necessarily engages team members in the following:

Negotiating boundary objects – creating temporary artefacts relevant
to the project from the different perspectives of project team
members.

Brokering – interpreting and importing artefacts directly into the
project team from the multiple communities of practice associ-
ated with the different participants in a project.

Both these actions aim to establish the artefacts such as the tools, the
information, and the context in which the project team can undertake
their project activities.

• It provides opportunities for individuals and the team to learn
and develop individual and team capabilities – provided the focus
of project teams and their practice is explicitly shifted to include
learning. In that sense, a project team can be considered an infant
community of practice.

• It possesses the potential to contribute to the development of the
identity of team members and to the development of a practice –
that which may be considered mobile and also constitute learning
between projects.
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Based on this analysis, Sense (2003b) developed a new conception of a
project team from a learning perspective. This includes a project team
acting as a knowledge exchange venue for multiple communities of
practice, and as a dumping ground for other communities of prac-
tice artefacts, whilst members’ identities and work relationships are
primarily forged external to the project team setting. Figure 3.1 illus-
trates this concept of a project team, which involves a conglomeration
of communities of practice (attached to each project participant) coming
together around a particular project purpose. For pictorial clarity, the
communities of practice boundaries in both figures are shown as well
defined, but in practice these boundaries are often fuzzy and flexible.
In this figure, the multi-layered community of practice person joining
a project team, by virtue of their external memberships and established
external identities and practices, has a primary learning trajectory or
bias external to the project team. Due to that alignment, a teammember
spends only the required time on an inward learning trajectory, that is
towards the project team grouping – enough perhaps to exchange know-
ledge and dump other communities’ artefacts into the project milieu to
get the project done as specified. This lineament means that members
migrate towards the periphery of the project team learning potential, as
they are attracted towards their more familiar external communities of
practice.

An inward learning trajectory or bias results in a movement towards
the centre of the diagram by the team members as shown in Figure 3.2.
This is representative of the adoption of an additional purpose by the
project team to now include a focus on learning and the development of
individual learning capabilities within the project. When these multiple
communities of practice for each individual collide or abut each other
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in the project team, these interfaces or boundaries between individuals
can become major learning and negotiation opportunities where new
and unique practice can emerge.

At these points of engagement, learning across the community of
practice boundaries between people (as also previously illustrated in
Figure 3.1) can be either supported or inhibited by attention or non-
attention to an array of sociological elements residing within the project
milieu. If these elements are engaged appropriately, this presents the
potential for project teams to be viewed as purposeful learning gener-
ators, rather than passive or opportunistic entities for learning. These
elements constitute the findings of this study and therefore will be
expanded on in detail in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.

In summary, this section provided illustrative examples of definitions
for a project and project management. The constituent features of these
definitions provided the broad framework with which to comprehend
traditional definitions of a project team. The traditional project team
definitions involve a view of project teams as implementers, mobil-
ized around and focused on achieving a specific task. This definition
conveys a limiting conception of a project team as being a separate
social form that pursues a rational linear process towards achieving
a tangible project outcome. Alternatively, this section also offered a
conceptualization of a project team from a learning perspective. Util-
izing SLT, it presented an argument that project teams should be
considered an embryonic form of a new community of practice. The
ontological implications of this alternate conception are quite profound.
This conception does not hold a view of a project team as only a
temporal, rational, output-focused and organizationally discrete entity.
Instead, this conception presents project teams (and their membership)
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as multi-focused on both learning and project action, and intimately
connected to or embedded in a complex web of social and contextual
relationships external to the project team. This conception also encapsu-
lates a notion of learning between project participants as being mediated
by local sociological elements within a project setting.

3.4 The pentagon of project situated learning behaviour

This section builds on the developed conceptualization of a project
team from a situated learning perspective, to illustrate a model of
project situated learning behaviour. This model incorporates five soci-
ological constraint/enabler elements that impacted the situated learning
behaviour of participants within the case study project examined.
Therein, it embodies the social dynamics involved in learning across
project participants’ COP boundary interfaces. These boundary inter-
faces represent important learning opportunities since they connect
multiple communities of practice in which critical competencies are
nurtured, and offer divergent learning opportunities by exposing parti-
cipants to new perspectives and challenges (Wenger, 2003). Therefore,
as argued for in forthcoming chapters in this book, understanding and
attending to these sociological elements help unlock the learning poten-
tial within the social learning system of a project team environment.

These sociological constraint/enabler elements are either, intra-
personal, interpersonal or infrastructural-oriented influences on parti-
cipants’ situated learning behaviours. They involve: the intra-personal
element of cognitive style; the interpersonal elements of learning rela-
tionships and pyramid of authority; and, the infrastructural elements
of knowledge management and situational context. Figure 3.3 depicts
the interrelationship between these five sociological constraint/enabler
elements.

As illustrated in Figure 3.3, these sociological elements are interrelated
and not mutually exclusive. For example, the learning relationships that
a participant has can be influenced by the pyramids of authority of
individuals and their cognitive styles, or the specific situational context
conditions of a project can impede or enhance the knowledge manage-
ment processes and the learning relationships. Individually and collect-
ively then, these elements impact the situated learning behaviour of
project team participants. In appreciating the mutual influence one
element may exert on another, the key issue here then is to recognize
that ideally practitioners need to attend to all of these elements simul-
taneously rather than in isolation to each other, that is to take a holistic
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rather than a piecemeal approach towards understanding and managing
these elements if they seek to stimulate project learning activity.

This model and its constituent elements constitute a form of
‘conceptual architecture’ (Wenger, 1998: 230) with the potential
for aiding reflection on learning practices and serving as a framework
for project practitioners to develop a learning practice. The purpose
of a conceptual architecture is to lay down the general elements of
design, thereby indicating what needs to be in place to perform a design
activity (Wenger, 1998). Since learning itself cannot be designed and
ultimately belongs to the realm of experience and practice, a conceptual
architecture for learning provides the critical elements for learners to
design social infrastructures that foster their learning (Wenger, 1998).
Therein, this model (or conceptual architecture) is not intended to serve
as a prescription for facilitating situated learning (although one can
identify the possibility to consider it as such). Rather, it forms a frame-
work of concepts which project participants and researchers can use as
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guides or heuristics in developing their own localized project learning
activities (an approach entirely consistent with the contextual and social
emphasis of situated learning theory), or in seeking to investigate and
understand learning in projects. In that way, the identified sociological
elements also serve as catalysts or ‘seeding structures’ (Thompson, 2005:
162) in a ‘self-design’ process (Mohrman and Cummings, 1989: 13) for
project learning development.



4
Cognitive Style

This chapter provides an insight into how the intrapersonal
constraint/enabler element of cognitive style impacts the situated
learning activity of project participants. At first glance, this term seems
at odds with a situated and social constructivist perspective on learning,
given that cognitive implies, in one’s own head. In respect to this study
however, cognitive style is not considered simply an internal personal-
izedmatter for separate individuals to consider in isolation to others. It is
instead a socially oriented learning issue for a project team to recognize,
to understand and to manage. This comes about because in publicly and
explicitly evaluating the cognitive styles of project team participants
and the impacts those styles have on their learning activities within a
project, the implicit style of an individual is made explicit, it is acknow-
ledged and challenged by self and others (Hampson, 1995), and catered
for in the future learning actions of the project team. Hence, in under-
taking such public exposition and public reflection (Raelin, 2001), it
becomes a sociological learning issue.

This learning action of developing an understanding of such
cognitive style differences between people may suitably enhance situ-
ated learning opportunities within a project, and thereby provide the
potential through learning, to improve project participants’ collective
and individual contribution to project outcomes and their own self-
development. For example, during their interactions, people may model
or adjust their approaches to information exchange and instruction and
attend to the learning environment to accommodate an individual’s
style differences, and thereby also help people reach better relational
understanding with others and of themselves (Sims and Sims, 1995a;
Sternberg, 1997). This is akin to what Kasl et al. (1997) refer to as moving
a team from fragmented modes of learning towards synergistic modes
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of learning, wherein the team mutually create new learning as opposed
to individuals learning in isolation. Furthermore, as Hayes and Allinson
(1996) and Sadler-Smith (1998) note, understanding individual style
differences (and more pointedly, cognitive styles) also has important
implications for managing human resources and for individual and team
training and development initiatives.

The first section of this chapter introduces and discusses the theory
of cognitive style. It provides a definition for cognitive style and
describes the relationship between cognitive styles and learning styles,
which serves as a point of clarification about these two constructs.
In that discussion, the linkage of these constructs to personality and
the learning context are also broadly described. The section that
follows then theoretically and empirically expounds on four assess-
ment methods available to assess and understand cognitive styles. Using
each of those methods, it profiles the cognitive styles of the project
team participants involved in this study, whilst evaluating the learning
dynamics observed and experienced in their project. As part of that
analysis, it also elaborates on the method of cognitive style assessment
used by the project team in this study, that is the personality-based
psychometric tool called the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Myers and
McCaulley, 1985).
Following the assessment methods discussion, the next section of

this chapter then details three cognitive style conditioners of project
participants’ learning behaviours. These include: the matching or
mismatching of project information-processing demands with the
cognitive styles of participants; individuals and teams selecting situ-
ations that match their cognitive style type and avoiding situations that
pose alternative demands; and, the predominance of a particular style
type across a team. The final section of this chapter then brings together
the key themes emanating from the preceding discussions to provide a
summary of the cognitive style issues affecting project situated learning
activity.

4.1 The theory of cognitive styles

My way of learning is to get involved and to challenge and to
triple challenge and to pinch and to manipulate. I need to under-
stand things and I know talking to myself ain’t going to help. So,
I need to talk to other people. It is a spurious way of doing it
[learning] � � �otherwise it’s no good for me.

(Steve – project case study participant)
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This quotation from Steve highlights two important points. First,
he expressed his desired or preferred way of learning as interacting
and participating with others and to be actively involved in the
learning milieu (i.e. highlighting his social dependence). Second, these
comments also illustrate the potential influence that the social and
practical aspects of the learning context can have on this participant’s
learning behaviour. For example, if the learning context or environ-
ment does not facilitate him talking with others, then he is unlikely
to learn as effectively as he may be capable of doing. Steve’s comment
on his preferred way of learning illustrates an individual’s cognitive
style type – which is defined as ‘A person’s preferred way of [or
predisposition to] gathering, processing and evaluating information.
It influences how people scan their environment for information, how
they organize and interpret this information and how they integ-
rate it into the mental model and subjective theories that guide their
actions’ (Hayes and Allinson, 1998: 849) (for similar descriptions also see
Messick [1984], Jonassen and Grabowski [1993], Sternberg [1995, 1997],
Sternberg andGrigorenko [1997], Sadler-Smith [1999], Sadler-Smith et al.
[2000], Sadler-Smith [2001a]). Cognitive styles reflect how people make
sense of their worlds, and the ways in which we interact with inform-
ation is reflective of the ways in which we interact with each other
through our personalities. Cognitive styles represent (relatively) stable
intrapersonal traits across situations, across tasks and across cognitive
abilities that learners employ in perceiving and processing informa-
tion and stimuli, while interacting and learning within an environ-
ment (Coop and Sigel, 1971; Messick, 1976; Jonassen and Grabowski,
1993; Sadler-Smith, 1996, 1998; Schmeck, 1988a; Sadler-Smith et al.,
2000).
Clearly, the participant’s quotation presented above illustrates just

one example of a cognitive style type and its effect on that participant’s
learning behaviour. Conflating a variety of individuals’ preferred ways
for learning in a task-centred and time-limited project team setting
introduces more social complexity into the presenting learning oppor-
tunity. This example, therefore, also serves as a stimulus to specu-
late on how might situated learning in a project team be affected
by individuals’ preferred approaches to learning, and how might a
team collectively deal with these differences to better facilitate the
learning opportunity in a project? Further, it also raises the issue of
the learning context and its impacts on situated learning in each
project team setting – an issue that is explored in following chapters of
this book.
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How does cognitive style relate to learning style?

Whilst specific interest in cognitive styles dates all the way back to Jung
(1923), who proposed a theory of psychological types (Sternberg and
Grigorenko, 1997) (that which is still in use today through the psycho-
metric assessment tool called the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Myers
and McCaulley, 1985)), the volume and diversity in the measurement
and descriptors of cognitive style have created some confusion in this
field of study (Sadler-Smith, 1998). This suggests that there is still no
clear consensus on what constitutes a style (Galotti et al., 2001). For
example, Riding and Cheema (1991) identified over 30 different descrip-
tions of cognitive style and Hayes and Allinson (1994) identified 22
dimensions of cognitive styles (Sadler-Smith, 1998). The definition for
cognitive style provided in this book reflects my attempt to traverse
this apparent diversity. Contributing to the unresolved consensus on
style is the apparent confusion between the constructs of learning styles
and cognitive styles, where, for example, people may use the term of
learning style interchangeably with cognitive style without necessarily
appreciating the differences between the two constructs, for example
the different stabilities of each construct across situations. Hence, it is
appropriate here to broadly articulate the linkage between them and to
conceptually position the construct of cognitive style to learning style,
and to also convey a sense of my reasoning behind the focus in this
study, on the cognitive style construct.

Cognitive style, learning style and personality can appear to be a
messy amalgam of cognitive constructs and Figure 4.1 seeks to alle-
viate some of that potential confusion. With particular reference to the
work of Sadler-Smith (1999), it attempts to provide a simplified pictorial
representation of the relationship between learning styles and cognitive
styles, and also shows the relationship of the personality construct to
the styles constructs, and the learning context input to this relation-
ship. Figure 4.1 also reinforces that cognitive styles provide bridges

Personality
Cognitive

style

Learning
styles

(Behaviours)

Learning
context

Highly stable >>>>>>>>>>>> Highly unstable 

Figure 4.1 Cognitive style in perspective
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between cognition and personalities (Sternberg, 1995, 1997; Sternberg
and Grigorenko, 1997).
When people talk about differences between people, we refer to

how people differ from each other in their behaviour, thoughts and
perceptions in combination – these patterns of perceiving, thinking,
feeling and behaviour are referred to as the personality of a person
(Brunas-Wagstaff, 1998). Therefore, personality in everyday terms can
be considered a social construction that can have a variety of meanings,
and is thus a collective term that we tend to apply to a package of qual-
ities that people have as we observe them (Brunas-Wagstaff, 1998). Also,
as depicted on the left-hand side of Figure 4.1, this personality construct
of an individual is considered by notable authors in this field to be highly
stable over time, and remote from the external influences of the environ-
ment (Curry, 1983a; Sadler-Smith, 1999; Crouch, 2001). Consequently,
the personality construct is too broad in definition and perception and
too remote from the learning styles or learning behaviours of indi-
viduals (as indicated by this diagram) to be rationally considered a
direct influence on situated learning activity in a setting. However, the
cognitive processes of the personality construct are ably represented by
the construct of cognitive style, which is relatively stable and mobile
across situations and contexts, and does affect situated learning activity
through its direct input to individuals’ learning behaviours. Therefore,
the most useful way to describe project participants’ internal mental
states for learning is to link onto their internal propensities to want to
learn in certain ways, that is their cognitive styles.

The diagram also highlights that the learning behaviour manifestation
or learning style of an individual project participant can be considered a
socially constructed response or outcome of the conjunction of an indi-
vidual’s cognitive style with their (project) learning environment (Kolb,
1984; Sadler-Smith, 1999; Sadler-Smith et al., 2000). Learning styles can
therefore be considered highly unstable constructs that change across
situations and contexts and are not the essence of the intra-personal
influence on situated learning behaviour, but rather an outcome of two
key inputs, that is the cognitive style of the individual and the learning
environment. Like the construct of cognitive style, learning styles also
seem bound in some confusion due to the range of studies proposing
numerous style types (e.g. Curry [1983b] identified 21 different modes
of learning styles), and by some researchers providing descriptors that
seem to cross the permeable cognitive style and learning style bound-
aries (Sadler-Smith, 2001a). However, Kolb’s (1984) and Honey and
Mumford’s (1992) respective works have helped practitioners to bypass
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this confusion in the field (Sadler-Smith, 2001a). The well-referenced
and well-utilized Kolb’s (1984) learning styles inventory (LSI) is based on
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984; Hickcox, 1995). Honey
and Mumford (1992) further developed this model, resulting in their
Learning style questionnaire (LSQ), which aims to establish an indi-
vidual’s biases towards particular learning approaches as is defined in
the LSQ (Furnham et al., 1999). These approaches include four learning
style types, that is the activist – sensation seeking, impulsive and extra-
vert; the reflector – introvert, cautious, methodical; the theorist – intellec-
tual, rational, objective; the pragmatist – expedient, realistic and prac-
tical (Hickcox, 1995; Sadler-Smith, 1996; Furnham et al., 1999) (also see
Murrell and Bishop [1995] who describe four quadrants of a learning
model for managers). Whilst knowing about one’s own immediate
learning style may assist an individual to better grasp learning oppor-
tunities within a specific context (Sims and Sims, 1995b), at a more
fundamental level, better understanding the core component inputs to
the socially constructed and situation-specific learning style, that is the
cognitive styles and the learning context, presents a greater potential to
aid the learning of individuals across any contextual or project situation.

In sum, the essence of the intra-personal influence on situated
learning activity across any context is the relatively stable construct
of cognitive style, which, in association with the local environmental
factors, then constructs or shapes a participant’s demonstrable learning
behaviour or learning style – relative to a specific local context.

4.2 The methods of understanding cognitive styles

Having generalized about the broad psychological framework
surrounding the construct of cognitive styles, and provided a defini-
tion for it, this section moves onto a more detailed discussion of the
methods/tools available to understand cognitive styles. It is valuable
to expand this discussion in this way, since without such an insight,
you may be left pondering what it is one can do to better engage this
constraint/enabler for situated learning. This section expounds on four
methods of cognitive-style assessment that may be considered equally
valuable for both quantitatively and descriptively understanding and
assessing cognitive styles. The fourth method described represents the
method engaged by the project team in this study to understand their
cognitive styles. Embedded within this discourse on the four methods
are numerous empirical examples from this case study. These illustrate
points raised in the theoretical conversations and establish a cognitive
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style profile (using the variousmethods outlined) of the core participants
in this project case. In so doing, this section conveys a sense of how one
might interpret any of these methods in helping to descriptively profile
project participants’ style types, and illustrate how the descriptors used
in these alternative assessment methods either align or misalign with
each other. In a later section of this chapter, these different descriptors
are used interchangeably in generalizing about the impacts of cognitive
styles on situated learning.

To begin this discussion on the methods, Sadler-Smith (1999) suggests
that there are a number of assumptions or criteria relating to cognitive
style. These include: it is concerned with the form rather than the
content of information; it is a pervasive dimension that can be assessed
using psychometric techniques; it is stable over time and bipolar;
and, it may be value differentiated, that is styles describe differ-
ence rather than better thinking processes (Sadler-Smith and Badger,
1998) (also see Witkin et al. [1977], Messick [1984], Sadler-Smith
[1998]). Sadler-Smith (1998, 1999) nominated three models of cognitive
styles that satisfy these criteria whilst being complementary. They
include the Intuition-Analysis dimension of Allinson and Hayes (1996),
the Adaptor-Innovator dimension of Kirton (1989) and the Wholist-
Analytical/Verbalizer-Imager dimensions of Riding (1991).
The Intuition-Analysis model of Allinson and Hayes (1996) defines

intuition as the ability to imagine, conceive, reason or act in novel
ways, and analysis as the antithesis of intuition, where it involves
analysis and exhibition of the object or system’s components, environ-
ment or structure (Sadler-Smith, 1998, 1999). Allinson and Hayes (1996)
developed a self-report type questionnaire called the Cognitive Styles
Index (CSI), which was designed to identify an individual’s position on
this bipolar Intuition-Analysis dimension. This questionnaire consists
of 38 items with the maximum score of 76 indicating a more Analytical
cognitive style and with the lower score representing an Intuitive style
(Sadler-Smith, 1998, 1999). Intuition and feeling are considered right-
brain activities (the more holistic/global, creative and feeling-oriented
thinking processes), and sensing and thinking are considered left-brain
activities (the logical and analytic thinking processes concerned with
detail) – these views are also shared by Mintzberg (1976), Hurst et al.
(1989) and Allinson and Hayes (1996), as they speculated on the hemi-
spherical differences in the brain as a basis for cognitive style differences.

Allinson and Hayes (1996), Hayes and Allinson (1998) and Sadler-
Smith et al. (2000) argue that Analysts prefer to pay attention to detail,
focus on hard data, and are self-reliant and take a stepwise approach to
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learning – which may suggest they prefer learning methods that allow
for opportunities for independent work with the opportunity to reflect
and analyse data (Sadler-Smith, 1999). For example, one project team
participant in this study called Len reflected on his own style by stating,
‘I probably have a bias towards taking in information verbally with some
visual reinforcement. � � � I often have a pencil in my hand to help me
learn � � � If I don’t have it, I feel lost, and often I’ll take notes simply
because that forces me to immediately reinforce the information, and
to be able to check back later.’ He also considers himself to be fairly
verbose in getting across his concepts or ideas whilst recognizing that
another project team member’s style (Bill) is quite different, in that
he likes precise brief points on the topic being discussed. Len stated,
‘I find that often I won’t have a clear understanding from just a few
words and I tend to like a context to be clear and therefore I will often
go to great pains to explain an issue in context. So [ ] I suppose at
times I provide more context than people actually need. So I’m learning
to judge that and learning to read the signs of whether, and when,
I’m getting through to people and I suppose, because I’ve got quite
ingrained methods [regarding communication and learning], I find it
hard to change them too.’ This conversation with Len was indicating
his strong Analyst cognitive style and he acknowledged that attempting
an adjustment to elements of his preferred style is quite challenging and
difficult.

Allinson and Hayes (1996) and Hayes and Allinson (1998) argue that
Intuitives are less concerned with detail, emphasize synthesis, adopt a
global perspective, engage feelings in their decision-making, and take
an action-oriented approach to learning and problem-solving, and they
prefer to get information from direct interaction with people and things
(Sadler-Smith, 1999). Therefore, Intuitives prefer learning methods that
are active, participatory and gregarious rather than analytical, reflective
and self-referential – highlighting their social dependence (Sadler-Smith,
1999). This separation between Intuitives and Analysts is not necessarily
easily determined through only a description of how one learns – adding
support perhaps to the use of psychometric assessment tools to help
clarify one’s biases. Illustrating this issue is the following comment by
one of the study participants on his difficulty in describing his style,
‘So number one, I’m a bit stuck to actually try and describe what my
style is. Generally the way I gather information would be through seeing
things and talking to people and experiencing things, I suppose. So, I
suppose what I’m saying is that I don’t read a lot of material. I think
the way I process things is in a very logical form and I suppose part of
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that is how I evaluate things as well. Everything has to fit into place so
it’s always this goes with this goes with that. I don’t know whether I’m
doing a good job here mate – I’m trying to explain how it works.’ This
participant’s reflections on his approaches to gathering and processing
information indicate a more Intuitive than Analytical cognitive style.
His ongoing demonstrable unease at performing public reflection and
analysis on his own and others’ learning and management activities
associated with the project added further weight to classifying him in
this Intuitive category.

These differences between Intuitives and Analysts affect what people
pay attention to, how they interpret data and how their interpretations
of experiences influence and modify their own mental models, that is
a person’s cognitive style influences how their mental models evolve
and change (Hayes and Allinson, 1998). On a broader canvas, if indi-
viduals in an organizational or occupational group such as a project team
share similar cognitive styles, they process information in similar ways
which may assist a shared development of collective mental models,
and therefore promote a form of organizational learning (Hayes and
Allinson, 1998). This does not, however, indicate the volume or quality
of the learning occurring, just that in the short term, similarities in
cognitive approachesmay aid some form of local organizational learning
process. Conversely, over the longer term, differences in cognitive
approaches may aid the development of individuals in learning-
how-to-learn and also promote organizational learning activity. These
issues will be assessed later in this chapter.

Sadler-Smith (1999) considers that the Allinson and Hayes Intuition-
Analysis dimension of cognitive style is broadly equivalent to the
Adaptor-Innovator dimension described by Kirton (1989). The primary
supposition behind Kirton’s (1989) Adaptation-Innovation theory is
that individuals differ in their preferred ways for dealing with change,
creativity, decision-making and problem-solving (Sadler-Smith, 1998).
To aid classifying a person into either category, Kirton developed an
Adaptation-Innovation inventory tool consisting of an inventory of
32 items. Kirton (1989) considers Adaptors as being characterized by
precision, reliability, efficiency and conformity, and they solve prob-
lems in previously tried and proven ways. Therefore, they are inclined
to support existing frames of reference, focus their attention on doing
things better and engage in low-level learning (e.g. single-loop learning).
Conversely, Innovators demonstrate undisciplined thinking, challenge
existing paradigms for doing things and take tangential approaches to
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problems, and are unable to maintain detailed meticulous work over
long periods (Hayes and Allinson, 1998; Sadler-Smith, 1998).
When Lenwas asked to describe what he considered to be his cognitive

style in terms of the Adaptor-Innovator typology, he responded by
saying, ‘I suppose generally I fit more into the Adaptor style. I like to
look at how things are being done. I’ve still got a notion of challenging
things when someone starts to say that’s the way I’ve always done it –
I then think there’s a good reason to change, if that’s the only reason
they offer. So challenging completely the existing paradigm I do find
difficult. I find it difficult to visualize something that’s totally divorced
from the existing. I think I’m getting a bit better at it – certainly trying.
I struggle with the notion of expressing a vision � � � certainly expressing
it succinctly.’ Len considered one of his co-participants, Steve, to be a
strong Innovator by stating, ‘Steve gets right under people’s ribs and asks
why things can’t be different and for them to be more capable, which is
one of his great strengths, as he is capable of seeing things quite differ-
ently from the way we do things now.’ Steve considers that Len behaves
mostly as an Adaptor style type, and himself as the Innovator among the
three core project team members, but also feels that he does not push
some of his ideas strongly enough, which as he states, ‘may come as a
surprise to the others’. Steve believes that as an Innovator he needs to
see that the benefits will be a lot more than the effort required to prompt
him to challenge existing paradigms.When Steve was separately asked to
describe Bill’s style, he recognized Bill’s Innovator streak but considered
him principally an Adaptor, and referred to him as the Innovator-thinker
and Adaptor-operator. Len also recognized this diversity in Bill, whose
style he described as, ‘someone who can see things quite differently but
I think is probably more the Adaptor than the Innovator and will tend
to express concepts or ideas in the same language as we might use in
the current system – hence his focus on the numbers. As to what style is
more appropriate in this project? � � �Challenging the existing paradigm
is really important to what we’re doing. It’s very easy to justify the
status quo. The status quo is not going to be what’s going to deliver
success and I suppose if we are all Adaptors then we’re not going to see
the possibilities � � �but keeping an eye on reality – doing a reality check
[from the current position] is also valuable.’ Len also expressed his view
that prior to the project sponsor joining the organization, none of them
knew how to prompt themselves out of the current paradigm. When
Steve was asked to reflect on this question of which style is more appro-
priate in this project, his response revolved around similar issues, that
is he perceived a blend of both styles as advantageous for the project
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process to work and for learning. Len and Steve’s reflective deliberations
on this matter identify an important issue around cognitive styles in this
setting. They considered that a blending of the Innovator and Adaptor
styles in this project teamwas an important feature for their project to be
successful and for their learning-how-to-learn. This expressed view being
consistent with Sadler-Smith’s (1999) conclusion that balancing Intu-
ition and Analysis styles is crucial in improving an individual’s learning
performance. Therefore, at one level such a blending (or mismatching)
of different styles may be considered as aiding the project and learning
processes, but in so doing, one might expect that this blending also
creates significant learning tensions between the participants, as they
seek to learn from each other and the project situation.

Perhaps then at a different level, and in consideration of these learning
tensions between different style types, an individual’s cognitive style
may actually impede the individual or collective learning processes
within an event. For example, when Len was asked if he considered
Steve’s (the Innovator) actions impeded or assisted learning within the
project team process, Len (the Adaptor) stated:

Often it impedes rather than supports it. There are circumstances
where it does support learning where he’s able to throw in good
challenges. However, often his actions appear to be around point
scoring and not about learning � � � and we need to be very careful � � � in
making assumptions about the Innovator’s motives and we want to
avoid missing something that’s important. Steve’s got some really
good perspectives but I need to be on top of those. I need also to
understand his challenges. Very often he comes out with a lot of bluff
and bluster and people think that he’s almost insecure behind it, so I
have learnt to deal with his behaviour by getting straight back in his
face and then you get down to a more reasonable discussion.

In this dialogue, Len has articulated his interpretation of Steve’s beha-
viour and identified a process to stabilize his discussion (as an Adaptor)
with a particular Innovator, and thereby manage the learning process
mostly and perhaps perceptually on his terms. This is not a sinister devel-
opment as such, but just an insight into some dynamics the project team
participants demonstrated in their learning-how-to-learn. Len further
suggested that Steve has actually impeded his own learning through
being ‘too often concerned with where he’s coming from and his manip-
ulation of the group, and not being prepared to sit back and to trust
the group that he can learn from. I think that has been a real impact
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on his learning.’ In effect, Len suggests that Steve impeded his own
learning because he would not listen to others in a disciplined way and
freely deposits his ideas without consideration for others’ views. In this
case, perhaps this was a learning-how-to-learn process issue for Steve
(the Innovator) to acknowledge and redress. Consistent with Len’s view,
Steve himself recognized that his style may be limiting his learning
although he considered his style as being aligned with the information-
processing needs of the project. That being, ‘I believe my cognitive style
fits the fact that I probably should be out there talking to guys, getting
them on board and picking things up � � �but I think it would be better
if I was more open to learning and how I go about understanding the
processes � � � I tend to be reactionary to the learning. If it hits me then I’ll
grab it rather than me going looking for them. So, � � � I feel inadequate
sometimes [regarding his learning] and think that’s something I’ve got
to address.’

The empirical examples provided above highlight that Innovators
tend to perceive the work environment as more turbulent than Adaptors
and perhaps behave more turbulently within it, and therefore the
two style types readily conflict regarding their views about change
and how to achieve it (Hayes and Allinson, 1998). Elaborating further
on the example described above, over many project team sessions
Len constantly challenged Steve’s style and attempted to wrestle
some control of the project sessions away from that dominant parti-
cipant. When Len was confronted with these observations, his response
involved, ‘Your observations about Steve and I having a bit of a match-
up � � �yeah that’s about trying to balance Steve’s tendency to dominate
by saying okay, this is what we’re doing here, does everyone agree,
and right, lets move on. Particularly some of the quieter people in the
meetings occasionally have been letting him get away with that.’ The
dominating person (Steve, the Innovator) in these exchanges indicated
that he enjoyed his match-ups with Len because he thinks Len tends
to think differently about issues and he likes to build his knowledge on
that. Steve highlights this view when he comments about working with
Len, ‘Len and I tend to vie for leadership and it doesn’t worry me at
all. � � � If I’ve got a point I know that Len will honour it and play with
it � � � show me up for the fool I am and improve it � � �he takes it on and
that’s okay, and we keep moving on from there.’ To some third party
observing this style interplay, these two players may seem to be simply
impeding their learning through their apparent conflict. The contradic-
tion being that whilst the participants acknowledged that sometimes
they felt their styles did impede their learning and the team’s learning,
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these two parties came to respect those differences and attempted to find
ways to work with those differences to prompt their own learning on
issues, and, perhaps incidentally, also prompted the collective learning
in the team.

Complementary to the Intuition-Analysis and Adaptor-Innovator
dimensions of cognitive style, the Wholist-Analytical dimension of
cognitive style (Riding, 1991) involves describing the habitual way
in which an individual learner processes and organizes information,
wherein some will process it in a wholistic or global way and others
break it into component parts, that is Analytics (Riding and Raynor,
1998; Sadler-Smith, 1998, 2001b; Rezaei and Katz, 2004). Schmeck
(1988b) describes an Analytic style as involving field independence
and focused attention on details, where an individual’s thinking is
more directed and controlled. Analytics are able to divorce feelings
from objective facts and they are logical and critical thinkers. Schmeck
(1988b) describes the Wholist or global style being field-dependent with
attention directed towards scanning and forming global impressions
rather than precise articulations of events or observations. Therein,
the individual’s thinking is more intuitive, which involves feelings in
decision-making, and they are less concerned with conscious control
and are more impulsive than Analytics. From his Intuitive or Wholist
perspective, Steve asserts his perception of the value of learning in being
its applicability to real life, that is ‘Learning for learning sake has never
touched me up much, there has to be some other reason and then I find
I can learn heaps about something to help me understand or prove a
point or whatever. The learning is a thing along the way – it’s not an end
in itself.’ This comment is primarily reflective of Steve’s context or field
dependence, but also hints at his inclination towards an undisciplined,
opportunistic and impulsive approach to his own learning. This oppor-
tunistic approach to his learning is further illustrated in his following
comment, ‘I don’t go in saying I’m going to manipulate this meeting so
we get the learning about whatever � � � if learning happens it happens, if
it doesn’t it doesn’t � � �because usually I’m more focused on the outcome
or something else. I’m not practiced or artful yet to get two things done
at one time.’

Schmeck (1988b) argues that at the highest level of cognitive devel-
opment, a person would integrate both analytic and global skills. Such
integration of analytic and global skills is attuned to a person using
both sides of their brain, wherein the left side is concerned with struc-
ture, logic and organization, and the right is concerned with thinking
more holistically, being more artistic, and is less reliant on words and
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logic (Sims and Sims, 1995a). Somewhat emulating this quest for the
integration of analytic and global skills, the participants in this project
team attempted to pursue both rational and non-rational issues asso-
ciated with the project. However, with the non-rational issues, they
felt less competent and less comfortable. They referred to this activity
as moving below the green line. This meant their normal attention to
rational workplace issues concerning structures, patterns and processes
would now incorporate an additional and significant focus on the
non-rational issues of their identities, information-sharing and their
relationships (Wheatley, 1999). Therefore, one might postulate they
were in the formative stages of seeking to achieve a higher level of
cognitive development as described by Schmeck (1988b). That is not
to suggest (given their different cognitive styles) that they all whole-
heartedly welcomed that exploratory journey at the start. For example,
even Steve (considered aWholist or Intuitive type) questioned the neces-
sity of this journey into the non-rational issues in one of the early project
team meeting sessions, by stating, ‘I am not a non-rational person and
therefore why do I need to swim in the non-rational world � � � I am
secure about me being rational.’ When asked what he was protecting, he
retorted, ‘My sanity!’ His comments reflected his initial apprehension
and insecurity in having to communally deal with such complex social
issues that were not normally a deliberate focus within the traditional
operation.

Coupled to the Wholist-Analytic (WA) dimension, Riding (1991)
also provided what he termed the Verbal–Imagery (VI) dimension of
cognitive style. This dimension describes an individual’s habitual mode
of representing information in memory during thinking. Therein, Verb-
alizers consider the information they read or listen to in words or
verbal associations, and Imagers would consider the same inform-
ation in fluent spontaneous pictorial mental pictures (Riding and
Raynor, 1998; Sadler-Smith, 1998, 2001b; Rezaei and Katz, 2004).
Like Wholists and Intuitives, Verbalizers tend to be outward-focused
towards others, seeking social group activity and stimulating environ-
ments, whilst Imagers (similar to Analysts) will tend to be inwardly
and individually focused and be more passive and content with a
static environment (Sadler-Smith, 1998). Riding (1991) developed the
computer-presented Cognitive Styles Analysis (CSA) tool to assess the
WA and VI dimension of cognitive style. This tool consists of VI tests
that measure the speed of response of the participants in answering
true or false statements on visual appearance type questions versus
semantic conceptual type questions. The tool also involves a WA test
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in which participants are asked to identify simple shapes from more
complex ones and to judge whether two complex geometrical shapes
are the same (Sadler-Smith, 1998). Like the raft of other psychometric
analysis tools undergoing constant empirical evaluation and theoret-
ical elaboration, the CSA computerized test is also open for validity
and reliability challenges, since the test relies on peoples’ reaction time
or (latency of response) to particular questions (see Rezaei and Katz
[2004]). For example, response times can be influenced by the inform-
ation the respondents have about their speed in answering the ques-
tions. Riding (2003) acknowledges that the CSA test is not a perfect
measure of cognitive style and that it could be improved, but in its
present form is sufficiently suggestive that a particular style is more
likely to exist than not. He also suggests that what is needed are robust
objective methods of assessing cognitive style that probably exclude
introspective self-reporting or response latencies approaches. Perhaps
that constitutes a search for the holy grail of psychometric assessment?
Nevertheless, these principal researchers and authors in this field of
psychology have provided (and continue to develop) ameans to quantit-
atively identify one’s propensity towards a particular cognitive approach
towards learning.

As a result of this relatively brief theoretical and empirical elabor-
ation on these three cognitive style models, it appears that there is
some overlap, but the idea of a consistent and complete alignment
of the descriptions of Innovation-Adaptation with Intuition-Analysis,
respectively, seems remote. (Note: Sadler-Smith [1999] stresses a need
for validity studies on these alignment aspects.) For example, of the
three core participants in the project team of this study, two of them
might be considered Adaptors and one the Innovator, whilst two of
them Intuitive and the other Analytic. Although noted, that misalign-
ment issue is of little conceptual concern, since what is most important
here is that regardless of the descriptor terminology used, these clas-
sifying terms help to understand relatively stable intra-personal differ-
ences between project team members and serve as one catalyst for them
to both learn and work more effectively together. As the project parti-
cipant Bill eloquently put it, ‘This stuff helps us to work and learn
together so as not to piss each other off!’

Cognitive styles assessment in the project team case study

A fourth method of cognitive styles assessment which incorporates the
themes of those complementary models previously described involves
the use of the assessment tool called the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
(MBTI) (Myers andMcCaulley, 1985). The project team examined in this
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study assessed their cognitive styles with this tool, and it is essentially
what Sternberg and Grigorenko (1997) refer to as a personality-centred
approach to cognitive styles assessment. This approach involves Jung’s
(1923) theory of psychological types, which includes: functions of
how one deals with oneself and others, and involves extraversion or
introversion; two perceptual functions of intuition and sensing; and,
two judgement or decision-making functions of thinking and feeling.
An extension of Jung’s theory by Myers and Myers (1980) and Myers
and McCaulley (1985) extended the theory to include ways of dealing
with the external world involving judgement and perception – resulting
in 16 possible personality style types (Sternberg and Grigorenko, 1997)
(see also, Sternberg [1995] and Sternberg [1997]). For example, a sensing
person (S) is more inclined towards seeking the fullest detailed experi-
ence of what is immediate and real. An intuitive person (N) seeks the
broadest view of what is possible and insightful. A thinking person
(T) likes to make decisions based on rational and logical planning,
and a feeling person (F) likes to make decisions based on harmony
among subjective values. An extraverted person (E) seeks to actively
engage the outer world of objects, people and activities, whilst the
introverted person (I) prefers the inner world of concepts and ideas.
A judging person (J) tends to be concerned with making decisions,
seeking closure and planning and organizing activities. Conversely, a
perceiving person (P) tends to be attuned to incoming information and
open to new events and changes and eager to engage everything (Myers,
1993; Sternberg, 1995, 1997). As well as being the tool used to assess
the cognitive styles of the project team participants in this study (and
in other teams across the host organization), it has been widely used
in education and business to help develop an understanding of normal
personality differences between people (Myers, 1993; Sternberg and
Grigorenko, 1997). Indeed, Hickcox (1995) considers personality-style
inventory tools such as the MBTI as offering people excellent informa-
tion for personal self-knowledge and how they may relate to different
learning settings.

When Len was asked if he felt that the project participants’ cognitive
styles aligned readily with the information-processing demands of
the project, he hypothesized that ‘I suppose if you look at the
group average Myers-Briggs we would have very few sensates and a
whole lot of intuitives which is great, except therefore, [generally]
we don’t like writing anything down, we don’t like getting down to
detail and why worry about letting facts get in the way of a good
story.’ He further supported that view, by stating in a project team
meeting, ‘Understanding the impact on different people [of project
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decisions] � � �we still don’t work on enough facts, we don’t put enough
value on having the sensate information to support the intuition.’ Len’s
comments signal his personal concern about a perceived shortage of
sensing type individuals in the project team mix, with potential implic-
ations for individual and collective learning, and ultimately project
success. Len’s MBTI score indicated him to be a fairly strong intro-
vert (I), solid thinking (T) and Judging (J) type and based on his
opinion (and those of his colleagues) he quite comfortably flips between
being quite sensate (S) to being slightly intuitive (N). Whilst any direct
comparison of dimensional ratings contained within the MBTI with the
Intuition-Analysis criteria developed by Allinson and Hayes (1996), for
example, is inconclusive, one might suggest that Len’s MBTI assessment
of ISTJ broadly aligns with the Analyst cognitive style described in the
works of Riding (1991) and Allinson and Hayes (1996). Moreover, Len’s
comments may also be a reflection on his Adaptor (Kirton, 1989) orient-
ation and his inclination to drive the change process from the existing
operational paradigm, compared to those Innovators (Kirton, 1989) in
the team (particularly the extraverted ones) that wanted to challenge
the existing paradigm and appear undisciplined in their thinking and
approaches. Whilst these sorts of dynamics were played out during the
course of the project, one would regularly observe all the project team
members referring to their MBTI score in their project conversations
about their learning behaviours. For example, Steve readily acknow-
ledged the perception of his style in the team by saying, ‘I think people
see me as somebody who will push the paradigms and stir things up
and I’m happy to do that. I like thinking of different ways of doing
things – just like any other ENTJ.’ Steve’s score on the MBTI placed
him firmly in this ENTJ category, while the other core participant, Bill,
was identified as an INFJ type. Hence, even between just the three core
participants, one can envision the opportunity for conflict between the
parties resulting from their different cognitive styles, and perhaps also
the need for them to better understand their styles and the ramifications
of their styles in their project workplace.

Fortunately, these project team participants undertook joint-learning
activities to better understand their style differences, and their indi-
vidual impacts on other people and on the collective learning within
the team. The vignette below illustrates these learning activities and the
richness of the personal interactions that developed around communal
discussions on personal style issues. It reports on the team’s reflective
feedback process to Bill, involving participants’ observations of Bill’s
project behaviour.
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Steve indicated to Bill that he felt that he was very directive with
his instructions to people who worked with him. Steve supported
his view by making the following comment about Bill’s approach,
‘you imply this is what I want and this is how I want you to do
it.’ Steve then compared this command and control style with the
future way of working, and noted the contradiction. Another team
member offered a comment on Bill’s ability to translate the future
issues into tangible steps for people to relate to today, and on Bill’s
strong sense of compassion for others, and his well respected good
nature. Likewise, Len also acknowledged Bill’s perceived good nature
and his sensitivity to others’ feelings and his belief that Bill wanted
to assist people to cope with the change process. Steve suggested that
Bill was at risk of pandering too much to individuals, and Bill quickly
reflected on that comment and agreed that was a personal risk. Steve
also commented on Bill’s meeting mechanics by stating, ‘Once you
have made up your mind to do something – you are incorrigible,
although your heart is in the right place.’ He also indicated to Bill
that he felt that he kept some guys at arm’s length (i.e. distant) –
which may be a possible downside in his working relationships,
but he does get things done and that commands respect from his
colleagues.

Bill absorbed this feedback and then publicly reflected on these
and other observations. He openly accepted that he faced a chal-
lenge in balancing his ownership of tasks with the new culture
requirements (i.e. sharing that ownership). He indicated that he was
progressively encouraging greater participation in decision-making
with his people, and that he was conscious of trying not to just
do things, without other peoples’ involvement. In support of those
actions, Len interjected and said, ‘you really know your people and
their quirks, which is a real strength’ [Len indicated that he felt
Bill had a strong empathy with the workforce]. Bill then summar-
ized his reflections. These included: he felt he was perhaps too
empathetic to peoples’ needs; he agreed with all the feedback offered
and related it to his own examples [thereby providing another
learning intervention which created a further round of reflection
for both Bill and the team]; he reinforced that he is a rational,
practical guy and that he sometimes struggled with the philosophy
[of the change program] and with the challenges and changes he
personally faced, and how it all relates to his current practical
world.
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Clearly in this vignette, Bill was publicly confronted with other’s
impressions of his style and his demonstrated behaviour. He then
reflected on that feedback and related the information to his own
examples of his actions, which helped him to reinforce what he had
heard, or to challenge the comments offered. This double-loop process
helped him to understand and appreciate the impacts that his own style
was having on others in the team and within the context. This process
resembled what Argyris and Schön (1978) refer to as someone trying
to move towards a Model II type person, wherein they challenge their
mental models and basic assumptions of the world and their relation-
ships within it, and invite confrontation of their own assumptions and
test these publicly. From the vignette, one can also see the apparent
strength of the F and J components of his style – as observed and
offered by his colleagues. Also, the last reflective comments offered by
Bill should not be treated in any dismissive manner. In the context
of the project process and its goals, and from a learning-how-to-learn
perspective, such public admission of one’s feelings of inadequacy with
core elements of the change initiative can also be considered a laudable
learning action.

As evidenced in this vignette and in other empirical examples
provided throughout this section, it appeared that these project parti-
cipants, having developed an understanding of their own and their
colleagues’ cognitive styles, could better appreciate and rationalize their
differences in approaches to issues. It also helped them to better inter-
pret their observations of their colleagues’ learning behaviours and to
constructively converse and reflect about their differences in style, as it
affected their personal and collective learning activities. Consequently,
over time, this knowledge and the ensuing processes also contributed
towards the building of the participants’ learning relationships.

4.3 How did the cognitive styles of project participants in
this project case impact their situated learning behaviours?

This section examines the pragmatic impacts of cognitive styles on situ-
ated learning activity in a project setting. It serves as a coalescence of the
impacting issues raised or hinted at in the numerous empirical examples
provided in the preceding section of this chapter.

To begin this discussion, I first provide a volley of some additional
observations of how the cognitive styles of the core project parti-
cipants seemed to influence their learning behaviours within the project.
It must be acknowledged, however, that these examples are likely to
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have been at least partly influenced by other factors or elements in the
project learning milieu. Those elements are explored later in this book.
These observations included Steve (the extravert Intuitive), for example,
disengaging discussions if he was saturated with detailed information
and/or frustrated with a lack of forward movement on an issue, and
also when his colleagues regularly confronted him with those types of
observations. Conversely, when Steve felt or appeared to be in his style
and experience comfort zones, he often saturated his colleagues with
questions and provocative statements to stimulate what he determined
to be progress within the project team. Len (the Analytic sensate type)
regularly tried to coordinate and facilitate their project teammeetings in
a methodical and structured way. He did this in an effort to help get the
team focused on the transformational project issues and away from the
daily transactional ones, and thereby better utilize the project learning
opportunities. He also reliably and actively engaged discussions with his
colleagues and posed probing questions to them to source answers to,
or to aid the exploration of difficult project issues. One surmises that
the project learning space suited his style and therefore he was in his
style comfort zone, where perhaps the other players were demonstrably
less comfortable. Bill (the introverted, feeling intuitive type) appeared
predominantly reactionary to learning opportunities presented in the
project team learning spaces, particularly when the focus was specifically
on him and his actions. He also appeared to strongly prefer a person-
alized conversational approach (Hansen et al., 1999) for his knowledge
exchange and generation. Bill’s behaviours culminated in a seeming reli-
ance on the others to generate his learning for him, that is he appeared
to be more prepared to be the recipient rather than the generator of new
knowledge.
These observed learning behaviours of the project team participants

have been shaped or influenced by cognitive style conditioners. These
conditioners, which are explored below, constitute somemajor consider-
ations and action points in seeking to promote situated learning activity
in a project team.

The match/mismatch of cognitive style to project
information-processing demands

In project environments the information-processing demands on indi-
viduals and the team are generally high and variable in content,
and to some degree largely contingent on the project type and on
the project phase. That being, for example, an organizational change
type project in the implementation phase may present high volumes
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and complexity in information versus a product development project
in the project completion phase, which may present quite different
information-processing requirements. The volume and variability in
information-processing demand in a project, over time and over
type, suggest that it may be desirable to regularly appraise what are
the expected information-processing demands on individuals in their
project roles, and to assess whether their cognitive styles, individu-
ally and collectively, are likely to align to the perceived information-
processing demands of a project (Mohrman et al., 1995; Hayes and
Allinson, 1998). In the short term, where there is a match, project team
participants may find it relatively easy to interpret relevant information
and use it to decide how to act in order to perform effectively. Where
there is a mismatch, people may not attend to, or adequately interpret
important information. For example, they may become bogged down in
analysis of detail when there is no time or requirement for this level of
analysis, or they may ignore important detail when it is critical that they
should understand it, that is highlighting the differences in theWholist-
Analytic or Intuition-Analysis dimensions of one’s cognitive style. A
mismatch then, as well as creating some angst for the participants, can
result in team members not acquiring or correctly interpreting informa-
tion that is necessary in changing their assumptions about situations and
deciding how they should act (Hayes and Allinson, 1998). For example,
during a major configurational change episode in the project team of
this study, the project sponsor (and principal change agent) directly and
repeatedly intervened in the project team. These interventions offered
significant learning opportunities of a detailed and transformational
nature for the project team participants. During a separate reflection
session after one of these interventions, and in response to provocative
questioning about their political competence to learn from these inter-
ventions, Bill (an Intuitive and Adaptor type) explicitly reflected that
‘Sometimes I just don’t know that I have been given a lesson.’ With this
comment, he reflectively acknowledged that he failed to capture the
immediate learning opportunities during the event, since the detailed
and transformational nature of those opportunities seemed misaligned
with his Intuitive cognitive style.

Participants individually and collectively selecting situations
which align with their cognitive style

A second cognitive style conditioner of participants’ learning beha-
viours involves people individually and collectively selecting situations
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that allow them to utilize their identifiable cognitive styles, and to
avoid those situations that pose alternative demands – thus, potentially
restricting learning potential (Sternberg, 1988). That being, people are
motivated to seek more certain benefits associated with their preferred
approach to information-gathering and processing than take a risk in
situations that are incongruent with their cognitive style, and which
may require them to change their approaches (Hayes and Allinson,
1998). In these situations, when a person’s cognitive style seems to
be regularly in alignment with the information-processing demands
of a situation, it presents a self-reinforcing cycle, which may further
entrench existing information-processing routines. In the longer-term,
these entrenchments may blind project team members to information
that might signal a need to changes in knowledge and skills necessary
to enable performance (Hayes and Allinson, 1998). This is clearly an
argument in contradiction to those immediate shorter-term benefits to
be realized in matching cognitive styles to the information-processing
demands of a role. In a similar vein, Sadler-Smith (1999) contends that
while most empirical studies of cognitive style suggest that matching an
individual’s cognitive style to learningmethods is beneficial for learning,
some authors have argued for a mismatch, to expose the learner to a
wider range of learning skills. That is, to help develop their skills in
learning-how-to-learn (for examples, see Entwistle [1988], Honey and
Mumford [1992] and Raelin [2000]). If individuals succeed in learning-
how-to-learn, then ultimately thematching of cognitive style to learning
methods becomes a redundant concept (Sadler-Smith, 1999).
Tending to emulate this mismatched condition, the information-

processing demands on the project team participants involved in
this study were never intended, or likely to entrench pre-existing
information-processing routines. That being so, the complex transform-
ational organizational change activities of the project, juxtaposed to
the immediate operational performance activities, meant that gener-
ally the information-processing demands on participants were very
expansive, diverse and demanding. This situation particularly chal-
lenged the predominant Adaptor style types (Kirton, 1989) in the project
team. Consequently, most participants in the team were generally and
purposefully pushed outside of their cognitive comfort zones. Such a
powerful mismatch between their cognitive styles with the learning
demands of their situation is consistent with Sadler-Smith’s (1999)
comments on exposing learners to a wider range of learning skills and
learning opportunities – which helped focus participant attention on
their learning-how-to-learn. Indeed, the participants in this project team
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often reflected on each other’s styles and on the benefits or drawbacks
they observed in how those styles operated in response to the demands
of the project environment. For example, Steve once reflected about
Len’s style, ‘Len tends to be more active in his listening to others and I
like the way he actually uses the right words to explain what he’s trying
to do, whereas, I tend not to do that, as I just do the tasks required
without explanation. � � � I wish I could do that sort of thing sometime –
just once would be good.’

Predominance of a particular cognitive style type across a team

A third cognitive style conditioner of participants’ learning behaviours
involves the predominance of a particular cognitive style type across
a team of people. Therein, the general conformity of styles may tend
to confine knowledge discovery and critical reflection processes to the
shared cognitive comfort zone of the participants. That being so, the
team misses out on new and different perspectives or ideas gener-
ated through different information-processing approaches because team
processes may tend to exclude or marginalize other style types input or
contribution to the project. For example, a team primarily consisting
of Intuitive types may have little interest or time for considered input
from Analyst-type participants. Similarly, reflection practices may only
engage processes that suit the majority of participants and frustrate
the other minority participants, and motivate them to minimally (or
not bother to) engage in reflection practices relating to a project.
For example, a majority Analyst-type team may seek to have parti-
cipants independently reflect on issues and then come together and
share their well-considered ideas, whereas a minority of Intuitive types
in that situation would prefer to actively and participatively reflect
on the issues with all of the participants together. The empirical
examples of exchanges and learning tensions between project team
participants provided in this chapter illustrate these participants’ reac-
tions to differing style types and also the impact on individual learning
attitudes and approaches. However, perhaps as a sign of the developing
maturity of the project team in this study in learning-how-to-learn,
the core participants in the team considered that having a mix (or
mismatch) of cognitive styles in the team was both advantageous for the
successful completion of their project, and for their personal learning
development.

Furthermore, in the later stages of this study, in acknowledging a
distinct bias towards Intuitive types in the team and in seeking to
learn-how-to-learn, the participants constructed learning actions that
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deliberately sought to alleviate any cognitive bias adversely affecting
their learning in the team. These intended actions included: We need
to seek out the sensates to balance the information in the team and We
need to consciously and actively recognize different styles and compensate for
them. These explicit learning actions (amongst many others) were to be
enacted in the operational workplace as part of the participants’ pursuit
of their project goals, and then reflected on and revised as part of the
participative action research process. In devising and applying them-
selves to these intended learning actions, the participants tended to
become even more cognisant of (and could arguably better compensate
for) the impacts of the dominant Intuitive style types on their collective
learning activities.

This general conformity of style types across a project team can be
considered a random variable input in the formation of a project team,
or it can also be an outcome of the socio-cultural framework of the organ-
ization in which the project team participants operate. That is, in an
organization with a long and stable history, only those employees that
decide they can conform to and operate successfully within a particular
socio-cultural environment stay. In that scenario, it is likely that many
of those long-serving employees also share many similar aspects of their
cognitive styles, and when project team participants are selected from
the organization population, it is equally likely that there will be some
conformity of cognitive styles in the mix. This situation was evident in
the project team of this study. The organization’s traditional cultural
framework involved high respect for employees’ technical abilities and
their years of service to the organization, and fostered rational, decisive
and bureaucratic decision-making processes. That being so, Steve (an
ENTJ) offered the following reflection about their culture and training,
and its influence on their behaviours, ‘Our culture is about doing and
not about reflecting, and there is not always time to reflect.’ These
comments and observations reflect cultural support for the thinking
and judging and intuition elements of the MBTI preferences, and tacit
discouragement for sensing and feeling and perceiving elements. Not
surprisingly then, the majority of the project team participants in
this study were grouped predominantly in the INTJ category. There-
fore, this reinforcing cultural frame (Goffman, 1974) presented a signi-
ficant cultural barrier to them performing personal and group reflection
practices (Boud, 1991; Seibert and Daudlin, 1999) and consequently
also to how they gathered, interpreted and integrated information
into their individual mental models. The change programme and this
project activity were directly challenging that pre-existing cultural frame
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by pushing project team participants into unfamiliar learning process
territory, involving multiple levels of public reflection, and into unfa-
miliar learning topic territory on issues like cognitive styles and politics.
Highlighting this difficulty in changing their past learning behaviours,
Bill noted in an interview session, ‘I’ve definitely thought about the
reflection processes, and about how to improve my learning. Whether I
am actually able to modify my learning behaviour every time an oppor-
tunity presents itself has not always been the case – I would suggest
[to align with the new learning environment expectations]. Old habits
die hard perhaps, and there’re internal values probably driving some of
that too.’

4.4 Summary

The essence of the intra-personal influence on situated learning
activity, in any situation, is the relatively stable psychological construct
of cognitive style. When cognitive styles are publicly exposed and
communally reflected on, they can be considered a socially oriented
learning issue. The project team involved in this study utilized the
personality-centred cognitive style assessment method called the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator (Myers and McCaulley, 1985). However, whether
individuals in this project team were identified as ENTJs or Intuitives,
or any other classification or descriptor type from any of the assess-
ment methods discussed is not the critical underpinning feature of the
analysis presented in this chapter. Instead, the critical underpinning
feature revolves around these project team participants having exposed
themselves to the learning and learning development possibilities that
exist, by explicitly engaging with this constraint/enabler element. In
acquiring an understanding of their own and their colleagues’ cognitive
styles, these project participants better connected with one another.
That being so, they were better able to appreciate and understand the
behaviours of each other in the project and devised ways to construct-
ively work with those differences to their mutual learning and project
advantage. Therein, they progressively helped to build their learning
relationships and helped develop their individual skills in learning-
how-to-learn.

This chapter also presented and discussed three cognitive style
conditioners of participants’ learning behaviours. These included: the
matching or mismatching of project information-processing demands
with the cognitive styles of participants; participants individually or
collectively selecting situations that aligned with their cognitive style
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types and avoiding situations which pose alternative demands; the
predominance of a particular cognitive style type across a team. The
first of those conditioners articulated the short-term value or benefits of
having cognitive styles align with the information-processing demands
of a project. Conversely, the second of those conditioners stressed the
long-term negative learning outcomes of regularly matching cognitive
styles with the information-processing demands of a situation. This
contradictory position posited that, for the learning development of
individuals in the longer-term, mismatching the two variables is essen-
tial. That is, through such mismatching (as was observed in the case
study reported on in this book), participants are exposed to a greater
range of learning opportunities and are tacitly encouraged to develop
their skills in learning-how-to-learn. In progressively developing that
learning skill, attempting to match these two variables ultimately
becomes a non-issue for learning. The third conditioner highlighted
the negative impacts on learning behaviours that a general conformity
in cognitive style types across a project team might present. The core
participants in the project team involved in this study concluded that
having a mix or mismatch of cognitive styles in the team was advant-
ageous for both the intended project outcomes and their learning
development. Over the longer-term then, having both a mismatch
of cognitive styles in a team and a mismatch of cognitive styles
to the information-processing demands of a project situation can be
considered quite necessary for enhancing participant learning devel-
opment. Such a conclusion may be in contradiction with contem-
porary project management practice perspectives, since mismatching
implies and likely involves some conflict, risk and additional managerial
effort, and therefore something one would normally seek to minimize
or avoid.

Whilst the actions described in this chapter signal that some level of
situated learning activity was certainly occurring within the project, it
was generally considered that throughout the study, these three core
project participants appeared to be more the passengers for learning,
rather than the drivers of learning. When confronted with this view-
point, they explicitly concurred with it, which then prompted their
individual and collective reflection on why that was the case, and their
questioning of how they might move from one position towards the
other. Steve suggested that being the passenger in this particular project
was better than being the driver – with the implication that he felt
safer in that role. Perhaps Len shed further light on Steve’s reasoning
in attempting to partly justify his passenger role, by claiming that they
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lack role clarity (in the project) and that they are very conscious of
positional authority and the need to balance their project activities with
all the other change programme activities on the site. Bill highlighted
their collective dilemma by stating, ‘How do we actually get out of the
back seat?’ In addition to the individual cognitive styles of participants
constraining or supporting their learning, they seemed influenced by
other socio-contextual elements as well. Those other elements constitute
the focus of the next two chapters.



5
Learning Relationships and Pyramid of
Authority

This chapter provides an insight into the interpersonal constraint/
enabler elements for project situated learning. The first major section
of this chapter explores the learning relationships element. Therein, it
initially defines what a learning relationship is, and elaborates on the
importance of understanding and building them in a project context.
It then discusses two conditioners of project participants’ learning rela-
tionships, which ultimately influence their situated learning behaviours.
These conditioners include: attitudes to public exposure and public
scrutiny of perceived personal matters; and, preparedness to explore
one’s learning relationships with others outside of the existing relation-
ship frameworks, while viewing relationship problems as major learning
opportunities. These discussions cover aspects of defensive routines
impacting learning exchanges as well as issues of challenging traditional
socio-cultural factors or assumptions within the presenting project rela-
tionship frameworks.

The second major section of this chapter defines and describes the
pyramid of authority element for project situated learning. It articu-
lates how politics is rife in projects, the necessity to positively engage
with it and the links between learning and politics. It also describes
how perceptions of the authorities that participants bring into a project
setting can impact their learning behaviours. This discussion covers
aspects of utilizing participant authority as something positive for situ-
ated learning activity and perceptions of participant authority as a
restraint on communal debate, reflection and knowledge exchange
about project issues. It also elaborates on how participants’ percep-
tions of their authority to lead a project and their learning activity can
be further conditioned by factors within and surrounding a project.
Therein, three conditioners of participants’ pyramids of authority within
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a project setting are explored. These consist of: participant ambiguity
within a project revolving around the subject of learning, their roles
and the process to achieve the project goals; the latent or discern-
able authority of the project sponsor; and, the relationship of a project
to other projects that demonstrate political hegemony in an organiz-
ation. The final section of this chapter then provides a summary of
the key issues concerning these two interpersonal constraining/enabling
elements affecting project situated learning activity.

5.1 Learning relationships

The importance of understanding the learning relationships

I think our team isn’t comfortable with silence where they can think
about how things are impacting upon them or ask, ‘What’s my
learning from this?’ What actually often happens is a reflection will
be made about a certain relationship dynamic and one of the guys
will say, ‘that happens in the other project team and you can see
it in the example of blah, blah, blah.’ They take the energy away
from the opportunity to improve their own relationships by looking
at the issue in something that’s not attached to them personally. I
think they can really move this project and their learning forward if
they can actually spend time thinking about, ‘how does that impact
on me?’ � � � ‘What does that mean for me personally?’ When I can
actually hear their conversations using words like, ‘for me’, or ‘in my
experience’, or ‘honestly in my opinion’ � � � then when that happens
that will be a real milestone

(Molly – frequent participant in the project team)

This reflective quotation from Molly (a junior Human Resources Facilit-
ator in the operation and frequent participant in the project team during
the early phases of this study) highlights three important points. First,
she recognized defensive behaviour in the project team participants
when they confronted issues about their own learning relationships.
Second, these comments indicate that the project team participants
were exploring some rather difficult socio-cultural issues around their
learning. Third, this exploration process during the participants’ team
meetings included deep personal reflections on their team learning
processes and on their own learning behaviours. These points serve as
an illustration of the learning activities of the project team involved
in this study. They also serve as a catalyst to explore and speculate
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on how relationship issues between those project participants might
have impacted on their situated learning, and on how they might have
collectively and constructively dealt with these complex issues. Such
interpersonal learning relationships can be determined by broader or
localized structural influences and also through personal interests. That
is, a learning relationship in this study can represent a formally struc-
tured relationship between people in different departments for example,
and/or informal personal relationships formed in isolation to any organ-
izational structure. Thus, in this study, this element of learning relation-
ships was defined as: The relationship one has with another person/s from
which one acquires or imparts knowledge or skill to increase one’s capacity to
take effective project action.

Earlier, in Chapter 2, I argued that learning is a multidimensional
social and contextual activity (Park, 1999; Senge and Scharmer, 2001).
Seemingly implicit in the work of those authors cited in that chapter
(involving situated learning theorists and some organizational learning
theorists) is the notion of having a relationship that enables learning
between people within their practice context, and enables organiza-
tional learning to develop. Project participants’ multifarious interre-
lating within a project involves them in the situated learning processes
of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), observations, conversations and dialogue
whilst they develop their technical and social competencies, and ulti-
mately their identities within the project team. Their explicit and
implicit social relationships form the conduits on which these types of
learning processes are enabled. For example, Baker (2002b: 166) asserts
that ‘At the heart of conversational learning is social, relational learning
among people who each have experiences and ideas that become vital
resources for new possibilities yet to be discovered.’ Concomitant to
those perspectives is the recognition of the importance of building rela-
tionships to facilitate learning (Bryans and Smith, 2000). These relation-
ships between people also directly impact on organizational learning
since through their interactions people are the agents for organizational
action and organizational learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Hedberg,
1981; Senge, 1990; Kim, 1993; Probst and Buchel, 1997; Crossan et al.,
1999; Dixon, 1999; Andrews and Delahaye, 2000). For example, in their
study into organizational learning in a biomedical consortium, Andrews
and Delahaye (2000) nominated relationship issues of approachability,
credibility and trustworthiness between people as mediating knowledge-
importing and sharing activities, and hence also organizational learning.

A number of authors in the project management field also stress
the importance of building effective working relationships for project
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success since people in project teams necessarily engage with multiple
interested stakeholders, at multiple levels (even without formal
authority), to effectively manage a project (for examples, see Frame
[1995], Verma [1995], Briner et al. [1996], Pinto [1998a], Posner and
Kouzes [1998], Frame [1999], Pinto and Millet [1999], Keeling [2000],
Boddy [2002], Gido and Clements [2003]). As an example, Posner and
Kouzes (1998) suggest that the most important relationships for learning
in projects involve mentors, immediate supervisors and one’s peers,
that is stressing both the importance of having effective working rela-
tionships and the learning value gained from the more immediate and
situated working relationships one has with colleagues. These networks
of relationships need not necessarily be only formal in configuration.
Briner et al. (1996) emphasize the value in consciously building informal
networks to help manage the external project team image and to harness
the resources and support needed to deliver a project. Some researchers
have specifically identified that the establishment and fostering of
these informal learning relationships significantly aid learning activity.
For example, in a study of learning across projects by Keegan and
Turner (2001), their respondents claimed that the informal networks
within their companies were the most important conduit for transfer-
ring learning between individuals and project teams. Those respondents
also posited that their informal networks required deliberate attention
and nurturing to ensure and to enhance the strengthening and the
speed of their learning and development processes. In a similar outcome,
Lim (2002) ascertained that the Singaporean School Principals involved
in his study on learning improved their workplace practices through
learning from informal, unstructured learning relationships at work.
These learning relationships offered a form of continuous workplace
learning through providing ways to increase the sharing of information
and by promoting self-management of the learning process.

Whether it is formal or informal, the interactions between people are
essential in knowledge creation and diffusion, and also in providing
a powerful avenue for tacit knowledge to be socialized and articu-
lated – as espoused, for example, in the work of Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995). Smith (2001) claims that such tacit knowledge exchange is
reliant on relationships which are open, friendly, unstructured, and
allow for spontaneous sharing of knowledge. To achieve these types
of relationships where both tacit and explicit knowledge is readily
shared and new knowledge created requires, as Swan et al. (1999:
271–73) suggest, ‘� � � an investment in interpersonal interrelationship
building, so that those involved can make sense of and envisage the
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broader goals of the system. � � �’ This equates to improving the conduct-
ivity of the project relationships (i.e. the links between project actors) so
that their relationships then serve as more effective conduits for inform-
ation flow (Brookes et al., 2006).

How did the learning relationships exhibited in this project case,
impact participants’ situated learning behaviours?

The learning relationships impact on the situated learning activity of
project participants is best addressed through an elaboration on the two
empirically derived conditioners of those relationships. These condi-
tioners either challenged and changed, or, reinforced the participants’
current learning relationships within the project and, consequently,
were primal influences on the observed learning behaviours of the parti-
cipants. These conditioners involved:

• attitudes to public exposure and public scrutiny of perceived personal
matters;

• preparedness to explore one’s learning relationships with others
outside of the existing relationship frameworks, and viewing rela-
tionship problems as major learning opportunities.

As evidenced in the discussion to follow, a learning relationship
conditioner that tended to constrain situated learning processes
involved the project team participants’ not wanting one’s perform-
ances/failings/beliefs/fears/weaknesses to be exposed to one’s peer group
for public scrutiny, or to oneself. This conditioner resulted in the project
team participants exhibiting defensive deflection onto other victims,
and in shoring up their own protective veneers (i.e. applying strategies to
avoid such discussions) in case of future attack. In over 36 project team
meeting sessions and during semi-structured interviews, or in learning
workshop activities, these actions were observed at every meeting event.
That being, at those events, at least one or sometimes more of the parti-
cipants would demonstrate some form of defensive behaviour.

In contrast, a learning relationship conditioner which tended to aid
situated learning between the project participants involved the team’s
preparedness to actively explore new relationship frameworks. In so
doing, participants viewed relationship problems not as problems to be
quickly solved, but rather exploratory learning opportunities. Therefore,
this conditioner offered challenges to, rather than reinforcement of,
current relationship frameworks and encouraged different attitudes and
approaches towards coaching and mentoring of colleagues.
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Attitudes to public exposure and public scrutiny of perceived
personal matters

At first glance, one might question the necessity to publicly expose
and scrutinize aspects of one’s behaviour in a project team, particularly
when the usual and primary focus in a project team is on completing
a major task within time constraints. However, if project participants
begin to value learning and creating as much as task completion within
project contexts, then they will appreciate the value in exploring the
deeper dimensions of their individual and collective behaviours (Raelin,
2000). Such an appreciation and acceptance of the value of learning in
projects is a fundamental catalyst for developing learning at the project
team level since it provides the overarching internal stimulus for parti-
cipants to want to build their learning relationships and to want to
deal with the other identified learning constraint/enabler elements iden-
tified in this study. Any exploration of project participants’ learning
behaviours involves them in providing and accepting positive and
negative feedback, dealing with internal and external politics, nego-
tiating with others, and publicly testing individuals’ espoused values
and beliefs (Raelin, 2000). These processes involve confrontation with
defensive routines, which has parallels at the organizational learning
level.

At the organizational level, Argyris (1990) states that his Model 1
governing values (i.e. unilateral control, to win and not lose, to suppress
negative feelings, and a focus on action strategies) lead to organiz-
ational routines involving deflecting or avoiding embarrassment or
threat, wherein, learning opportunities are stifled. For example, a team
member may deflect, disengage or fail to initiate team discussion on
issues where they have failed to complete their designated project
task, or when they feel less competent or confident about a project
topic and do not wish to compromise perceptions of their reputation
with colleagues in the organization. Organizational defensive routines
are therefore anti-learning, overprotective and self-sealing. Failure to
discuss these defensive routines means they will continue to prolif-
erate, and when they are discussed, the individuals involved may get
in trouble (Argyris, 1990). The result being that the defensive routines
are protected and reinforced by the people who prefer they do not
exist. This protection is covert and undiscussable, and these defensive
routines force people to take actions to achieve political and task goals
via circuitous relational routes rather than directly dealing with the issue
and people concerned. This, in turn, reinforces or props up the defensive
routines which caused the situation in the first place (Argyris, 1990).
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Organizational defensive routines make it highly likely that individuals
and groups will not detect and correct errors that are embarrassing
and threatening because the fundamental rules are to bypass the errors
and act as if they are not being done, and make the bypass undis-
cussable, and make its undiscussability, undiscussable. Argyris (1990)
further suggests that attempting to engage these defensive routines for
reflection and to reduce them only activates the defensive routines and
strengthens them. Nevertheless, in such a situation can project parti-
cipants afford to retreat from this challenge? As exemplified in this
study, participants really have no choice but to systematically confront
these defensive routines, otherwise they remain locked into a pattern of
systemic ignorance, limited change and limited learning. In that sense,
they need to be cognisant of the initial responses or challenges to reflec-
tion within such defensive routines, and continue to push the issues,
wherein, they test their own endurance and perseverance in pursuit
of learning. Therefore, at the level of the project team, not to delib-
erately confront these defensive routines only perpetuates the existing
conundrum, and in the project team of this study, would have defeated
the very goal of achieving significant learning and organizational
change. These confrontational dilemmas are illustrated by Len when he
commented,

the things that won’t be discussed in the group and yet come out in
one to one encounters are real barriers, and I suppose part of the issue
is developing some demonstrated behaviours that support the sort of
environment, the learning environment that we’re aiming for. The
project sponsor often challenges us on what are the behaviours that
we’re exhibiting? Are they the same as the ones that we bemoan other
people exhibit? So getting some of those undiscussables out is really
where the barrier is, and I suppose it’s been quite a deliberate exercise
to get to know each other a bit better and become more confident to
share, and be more confident to know how to share some of these
undiscussable things.

In the project team involved in this study, confronting such difficult
relationship issues and defensive routines was a fundamental activity
in the project process. Learning within this project team situation was
reliant on the participants’ willingness to admit mistakes or deficiencies
in their actions, to engage conversation about those issues, and subject
themselves and their experiences to the constructive criticism of their
peers. Yet, as Raelin (2001) noted, not all people in all settings have such
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psychological (and organizational) security to undertake such reflective
practice since such public reflection would place participants in a vulner-
able state. In highlighting this hesitancy to exposing one’s own deficien-
cies or vulnerabilities during the early stages of this research, Bill stated,
‘I am pushing myself outside my familiar comfort zone [to discuss my
deficiencies] – and I am trying not to jump off the cliff without a para-
chute. Moving from my old job to my new job [with its expectations] is
hard.’ and, ‘We seem to have, for whatever reason, shied away from actu-
ally looking at our roles and perhaps thinking about how could we do
things differently.’ Such an inwardly focused and communal discussion
on their roles might mean the possible exposure of one’s own deficien-
cies or perceived weaknesses – despite the opportunity for learning. To
avoid that risk of exposure (later acknowledged by the participants),
the participants practised a process of what I have termed – defensive
deflection. This term encapsulates Argyris’s (1990, 1993, 1999) extensive
commentary on defensive reasoning and defensive routines, and also
the observations made of these project participants, which revealed that
they did more than just seek to avoid the examination of their own
behaviours and the testing of their mental assumptions and conclu-
sions drawn (Argyris, 1999). These participants also regularly deflected
their discussions/reflections on difficult relational issues onto others,
or other groups, when they did not wish to evaluate themselves and
their own learning actions/behaviours. Therefore, this term of defensive
deflection more eloquently reflects the observed defensive behaviour
experiences of the participants in the project team examined in this
study.
As part of their individual interview and feedback sessions, and also

during the feedback sessions with the full project team, the core parti-
cipants in this study were introduced to this defensive deflection term.
On their reflection, they seemed to readily comprehend and accept that
this was a significant issue for them in their learning activities. Len
surmised that he felt defensive deflection was culturally entrenched in
the organization and stated,

Defensive deflection is a behaviour that exists fairly deeply and is
probably largely unconscious, I suppose, whilst I am working within
my tangible comfort zone. One general observation that has been
made about the three of us and the Cokemaking Leadership Team
too � � � is around avoiding tough discussions [particularly around non-
rational issues] � � �one of the avoidance mechanisms is often that
deflection � � � I suppose that’s a behaviour which comes back at us
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in other parts of the organization � � � for example, We’re the best
shift � � � its the maintenance people and the other shifts that muck
us up.

At the organizational level, Argyris (1990) also noted this process where
individuals learn to distance themselves from feeling responsible for
creating defensive patterns – it becomes the other people who are
at fault. In avoiding discussion of the project team’s own relation-
ship issues, Steve offered his observations of another project team’s
barriers to their learning relationships by suggesting that, ‘They should
be in the plywood business given the amount of veneer abundant in
the Working Party process.’ The implication being, that the team he
observed had layers upon layers of barriers to learning within their
relationships. With this comment, he momentarily deflected the atten-
tion of his peers in this project team onto another group’s relation-
ship issues, which prompted their active dialogue on what were their
perceptions of that other project team within the organizational change
programme. All these avoidance actions are in alignment with what
Argyris (1999) describes as how professionals avoid learning, that is
professionals use their criticisms of others to protect themselves from
the potential embarrassment of having to admit to their responsibilities
in the less-than-perfect outcomes achieved. Len noted in one of the
very first learning workshop sessions, ‘Defensive deflection is probably
one of the strategies we will all use. As you have discovered, purposeful
deflection is one of our strong points.’ At that time, Len’s comment
strongly reflected his feeling that the team still did not have robust
learning relationships in which they felt confident to freely exchange
views and to publicly reflect on their difficult relationship issues.

Furthermore, the willingness and opportunities for participants to
expose themselves to their peer group and to explore new relation-
ship frameworks were also affected by their heavy involvement in,
and responsibilities for activities of, the broader organizational change
programme and daily operational activities. (This forecasts a link to
the constraint/enabler element of situational context, which will be
discussed in the next chapter.) Consequently, during the early stages of
the project team, the participants’ application to building their learning
relationships was a more responsive and opportunistic activity rather
than a systematic and planned action. As Steve noted, ‘We were trying
to do things differently in developing the learning relationships, but it
was done by the seat of the pants rather than by a cunning plan with
everything falling into place.’ Some commentators might suggest that
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taking such an opportunistic approach to developing their learning rela-
tionships is perfectly satisfactory. However, a seat of the pants approach
fails to adequately address or create the conditions necessary for optim-
izing learning and learning development within any specific project
context – which, as suggested previously in this book, is a general defi-
ciency in current learning approaches in project management practice.
In short, opportunistic responses are useful but should be embedded
within a strategic and purposeful approach to learning. Consistent with
Steve’s comments above, and reflecting the participants’ other respons-
ibilities, while also illustrating their defensive deflection, is a remark
made by Bill during an interview session, ‘I would have to say that more
recently we haven’t done a lot of learning together and I suppose that
is probably because there’s been a fair bit of transactional [operational]
type stuff that we have been working on, � � � therefore, we really haven’t
gone back and talked about ourselves, it’s more been about other groups
and getting things done.’ In the view of these participants, particularly
in the early stages of this study, attending to issues in the organiz-
ational environment seemed to take some priority over purposefully
and systematically attending to the processes concerned with devel-
oping their learning relationships – despite the explicit project goal of
redefining their relationships. Hence, their other organizational envir-
onment commitments helped limit their attention to their learning
relationship development processes, and provided avenues or targets for
individuals to more readily defensively deflect.

In contrast, however, and potentially aiding their learning relation-
ship development was the participants’ collective view that they felt
this organizational environment and their project was disorderly, threat-
ening to them professionally and personally, and difficult to analyse and
plan for. Partly in response to those perceptions and coupled to other
stimuli, they appeared to strongly prefer to exchange project informa-
tion through personal contact rather than through codified media such
as e-mails, phone calls or paperwork. Their actions seemed to mirror a
proposition by Daft and Weick (1984) that if one’s perceived external
environment is less analysable, the greater the tendency for managers
to use external information gained from personal contact with other
managers. This perceived condition of the organizational environment
simply encouraged these project participants to personally engage with
each other, and therefore helped establish recurrent opportunities for
them to collaboratively expose and scrutinize their behaviours and
modify their learning relationships.
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Given all the issues outlined in this section, the project team parti-
cipants in this case took many project meeting sessions to progress-
ively recognize, reflect on and move steadily away from this avoidance
approach towards constantly addressing aspects of their own learning
relationships. For example, half way through the project, Len expressed
his concern on this matter by stating, ‘I can walk around the room
and still see individuals who look like there’s something going on, but
even when you challenge them, it is very difficult to get out what
seems to be an honest and complete response � � � and that’s probably still
impeding learning progress.’ Bill rationalized his actions on this issue
by suggesting,

I generally tend to operate in a very rational way. However, I think
I am able to actually get into the non-rational issues more now than
I used to, and we’re going to have to spend a lot more time in the
non-rational area talking about how people are feeling about things,
and what are the individual jobs that they’d like? � � � I suppose I’ve
seen the group move closer together but I can also see that we’ve got
a fair bit more of that to do before we decide what the Cokemaking
Leadership Team looks like and how it operates in the future.

The project sponsor would likely have concurred with Bill’s last reflec-
tion, and in one project team session, asked the team what it would
take to get them to emotionally engage with their workforce. He then
expressed that he felt, ‘There is a fantasy world out there about what our
physical world will look like, but what is of interest to me is how people
behave emotionally, � � �How do you build trust without the emotional
connections with people?’ His comments reflected his relentless crusade
to motivate these project participants to focus their energies on devel-
oping their immediate peer group relationships, and also to improve
their relationships with other parties throughout the broader organiza-
tion. His comments also further illustrate the level and intensity of the
conversations conducted between the participants in this project team
around this learning relationships element.

Preparedness to explore one’s learning relationships with others
outside of the existing relationship frameworks

The exploration of, and challenge to, existing relational frameworks
was a strategy that the project team in this study very actively pursued
since they sought to develop their relationships to a new level of trust,
openness and emotional engagement. Their actions mirrored Argyris
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and Schön’s (1978) Model II type approach to organizational learning,
wherein existing mental models and governing variables are chal-
lenged. In that process, double-loop learning results from individuals
confronting their basic assumptions behind their views of others (often
involving difficult and sensitive matters) and inviting public confront-
ation and exploration of their assumptions (Argyris and Schön, 1978;
Schön, 1987) (also see Pawlowsky [2001]). Double-loop learning assists
new knowledge creation and discovery, aids the development of skills
in learning-how-to-learn and develops ways for people to behave differ-
ently within their learning contexts (Argyris and Schön, 1978). Although
not explicitly referred to by participants during this study, the parti-
cipants were aware of this theory-of-action perspective through their
previous attendance at company run leadership development courses.
During the initial stages of this project, the project sponsor had also
raised this theory in his discussions with the project team, seemingly
to serve as a provocative learning action. One example comment of
his (of many) on this matter involved, ‘When you went to leadership
training � � �what defined a Model 1 and a Model II world � � � and what
have you done to move toward a Model II world?’

As part of exploring their relationships during the study, Len, Steve
and Bill were asked to comment on the challenges they faced in chan-
ging their traditional relationships. Their responses were multifaceted.
Bill indicated that the traditional, physical and socio-cultural demarca-
tion between different battery operations presented a difficult relation-
ship development challenge, but stated, ‘Somehow we have to change
that barrier so that we start to work across the batteries, and I think that’s
what I’m trying to do with Steve [ ] I suppose some of the conversations
that we have together in the project team are pushing us down a few
different tracks, and that is making us rethink perhaps, our beliefs as to
what relationships are possible.’ Len emphasized the internal struggle
he felt they all possessed about this relationship issue by suggesting
that, ‘we are all struggling around what does this change really mean?
We are all struggling to come up with non-traditional, non-hierarchical
responses as to how we should work and learn together’ Steve artic-
ulated a list of issues which he considered were restraining people
from changing their traditional relationships. These involved: the uncer-
tainty present in the organizational, business and project environments,
resulting in people persisting with the devil-you-know syndrome; a lack
of courage and knowledge within the participants to pursue change of
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this nature; long-serving employees on the project team (most having
served more than 15 years in this one organization) where their current
relationships were forged by their past culture experiences, which were
well-known and understood; and, not clearly seeing what’s in it for
them through their participation in the change process, and questioning
whether their efforts would be valued. At that time, Steve subsequently
concluded that changes to their relationships were dependent on the
individuals being self-motivated and committed enough to drive it.

Also, at the start of this project, some learning relationships were
considered more relevant than others. For example, Len commented
that, ‘Our learning relationship barriers involve hierarchy. The guy who
sees a problem is still not prepared to share it upwards. We need to
learn from the guys doing the jobs, be prepared to listen to the guys
and to seek out and value the comments when we get them, even
though it may not be immediately valuable [as Len might perceive
it].’ This comment reflected the intertwining of perceived authority
with the learning relationships that these participants had with other
people, and implied that their authority (or at least perceptions of
it) had flavoured peoples’ attitudes and approaches towards sharing
information with them. Steve suggested that they (the project parti-
cipants) ‘� � �only value input from the right source. We need to seek
out people throughout all the hierarchy, whether it comes from the
right or wrong place. In our culture we look for the answers only
in certain areas. Listening to all is the key to the [learning] system
working.’ Steve’s comment also indicated that some relationships were
perceived by the project participants as more valuable for learning than
others, and those other relationships were seen as more obligatory –
attracting less focus or just ignored. However, all these comments also
reflect that these participants increasingly and genuinely acknowledged
important socio-cultural influences on how they perceived and valued
their relationships, and that they considered there were positive learning
outcomes to be realized through them proactively altering those existing
relationships.
Immersed in this complex socio-cultural milieu, Len actively sought

to reduce what were current barriers to learning in his relationships
with other people external to the project team and across the traditional
work silos. This primarily involved him in informal activities, consisting
of conversations with people, seeking and offering advice to them,
and posing questions to them about operational and change process
issues. Within that context, those actions effectively constituted new
approaches to coaching and mentoring of section employees. Bill and
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Steve also readily acknowledged that Len was performing these many
informal mentoring and coaching activities with section employees. Len
indicated that during those exchanges, he was trying to talk up the
notion of the CLT (the project team) since ‘One of the characteristics
about our traditional culture around here is a lack of trust, and that
extends very much to a lack of trust of what goes on behind closed
doors or assumed closed doors.’ In this dialogue, Len was suggesting
that he was conscious of influencing perceptions of the CLT in the rest
of the organization since he considered this cultural lack of trust may
have inhibited the development of the organization and of the project
team activities. In performing these actions, he repeatedly confronted
and challenged a governing value of cultural mistrust between different
groups in the organization. Len espoused his belief in trying to work
together on the basis that if they shared relevant information and a
common set of principles with a team, then the team will come up with
the right answers. As he indicated, ‘We don’t have to dictate the way
that everything’s to work. It’s quite counter productive and maintains
the old culture if we were to do that.’ He suggested his own extensive
informal efforts (and those of his colleagues) in reducing the relation-
ship barriers were quite significant, given the cultural history of the
site. As well as helping to build relationships between people across the
organization, Len’s interventions also helped to progressively chip away
at the cultural authority issues for learning imposed by his own previous
hierarchical position.

The following vignette provides an example of Len, Steve and Bill’s
informal efforts in coaching and mentoring each other. This appeared
to be radically different to how they would have traditionally mentored
each other prior to the project team forming, that is it would not neces-
sarily have happened! It also illustrates them expressly grappling with
their own relationship issues and those they have with other employees
external to the immediate project team, but involved in the broader
change process. These actions, incidentally, were in accordance with
their stated project goals of redefining their relationships and practising
new leadership skills.

One morning at work, Bill sought Len and Steve’s advice on an
important operational and relationship problem he was having with
a number of key employees in his area of responsibility (i.e. the
coke batteries). This problem involved the employees’ current work
behaviours not being seen as aligning with the needs of the current
or future operation, and Bill aggressively seeking to change those
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employees’ work behaviours. Bill, Len, and Steve talked expansively
through what exactly were the issues that Bill needed to address
and how he might keep attacking the assumptions that sat behind
the employees’ demonstrated behaviours. As a team, they appeared
to both try to help solve the problem Bill presented, but also, to
challenge and explore what were the critical underpinning aspects
of Bill’s relational conflict with the employee group – thereby, not
simply focus on the exhibited behaviours of the employees and the
presenting problem. Notably too, their dialogue includedmuch about
Bill’s own behaviour with the group. After the event, Steve reflected
positively on this mentoring episode, by stating, ‘So that event was
good as a joint learning experience � � �we actually sat down and said
how do we actually break the psychological barrier exhibited in the
issue and better understand how we reward people, and, we ques-
tioned how we get into peoples heads to better understand them.
This activity was an attempt to draw upon our collective experiences
and to learn from each other � � � It was a comforting thing for Bill to
try, and for us to be the sounding boards.’

While at the time of this one particular event it may not have been
readily apparent to the participants, through their actions on that occa-
sion, they were also developing their ability in learning-how-to-learn.
Through helping to reduce their fear of sharing information and their
concerns with each other, and through exposing and sharing their
tacit knowledge, these types of occasions provided further opportun-
ities for the participants to jointly challenge, better understand and
steadily build their own learning relationship frameworks. This example
(amongst others) of project participants conducting an operational-
focused discussion first, which then led onto critical reflections about
their learning behaviours, was a general circumstance shaped by a
number of issues pertaining to the situational context of the project –
which will be discussed further in Chapter 6.

As a brief example of treating a perceived relationship problem as a
learning opportunity, during the middle of this study Len reflectively
noted that

One of the things that can create learning barriers is where you get
individuals not actively participating [in team meetings] � � �whether
they are taking it in and reflecting internally or whether they are just
switched off and thinking about something else � � �The internalising
creates a barrier where the collective wisdom is not getting shared.
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Often guys who are sitting there internalising have got a good point
of view, a valid point of view [in his opinion], one that will carry a
discussion somewhere else and to someplace valuable, and, they’re
not sharing it and the group is being denied some wisdom.

These comments may reflect a cognitive style issue, but also reflect
that Len perceived there were learning difficulties between project team
participants which may be rooted in their relationships. That being,
people did not seem to freely and actively participate in the meeting
sessions. When asked if he felt that situation was happening a lot in the
team, he replied, ‘Oh yes. At any time we’ve probably got 50 per cent
active participation.’ When challenged on what he does to change that
situation, he responded by saying,

I have no easy answer on that. I’m starting to challenge them more.
If somebody is disengaged I’ll sometimes try a question that asks how
they are feeling? Where they are up to? Or, whatever seems appro-
priate in the context. So I’m probably doing those more � � �doing
them enough is another thing and if I’m going flat out [actively
participating himself] then I’m not taking notice of that anyway.

Rather than ignore or reject these disengagement or non-participation
situations, Len demonstrated his preparedness to challenge and change
these situations by pursuing the other participants for their opinions and
ideas. In doing so, across multiple events, he undertook many actions
that frequently energized participants to interact more, and through
their new interactions (both verbal and reflective in character) they
learnt and better contributed to the learning of the team.

5.2 Pyramid of authority

What is a pyramid of authority?

In all aspects of life, as people participate in their various communities
of practice, they develop and temporarily possess different levels and
different kinds of authority or power, which can also include assigned
authority from others to achieve particular sets of goals or activities.
As described by Frame (1994) and Pinto (1998a, 2000), for example,
these authorities can include technical authority, formal authority,
bureaucratic authority, crisis authority and charismatic authority.
Possessing these accumulated authorities represents ‘the potential ability
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to influence behaviour [ ] and to get people to do things that they would
not otherwise do’ (Pfeffer, 1992: 30). The exercise of these accumulated
authorities represents political action or the exercise of that influence,
and therefore, represents power in action (Pfeffer, 1992; Buchanan and
Badham, 1999). These authorities can be applied to any situation or task
or topic (e.g. project leadership), but what is of concern here is how a
member of a project teammight positively and legitimately apply or not
apply their accumulated authorities to pursue situated learning while
participating in a project. This section therefore presents a discussion on
the interpersonal learning constraint/enabler element termed ‘pyramid
of authority’, which involves the application or non-application of one’s
own power or authority to support or constrain situated learning in a
project team.

Different project team participants will bring a varying combination
of authorities to a project team. The term ‘pyramid’ tends to capture the
notion that a person arranges or incrementally builds up their author-
ities over time, from some base level, and through that incremental
building process there is some value to be realized. Importantly, these
authorities can be real or perceived –meaning, for example, that a person
may think they possess a certain authority like technical or charismatic
authority and yet, in reality, the project team and the organization may
consider that they do not and vice versa. At the level of the project team,
the consolidation of individuals’ various authorities around the project
team activity also constitutes an incremental building process, with the
collective base consisting of the base level authorities of all the parti-
cipants. The term ‘pyramid’ also captures the notion that building up
authorities is a dynamic and positive construction process, as opposed to
the negative connotation sometimes attached to power and politics in
organizations (Note: Block [1983], Frame [1994], Buchanan and Badham
[1999] and Pinto [1998a,b, 2000] also take this positive position on the
management of politics).

To support the theoretical and empirical discussion contained within
this section, and relevant to the case study, an individual and collective
definition for this constraint/enabler element of pyramid of authority is
now provided.

Individual pyramid of authority – an individual’s perceived or real accu-
mulated authority level within a project, affecting their own political
approach to their learning. This accumulated authority may consist of
an individual’s own perceptions of their authority, others’ perceptions
of their authority and the organization’s assigned authority to assist
them to successfully deliver a project.
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Collective pyramid of authority – a project team’s collective authority
within the organization, influencing the team’s political approach to
their collective learning. This collective authority can be either a summa-
tion of the real individual authorities of the participants in the project
and/or can be authority assigned to the entire project team by the organ-
ization to aid project success.

Why mention the individual and the collective variants? The indi-
vidual pyramid of authority can clearly have impacts on situated
learning in the dyadic interactions and exchanges between individuals.
Collectively, a project team may have an accumulated and/or assigned
authority which affords them the freedom to activate or provide
multiple and varied learning opportunities, to experiment with ideas,
and to share and seek information and resources. While an individual
may also possess and enact this potential, if the collective does not
possess such authority, then situated learning activity in the team may
be significantly constrained. That is not to suggest that the individual
within such a broader constraint situation cannot seek to improve their
learning – merely, that the broader, more enveloping organizational
context may constrain or hinder that potential learning development.
Or, as Buchanan and Badham (1999: 11) assert, ‘the power one has [to
exercise on issues] thus depends upon the organizational context as well
as the skill, will and other resources (funds, position, credibility) of the
individual.’

This element requires project team participants to identify and appre-
ciate the political issues impacting their project and their learning
potential, and to recognize the individual and collective authorities that
they bring to, and think they can exercise, within that project political
context. The public exposure and collective reflection on those accumu-
lated authorities within the project team represent a positive and system-
atic learning action, which aids an individual or team in deciding its
political approach towards their project learning opportunities (Sense,
2003a; Sense and Antoni, 2003).

The importance of managing politics for learning in projects

Why politics is rife in projects

The situated learning theorists Lave and Wenger (1991) support a posi-
tion that politics is a part of any community or group by expressing that
a community of practice is neither a haven of togetherness nor an island
of intimacy insulated from social and political relations. As a result,
communities of practice exhibit multiple and diverse forms of particip-
ation. In a later work, Wenger (1998) referred to the politics of such
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participation within a community of practice as involving issues of influ-
ence, nepotism, discrimination, charisma, friendship and ambition –
which also signals the potential range of positive or negative political
behaviours an individual in a situation might choose to pursue. In her
discussion of change management and managerial teams, Kanter (1994)
also reflected these themes of differential interest groups facilitating
political behaviour by suggesting that a philosophy of participation (as
in project teams) does not mean the departure of politics in a group since
people have different perspectives, needs, expectations of the group, and
the organizational structures of segmentation into specialties encourage
divisiveness and non-cooperation across areas. Project teams typically
consist of members that normally would belong to, identify with, and
be influenced by other multiple communities of practice (or specialisms)
within an organization and beyond it (Sense, 2003b). This commingling
of participants around a project opportunity suggests there are unavoid-
able and varied political interests present, which influence the political
actions of individuals within the project team. Therefore, since projects
involve change and uncertainty (Buchanan and Badham, 1999), and
since project teams exist as temporal specialist subgroups within amatrix
of multiple specialisms or organizational groupings, projects therefore
tend to greatly accentuate this political dynamic – and consequently,
the learning-political linkage as well (Sense and Antoni, 2003). Beyond
individualist orientations towards different communities of practice (or
specialisms) being fundamental in causing political activity, if historic
tensions between team members exist and have not been resolved, then
they will also manifest themselves as political behaviour within the team
(Kanter, 1994).
In addition to those arguments, Pinto (2000) (also see Boddy [2002])

offers three further reasons (stemming from an epistemological project
characteristic of separation) why such political processes are so stimu-
lated into action within projects. These revolve around: projects needing
to negotiate for resources because of their separateness to the traditional
functional structures; project managers not normally having a stable,
functional base of power to do that negotiation for those resources,
and hence, needing to learn to cultivate many methods of influence to
obtain resources for a project (also see Frame [1999]); project managers
do not normally have the formal authority to conduct performance
reviews on their project team subordinates, and therefore, they are
denied a source of hierarchical power. With all these combined and
significant stimulants in place, little wonder then that politics is usually
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rife in project settings and is an issue one is unable to, nor should seek
to, avoid.

Indeed, Buchanan and Badham (1999), Pinto (2000) and Pinto and
Millet (1999) posit that there is no escape from politics in any organiz-
ational setting, and therefore, organizational politics can be considered
a naturally occurring phenomenon and one which participants need
to engage with if they intend to be successful within any practice.
Bourne andWalker (2004) liken a project practitioner’s engagement with
politics in projects as to tapping into the power lines to aid a project’s
success, and argue that project managers need to develop an under-
standing of those power lines and become skilled in using them – partic-
ularly in large organizations. A number of other notable researchers
in the project management field have also argued the need to better
understand this phenomenon in projects, and also offered pragmatic
guidance on how to engage it (for examples, see Block [1983], Frame
[1994], Briner et al. [1996], Pinto [1998a,b, 2000]).
Any engagement with politics in projects essentially involves two

themes. Frame (1994) offers a definition for politics that encompasses
both of these. That being, ‘Politics is the process whereby attempts
are made to achieve goals through accommodation and the exercise
of influence’ (Frame, 1994: 127). In that process, the ability to influ-
ence or shape the actions of others requires a project team member to
have developed or accumulated several bases of authority (Frame, 1994),
particularly when the influencer has no formal ability to force another
person to perform an activity. The exercise of influence may create
conditions which discourage the active participation of recipients during
political exchanges since such displays of power can ‘intimidate many
into tacit acquiescence’ (Buchanan and Badham, 1999: 55). Accom-
modation, on the other hand, involves the adaptation of oneself to a
purpose or meaning different from one’s original position and its char-
acter invites the more active participation of all participants in specific
political exchanges. This theme of accommodating others’ perspectives
to reach consensus between parties on a common outcome also appears
in some other authors’ definitions and comments on managing politics
(for example, see Briner et al. [1996] and Buchanan and Badham [1999]).
How much influence and how much accommodation a project parti-
cipant employs in an interpersonal political exchange depend on their
intentions and the situational context surrounding the specific issue
at hand. Nevertheless, while the exercise of influence (i.e. to get your
own way) is important in any organizational endeavour, reaching a
compromise and mutual agreement on issues, that is the alignment of
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disparate perspectives, can be seen as equally important in achieving
project success. In essence then, to engage politics in projects requires
participants to be both purposeful about achieving one’s goal, but at
the same time, to be flexible in aligning oneself to a purpose that may
differ from one’s original starting point.

Politics and learning

An appropriate engagement with politics is essential to get a myriad
of things done in projects. But how is learning in projects specific-
ally associated with politics? At the personal level, the political choices
of either taking an influential or accommodative political approach
towards learning (or the prevention of learning) for oneself or others
during a project present significant impacts for learning activity. For
example, project participants may exhibit behaviours that limit parti-
cipative exchanges and knowledge flow between people during their
interactions. That is, they may be too influential or, alternatively, they
are so accommodative that they fail to create conditions that afford
them the opportunity to explore a situation in a way that helps them
to learn. These personal political choices available to project parti-
cipants also signal that an individual’s learning is not only subject
to the broader external political issues surrounding a project. People,
individually, have a direct political impact on their personal learning
activities. According to Sense (2003a) in his study on project leader
learning, this political dialectic involving influence and accommoda-
tion, as applied to either formal or informal information sources, can
result in four potential personal approaches a project participant may
pursue towards their own learning activity. Those learning approaches
are broadly defined as purposeful learning, adaptive learning, opportun-
istic learning and networked learning. Those personal approaches are
determined by how the participant perceives their own actions relative
to the learning opportunity, and are not a measure of how the recip-
ient or other observers perceive the participant’s actions, nor is it a
measure of the tactics or strategies that the participant may employ to
achieve their learning goals (for more discussion on these four learning
approaches, refer to Sense [2003a]).

In highlighting the interrelatedness of learning and politics at the
project team level, project teams can provide sites for the expression
of power where dominant individuals form oligarchies and dictate the
course of team actions, which may potentially stifle diversity in learning
approaches and learning activity. Furthermore, if learning becomes an
explicit project action, it may itself be considered a highly political
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endeavour. So, rather than politics impacting learning, learning actions
may further fuel the political activity of individuals in and around
a project. This may come about because a focus on learning may be
in contradiction with the traditional convergent and technical task-
focused view of projects. Exploration of the learning opportunity in
projects emphasizes divergent themes or objectives of searching, exper-
imentation, discovery and innovation (Arthur et al., 2001), which can
generate changes within the project process itself. Because of that addi-
tional learning focus and the subsequent actions that may be pursued
in that regard, learning activities within a project may become highly
political events. For example, learning actions involving a project team
undertaking public reflection (Raelin, 2001) about their project activity
and their learning could, arguably, be very political. Therein, individual
knowledge generated during a project may be shared amongst project
participants and the broader organization, and the interactions and
conversations generated in the process provide the crucial channel for
tacit knowledge to become articulated (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). To
deliberately enact such public reflection practices and establish condi-
tions to expose what might be considered exclusive knowledge held by
participants in a project may therefore be considered a highly contro-
versial move to generate learning. Moreover, opening the opportunity
in a project to explore and experiment with different ideas and different
approaches to the technical aspects of a project, or the conduct of the
project process, may be equally controversial in terms of traditional
project measures, or perhaps threatening to various project stakeholder
interests. Nonetheless, to promote systematic rather than opportunistic
learning in a project requires deliberate project learning actions which
are likely to stimulate further project political activity and perhaps the
more controversial it is, the greater the learning generated.
At the organizational level, and consistent with the individualist

orientations towards different communities of practices, Salaman and
Butler (1994) refer to one of the key factors in managerial resistance to
learning being that organizations are irredeemably political structures
because they are differentiated into a hierarchy of specialisms, depart-
ments and sub-groups where power, resources and rewards are differen-
tially distributed. They consider that ‘These specialisms breed differences
of perspective, priority interest [ ] [which] may generate conceptions
of interest and in-group loyalty, out-group resistance, which seriously
gets in the way of managers willingness to learn’ (Salaman and Butler,
1994: 38–41). Coopey and Burgoyne (2000) and Argote (1999) submit
that in these specialisms information is often hoarded and exchanged
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and that certain groups possess superior bargaining power and will not
relinquish their knowledge freely to other groups such as, for example,
project teams. This political condition also leads to distortion and
suppression of information, and people then follow less informed paths
in their decision-making processes. To avoid this situation, Easterby-
Smith (1997) suggests that these issues can be addressed through reflec-
tion and mutual inquiry and open dialogue. He logically suggests that
such free and open exchanges are difficult to achieve since players are
dealing with conflicts between short and long-term agendas, and diffi-
culties in their preparedness to discard old knowledge and embrace
new knowledge. Hence, it becomes crucially important for knowledge-
sharing and learning to recognize and address the various interests
of different organizational units and sub-groups (i.e. to accommodate
their interests), particularly in major restructuring initiatives (Buchanan
and Badham, 1999) – such as seen in the project case reported on in
this book.

One might reasonably conclude that any project can be considered a
hotbed of political activity involving the deliberate or accidental exer-
cise (or not) of participants’ accumulated authorities. Ultimately, in an
effort to capitalize on the learning opportunities in such circumstances,
an important recognition for participants in project teams is to under-
stand that they are not simply victims to any (external to the project
team) organizational or sub-group political interests or forces. Instead,
they individually (and armed with their own levels of authority) can
have a political impact on their own and their team’s learning activities
within the life of a project – while also helping to develop their skills
in learning-how-to-learn. Recognizing that learning can be impacted
positively by one’s own political actions, or negatively through one’s
own inaction or lack of understanding of the political condition, may
assist the political processes in projects to become a significant source of
creative energy leading to greater learning endeavours (Buchanan and
Badham, 1999).

How did the pyramids of authority of project participants in this
project case impact their situated learning behaviours?

The presentation in this section involves two parts. The first part
involves a discussion concerning the authority that the core participants
imported into the project environment, and how perceptions of that
authority impacted their situated learning behaviours. The second part
of this section then explores how the core participants’ perceptions
of their authority to lead their project and pursue learning activities
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when in the project setting were conditioned by factors within and
surrounding the project.

The authority that the core project participants imported into the
project setting

Given their historical and high-level Superintendent positions in the
traditional organization, the core project team participants in this study
(Len, Steve and Bill) each possessed, and brought into the project setting,
culturally entrenched technical, bureaucratic and referent authorities,
and expectantly people from across the organization frequently referred
to them for advice and decision-making. Collectively, these authorities
can be considered their prior organizational authority, and it emerged
as an influential factor on their project learning behaviours in two
ways. First, Len, Steve and Bill strongly perceived the need to reduce
perceptions of their prior organizational authority, so as to aid the team
in building their relationships and in learning. This focus tended to
exclude them seeing their prior organizational authority as a positive
tool to aid their collective project learning activity and, alternatively,
encouraged them to see that authority as a bad thing to be expunged.
This focus on authority being considered negative and to be removed
or avoided, as opposed to something positive, that could be utilized in
pursuit of their project learning, in part, stems from the past organ-
izational culture being strongly aligned to bureaucratic and hierarch-
ical control, compared to the new, democratic and shared ownership
model of the organizational change programme. Second, as particularly
observed during the first half of this study, the other participants in
the team held back from open exchanges with the core participants.
Emphasizing this blockage and some of the efforts made in overcoming
it, at one point in a project team meeting, a Senior Supervisor made
direct reference to the latent authority of the core participants and ques-
tioned whether their authority was still intimidating them (the Senior
Supervisors) in that meeting. Another Senior Supervisor participant then
asked the others, ‘Who in this group feels that this is alive in the Coke-
making Leadership Team?’ In accordance with their past hierarchical
dependency structures, it seemed that the traditional higher authority
members (Len, Steve and Bill) were perceived by the other teammembers
(the Senior Supervisors) as being the providers of their learning as
opposed to being co-recipients of learning. In this project, however,
all participants were exploring previously un-chartered territory and all
were potential developers and recipients of new knowledge. Hence, this
project situation presented a major challenge for Len, Steve and Bill.
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That is, for them to access and apply their prior organizational authority
to promote the team’s situated learning activity (e.g. to encourage and
engage dialogue and participation and provide opportunities for collab-
oration and exchanges between individuals) but also to minimize other
participants’ negative perceptions of their authorities so as to enable
their better engagement with those others in the team.

In the first learning workshop towards the end of this study, some
of the learning actions devised by these core participants expressly
involved reducing this perception of their authority. For example, one
such action included: Deal with the perceived authority differences between
people by being active about putting our views on the table at a common level.
Len commented further on this intended action and stated, ‘We need to
be active in putting our views on the table because there is an assumption
that if we are not putting them on the table we are playing some political
game where the outcome will be whatever we want to come about � � � at
the same time those views need to be put in a way where they will be
treated no better or no worse than if they came from another person.’
This intended learning action presented a tough application dilemma for
these participants. That being, they had to express their views honestly,
but, at the same time, attempt to do so in ways that did not portray
their views as emanating from their previous hierarchical authority posi-
tions. If handled well, such actions would promote their building of
their learning relationships with others in the team and help to steadily
reduce perceptions of their traditional authority. Some other intended
learning actions included: Devolve responsibility/authority to others and
support them in that process – a sharing of the requisite authority; Build
interrelationships based on business objectives not hierarchical imperatives;
and, Listen to all persons involved to support input and challenge to tradi-
tional authority perceptions. Hence, in the constructive learning process
pursued within the learning workshops, the core participants devised
some learning actions that were intended to progressively reduce percep-
tions of their traditional authority and help reduce traditional hierarchy
dependence. In pursuing those actions, they sought to open up the
possibility for people to better engage with them and each other and
build their relationships to aid their mutual learning.
At around the mid-point of this study, Len recognized that percep-

tions of his prior organizational authority also depended on the subject
under focus, that is ‘If it’s something that’s perceived to be in my area
of expertise then my latent authority is probably pretty high, almost
worryingly so � � �because I’d actually value people challenging me on
things to make sure that we really are getting the best result.’ These
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reflective comments also illustrate an impact of Len’s latent authority
on the other members of the project team. That is, their trust of him
in his recognized authority area tended to minimize debate on specific
issues and in doing so, limited the exchanges between people and the
learning for the group. At this time, Steve also acknowledged that the
project team participants were relying on Len more and not challenging
him and his ideas enough. These outcomes were possibly also a result of
Len building his relationships with other team members, and by default
developing a new referent authority in the team, which in the eyes of
some of the participants did not need to be challenged. Away from his
recognized areas of expertise, Len generalized that his influence was far
less. He suggested that, ‘Sometimes it’ll [my authority] have an impact,
other times it won’t [ ] I suppose I’ll often test ideas by throwing them
out for the team to consider and seeing what response I get. The thing
I value is getting a response rather than throwing the bait in the water
and having no bites.’ Len indicated that these interventions of his were
executed from an objective position, which sought to assist their team
learning and build their relationships. As observed, such actions by him
in the team meetings stimulated conversations, debate and reflection
on issues between team members, which consequently provided oppor-
tunities for individual and team learning. In that way, his actions over
time actively promoted situated learning amongst the participants while
helping to reduce traditional perceptions of his authority.
Steve also acknowledged that the core participants’ prior organiza-

tional authority was still perceived to be ever present by people in
the organization, and that it impacted the learning processes within
the project team. He illustrated this point by referring to an e-mail
that he and Bill had jointly issued to colleagues during the mid-phase
of this study. It concerned a declaration of a new organization struc-
ture involving one Cokemaking division – an action intended by them
to only make fun of their own predicament. However, their e-mail
had recipients in the organization apparently believing that Steve and
Bill had just decreed the new structure, and it drew an angry or
greatly concerned response from many of those who received it and,
consequently, did not prompt rational dialogue and reflection between
participants on the content of the e-mail. This generated response
spoke volumes about how those recipients still viewed Bill and Steve
as possessing the positional authority of the roles that they previously
occupied. As Steve noted after this event, ‘So I’m learning about people
as well. There are still people out there who are not reading me the same
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way I’m not reading other people. That’s either one of those things we’ll
get better at or just cope with.’

Steve also considered that he had not deliberately used any of his
prior organizational authority with peers or others in the project team to
promote his own personal learning. Throughout the project cycle, none
of the project team participants unless asked would have considered
using their prior organizational authority to promote their learning.
Steve actually felt his prior organizational authority had helped inhibit
his own learning, because when he was abrupt and overpowering in
getting his points across in team meetings (also a cognitive style issue),
it caused the recipients in those exchanges to consider that he was just
exercising his power. His actions tended to shut down the develop-
ment of dialogue between those participants and himself, rather than
encourage it. Subsequently, he also recognized the possible negative
impact his perceived authority may have had on the other project team
participants’ relational learning during project meetings, that is through
inhibiting their free speech and challenge to his views within the team.
Ironically, Steve indicated quite passionately that he needed people
to argue with him to enable him to extend his own knowledge and
perspectives.

On occasions, in the meeting sessions of this project team, a number
of project team participants (other than Steve, Bill or Len) also observed
that the respect conveyed towards an individual’s bureaucratic and tech-
nical authority level and trust of a colleague within the group was
tending to minimize debate and exchanges on specific issues. These
situations resembled what Coopey and Burgoyne (2000) refer to as the
normalizing pressures within an organization that work against the
creation of a space for learning. The implication being that learning
and knowledge exchange between the project participants was limited.
Hence, not to engage in debate or discussion because of authority
perceptions was considered to restrict learning and simply reinforced
the culture of deference to authority figures. Steve, for example, acknow-
ledged this authority impact on learning associated with technical
experts in the organization, and suggested that to improve knowledge
transfer between people in all the projects of the organizational change
programme, they needed to ‘Breakdown the barriers � � � get the special-
ists to communicate � � �do not have privileged information. Actually
attacking that demarcation on privileged information is one way of
doing it [improving learning].’ In articulating this somewhat idealistic
goal, he was recognizing a desire to remove the informal rankings
applied to knowledge from perceived expert sources, and also to remove
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the barriers to who should have access to it, through getting the experts
to communicate with others. As such, Steve perhaps naively proposed a
broader sharing of what was considered privileged information through
the technical experts sharing their knowledge and expertise. Although
commendable, such dramatic action did not appear to readily occur
during the course of the project meetings. The different experts in
this team may have considered that to readily relinquish aspects of
one’s power or expertise at that time may have been rather fool-
hardy at the individual level – unless instructed to do so by a higher
authority. That is not to suggest for one minute that this project team
did not share knowledge or expertise, or engagemultiple discussions and
debates on the issues associated with the project. It simply emphasizes
that, as one might suspect, full disclosure and completely uninhibited
sharing of expert knowledge was more likely an idealized goal that they
aspired too, rather than a practical reality within the project milieu at
that time.

The conditioning of the core participants’ authority to learn
within the project setting

It would seem that based on their prior hierarchical positions and gener-
ally perceived operational competencies, the three core participants
possessed high levels of prior organizational authority, which one might
reasonably expect to translate into the effective leadership of the project
activities. In addition, once the team formed, the project sponsor also
assigned these participants substantial freedom or authority in decision-
making in regard to their conduct of their project. One participant
expressed her view on this matter by stating, ‘I think that he [the project
sponsor] has enough faith and he puts a lot of trust in them [the core
participants] that they will actually do the right thing.’ Yet, despite
these substantial authority inputs to the project setting and in rela-
tion to the project goals, they seemed to lack authority, or at least the
application of any authority, to effectively self-drive their learning and
project processes. Bill, in particular, repeatedly expressed that he felt he
lacked authority on issues concerning this project, and as a consequence
attested to feeling that he was the dumb bunny of the three core parti-
cipants in the project. This situation suggested that the core participants’
authority within the project seemed to be conditioned by other factors
fromwithin the project milieu. This situation is explored below, through
elaborating on three empirically derived conditioners of the participants’
pyramids of authority – which ultimately and significantly influenced
their exhibited learning behaviours.
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Ambiguity within the project

Despite their project goals expressly including a learning focus and the
project sponsor broadly and publicly supporting learning activity as
being critical for the organization to move forward, these project parti-
cipants still did not appear to have gained enough clarity about the
topic of learning or the means to competently and confidently pursue
it. As such, they lacked a working and detailed knowledge about this
project goal and they were expected to aggressively pursue it through
their own minimally informed approaches. This subject of learning
was not their usual topic of discussion within their normal operational
duties associated with the plant, and was perceived by them to be
ambiguous and outside their normal latitude of control. Early in the
project, when prompted to reflect on and explain how they generally
sourced new knowledge, how they reflected and how they intervened
in the learning situations they participated in, their responses often
reflected this unease with the topic. This was evident in their pensive
thought, delayed responses and digression from responding to the actual
questions asked, or in defensive deflection (as previously discussed).
Expectantly, this unease with this topic was generally more evident in
their behaviour in early project teammeetings during the first half of the
project. However, even later in the project, during one of the learning
workshop sessions, Len still acknowledged that ‘learning is still a diffi-
cult issue for us and self-design of the learning space was particularly
so’. With these comments, Len acknowledged that learning and actions
targeted towards advancing their learning activity were still perceived
by them to be difficult to deal with. This topic ambiguity condition
could have been perceived by them as an opportunity to stimulate their
personal growth, and to some degree it was perceived that way. However,
for them, this ambiguity on the topic of learning was in contradiction
with their cultural norms of dealing with assigned and clearly defined
rational issues that they usually understood and could directly exercise
their authority on, to reach some form of tangible outcome. Perhaps,
if they had more clarity about the topic of learning they would have
more confidently exercised greater authority in pursuing it, and thereby
promoted their situated learning activity. This ambiguity on the topic
of learning in this project facilitated these project participants referral
to perceived higher authorities to gain their guidance or permission on
how they should, or might, proceed to pursue their learning activities –
thereby also demonstrating and helping to perpetuate another cultural
norm of behaviour in this organization.
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As articulated in Chapter 1, the Superintendents established the
project goals as: first, to redefine their roles and their relationships
and responsibilities in accordance with the new vision and values of
the organization; secondly, to practise new leadership skills; thirdly, to
learn through this project team process. These broad project goals were
open to all sorts of interpretation (henceforth, further aiding ambiguity
within the project) – which incidentally is what the project sponsor
wanted. He sought to have the project participants passionately engage
with these goals and to spur debate amongst them around defining
the specifics of the goals and their roles in meeting with the newly
espoused vision and values of the organization. In that way, the project
sponsor felt they might develop deep ownership of the project, its goals
and its processes and embed the notion of a constantly learning and
changing organization in all levels of the hierarchy. However, the parti-
cipants were emerging from an organizational cultural milieu consisting
of a highly structured and predominantly rational operational environ-
ment which was low in role ambiguity and where they were collect-
ively viewed as quite competent operators. This conflict between their
‘personal foundations of experience’ (Boud, 1991: 13–14) in this organ-
ization and the quite different project operational challenges presented
by the project sponsor’s approach meant that they faced uncertainty
and risk in how they should proceed to construct their project roles.
Highlighting this conflictual situation towards the middle of the project,
Steve commented that the project sponsor and the Human Resources
Manager had a teacher–student relationship between them. He implied
that those persons should be teaching them (the core participants) as
students and provide them direct instruction on issues, rather than
simply dumping such ambiguous expectations on them. This initial
role ambiguity in the project, as created by the project sponsor, was
intended to help extend the participants beyond their current cultural
conditioning, but conversely seemed to contribute to their insecurity or
powerlessness they felt aboutmoving forward on the goals of the project.
It would seem that despite the unfettered authority assigned to them
by the project sponsor to establish their own roles and to pursue the
project activities, they stalled in these project processes to seek guidance
or direction or approval from some form of authority figure, because
they felt they lacked authority to make those decisions competently by
themselves.
Further illustrating this ambiguity about their project roles and its

impact on their perceived authority to progress their learning activity,
Len reflectively noted,
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we are tending to be passengers for learning because probably all
three of us are struggling with where is our role? That’s to say that the
carriage is outside and the pumpkin is starting to re-emerge � � �The
question then, is to what extent should we be in there [the carriage]?
We need to be careful we are equal participants with other people and
not dominating the situation. At the same time we’ve got strongly
held views and we’ve got an obligation to put that into the ring in
the same way as anyone else.

Len’s comments illustrate how he felt they lacked role clarity and that
he was conscious of his positional authority and of the need to balance
his actions in the project team with other project objectives. These
comments also highlight another key dilemma for these three core
participants. That being, their shift from being in-charge and being
the primary decision-makers, to moving towards more co-operative and
democratic forms of work. At that time also, Bill acknowledged that his
fear for his own personal career and a lack of clarity surrounding his
current and future role was a factor in his reluctance to fully embrace
the project process as designated to them, and thus also affected his
learning efforts.

Towards the final stages of the research process (after the project
sponsor had imposed a new organizational structure on the project parti-
cipants), these participants still lacked clarity about their current project
roles and about what their future organizational roles were meant to
be. Steve, for example, considered that the role clarity he had about
his newly assigned organizational role was not sufficient in providing
a greater impetus for him to action more project issues – compared to
the role clarity he really wanted to have. In his actions at that time,
the project sponsor had re-framed the project environment in quite a
dramatic fashion. As he indicated to the project team at the time, ‘the
time for talking about changing things has gone!’, and he also indicated
that he would be the bulldozer on that issue. This exhibited behaviour
of the project sponsor, in this instance, seemed to perpetuate the old
culture of command and control, which he so passionately and publicly
desired to change. He also appeared incapable or reluctant to attempt to
offer his views on their newly assigned organizational roles, or on their
future reporting relationships in the new organizational structure. Those
inactions led to some considerable confusion and further ambiguity in
the minds of the participants about exactly what the sponsor wanted
them to now do.
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At that time, one might have conjectured that perhaps this new
imposed organizational/innovation structure would, over time, provide
enough of a framework for the participants to feel they had greater
authority to explore and progress their learning in a bounded manner –
given the structure provided a hint of detail about their future roles,
and that it had been sanctioned and indeed implemented by the higher
authority. Such speculation also being consistent with Adler and Borys’s
(1996) commentary that organizations can have high levels of formaliz-
ation that actually help reduce role conflict and ambiguity and personal
feelings of alienation, which then consequently increases work satis-
faction and commitment. Alternatively, however, the project sponsor’s
actions at that time were so decisive that it may have helped shut
down any deep exploratory learning between participants after the
event – thereby perpetuating the presenting conundrum. Ultimately
too, increased and persisting anxiety levels regarding their future roles
may have led to longer term avoidance or retreat from learning oppor-
tunities. Hence, the seeming lack of clarity about their roles within the
project and about their intended roles after it, as facilitated by the project
sponsor’s actions, seemed to constrain their enthusiasm to embrace the
change process independently of that authority figure, and thereby also
constrained their self-driven exploration of learning.

Particularly towards the start of the project, and coupled to a lack of
clarity about their roles and some trepidation about the topic of learning,
the participants also seemed to lack clarity about how exactly to conduct
their activities to achieve the goals of the project. Consequently, this
also helped facilitate their deference to higher authorities to obtain
guidance on how they should proceed. This involved them not being
sure about what they precisely needed to do (or were expected to do)
to explore their relationship issues and their learning, and in demon-
strating new leadership approaches. Possessing substantial freedom in
decision-making concerning the project meant participants confronted
multiple options in deciding how they might act, which perhaps only
exacerbated their situation through providing them too much flexib-
ility in choice in addressing the challenges presented by the project
situation. Furthermore, there were no formal or normative processes
for them to apply to assist their achievement of their challenging
project tasks. Perhaps in acknowledgement of their dilemma, a junior
Human Resources Facilitator regularly sat in on early project meetings
to help stimulate the team members to find their own way through
the opportunity – but not to direct them. The team came to affection-
ately refer to that person’s regular participation and interventions as
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‘Molly’s manipulation’. This assigned tag reflected that her actions were
openly considered by the project participants as a means for the project
sponsor to have an indirect input or influence on the activities of their
project and also served as a conduit for the participants to send messages
indirectly back to the sponsor. However, while these actions of inter-
ested others in the project, from time to time, did stimulate reflection
and conversations, it did not provide the details or directions to the
participants on exactly how they should conduct their activities. There-
fore, they were effectively asked to navigate their own way through the
project – a situation in stark contrast to their past cultural conditioning.
In the later stages of this research, as a simple micro example of one
participant’s desire for clarity in how to conduct their learning processes,
and his preparedness to yield to the perceived authority of the researcher
in a learning workshop, Len offered the following remark about their
reflection activity: ‘The format set out more clearly, telling me what to
reflect on before the next meeting, would help.’ One suspects then, if
the project participants had more information or more process guidance
at the start of the project (e.g. some specific processes or actions to apply
to their project tasks), they may have felt they had greater authority to
enact the project activities and be able to become more independent of
the project sponsor. Such improved independence through less ambi-
guity in the project process may have also helped to build the parti-
cipants’ authority (and confidence) to extend their exploration of the
project learning opportunity.

In this project case, the issues concerning the levels of ambiguity
about the topic of learning, about participant project roles and about the
processes to pursue to achieve the project goals, culminated in a degree
of powerlessness, or a perceived lack of authority, that participants in
this project team seemed to possess to influence their situated learning
activity and their project outcomes. This situation being consistent with
Baumard’s (1999) observation that unintentional ambiguity leads organ-
izations (even temporary ones) to inaction. These ambiguity issues,
coupled to other conditioners of the pyramids of authority which are
elaborated on below, resulted in the project team participants deferring
to, and being highly dependent on, the sponsor or higher authority
figure for decisions or guidance – which tended to inhibit (but not elim-
inate) their situated learning activity.

Latent or discernable authority of the project sponsor

In concert with those ambiguity issues evidenced within this project
setting, the project sponsor’s discernable political actions and latent
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(not presently active or evident) authority also impacted the perceived
authority thatprojectparticipants felt theyhad topursue learningactivity
in theproject. In thisproject setting, theproject sponsor’s charismatic and
traditional bureaucratic authority tended to encourage the project parti-
cipants into constant deference to him, thereby further promoting hier-
archydependence.Highlighting the latent impactof theproject sponsor’s
authority on this project team’s learning activity and also their hier-
archy dependence during one of the earlier project teammeetings, Steve
remarked, ‘X [theproject sponsor]will dictatewhat themilestones are and
how the milestones will fall out.’ At that time, both Bill and Len quickly
responded to this comment from Steve and explored why he felt that
way. They indicated that Steve’s perception of their situation presented
a challenge to them and their leadership of the project. In a different
project team meeting session, Len made a similar observation about this
dependency view, and stated, ‘From the actual discussion yesterday we
didn’t need to do that and we should trust those things to the leader
and get on with it � � � I am sure X [the project sponsor] has the answer for
that.’ Even much later in the project cycle, Steve reflected that ‘we still
want to be told what to do’, and suggested that ‘I don’t believe we’ve
yet mastered the management of X’s [the project sponsor] expectations.
There’s always an un-stated question of what does he want out of this,
and it’s almost a dependence on the hierarchical interactions in that
case.’ In Steve’s view, the unclear expectations or second-guessing of the
project sponsor’s desires, by default, created their hierarchy dependence,
with the further implication being that it constrained the participants’
preparedness to explore issues and to learn, and to action the project with
increasing confidence independently of the sponsor. Steve recognized,
however, that they needed to pursue improving the clarity on this issue
by suggesting, ‘That’s something I feel we need to get around and bemore
confident about.’ Further reflective commentary from Len, which illus-
trates this hierarchy dependence condition as culturally embedded, was
his statement that ‘Dependency on the leader is built into our psycho-
logical contract.’ This cultural aspect also included a view that it was
unacceptable to challenge perceived authority. As Steve noted, ‘We only
listen to authority – is the culture in here! The authority saying you can’t
challenge me and when someone has an issue with a topic/situation
no-one listens to him unless he is the authority.’ Hence, the project
team participants’ own pursuit of learning (concerning the volume, the
scope and the pace of learning), as desired by the project sponsor, was
constrained since they would generally not progress on major project
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issues until the project sponsor (or key authority figure) directly or indir-
ectly provided permission, guidance or advice to do so. In turn, that
emergent approach frustrated the project sponsor since he expressed his
goal was for them to explore the project issues and grow professionally
and independently of him.

A specific example of the impact of the project sponsor’s discern-
able actions on project participants’ authority, and ultimately on their
learning activity, was the decision he made to expand the membership
of the project team to include lower level managers, and to directly
and regularly participate in project team meetings. This action was his
response to his apparent frustration with this project team’s perceived
limited progress, as previously outlined. His decision to proceed in this
manner resulted in the core project team members explicitly welcoming
the news. For example, Bill stated,

I think that X [the project sponsor] is able to see more of the
road forward and perhaps the three of us keep looking very close
to home � � � I suppose that his latest intervention will assist our
learning � � �occasionally it’s difficult to see the light at the end of the
tunnel, whereas, I think he can see that light and then help others
to see it.

These comments also represented a lack of personal authority Bill felt
he had with the change processes, and a cultural readiness to follow
the leader and deflect responsibilities onto those higher authorities. At
this time, all three core participants appeared to abdicate their respons-
ibility for their project process and their learning activity to the project
sponsor, that is he let them off the hook through his participation in
the team meetings. As one participant reflected, ‘I acquiesce to X [the
project sponsor] and Y [the Human Resource Manager] probably far
too much � � � I probably gave up to protect myself before they turned
up.’ This abdication of responsibility to a higher authority meant that
during team meeting sessions, when the project sponsor was present,
the whole team visibly awaited his commentary on issues, frequently
directed gazes at him (rather than others) to see if he agreed with their
comments, and avoided topics which may have placed them in conflict
with the project sponsor (e.g. such as their efforts in changing their own
relationships). Perhaps noting their avoidance of the difficult topics like
their relationships (or simply his frustration with them), on many occa-
sions the project sponsor repeatedly focused the discussion of the team
precisely on their efforts in building their relationships and what fears
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they possessed about the new opportunities. Notably, however, when
the project sponsor was absent from the team meeting sessions, the
team became less directed and often seemed adrift, meandered readily
onto rational operational issues rather than wallow around in the non-
rational change issues, and made more explicit reference to the political
alignment of their roles and their actions, while also questioning their
learning processes. For example, one participant commented, ‘Does this
group feel that we fit the role that the sponsor wants? Do the Supervisors
feel they fit the role that the Leadership Team wants?’ When asked if
he felt that all the participants came to this team equally (in status),
Len responded by noting this difference in the team dialogue when the
project sponsor was present, by stating, ‘X [the project sponsor] still
carries a lot of authority in the team and in X’s absence the discussion
is quite different. I think similarly Y [the Human Resources Manager]
carries a lot of authority because of her expertise in facilitation.’ There-
fore, learning may have been assisted by the project sponsor being there
and in offering his perceived informed views and ideas and provoc-
ative questioning, but in doing so, he narrowed the degree of the
learning challenge for the participants. That being, his recurrent inter-
ventions served as both a catalyst to help activate some situated learning
(thereby advancing some exchanges between team members that may
have occurred at a future point in time), but at the same time, limited
and constrained participant exchanges to what participants perceived
was necessary to comply with what the project sponsor wanted to hear
or wanted to see them do.

Towards the middle of the research process, a rather heated and
important meeting session occurred between the project team and the
sponsor, where major frustrations felt by participants and the sponsor
concerning project progress, their relationships and their accountabil-
ities were aired. Steve, who was particularly animated in this meeting,
was asked what he thought of the project sponsor’s actions in initi-
ating and participating in that session, to which he replied, ‘He made a
surgical strike and I am sure he will do it again as that is the way they go
about their business.’ He went on to say that ‘My feelings on the inter-
vention? � � � Shit happens! � � � I am happy that it happened � � �but what
am I going to do about it?’ His cavalier approach managing to leave the
question hanging and unresolved in the team. While there is a cognitive
style issue involved in this exchange, Steve’s views tended to suggest that
he saw himself as a victim to the whims of the higher authority and also
stressed his preparedness to perpetuate the traditional blame culture, so
evident in the organization. When asked if he was happy to have those
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types of interventions happen again, and after much pensive thought,
Steve responded by saying, ‘It really comes and goes – it’s the flavour of
the month.’ He then proceeded to expand on his views of management
fads and how they come and go – indicating, perhaps, that maybe they
will outlast this one till something else becomes the new focal flavour.
At that time, one suspects that the project sponsor’s direct interven-
tions with the team failed to assist Steve’s situated learning, through
discouraging him from openly exploring issues with others consistent
with his cognitive style, and tending to minimize his input – until the
project sponsor otherwise guided or instructed him. Indeed, later in the
project cycle, Steve expressed his belief that knowledge and informa-
tion sharing was impeded in the project team because of the lack of
depth in their relationships and the authority exerted by some in the
group. When Steve was further asked if he felt that the project sponsor
regularly sitting in on the project team was hindering his learning, he
stated, ‘� � � I feel deeply about how he is actually inhibiting his desire
for us to do things, by being around [ ] he has got to piss off so we
can have a conversation around here. It’s certainly something I need
to talk to him about.’ While Steve’s comments indicated that he felt
the project sponsor’s authority in the project team was hindering his
learning, it may also reflect a clash of cognitive styles, where Steve would
prefer to lead the process – as he often did assume such leadership
in the absence of the project sponsor in team meetings. This is not a
sinister development on the authority issue, but it does highlight the
active interaction of cognitive styles with the learning relationships and
pyramid of authority constraint/enabler elements in affecting situated
learning for this participant. From an observer’s perspective then, the
project sponsor’s participation in the project seemed to perpetuate the
traditional cultural authority structure that he so vehemently wanted
to change and yet he felt compelled to proceed in that manner. There-
fore, despite the assigned freedom in decision-making provided to the
project participants by the sponsor (coupled to the inability of the parti-
cipants to engage most effectively with the challenges provided to them
in the project), the sponsor’s interventions during these project events
contributed towards them perceiving that they had a low level of both
individual and collective authority concerning this project.

Overall, the project sponsor’s authority, whether latent or active across
events in this project, conditioned the perceived levels of authority the
core participants felt they had to conduct their project. Accordingly, this
condition affected the team’s learning activity. For example, pending the
sponsor’s influence or actions, participants delayed or avoided making
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decisions on their project activities which otherwise may have enabled
them to explore issues more broadly, more deeply and more freely.
In addition, their dialogue was often biased or framed only by what
the issue or topic might mean to the authority figure (i.e. whether or
not it aligned with his expectations or decrees). The chief irony in this
project case being, that those very things the project sponsor sought the
project team participants to achieve (i.e. building their relationships,
learning and becoming better leaders in the organization) appeared to
be hampered by his own latent and discernable authority in the organiz-
ation. Incidentally, this also tended to reinforce the embedded cultural
feature of hierarchy dependence.

The relationship of this project to other projects in the change
programme which were perceived to be more politically important

Early in this study, the perceived relationship of this project to another
interrelated project of the overall organizational change programme also
affected the core participants’ perceptions of their authority to conduct
this project and their learning activities. That being, the core participants
frequently deferred to another project that they felt was the priority or
lead project of the change programme, in advance of pursuing their own
project actions. At times, this resulted in the core participants’ actions in
project meetings being completely reactive to, or dependent on, inputs
from the perceived priority project, and those issues consumed much
of the available meeting time. Whilst one can easily accept that occa-
sional influential inputs from external projects or other sources to a
project team process can constitute valuable process and learning aids, a
form of hierarchical dependency on another project or input source can
actually stifle learning activity as participants await that influential and,
perhaps, confining input. In this project case, this informal hegemony
of projects resulted in the project team refraining from being more inde-
pendently proactive about their own project processes. This situation
became apparent in one of the first project team meeting sessions when
Bill was asked what he thought this project team was fundamentally
about. He responded by saying, ‘The drive behind the project is the
integration of the three silos which involves the Batteries 4-5-6, Battery 7
and Coke Handling and, Technology Support.’ He also stated that ‘This
project’s activities are required to move in parallel with the Working
Party activities.’ At that early stage in the project process, Bill’s last
comment illustrated his perception that the Working Party (a perceived
higher priority project team) was the primary influence on the activities
in each of the other project teams or forums involved in the change
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programme. When Len was asked the same question, he sketched out
his view of the entire change programme with all the forums (project
teams) shown. His pictorial indicated a hierarchy of projects where the
job design and cultural change process of the Working Party was again
the primary focal point of the diagram, and of his explanation. Interest-
ingly, he placed the project team involved in this study (at that time,
referred to as Coke Inc.) at the end of the hierarchy in both position and
size – seemingly indicating its subservience or lower priority to the other
project groups and activities on the site (Figure 5.1). Similarly, in one of
the project team’s earlier meeting sessions, Steve stated, ‘Our time [in
this project forum] has to be focused on the things that will get us a
success at the end of the Working Party.’ At that time, the implication
being, that Steve saw this project team purely as an extension of the
Working Party where they might jointly discuss issues from that forum.
This perceived dominance of the higher profile Working Party project

affected the case study participants’ learning activities in insidious
ways. That being: it impinged on the learning space of the project

Working Party
 Job Design and Culture Change 

Maintenance Reliability 

Senior Supervisors Superintendents 

Rest of CC 

Coke Inc. 
(Project Team) 

Figure 5.1 Len’s view of the project team hierarchy
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team involved in this study and distracted the participants’ attention
and energy away from their project goals; it also provided avenues or
conduits for participants to defensively deflect and avoid difficult project
discussions; and, it provided opportunities and excuses for participants
to avoid meeting commitments on their agreed project tasks – including
their learning activities. Importantly, all three participants indicated
that prior to this project team formation, they each had a vested interest
(and active participation) in the success of theWorking Party, and there-
fore it demanded and attracted their ongoing attention.

Although none of this project hierarchy was formalized, the owner-
ship of and/or participation in the Working Party project team activities
by all members of the project team of this study signalled that this
higher profile project might dominate their attention more than others.
Sense and Antoni (2003) found a similar situation with learning between
projects, where in their study, projects with informally perceived
higher profiles gained more attention and participant effort than those
considered lower in status, and the former attracted more effort on
learning activity. Further compounding this situation in this project
teamwas the core participants’ multi-membership of other project teams
in the change programme – a condition which resembled a competitive
multi-project environment where competition for resources (in this case,
human effort) resulted in people spending only that time necessary to
get the project happening, and minimal time on reflection and deeper
learning. In those situations, people chop their time into little slices
for different projects (i.e. the salami time syndrome) where learning is
subject to high-speed hopping between projects and such actions fail to
nurture deeper exploratory learning (Sense and Antoni, 2003).

5.3 Summary

As observed in the case study project, and as potentially difficult as it
may be for practitioners to engage with at a personal or professional
level, achieving a better understanding and engagement with these
interpersonal constraint/enabler elements of learning relationships and
pyramid of authority is fundamentally important for project learning.
This can be progressed through participants’ collaborative and critical
reflection on them while in a project setting.

The section of this chapter that explored and argued the import-
ance of understanding the learning relationships element elaborated on
two empirically derived conditioners of the participants’ learning rela-
tionships, which ultimately influenced their learning behaviours. These
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conditioners included: attitudes to public exposure and public scru-
tiny of perceived personal matters; and, preparedness to explore one’s
learning relationships with others outside of the existing relationship
frameworks, while viewing relationship problems as major learning
opportunities. In this study, the first of those conditioners involved
the participants demonstrating defensive routines in order to avoid
discussion on their own relationship issues, which in turn only tended
to stifle relational learning activity and knowledge exchange between
participants. However, in concurrence with the second conditioner, the
participants in this study were prepared to, and did explore, alternative
learning relationships and came to view existing relationship issues as
significant learning opportunities. Their learning actions in this regard
found them challenging traditional socio-cultural factors that had previ-
ously forged the development of the presenting relationship frame-
works. It also resulted in them altering their approaches to mentoring
and coaching of each other and people external to the immediate project
team. Over time, as the project participants explored the functioning
of these new relationship possibilities, they reduced their defensive
routines and repeatedly confronted their assumptions behind what rela-
tionships were possible, and learnt about and from each other.

The section of this chapter that explored the pyramid of authority
element described why politics is rife in projects and argued that it must
be embraced (and not avoided) as a normal part of the project manage-
ment process. This section also articulated how learning was implicated
with politics in projects and concluded that participants in a project
team are not simply victims to the political forces enveloping them
and their project, but that they, as individuals (armed with their own
authorities and making choices to be either influential or accommod-
ative in their political exchanges), can have a political impact on their
own and their team’s learning activity within a project. For example,
being more accommodative to other peoples’ requirements or desires
generally opens up opportunities for the more active participation of
those people involved, which may foster learning activity during and
after the event. On the other hand, being too influential (e.g. forth-
right and aggressive) in getting one’s own way may discourage the
active participation of people (and limit their dialogue and knowledge
exchanges) during a political exchange. However, being influential in
an event may generate downstream conditions or situations that stim-
ulate multiple knowledge exchanges and encourage dialogue between
people. As demonstrated by the political actions of the players involved
in this study, this political dialectic necessitates project participants to
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play both ends of that spectrum and be both purposeful and flexible in
their political approaches towards their learning.
This section also examined how the pyramids of authority exhibited

in this case study impacted the participants’ situated learning activity.
Therein, the core participants’ perceptions of their prior organizational
authority influenced how they chose to pursue their learning activities
within the project, that is they felt the need to reduce others’ perceptions
of their authority and generally failed to see or utilize this authority as
something positive to accelerate their project and learning processes.
Consequently, in acknowledgement of this and in responding to other
influences, their behaviours generally reflected a more discreet, fluid
and reticent approach towards encouraging learning activity amongst
team members – in contrast, perhaps, to a more overt and authority
initiated or executed series of learning actions. Moreover, as observed in
this study, the perceptions that the other participants held of the prior
organizational authority of the core participants, at times, constrained
open communal debate and reflection on issues, which only served to
reinforce the traditional deference to higher authority figures. These
perceptions of the prior organizational authority of individuals in this
project team culminated in a hesitancy towards maximizing their poten-
tial engagement with the learning opportunities.
This section also presented and discussed three conditioners of the

participants’ authority within the project setting. These conditioners
included: participants’ ambiguity within the project revolving around
the subject of learning, their roles and the process to achieve the project
goals; the latent or discernable authority of the project sponsor influ-
encing the project learning activity; and, the relationship of the project
to other projects in the change programme which were perceived to
be more politically important. These conditioners contributed to the
project team participants’ feeling they lacked authority (or felt power-
less) to lead the project and to confidently lead their own learning
activity. This condition tended to suppress (but not eliminate) situ-
ated learning activities within the setting until the perceived higher
authority, that is the project sponsor, provided direct or implicit guid-
ance or instruction on project matters. As such, participants generally
deferred to this higher authority for guidance and decision-making
rather than operate in a more self-driven and independent fashion.
These project actions also tended to mirror and help perpetuate a
cultural norm within the case study organization involving hierarchy
dependence.
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This story is still incomplete. The discussion presented within this
chapter has hinted towards yet other socio-cultural factors that might
also help shape the attitudes and approaches of project participants
towards situated learning activity. For example, intimately associated
with (and not in isolation to) these interpersonal elements is the milieu
within which political behaviour operates and relationships develop.
If the milieu is conducive to supporting learning relationship develop-
ment, through providing time and resources to encourage people to
engage with each other, or alternatively perhaps fosters aggressive and
shark-like political behaviour (Pinto and Millet, 1999), then the project
milieu itself may also cast distinctive imprints on situated learning
activity. Furthermore, if the participants’ conversations and knowledge-
sharing activities or approaches can manage to help change perceptions
about their traditional hierarchical authority (an issue these participants
felt strongly about), or simply better align with the individual cognitive
styles of participants, then one might suspect that a better under-
standing of how one shares knowledge in the project team might also
significantly impact situated learning activity. These speculations again
highlight the mutual relatedness of the various constraints/enablers
to situated learning observed in this study. These other socio-cultural
constraint/enabler elements are the subject of the next chapter to
follow, and since they are not strictly intra or interpersonal, but more
enveloping in character, they can be considered the infrastructural
constraints/enablers to situated learning.



6
Knowledge Management and
Situational Context

This chapter provides an insight into the infrastructural constraint/
enabler elements for project situated learning. These consist of know-
ledge management and situational context. Infrastructural, in this
discussion context, includes those aspects from within and around the
project environs which influence how knowledge is shared and created
within a project team, and which help establish and facilitate a project
learning environment. These elements present a more conspicuous char-
acter than perhaps the intra and interpersonal elements elaborated on
in earlier chapters.

The first major section of this chapter explores the knowledgemanage-
ment element. It initially provides a definition for knowledge manage-
ment as relevant to this study, and discusses the relative merits of
matching or mismatching cognitive styles to the knowledge manage-
ment processes applied in a project. This section then articulates
numerous considerations for facilitating knowledge flow in projects
and elaborates on two generalized forms for knowledge management:
codification and personalization. Therein, it describes how the person-
alization approach (involving individuals interacting and communic-
ating directly with each other) is essential in exposing and sharing tacit
knowledge held by team participants, and how codification processes,
whilst supportive, are inherently deficient for situated learning. In
consideration of its criticality for situated learning, the section then
focuses exclusively on a discussion concerning the dynamics of pursuing
a personalized knowledge management approach within a project,
and explores how that approach can positively stimulate the situated
learning activity of project team participants.

The second major section of this chapter defines and describes the
element of situational context. It first discusses the importance of

136
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establishing and organizing the project setting to help create and
facilitate a project learning environment. It then articulates how a situ-
ational context can influence participants’ situated learning behaviours
through three categories of support. These include: a project learning
intention or strategy to learn; the establishment of a set of infrastruc-
tural supports for learning within a project setting, for example spaces
and time to learn; and a local organizational environment engulfing a
project that stimulates participants to learn. These categories of support
resonate strongly with the dominant organizational design literature on
managing change – that which asserts the establishment of conditions
devoid of fear and the participative and mutually cooperative engage-
ment of people. Hence, they do not subscribe to the alternative view
of managing change as involving top-down, fear-driven and directive
control processes. In that light, the issues raised within this discus-
sion support the development of trust and cooperative participation
to change people and motivate them into action and into learning –
a proposition also broadly consistent with SLT. Project participants’
systematic attention to these categories of support can provide the stim-
ulant conditions for them to practise learning within a project setting,
and to progressively develop their skills in learning-how-to-learn.

The final section of this chapter provides a summary of the key issues
concerning these two infrastructural elements affecting project situated
learning activity. Our immediate attention now turns towards exploring
the issues of managing knowledge flow in projects.

6.1 Knowledge management

Managing knowledge flow in projects

In recent times, it appears that knowledge management as an orient-
ation has received substantial exposure and marketing across many
management and organizational change literatures. As a result of these
exposures and perceived value-creating processes, there has been a
popular development of the notion of knowledge management as a key
to competitive advantage (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000). However, the
achievement of competitive advantage, through a focus on knowledge
management processes, may be an elusive organizational goal if either
of the primal dimensions of knowledge management, that is the human
and technical dimensions, are not clearly understood nor equally and
appropriately addressed.
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When Scarbrough et al. (1999) did a review on knowledgemanagement
literature they found a significant gap within this literature revolving
around the people management issues and a bias of focus towards devel-
oping and implementing databases, tools and techniques to codify know-
ledge and information. Therein, knowledge management was frequently
reduced to only the implementation of new information technology
systems for knowledge transfer (Swan et al., 1999). Swan et al. (1999)
report that where an organization (one of their case studies) attended
to both the technical and the social dimensions of knowledge manage-
ment, then exploitation of existing knowledge and exploration for new
knowledge were actively embraced. In contrast, their other case study, by
being focused only on the technical and infrastructural issues, failed to
engage the social and cultural aspects of the change process and explor-
ation was not pursued, and even exploitation was limited (Swan et al.,
1999). Similarly, other evaluations of knowledge management processes
(Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Ruggles, 1998) have shown that a lack
of attention to these social factors has impaired the effectiveness of
information technology implementations, and hence there is renewed
interest in how the social aspects of organizational learning might be
combinedwith themore technological views of knowledgemanagement
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2000).
More recent literature in this field is now spotlighting this human-

focussed, or social and cultural, dimension of knowledge management.
For example, Wenger et al. (2002), Mårtensson (2000) and Baumard
(1999) emphasize knowledge as being an eclectic mix of information
that is coupled to individuals and their experiences within their practice
contexts. Similarly, Brown and Duguid (2000) also posit that resources
for learning lie not simply in the information, but in the practice that
allows people (within a practice) to make sense of and use the inform-
ation available. In those circumstances, knowledge travels with remark-
able ease. In that same vein, Fernie et al. (2003) claim there have been
various attempts to carve up and typify knowledge and all of them share
a theme that the creation and usage of knowledge is undoubtedly a
human endeavour, and therefore knowledge can only be of practical use
through the interaction of individuals.
Organizational theorists such as Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) also

highlight this necessity to view knowledge as embedded in and
constructed from and through social relationships and interactions in a
community or network of people (Swan et al., 1999). Or, as Calhoun and
Starbuck (2003) posit, knowledge always reflects social construction and
people acquire information through social networks. In accordance with
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this social constructivist perspective, knowledge cannot be processed, it
must be ‘continuously re-created and re-constituted through dynamic,
interactive and social networking activity’ (Swan et al., 1999: 272). This
then necessitates the people involved to engage in activities such as
dialogue, negotiation and sensemaking (Weick, 1995). This view of
knowledge as being complex and multidimensional and in constant
interactive social development within and between humans, is also
shared by Choo (1998) and Davenport and Prusak (1998), and also
resounds in the work of Lundin and Söderholm (1998) and Andrews and
Delahaye (2000).
The adoption and promotion of a socio-cultural perspective of know-

ledge creation and management, and the demotion of the alternate
technical perspective in this study, is primarily a result of the technical
processes being inherently deficient for situated learning through their
inability to expose and share tacit knowledge held by participants. In
that way, information technology focused assumptions about know-
ledge being codifiable and explicit and able to be captured, stored and
retrieved in isolation from the conditions which created it only address
the smallest part of the knowledge iceberg (Fernie et al., 2003). Hence,
the technical dimension of knowledge management only assumes a
supporting role in the knowledge creation and management process. In
unison with the views of Leonard-Barton (1995), Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995) and Choo (1998), it then follows that purposefully providing
and maintaining conditions within a setting that nurture and enhance
both tacit and explicit knowledge exchanges, and knowledge creation
between people, is critical for enhancing individual and organizational
learning development. Part of those conditions concerns the processes
of managing knowledge flow within a setting, as those processes can
directly and dramatically either facilitate or impede individual and
collective knowledge-gathering and knowledge-sharing activities.
How people actually attempt to manage knowledge flow largely

depends on how they understand and define it, since ‘knowledge is
multifaceted and complex, being both situated and abstract, implicit and
explicit, distributed and individual, physical and mental, developing
and static, verbal and encoded (Blackler, 1995)’ (Story and Barnett, 2000:
147). Or, as Fernie et al. (2003: 184) concluded in their project team
study, ‘knowledge should not be considered unidimensional and accu-
mulative’ but be considered highly individualistic and shaped by and
enacted in the project contexts in which it is created (Fernie et al., 2003).
To support the further discussions contained in this chapter, a defini-
tion, which incorporates this multidimensional and constructivist view
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of knowledge, is provided for this element of knowledge management.
That being, the way a project team actually goes about acquiring, creating,
exchanging and assimilating knowledge in and around a project team setting.
This definition is an adaptation of a definition for knowledge manage-
ment provided by Swan et al. (1999).
One might note the similarities in the wording used in this defin-

ition with the definition provided for the element of cognitive style,
that is gathering and processing and interpreting information or know-
ledge. However, cognitive style specifically refers to the preferred way
an individual likes to gather and process and interpret information.
Whereas, knowledge management differentiates from cognitive style, in
that it refers to the way a project team actually goes about managing
their project knowledge between project participants and other inter-
ested parties. During the middle of the project, when Len, for example,
was asked if he considered the knowledge management process in the
project team was appropriate, he responded by saying, ‘We talk about
concepts, we talk about issues, and we’re still not good at identifying
and agreeing on a resolution. Having said that, I think there are some
things, which we’ve done far better recently. Things like agreeing on
a vision statement, which is a fairly painful and long process and yet
it was also a good learning process – thinking about what does it
mean? Thinking and talking about the impact of those fairly innocuous
terms and yet thinking through what they mean, what’s the impact
on different people? [ ] However, we’re not writing down enough about
what it is we’ve done and what it is we’ve agreed to do. In some ways
I think it’s sometimes an avoidance strategy, so that you then don’t
have a list of things that you have to do before the next meeting. That
I think is an area that will change. So, that’s an issue and sharing the
knowledge and information both within and outside the team is also an
issue because of that.’ While Len’s latter comments may be a reflection
of his predisposition to want to capture information in a rational and
ordered way (consistent with his strong Analytic cognitive style type),
his full comments also identify two important issues for his learning.
First, he considered that at that time, the personal interactions and
knowledge exchanges he had with others assisted their learning in the
project and, second, that he felt more written recording of particular
events or commitmentsmight further aid knowledge-sharing within and
external to the team. It appears that the situation Len described repres-
ented some degree of matching, but mostly a mismatching of his style
type with the way knowledge was managed in the project situation –
with implications for his learning activity at that time.
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What are the overarching facilitative considerations for
knowledge flow?

Von Krogh (2003) suggests there are at least three considerations asso-
ciated with managing knowledge-sharing or flow in a community.
These involve having the opportunity structures to share knowledge
in a form of community, the care to or incentive to share that know-
ledge, and the authenticity or legitimacy of knowledge such that it
is considered genuine, accurate, valid and reliable (von Krogh, 2003).
These three factors combined impact knowledge-sharing activities where
participants’ interests are diverse and distributed (von Krogh, 2003) –
such as in a project team environment, which resembles an embryonic
form of a new community of practice (Sense, 2003b). Project teams
represent significant ‘opportunity structures’ (Saint-Onge and Wallace,
2002: 50) for both tacit and explicit knowledge to be exposed and
exchanged.
These considerations for knowledge-sharing or flow in project settings

are underpinned by two generalized forms for how knowledge is
managed. Hansen et al. (1999) and Kasvi et al. (2003) define these two
general forms as codification and personalization.

Codification – refers to the ways in which explicit knowledge is
codified, stored and then reused independently of its source and
its context (Hansen et al., 1999). Bresnen et al. (2003) refer to
this approach as the cognitive model of knowledge management.
Examples of codified knowledge can be artefacts such as intranets,
documents, databases, manuals, guidelines and reports. The aim of
codification is to put organizational knowledge into a form that
makes it accessible to those who need it, and the difficulty in doing
so involves how not to loose the knowledge-distinctive proper-
ties and turn it into less vibrant information or data (Davenport
and Prusak, 1998). Codification approaches typically engage many
information technology solutions. However, this approach is inher-
ently deficient in exposing and sharing tacit knowledge held by
participants. Many people, particularly in the information techno-
logy industry, may still consider that knowledge management is
only about this codification process, that is the storage and retrieval
of information, and yet for others it is about discovering and devel-
oping processes that value and cultivate a process of learning that is
collectively shared and irreducible to information – since the ability
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to change knowledge, that is to learn, is the real source of power
(Willmott, 2000).

Personalization – focuses on dialogue between individuals and not on
knowledge objects in a database (Hansen et al., 1999). This approach
is dependent on the individual as the means of transferring exper-
iences to others, and thus enables tacit knowledge (e.g. such as
values, norms of behaviour and personal competencies and inad-
equacies) to be exposed and shared amongst others. As Davenport
and Prusak (1998) and Linde (2001) logically claim, it is impossible
to codify tacit knowledge, but they consider narratives to be a
powerful means to achieve the exposure and capture of it. Or, as
Davenport and Prusak (1998: 81–3) state, ‘a good story is often
the best way to convey meaningful knowledge’. Personalization
approaches require space and time to enable the getting together of
people to perform such personal exchanges and to develop inter-
personal networks – something that may be particularly problem-
atic where people are dispersed over large geographical distances.
Nonetheless, Hansen et al. (1999: 9) suggest that in the personal-
ization approach what is most important is to ‘have a system that
allows people to find other people.’ When that is achieved, public
exposition and sharing of tacit (and explicit) knowledge becomes
more probable.

Illustrating that last point, Bresnen et al. (2003) studied a construc-
tion industry project case, wherein the company was attempting to
develop explicit social mechanisms to encourage knowledge-sharing
and learning across projects. The project involved the introduction
of new management practices in a construction firm (including the
re-organization of the engineering expertise in the firm). They concluded
that in addition to illustrating the difficulties and limitations of adopting
only an information technology codification approach to learning in
projects, processes of knowledge capture, transfer and learning relied
very heavily on social patterns, practices and processes, in ways which
emphasized the value and importance of adopting a community-based
approach (Bresnen et al., 2003). They further concluded that because
projects are spatially, temporally and culturally differentiated, know-
ledge is not as readily diffused as it might be in a well-established
community of practice (Bresnen et al., 2003). In addition, Fernie et al.
(2003) performed a study into the challenges of knowledge-sharing
across business sectors (i.e. a construction company and BAE aerospace),
and their conclusions also revolve around knowledge not being able to
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be separated from the knower, and therefore not readily captured and
transferred across contexts. In effect, they posed a people-centric view,
where knowledge is essentially personal and any attempt at sharing it
must engage the individual, and that it must be facilitated in a social-
ized setting which aids dialectic debate (Fernie et al., 2003) – which
also alludes to establishing the situational context to aid such situated
learning activity.

How did the project participants’ knowledge management
approaches impact their situated learning behaviours in this
case study project team?

The approach pursued by this project team to acquire and exchange
knowledge within their project involved a dominant preference for
the personalization approach over codification type approaches. This
dominant approach appeared to very positively impact the quantum
and quality of knowledge exchanges between participants. This acknow-
ledgment of the dominance of the personalization approach does not
suggest that codification approaches were not used for explicit inform-
ation exchange, since the recording of minutes of meetings, sending
e-mails and the sharing of reports and memos were also observed in
this case. However, those processes assumed a relatively very minor
status in how knowledge flowed across the project team. This preference
for personalized knowledge flow reflected a link to the project being
a complex ‘process innovation’ type project (Bresnen et al., 2003: 163)
which also involved a specific project goal of redefining participant rela-
tionships. These types of projects tend to require and encourage such
personal contact because they involve changes in work practices, roles,
responsibilities, attitudes and values (Bresnen et al., 2003). This prefer-
ence also reflects other issues from the project milieu such as topic and
role ambiguity – as elaborated on in the previous chapter. The following
lengthy and reflective comment from Bill tends to indirectly summarize
the learning value he believed this dominant personalization approach
to managing knowledge flow generated in their project team activities:

We have been having a meeting once a week, for at least two hours,
and some of the conversations that we have together are making us
rethink perhaps our beliefs as to what is possible. I also see that when
we go out in the work place, where we talk about change and those
sorts of things, then there’s pressure coming back on us saying ‘well,
what are you guys doing differently that supports a better future for
Cokemaking?’ There are things that are happening differently. I think
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in a number of different ways the three of us are working across our
boundaries that we have previously had and actively going to other
people’s plants and talking to those people in those plants. Even
from the point of view of our discussions around the future, it’s really
about saying well, Cokemaking is one department, and then how
does it work together, and we then keep challenging ourselves and
others about what possibilities does that then throw up. [ ] I think
the relationship between the three of us is now closer than it was
before. With that brings a willingness to do things differently and
take a few risks here and there.

From Bill’s comments, one can readily appreciate the positive
community learning and practical relationship-building impacts real-
ized through pursuing a personalization approach to managing know-
ledge flow within his project setting. The discussions that now follow
elaborate on the situated learning impacts experienced by the case study
project team as they engaged this personalization approach in managing
their knowledge flows.

Tacit knowledge-sharing

In undertaking such personalized processes as multiple face-to-face
meetings, personal feedback to colleagues, and communal reflection
activities across multiple project events, tacit knowledge held by parti-
cipants (including their fears about their futures and the expectations
of them) was frequently exposed and shared. In sharing their tacit
knowledge participants helped to progressively develop their learning
relationships, which enabled them to better respond to their collective
challenges and share and generate more knowledge. For some parti-
cipants too, this personalization process aligned closely with their
cognitive style type. As Steve noted, ‘the process of reflection for me is
a verbal one, so that if I didn’t have someone to listen to � � �or someone
else to capture my thoughts � � � then some of my reflections would be
lost. I don’t like writing in journals. I am not good at that, and its
quite handy for me to have people like X and Y who aren’t necessarily
judgemental in the process � � � they take on board what is happening and
what I say and then they offer their reflections on my reflections.’ When
Bill was asked to comment on his own reflection activity he stated,
‘I don’t generally tend to write a lot of stuff down about reflections.
I don’t keep a diary or any of those sorts of things [ ] For me, I spend a
fair bit of time talking to groups of people.’ Both these comments illus-
trate the potential value of communal reflection in helping develop the
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learning relationships and the criticality of a personalization approach
to generate and share tacit and explicit knowledge when undertaking
collective and reflective enquiry.
Len also illustrated his preference towards personalization approaches

to knowledge management in this project by stating, ‘I probably have
a bias towards taking in information orally with some visual reinforce-
ment.’ He indicated that he deliberately and predominantly sought to
harvest new knowledge about technical, operational or change manage-
ment issues directly from the major political influences associated with
the project, and also through his many informal conversations with a
network of colleagues across the broader organization. In performing
those actions, Len tended to build his tacit knowledge through multiple
and diverse personalized channels.

Knowledge flows affected by team parameters

In this study, the personalization approach tomanaging knowledge flow
appeared to be moderated over time and project phases by the variable
size and mix of the project team. When this project team consisted
only of the three core participants, the formal and informal person-
alized exchanges between them appeared to be (by my observation)
high in quantity and quality. Conversely, Len acknowledged that an
increase in group size hindered their knowledge-sharing by stating, ‘The
biggest issue in the bigger group versus the one on one, or the small
group, is sharing the issues and sharing the concerns. Sometimes I like
to bounce an idea off somebody to see whether it’s valid. I’m more
comfortable doing that in a small group and yet you need to share the
ideas with a bigger group.’ When the team expanded in size to include
16 members, it reduced the volume of these formal exchanges between
the three core participants, but opened up avenues for increased formal
(and possibly more superficial) exchanges with others, while the three
core participants’ exchanges became more informal and more oppor-
tunistic. Steve also noted the differences in their learning exchanges and
learning relationships when this team size changed by stating,

when we had Coke Inc. – the three headed monster and all the rest
of it, we spent time talking to one another and reflected more [ ] the
power, for want of a better word has been diluted, especially in the
learning front, probably more so than anything else, [ ] that learning
that we had with each other, that openness that appeared every now
and again in the small meeting has changed.
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Argote (1999) considers that this group size issue affects the sharing of
knowledge because larger groups rather than smaller groups are likely to
focus only on shared information, that is information that is commonly
held, and this mediating influence tends to increase with group size.

When this project team increased in size, information sharing
appeared to be more concentrated on those things the larger group had
in common (such as immediate plant operational issues), and it was
therefore more difficult to cross this barrier to get the larger group to
broach the difficult project issues than it was for the smaller group to
do so. That is not to suggest that getting the smaller group to deal
with these project issues was easy – just that the larger group made that
process even harder to achieve. When Steve, for example, was asked
if he felt there was anything they could do to support learning in the
expanded project team, he felt that providing the opportunity to the
expanded team to engage in introspection, just like they had done when
the team consisted only of the three core members, would help. Then,
as he stated, ‘we should actually share things and get people to share
things about the anxiety they’ve gone through, so that we can actually
understand that yes, everybody’s been through this [ ] to have them
articulate the issues that we face on an emotional level is a learning
for all of us.’ These comments also reflected a desire for increasing the
opportunity for collective and reflective enquiry and thereby the oppor-
tunity to further stimulate situated learning activity.

Coupled to this issue of group size orchestrating a general propensity
to share commonly held information and thereby affect knowledge
flow between participants is ignorance or avoidance of sharing ideas
or alternate information that is unique to individual members (Argote,
1999). This situation tends to shut out the opportunity for generative
tacit knowledge flow because the commonly held information domin-
ates group discussion and somewhat fills the conversation void (Argote,
1999). In the expanded project team of this study, the team members
demonstrated a strong propensity to regularly discuss and share inform-
ation on operational matters associated with the plant (i.e. their issues in
common), which helped discourage individual participants’ prepared-
ness and their opportunities to express unique ideas on issues involving
the project goals. This focus on the shorter-term operational matters
rather than the longer-term developmental project activities was also
assisted by the participants’ lack of project role clarity and uncertainty
about their activities in pursuing the goals of the project (as described
in Chapter 5) – a situation also consistent with Bresnen et al.’s (2003)
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observations of knowledge management activities in a construction
industry project case.

Therefore, in this study, the domination of these operational discus-
sions constrained the volume and potential scope of conversations and
learning on issues involving the project goals. The paradox being that,
on one hand, the common issues focus, prompted interaction and
discussion that helped some form of situated learning, but conversely,
whether it was learning which actively related to and progressed the
activity of the project, is somewhat contentious – and from any
traditional project leadership perspective, potentially quite frustrating.
Nevertheless, one suspects that incrementally these situations (particu-
larly during the formative stages of this project case) served as a catalyst
or relationship-builder to enable the participants to progressively, over
time, get involved in the difficult project issues and to better share some
of their tacit knowledge through their personal contact. That being so,
it would seem important to tolerate such seemingly divergent discourse
within a personalization approach to knowledge management and to
provide the conditions for it to occur – particularly in a ‘process innova-
tion’ type project (Bresnen et al., 2003: 163) if one seeks to support situ-
ated learning activity over time. Alternatively, a non-incremental shock
and pressure process, where participants are bluntly forced to confront
such difficult project issues may achieve some immediate and limited
sharing of explicit and tacit knowledge (and likely to be accompanied
with fear), but may fail to assist the ongoing participative development
of participants’ project learning relationships. In that condition, situated
learning would ultimately be severely constrained.

Formal and informal channels for knowledge flow

The personalization approach pursued to attain, create and disperse
knowledge in this project case involved both formal and informal
channels, including, for example, formal project team meetings and
all-day workshop sessions, plus impromptu network discussions. Steve
commented that with some of the guys in the project team, ‘I don’t
interact daily withmuch at all [ ] I tend to have philosophical discussions
with them in the corner or in the corridor or somewhere for a while
rather than in any planned daily interaction. � � � [when Imeet with them]
I try to inoculate my ideas into their thinking and they do the same
to me. Then it’s a question of how’s it picked up and what’s learned.’
Expectantly, Steve’s comment may reflect his Intuitive cognitive style,
but also reflects his personalized approach in use to informally gather
and impart knowledge.
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As the three core project participants steadily built their learning
relationships throughout the project life cycle, and linked to this person-
alization dynamic, there appeared to be a greater bias towards informal
activities and meetings to exchange knowledge. Towards the middle of
the project cycle, for example, in responding to a question about their
seeming propensity to source knowledge informally, Bill remarked, ‘I
suppose the time where you go and sit in someone else’s office and have
a chat about things in general, that then adds to your knowledge or
understanding of where the other person’s coming from and perhaps
where the direction [of the project] needs to be going. There’s a fair bit
of that happening now that didn’t happen before. An example of that
is last night, Steve came and sat in here for half an hour and we just
talked about things around Working Party issues and perhaps how we
look at the shift supervisor role and the shift operator role � � � and some
of that was also a result of a casual conversation I had with X earlier,
about the same things as well.’ Bill’s comments highlighted the value he
perceived in less formal interactions assisting the development of their
relationships and, in this case, achievement of some project activities.

Len also recognized that project team knowledge flowed around the
team through both formal and informal channels and that he increas-
ingly utilized the informal channels to discuss things with others and
to learn. As he stated, ‘I think it’s both [ ] But because of the totality of
the activities we’ve had together, the informal is working far better. [ ]
Certainly in terms of my learning about what’s going on in mainten-
ance, the formal sessions have made a big difference, but also now, I
spend more time stopping and chatting in the corridor [informally with
colleagues from that area] than would have been the case previously.’

Unofficial rankings applied to knowledge sources

During the course of the project, and tending to complicate the
opportunities to improve knowledge flow within the setting, were the
unofficial rankings sometimes applied to knowledge from particular
authority sources. This illustrates a direct interrelationship between the
constraint/enabler elements of pyramid of authority and knowledge
management and, as previously introduced in Chapter 5, suggests that
certain knowledge exchanges were more sought after and listened to
than others. Commonly held knowledge of how expertise is distributed
among group participants affects how team members retrieve and integ-
rate information, that is such awareness increases the likelihood that
unshared knowledge uniquely held by certain team members will be
shared, since expert roles in the group validate the credibility of this
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information (Argote, 1999). This sharing presumes that people will want
to seek out the information from the source as it were and that the
source is prepared to relinquish control of the information and share
it with others. If that holds, then knowledge provided by a recognized
expert or authority figure (i.e. they are perceived to be in leadership
roles either through their intelligence or through bureaucratic and other
forms of hierarchy/authority) ‘receives more weight in determining the
group output than information provided by someone not perceived as
having special expertise’ (Argote, 1999: 108).

From a learning perspective (and in addition to the expertise or
bureaucratic authorities of select individuals in a group tending to
minimize other group members’ debate and discussion on project
issues), the awareness of prior established expertise or authority within
the project team of this study, at times, narrowed the participants’ know-
ledge capture and enquiry activities to that which they felt were the
more important priority sources, for example the project sponsor. These
actions helped limit the full learning potential to be realized from more
fully interacting and exchanging with others in the project process.
Therefore, a paradox exists: while the presence of authority or expertise
sources might help stimulate some enquiry and unique information
flow within a group, it can also concurrently serve as a broader restraint
to knowledge generation and flow across the group. Len acknowledged
this hierarchy on information flow by stating that ‘what we need to
do is to focus on avoiding the negatives of impeding information flow
and failing to provide feedback because of hierarchical interactions’.
Similar reflections from these participants, concerning their hierarchical
dependence, were also provided in the pyramid of authority discus-
sion in Chapter 5. Recognizing this barrier to knowledge exchange and
flow within a project team posed by sources of privileged information
and espousing ways to better include others from the team constituted
positive steps in broadening the knowledge capture and creation possib-
ilities in this project setting.

6.2 Situational context

Situational context and situated learning

In every project case, workplace conditions have the potential to restrict
as well as enhance any possibilities for learning (Müllern and Östergren,
1998; Matthews, 1999). How participation in learning activities is
invited, and how the unrestricted sharing and use of knowledge can
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be encouraged through shaping a workplace environment, is a central
concern for learning in any setting (Billet, 2001a; Smith, 2001). Smith
(2001) particularly emphasizes the provision of opportunities for tacit
knowledge to be made explicit and shared (Also see Polanyi [1966],
Nonaka and Takeuchi [1995] and Baumard [1999]) so that valuable
human and knowledge resources are not wasted. Such tacit knowledge-
sharing is crucial in situated learning activity and the source of real
competitive advantage in projects. Moreover, one of five factors Bain
(1998) considered was significant in aiding organizational learning
included the provision of spaces for reflection and learning, since
such spaces helped decrease social defences to organizational learning.
Therefore, consistent with Senge’s (1990) perspective that leaders (in
their designer roles) need to build into their organizational structures
(even temporal ones like projects) antecedents for effective learning,
implicit and fundamental in promoting situated learning processes, is
the organization of the project setting to create and facilitate a learning
environment. Any deliberate attention to designing and implementing
project conditions that invite, encourage and support individuals and
teams to come together to dialogue, to critically reflect and to expose
and exchange tacit and explicit knowledge clearly also represents a
dominant bias towards aiding the personalization approach to know-
ledge management.
This constraining/enabling element of situational context involves

two intimately connected workplace domains, that is the workplace of a
project team and the organizational workplace immediately surrounding
a project team. This combination forms the situational context of a
project, since any attempt to organize the project setting to affect
learning activity can be initiated or influenced or halted either by
the actions of project stakeholders in the organizational workplace
surrounding a project team or by the actions of participants within a
project team. Reflecting this combination, an appropriate definition for
this element of situational context is: The way a project setting is organized
to help establish and to facilitate a project learning environment.

Expectantly, this infrastructural element has a very direct influence
on all the other constraint/enabler elements identified in this study.
For example, if the situational context conditions of a project do not
support the development of learning relationships, nor permit tradi-
tional authority to be challenged and cognitive style to be assessed and
understood, then situated learning is quite likely to be impeded. Of
course, the converse situation applies and may assist the handling of
other constraint/enabler elements even if the project participants find
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those individually difficult to deal with. For example, if dealing with
the defensive reasoning of participants was difficult to overcome and
they were reluctant to challenge their current relationships, establishing
a situational condition that encourages them to meet and converse may
provide the initial impetus to them to progressively engage with those
issues, whereas not providing such a motivating condition may only
lock the participants into a cycle of ignorance and denial and excuses.
Consequently then, deliberate attention to creating the overarching situ-
ational context in a project setting – where those issues that drive our
learning behaviours can be exposed, challenged and reflected on and
where tacit knowledge can be shared and participants can practice being
reflective practitioners (Schön, 1987) – would seem not only to be an
interesting focus to help facilitate learning, but essential for it.

How did the situational context of this project case impact the
situated learning behaviours of project participants?

The situational context of this project generally supported the situ-
ated learning activity of this team, and in some ways that support was
extraordinary – which is partially why this project became such a valu-
able case in which to study learning. The following discussion highlights
three empirically derived categories of that support. These include an
organizational and participant intention to learn, the provision and
operation of physical infrastructures at the project team level to support
that intention, and the project setting providing a further stimulus for
situated learning activity. Missing any one of these categories of support
in a project setting may inhibit the development of learning activity.
For example, having the commitment (intention) and the infrastructure
establishes the conditions to initiate and encourage learning activity,
but without the stimulus or incentives from the workplace itself, that is
the reasons to do it, learningmay bemore readily avoided or overlooked,
or remain opportunistic. Alternatively, if there is no commitment or
infrastructure and yet there is some form of situational stimulus to learn,
then the engine of learning may not really get started.

Provided an explicit organizational and participant commitment
to learn (the intention to learn)

As part of the broader organizational change programme, the local
organization immediately enveloping the project team of this study was
attempting to construct an environment for learning that involved a
culture of sharing and experimentation which emphasized broad and
diverse participation and interactions throughout the organization and
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which motivated participants to change from their current condition,
while reducing traditional control and fear (Englehardt and Simmons,
2002). Consequently, these efforts formed part of the background (or
strategic) inertia supporting and energizing the learning activities asso-
ciated with this project. In that way, there was an explicit local organ-
izational commitment to the project team to learn and to take the time
to learn and build their relationships. In contrast to this developing
local organizational attitude towards learning as a premium operational
concern, the broader corporate culture, external to the CC operation,
did not appear to be in such alignment. At the corporate level, there was
neither an explicit nor an implicit commitment provided to the broader
organization and its business units to place a premium on learning.
The corporate focus was primarily concerned with more immediate and
tangible business unit performance and cost-reduction activities. Indeed,
given this corporate focus, the Plant Manager of the CC operation did
well to gain the support of his higher authorities to pursue the change
programme on the CC site. In that corporate consciousness, the CC
change programmemight be considered an organizational design exper-
iment with the Plant Manager accepting multiple career risks. Having
gained the corporate level support for his experiment, the Plant Manager
set out to change the local environment quite radically to that which
predated it and to that in which it corporately resided. This meant that
under his stewardship, the local environment intentionally became one
of high turbulence, uncertainty and constant change. In line with Fiol
and Lyles’ (1985) call for organizations to establish a corporate culture
conducive to learning, and with Davenport and Prusak’s (1998) observa-
tion of senior management support as highly beneficial for transforma-
tional knowledge projects, this local organization (through the project
sponsor’s expressed ideals, behaviours and exerted authority) provided
an explicit and enthusiastic commitment to pursue learning as one of
the key goals of this project and of the broader change programme on
the site.

Throughout this study, the participants in the project team readily
acknowledged this explicit organizational commitment for them to
pursue learning and also that they were empowered to enact leader-
ship changes. For example, Bill acknowledged that this local organiza-
tional level support had opened up opportunities for him and others to
personally grow and change and that the project sponsor had demon-
strated his commitment to that on a number of occasions by simply
being involved. At the participant commitment level within this project
team, Steve also recognized support for his learning from his peer group,
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which wasn’t there before the project team commenced. Towards the
middle of the project, he suggested that because of that peer group
support ‘� � � the Cokemaking Leadership Team in its own way should
be trying all the leadership type things and I believe that the whole
group is willing to get in now and do that’. At that time, the implication
of this comment was that he felt they now had both the permission
(from key stakeholders in the project) and the personal inclinations
and greater confidence to experiment with their leadership and learning
approaches. Len expressed that ‘Now there’s much more sharing, and
certainly I’m feeling more readiness to accept that I’m allowed to learn.
So yes, I think I’ve got support to learn.’ These (and other) explicit recog-
nitions of the organizational and participant commitments to learn
in this project do not at all mitigate the perceived ambiguity issues
concerning participants’ pyramids of authority that were alluded to in
the previous chapter. While possessing the commitments or intentions
to learn within a project setting is critical, it is simply not enough to
initiate learning activity. Those factors which drive ambiguity in parti-
cipants’ understanding of their situation also need deliberate managerial
attention.

Provided the physical and social infrastructure to learn at the
project team level

In the project case examined in this study, some multifaceted infra-
structural supports were engaged to stimulate learning and relationship-
building. These included: meeting rooms and offices and a myriad of
other physical facilities being made available for participants to use;
consultative input and support from human resource management staff
and the project sponsor when sought after by participants; funding
provided for process and leadership benchmarking visits to other organ-
izations (such as regional coal-mining operations); time being made
available for participants to pursue learning activities and conduct
regular and discretionary weekly or full-day meetings; time being made
available for participants to attend formal workshops run by in-house
and external consultants and university researchers, for example the
learning workshops conducted in the final stages of this study. This
infrastructure assisted the project participants to meet, to explore issues
and to reflect and converse in a rational way on a topic of learning that
they perceived to be so ambiguous to possibly be irrational. Furthermore,
for these participants, the personalized sharing of individual reflections
and the articulation of their tacit knowledge and concerns may have
been a much more difficult task without some facilitating framework
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causing and/or supporting their interactions and these learning activ-
ities. During the final stages of this study, in one of the workshop
sessions, for example, Steve noted, ‘We need to value learning and
take the time from the day-to-day to recognize the value. Following
through on commitments and reflecting on actions is a novel focus in
this forum.’ His comment, as well as acknowledging the value he now
placed on learning, also highlighted the indirect value he placed on
those workshop forums or learning spaces in aiding his learning process.

The meeting sessions that were part of this infrastructure for learning
were both formal and informal. They included: the formal, regular
weekly project team meetings; formal, all-day or three-day forums;
learning workshop sessions; informal sessions such as private meetings
in offices or in other workplace locations; mentoring and coaching activ-
ities with people in the organization; and, formal or informal reflective
discussion sessions with the researcher on issues involving the project.
Len and Steve freely acknowledged that many formal forums were
instrumental in developing the informal working relationships, which
particularly helped some people like Steve to pursue their relationship
development and learning activity in a manner which better suited their
preferred cognitive style. That is, the formal forums opened the door
for him to pursue many learning relationships in an informal manner
during the project life cycle. The structuring conditions provided in
this case also resembled those conditions that, Davenport and Prusak
(1998) suggest, allow for spontaneous, unstructured knowledge-transfer
opportunities to occur. Those being, to allow time for informal and
personal discussions in informal places so people can share and develop
creative ideas to address problems, and holding open forums or know-
ledge fairs which facilitate both structured forms of knowledge transfer
and knowledge transfer through face-to-face meetings and narratives.
Likewise, Shani and Docherty (2003), when discussing the character-
istics of learning mechanisms in a knowledge-based work environment,
claim that informal discussions and conversations are very important
to learning at work, since it is not only what is being learnt that is
important but also the learning capability that is being developed in
the process of learning. That being, the immediate product of learning
is the ability to learn more, or participants learn-how-to-learn. These
social interactions, be they formal or informal, are therefore opportun-
ities for people to enquire, reflect and interpret their experiences (Seibert
and Daudelin, 1999), and in this project case (and likely in others)
having the opportunities for both personal reflection and reflection
through interaction with other participants was an important part of the
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team learning and development process (Baker, 2002a). Moreover, these
formal and informal meeting sessions appeared to successfully create the
spaces or provide the occasions for reflection that were closely linked to
the dynamics of the project work (Boud, 2006).

In this study, those formal project team meetings, workshops and
the researcher–participant interview sessions constituted the principal
learning spaces for the participants in the project. This theme of learning
spaces for learning was advanced by Nonaka and Konno (1998) and
consists of a space for interactions between individuals, between indi-
viduals and their environment, and between individuals and inform-
ation (Shani and Docherty, 2003). Such spaces can include a physical
space, a temporal space or making emotional space through receptive
listening. The paradox being that creating a space means setting bound-
aries which initially may be interpreted as inhibiting or blocking conver-
sation and learning, but through establishing these boundaries a space
is established that is safe and open enough to explore with conversation
about differences. As such, boundaries are shape-givers which provide
a space to grow (Phillips, 1994; Kolb et al., 2002; Shani and Docherty,
2003). Rifkin and Fulop (1997) further define a learning space as a space
opened up by a release of control and privileges by management, which
represents a rather disorganized and disaggregated concept of learning.
This resonates with Coopey and Burgoyne’s (2000) view that learning
spaces that are free from fear and allow people to express their views
openly are a critical condition for ideal speech situations that facilitate
learning. Providing such a learning space helps nurture ideal speech
opportunities through reducing moral and social risks and therefore
increasing participants’ willingness to experiment in their communic-
ative actions (Coopey and Burgoyne, 2000).
Organizing these learning spaces within a project to be receptive

to listening, silence and speaking, and to aid exploitative and explor-
atory learning activity (March, 1991) and knowledge creation and
exchanges between people, is important (Baker et al., 1997). Baker
(2002a), for example, suggests five ways to create and support a receptive
conversational space for learning. These involve: opening a space for
conversations to freely flow where the participants feel safe to explore
issues with others; encouraging partnership and imagination to develop
trust between participants, which then fuels the conversation process;
allowing for differences between the parties involved, which stimu-
lates diversity of thought and approaches and expressions of ideas and
values; taking time for reflection at both a personal and a group level,
as this practice is core to learning and the stimulus for conversation;
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and providing a space for humility to aid collaboration and the explor-
ation of difficult issues and to challenge existing norms and behaviours
(Baker, 2002a).
Learning activity can be difficult and challenging, and establishing

and supporting such participative learning spaces ultimately provides
significant opportunities for both tacit and explicit knowledge to flow
more readily amongst project team participants. In contrast to this
approach, some observers might suggest that creating conditions that
foster some fear and anxiety or trepidation in the participants about
the project issues may be viewed as a good accompaniment for their
learning, in that it can act as a stimulant for learning activity. However,
(while acknowledging the potential to provoke people into some imme-
diate and limited learning activity) such fear and anxiety amongst parti-
cipants in a team generally tends to restrict the quantum and quality
of their learning exchanges and their communal reflection activities.
This happens because these conditions of fear and anxiety reinforce
other barriers to situated learning such as poor learning relationships,
misunderstood personal differences, restrictive political and authorit-
arian cultures, and entrenched or inadequate knowledge management
practices.

Illustrating both the depth of some self-reflective activity and the
value that these learning spaces created for the participants’ relationship
development, early on in the project, Len offered, ‘That general sharing
of personal information about ourselves [in our project meeting sessions]
has helped to give us all a much better appreciation of each other and
open up the work relationships.’ He also noted (while still acknow-
ledging the extraordinary influence of the project sponsor), ‘Everybody
comes to the meetings bringing different skills and attributes, but there’s
been some quite open discussion that would not have occurred if the
circumstances were one of a strong hierarchy and the need to protect
yourself from the more powerful in the team, and there have been
some significant initiatives that have come from right around the table
as a result.’ Steve indicated that the weekly meeting forum provided
the opportunities for in-depth discussions that challenged their existing
relationship models, which may not otherwise have happened. Towards
the middle of the project, Steve commented, ‘� � � the fact that we meet
on a regular basis and have some desire to change supports the learning
objective’, and ‘We generally rely on the project meeting forum to guide
our learning within the project [ ] I don’t tend to have those in-depth
discussions that happen in the project meetings outside [of it].’ Further-
more, while acknowledging the negative impact on the degree of project
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tacit knowledge flow resulting from increasing group size (as previ-
ously discussed in this chapter), these project team learning spaces still
provided a supportive environment for tacit knowledge to become artic-
ulated and shared. As the project progressed, for example, participants
appeared to freely and frequently offer personally held views about their
own roles and their concerns for their futures when the project sponsor
asked questions like, ‘We all have a story � � � are we prepared to share our
stories?’ These types of provocative questions and the accompanying
reflections and conversations would not normally eventuate external to
the project learning spaces. In effect, the regular project meetings and
workshop learning spaces provided the participants a zone of oppor-
tunity (away from the daily challenges of their operational responsib-
ilities) for them to either fully or partially engage with their learning
activities associated with the project, and to exercise free speech in a
perceived relatively safe environment.

Whether it is critical reflection or conversational processes for learning
which one seeks to engage or promote, it takes time, and in projects
(including this case), time is considered a premium resource to be
closely managed. When Keegan and Turner (2001) investigated learning
between projects within project-based firms, they concluded that one
key impediment to project-based learning was this issue of time pres-
sures. That is, participants in their study indicated en masse that they
did not have time to reflect and operate effective feedback processes in
projects. They further concluded that the overwhelming trend appeared
to be a focus on short-term pressures, which drove out space for
reflecting, conversing, experimenting and team-based learning (Keegan
and Turner, 2001). While these concerns about a focus on short-
term pressures were also evident in the project case examined in this
study, fortunately in this project case however, space and time for
learning activities were supported and actioned because learning was
such an explicit project and organizational goal. Perhaps in contrast to
those actual practices identified by Keegan and Turner (2001), and to
encourage conversations, dialogue and reflection activities, Kasl et al.
(1997) andMårtensson (2000) suggest that the role of making time avail-
able to learn and explore is fundamental in team learning. That being,
‘Time is an ingredient of learning when members take time to explore
ideas for which relevance is not immediately apparent’ (Kasl et al., 1997:
242–3). Taking time to explore and learn provides opportunities for rela-
tionship development and generative thinking that is typical of syner-
gistic learning activity. Time also serves as an incubator, wherein tacit
knowledge can find its way into the situated learning milieu.



158 Cultivating Learning Within Projects

For the major part of the project process, and further structurally
aiding situated learning in this case study, the core participants were
co-located together and also with some other managers who later joined
the project team during the middle of the research process. Their
separate offices were located in the same small Operations building
amongst the heavy engineering plant and equipment associated with
the CC operation. Eskerod and Skiver (2001) consider such co-location
to be a vital condition for enhancing informal knowledge transfer
between participants – as indeed it appeared to do in this project team,
particularly between the three core participants. In the later stages of
this project, however, the three core participants relocated themselves
(along with other Superintendents from the CC operation) to one large
office in the CC Administration building, approximately one-half kilo-
metre away from the Operations building and those other project team
members. When these three core participants were discussing their
learning environment, they were challenged on their decision to co-
locate down in that Administration building and away frommany other
participants in the change programme. Their replies firmly rebuffed
my concerns regarding the impact on their learning, and they then
proceeded to justify their move as being about helping to actualize
the project sponsor’s new operational/innovation structure. That being,
these newly designated team leaders of a recently imposed and radic-
ally different organizational structure needed to work together more
closely, and those lower level managers (the Senior Supervisors) needed
to assume greater daily leadership and decision-making over plant oper-
ations. Hence, at that time, their relocation action tended to physically
isolate them from the plant and other operational personnel. Whether
their action was simply about appeasing the Plant Manager and about
being physically located closer to him as some form of self-preservation,
or it provided some relief (through physical separation) from the daily
dramas of managing the plant operation is debatable, given they still
frequently visited the plant and still worked with many other people
in their new roles and in various project activities. Nevertheless, their
decision to relocate into one large office with the other CC Super-
intendents was observed to help their informal dialogue and sharing
of knowledge and ideas at that level, but it worked against the same
happening with amyriad of other operational people in the plant. There-
fore, part of the infrastructural support for their learning involved them
having the ability to make physical location decisions – which in the
instance observed and cited seemed to be made on the basis of more
immediate pragmatic and political concerns, rather than learning issues.
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Interestingly, after a few weeks in this new location, the large shared
office that the core participants occupied became affectionately known
as the departure lounge for CC – a good-natured jibe directed at the
Superintendents by the plant personnel, but which may have also been
representative of some of the Superintendents’ tacit job security fears
and the plant employees’ latest disconnection with them.
Overall, the comprehensive infrastructural arrangements engaged (as

illustrated in the discussion above) suggested that situated learning was
quite well supported in this particular project case.

Provided environmental stimulus to the participants to learn

In addition to the infrastructural learning support provided to the
project team, the change activity in the local organizational setting (i.e.
the environment was unstable and evolving) provided an ongoing stim-
ulus to the participants to learn. It helped encourage them to confront
and re-evaluate their traditional authority and cultural norms of beha-
viour, their relationships, their learning competencies and fears asso-
ciated with the overall change programme, and their future operating
scenario.

The genesis of much of this stimulus came from the actions or inter-
ventions of the project sponsor. As such, the project sponsor was also
an integral part of the environmental stimulus for the project parti-
cipants to learn, even though there were authority implications negat-
ively affecting participant learning as a result of his actions – as explored
previously in Chapter 5. In that sense, his involvement demonstrated a
mixed influence on the participants’ situated learning activity – which
serves to only reinforce the need to be aware of and to understand the
learning impacts resulting from a sponsor’s involvement. An example
of the project sponsor’s interventions which affected the team’s situated
learning activity was when two-thirds of the way through the research
process, he announced his imposition of a new organizational struc-
ture. This decisive action could be interpreted by some as a demotiv-
ating factor for learning, but equally by others as a positive learning
intervention. In alignment with the latter response, Len stated, ‘I think
overall the changes will be positive. Positive because they will force
us to work a new way and force some new learnings, and they are
positive because it simply breaks the excuse of notmaking a decision and
delaying � � �which is a response that we probably do with a high degree of
unconscious competence around here.’ Len viewed the emergent organ-
izational environment as promoting them into new learning situations
rather than perhaps avoiding them as they had done through their
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past indecision and deference to higher authority in their project. Len
may also have felt relieved that there was now some reduced ambiguity
about their future roles in the organization, given the sponsor had now
provided them a rational organizational structure on which to move
forward. These actionsmay have also satisfied his desire for some specific
rational detail on those complex matters, in accordance with his Analyst
cognitive style type.

A further significant example of how the project sponsor’s actions
in the organizational environment stimulated participants to learn
involved his approach to learning from mistakes. As a prelude to
describing how that occurred, early in the project, Steve indicated
that he felt they needed to identify a formal process of learning from
mistakes, and that they needed to throw out a challenge to other team
members to pursue their own learning. As he stated, ‘Challenging people
to learn � � �we need to put more thought into how that actually works.
[ ] The thing about learning from mistakes is that we haven’t got the
processes – so there is no fear of making mistakes at this level.’ The
last part of his comment implied that the mistakes they made were
more than likely to be hidden rather than exposed and reflected on for
learning. In that scenario, they did not fear making mistakes since no
one would find out about them anyway. Those conditions resembled
Schindler and Eppler’s (2003) finding that project amnesia (and one
might also argue, learning ignorance) results from high time pressures to
complete a project and an insufficient willingness of participants to learn
from mistakes and to share those experiences due to modesty or fear.
However, during a learning workshop, much later in the project, another
participant in the project team offered a positive observation about the
project sponsor’s interventions changing the organization’s approach
to the handling of mistakes. As he described it, ‘Since X [the project
sponsor] has come along he has certainly changed the approach to
that [learning from mistakes]. I can’t remember too many one-on-one’s
that X has had around mistakes. He tends to turn them around into
opportunities � � � instead of playing the person he plays the ball, and
turns that back into a larger forum so that we can learn from that discus-
sion. You might leave that discussion feeling a bit weak personally about
it, but that is certainly not done in a way that is meant to do that. That
was the intention in some of the forums, unfortunately it doesn’t always
go that way and many of the attendees don’t see the benefit in actu-
ally sharing the learning [ ] then we don’t apply the learning � � � that is
something we are not real strong on. X intuitively expects it to happen
and then a week later on, down at the plant, he talks to someone about
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it and finds that nothing has been done � � �’ Given the previous discus-
sion in this chapter, one might readily appreciate that this approach to
learning from mistakes during team meetings created the opportunity
for participants to collaboratively and critically reflect on important
events, and for a raft of tacit to explicit knowledge exchanges to occur.
Other examples of how the project sponsor’s actions in the organiza-

tional environment stimulated project participants to expose and share
tacit knowledge, involved his interjections in project meetings. Therein,
he constantly prompted participants to think beyond their past rational
experiences. A very brief, but typical example of such an intervention
in a project team meeting, early in the project life cycle, involved:

Sponsor: ‘What behaviours do you three model as the leadership team
of Coke Inc? What do you need to do to move the place somewhere
else?’

Bill: ‘Can you give us some examples so that I can see where you are
coming from?’

Sponsor: ‘I suspect you guys are insecure � � � and that needs to be made
explicit.’

With those types of enquiring or provocative comments and questions,
the project sponsor repeatedly kept on encouraging the participants to
reveal their tacit knowledge and fears, and to deal with the non-rational
issues they seemed initially reluctant to embrace. In other team meeting
sessions, during the middle of this study, and with the active presence
and forthright encouragement of the sponsor, the project participants
purposefully explored a number of undiscussable issues, such as: Who
is the leader of the CLT? Who is Spartacus? Therein, they collectively
challenged the status quo of the sponsor currently leading the team.
Two other example undiscussables that were explored, included: We are
afraid to challenge each other – wherein, their current relationships and
behaviours were again examined; and, A CLT manager’s role is to add
value to the business by creating an environment where people want
to contribute and feel secure to participate – wherein, they explored
their concerns and fears about not possessing the skills necessary to
achieve that intention. Over a number of team meeting sessions, these
undiscussable topics created opportunities for participants to express
their tacit knowledge and their fears about these and other matters, and
to collaboratively explore ways to alleviate these conditions and build
their learning and working relationships.
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Further stimuli for learning were provided through having rather
fluid interpersonal and organizational dynamics between managers,
and between factory employees. For example, managers were moving
into different roles that stretched their competence in task achieve-
ment and their confidence in their own abilities, particularly with the
pressures in the workplace to achieve results. A specific example is of
one Superintendent being moved from a line-management role in one
part of the plant, to being the Human Resources Leader for the entire
plant. This change in role shifted his relationships with others onto
a different level, and challenged his personal approaches to how he
normally managed people and also his competency to perform in the
newly assigned role. Similarly, Senior Supervisors and Supervisors were
progressively assuming more conventional daily operational responsib-
ilities in managing the plant, which also challenged and changed their
working relationships with subordinates and peer groups. Indeed, at
varying points in the project timeline, all the managers in the organ-
ization were undergoing some form of either dramatic or subtle role
change. As a result of these types of ongoing operational/relationship
changes, participants were somewhat forced, through necessity, to
interact more and differently, to converse, to reflect and hence to learn
with others if they intended to be successful in the new emergent
organization.

In contrast to those stimulating effects of the local organizational
environment in promoting project situated learning, the environment
also served to constrain the conversations and reflections about the
project goals. This came about because it was a very busy and disruptive
operational situation (coupled to a challenging project change agenda)
where immediate business objectives seemed to demand the parti-
cipants’ attention. There were also considerable external company pres-
sures to get results soon, that is deliver some productivity improvements
and get returns on the investment in the change process. Subsequently,
and consistent with a view on impediments to project learning offered
by Keegan and Turner (2001), this demanding work situation helped to
limit the time available to reflect and converse about project issues and
to learn. In the project sessions, this situation also assisted the parti-
cipants’ opportunism in exhibiting defensive behaviour when difficult
issues of their relationships were under focus – a conundrum which
persisted to varying degrees throughout the full project timeframe.

This business environment of the local organization required the
participants to deliver on improved plant operational performance
and to achieve outcomes on specific business tasks. For example,
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this involved a number of productivity improvements in Coking
process time, and the delivery of a Workplace Labour Agreement (with
supporting documentation) which required extensive negotiation with,
and input from, many employees. Len commented on the difficulties of
having this dual responsibility for those business issues and the project
goals, and stated, ‘One issue around the [project] meeting schedule is
the conflict between, we’ve got to get this done, so let’s just pump
the resources in and get this done, and then walking out of there and
finding that there’s some other alligator biting at your heels � � �You’ve
got to pay it some attention to get it to go away for a while. So, say we
are all going to spend the whole day together � � � then that means it’s a
day that you’re not doing other [operational type] things.’ Len noted
also that, for him, ‘Sourcing new knowledge is something that ends up
suffering in terms of time availability because you’re pressured on doing
other things � � �’ Len’s comments reflected how the daily operational
matters concerning the plant demanded their attention and distracted
them from their project and their learning activity. Whether this was
always necessary is of some debate. For example, the project sponsor
privately expressed that he considered the participants sought to be
focused on the business issues, in preference to the longer-term project
issues, because they did not wish to relinquish their traditional authority
and control, or confront personally difficult project activities. Perhaps
echoing the project sponsor’s concerns on this issue, Steve’s following
comments hint at some underlying participant preferences, that is ‘We
retreat into comfort rather than push into learning.’ Also, as he checked-
in during a project learning workshop session, he stated, ‘I am physically
not there, nor mentally not there at the moment. We have started a new
job but have continued on in the old way. We haven’t actually stopped
doing the old job.’ In effect, the sponsor interpreted their actions as a
form of avoidance strategy and yet he expected them to also perform
and deliver on numerous and diverse business objectives. He also seemed
quite prepared to regularly confront the participants on those matters
if he felt that they were not adequately attending to them. So, it would
appear that the project sponsor also helped contribute to this conun-
drum for the core participants – that being, the conflict between the
transitional necessity to apply themselves to and deliver on immediate
business issues, and also to have a focus and deliver on the longer-term
and more personally challenging project goals.
In the later stages of the project, Steve noted the impact of these

competing pressures on the quality and quantity of their reflection
activities and their learning behaviours. During one learning workshop,



164 Cultivating Learning Within Projects

he stated, ‘This [situation] is exacerbated by having half the team tied
up with outside issues – such as the new coal mine, the Coke Guide,
coal preparation issues and contract maintenance issues, meaning that
nearly all of us have had significant issues on our minds rather than
concentrating on learning and the job of this change process. � � �’ Len
also acknowledged such a context, by stating, ‘We’re all seeing more
need for urgency. X [the project sponsor] has reinforced it in a number
of different situations, in a few different ways, but it’s clear that the busi-
ness urgency is there. The steel business performance is very ordinary.
We’re being impacted by very poor export steel prices, having to accept
orders and prices not much above the cost of production � � � and with
that, it’s driving the urgency up to turn around this business quickly. We
don’t have a lot more time. The maintenance outsourcing issue is being
brought to a head and we will need to drive that. The Working Party
output is there and we need to drive getting the acceptance [of it], so we
can start going through the implementation process.’ Len’s comments
provided a likely indicator of where his immediate attention was to be
directed and reinforce his observation that ‘Our culture is about doing
and not about reflecting, and there is not always time to reflect and to
share.’
Despite this dampening influence of the short-term business issues

on the situated learning activity associated with the project, overall the
stimulus provided by the organizational environment was a source of
significant and ongoing motivation for the project participants to learn.
This, indirectly, also aided the steady development of their capabilities
in learning-how-to-learn.

6.3 Summary

The infrastructural constraint/enabler elements of knowledge manage-
ment and situational context are critical antecedents for effective
learning in projects since they provide the supporting frameworks on
which learning opportunities and learning actions unfold.

The section of this chapter that explored the element of knowledge
management articulated numerous considerations for managing know-
ledge flow in projects, and described how those considerations are
underpinned by two generalized forms for knowledge management,
that is codification and personalization. The personalization approach
is particularly important in situated learning since it is the agency
through which tacit knowledge is exposed and shared. The project
team in this study predominantly pursued a personalization approach
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in managing their knowledge flows. That choice was influenced by
the type of project, the specific project goals and other issues from
the project environment such as role ambiguity. This personalization
approach involved many formal and informal dyadic or team meeting
sessions, the provision of group and personal feedback to participants,
and critical reflection activities in the team. These activities placed
the participants in multiple interactive situations which encouraged
their exposure, reflection on, and sharing of their valuable tacit know-
ledge. These actions also significantly aided the building of participants’
learning relationships and prompted confrontation with and critical
reflection on participants’ own learning behaviours. A personalization
approach also illuminated other issues that affected situated learning
activity. For example, as seen in this study, the awareness of the distri-
bution of expertise or knowledge authorities in the team sometimes
limited the scope of knowledge capture or enquiry activities by parti-
cipants to certain individual members or perceived priority sources.
This condition limited the access to and engagement of other team
members in knowledge exchange activities across the team. Also, at
times, the project team seemed preoccupied with sharing common oper-
ational information as opposed to project information, which helped
suppress tacit knowledge flow on project-related issues. Although a focus
on such common issues between participants presented an immediate
constraint on the volume of learning exchanges and tacit knowledge
flow relating to project goals, it did however prompt their interactive
conversations on significant issues. These conversations served as an
initial relationship-builder from which participants could collaborat-
ively broach more difficult project issues and then establish condi-
tions where generative tacit knowledge on project issues could better
flow. In sum, the personalization approach dominating knowledge flow
processes in this project setting very aptly facilitated situated learning
for these project team participants. Moreover, in seeking to support and
stimulate situated learning, the experiences or observations from this
study connote a necessity for project participants in any project setting
to better understand how selected knowledge management processes
can impact learning activity.
In the section of this chapter that examined the element of situ-

ational context, it was argued that the establishment and management
of a project setting that invites people to dialogue, converse, reflect and
to share tacit knowledge is vitally important for individual learning,
organizational learning and competitive project advantage. This section
also detailed how the situational context of the project examined in
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this study mostly positively impacted situated learning for the project
participants. This was achieved through three categories of support.
These included: the explicit organizational and participant commitment
to learning and building their relationships in the project; the provi-
sion or construction and operation of physical and social infrastructures
for learning at the project team level, where knowledge exposure and
sharing between the participants could be nurtured and enhanced; the
local organizational environment mostly providing a stimulus to the
participants to learn and to reassess their place and behaviours in the
organization.

These positive local organizational environment stimuli included a
myriad of interventions or actions often initiated by the project sponsor,
and fluid interpersonal and organizational dynamics resulting from
people moving into different roles with new functional responsibil-
ities. In contrast, the external pressures on the local organization to
achieve results in the change programme, coupled with immediate and
compounding business commitments, tended to limit the time and the
inclination participants had to pursue conversations and reflection on
longer-term project goals. This presented a contradiction – on one hand
the infrastructure provided the time and the resources for participants
to pursue the learning goals of the project, but on the other, the shorter-
term business commitments tended to invade that space. Nevertheless,
all these categories of support combined largely served to promote situ-
ated learning activity through increasing and encouraging the opportun-
ities for interactions, conversations and reflections between participants,
and through focusing their individual and collective attention onto
learning.



7
The Project Learning Opportunity:
Where to Now?

This chapter initially provides a summary of the key issues for project
learning raised throughout the preceding chapters of this book. Therein,
it recaps the central conceptual findings from this study and rein-
forces the practical and personal implications for project participants in
either systematically addressing or not addressing the five sociological
elements that impact their situated learning behaviours. Also included
in this chapter is a brief reflective account of some key methodological
issues confronted in conducting this study since they too constitute
important pragmatic and conceptual insights for researchers involved in
the project management field. Building on those important summative
discussions, this chapter then comments on the limitations of this study
and makes recommendations concerning future research in this area. It
then provides a set of questions relating to each of the five elements
for situated learning. These questions are intended to provide some
further encouragement to you to reflectively assess your current attitudes
and approaches to project learning activities. This complete chapter is
intended to cement an understanding of project participant learning as
primarily a sociological activity whilst they are on the job – a process
which necessarily requires participants’ deliberate commitment, under-
standing and ongoing attention.

7.1 A summary of the key issues for project learning

The prime purpose of this study was to make a contribution to under-
standing how one can better cultivate intra-project learning activity.
As an early outcome of initial empirical explorations and theoretical
deliberations, this purpose was then refined to a proposition that the
most poignant and encompassing affect on learning activity in the

167
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project case study, was the situated rather than the cognitive dimen-
sion of learning. Consequently, this study became focused on seeking to
identify and explain the influencing or detracting socio-cultural elements
of the project environment that were primal in shaping the observed
learningbehaviours of theproject teamparticipants. Therefore, this study
became an exploration of the dynamics of situated learning – applied to
the selected case study of an active project team. From a further review of
the literature, it then also became apparent that the outcomes from this
study would help address a major gap in the project management and
organizational learning literatures about how to cultivate learning in a
project context. Moreover, this study would also make contributions to
situated learning and knowledge management literatures, through high-
lighting andaffirming the significanceof the social dimensionof learning
and thenecessity to engage effectivelywith it.Additionally, it alsobecame
evident that this studywouldprovidean insightfulview into thecomplex-
ities of conducting a participative action research process in a project
environment, where presently, there is a dearth of any such examples.

The conceptual issues

As an outcome of the cross-disciplinary literature review and the consid-
eration of field data, the first core finding and subsequent argument of
this book is that project teams are dynamic constructors (and not just
passive recipients) of learning processes within their specific contexts.
In their project practice, participants construct, maintain and reproduce
learning as they seek to make sense of their world and to operate success-
fully within it. In that way, project knowledge is socially constructed
and conjoined to the project practice (Brown and Duguid, 1991). As is
argued by SLT, and confirmed in this study, the social context is there-
fore crucially important in affecting learning activities. Consequently,
a better understanding of, and attention to, the sociological compon-
ents that moderate learning within a project practice is also of central
importance in assisting the complete individual and team learning
processes.

The second core finding and argument of this book is that situated
learning within a project, as observed in this one ‘process innovation’
type project (Bresnen et al., 2003: 163), is influenced by five interrelated
sociological constraint/enabler elements. These sociological elements
impact situated learning across the boundaries or intersection points
between project individuals’ multiple COPs (Sense, 2003b). The model
of project situated learning behaviour presented in this book, and which
comprises these five elements, constitutes a ‘conceptual architecture’
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(Wenger, 1998: 230) that is capable of aiding reflection on project
learning activities. It forms a framework of themes for project practi-
tioners to self-design and cultivate a localized learning practice – an
approach entirely consistent with SLT.

As observed in the activities of project participants in this study,
one way to locally develop effective and purposeful strategies to stim-
ulate and promote situated learning in project workplaces, involves a
project team publicly exposing and communally reflecting on these
sociological elements. Notably also, this approach aligns strongly
with Boud’s et al. (2006) perspectives on engaging productive reflec-
tion at work as a means to change work practices to enhance both
productivity and the personal engagement of participants. In prac-
tice, this communal reflection process requires practitioners to simul-
taneously embrace multiple perspectives on issues of concern, while
also building a strong sense of accountability, transparency and self-
reflection (Cicmil, 2005). Consequently, such actions may be person-
ally and professionally threatening and challenging to practitioners, as
their credibility and project identity might be affected, their personal
and political relationships changed, and knowledge management prac-
tices and the project working environment may be altered. In so doing,
however, practitioner learning and learning competency are signific-
antly enhanced. The data illustrated throughout this book is one test-
ament to the value to be gained in pursuing such learning actions. In
this study, the pursuit of those learning actions was assisted by the
employment of a participative action research process. In other project
settings, without that research stimulus, it may bemore difficult to enact
these learning actions. Yet, it appears important to do so if one seeks
to devise conditions that promote situated learning within projects,
and to help to develop the skills of project practitioners to practice
learning.
The first of these five sociological elements is the intra-personal

constraint/enabler element of cognitive style. This involves a parti-
cipant’s predisposition towards or preferred way to gather, process and
interpret information. Through publicly exposing, communally eval-
uating and reflecting on their cognitive style, project participants in
this study developed an understanding of their styles and the impact
of those intermeshed styles on learning activity in the team. Collect-
ively, participants’ critical comments on this matter indicated that they
better appreciated their cognitive style differences and were better able
to interpret and understand the behaviours of each other in the project
and in their workplace. They also acknowledged the generally positive
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contribution those differences in cognitive style made to their collective
learning and project processes, and described how they devised ways
to constructively work with those differences to their mutual learning
and project advantage. Consequently, they better connected with one
another, which helped them to progressively build their relationships
and their skills in learning-how-to-learn.

The second sociological element is the interpersonal constraint/
enabler element of learning relationships. The learning relationships
element concerns the relationships that exist between participants and
how they affect the creation and sharing of knowledge in a project
team. Initially in the case study project, the participants demonstrated
a regressive attitude towards the public exposure and scrutiny of their
personal concerns regarding project matters, or on matters concerning
their project performance. This was revealed in their deployment of
defensive routines to avoid discussion of their difficult relationship and
project issues. These defensive processes tended to restrict knowledge
exchanges and learning activity between participants, and it took many
meeting sessions for participants to openly acknowledge their defensive
actions and to re-direct their attention onto issues regarding the building
of their own learning relationships. Over time however, since learning
and building their relationships were established as core aspects of the
project team activity, and through their open and communal reflection
on these issues, the participants were increasingly prepared to, and did,
positively explore and implement alternative relationships. They came
to view existing relationship issues as significant learning opportun-
ities – a situation punctuated by a comment from Len, when he stated,
‘our task is to make these things explicit and build our relationships
and to understand what our relationships need to be, and to manage
the egos around it’. Over the full project cycle, their communal learning
actions in addressing this element reduced their defensive behaviours
and altered their approaches to the mentoring and coaching of each
other and other people external to the immediate project team. These
relationship-building outcomes were evident, when, for example, the
core participants collaboratively analysed operational and relationship
problems that individuals were experiencing, and when they took delib-
erate actions to energize the collective input from colleagues during
meetings – where previously, perceived relationship barriers to eliciting
and expressing that input existed.

The third sociological element is the interpersonal constraint/enabler
element of pyramid of authority. This involves the application or non-
application of a participant’s accumulated layers of power or authority
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to support or constrain situated learning within a project. In this study,
the core participants’ perceptions of the prior organizational authority
that they and others imported into the project setting (including the
formal authority they had assigned to them to learn and operate their
project) significantly influenced their learning behaviours. Conscious of
not wanting to build up or maintain barriers to achieving the learning
and relationship-building goals of their project, the three core parti-
cipants held back from exercising their prior organizational authorities
within the project, and their learning behaviours were generally more
reticent, discreet and incidental, rather than deliberate and forthright.
Ultimately, they failed to acknowledge and use those prior authorities as
something positive to be exercised in pursuing the goals of their project.
Emphasizing this situation, for example, was when, during a learning
workshop late in the project cycle, the core participants developed
specific learning activities that pointedly sought to reduce perceptions
of their prior organizational authority. Furthermore, as observed during
the middle of the project in particular, these perceptions of participants’
prior organizational authorities also constrained open debate, critical
reflection and knowledge exchanges on project issues. This came about
because other participants seemed reluctant to offend or challenge
expertise or recognized prior formal authority held by individuals in the
project team. This condition contributed to all the participants gener-
ally appearing hesitant to fully engage with the substantial learning
opportunities available.
When in the project setting, the participants’ perceptions of their

authority to lead their project and learning activity were further condi-
tioned by factors from the project and organizational environments (e.g.
project role ambiguity and the latent or discernible authority of the
project sponsor), which contributed to them generally appearing to lack
authority (or feeling powerless) to confidently lead their project and
their own learning activity. This resulted in them deferring to higher
authorities for guidance and decision-making, rather than operate
in a more self-driven fashion independently of the project sponsor.
Consequently, their learning and project actions were hesitant and
restrained while also being slow to emerge, until the higher authority
had expressed some input to their process. These project actions also
tended to reflect and uphold a cultural characteristic of hierarchy
dependence in the case study organization.

The fourth sociological element is the infrastructural constraint/
enabler element of knowledge management. This element is concerned
with the way a project team actually goes about handling the flow of
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project knowledge in and around a project setting. The flow of project
knowledge takes two different but general forms – codification and
personalization. Influenced by factors from the project environment,
the project team of this study predominantly pursued a personaliza-
tion approach in managing their knowledge flows in the team – that
which involved many formal and informal meeting sessions, personal
and group observation and feedback, and critical, communal reflection
activities. These activities placed the participants in interactive situ-
ations which: encouraged their exposure, reflection on, and sharing of
their tacit knowledge; stimulated the building of their learning rela-
tionships; prompted communal reflection on their learning behaviours;
and, illuminated other issues that constrained their situated learning
activity, for example the participants’ awareness of the distribution of
expertise knowledge in the team, and their preoccupation with sharing
commonly held operational knowledge over project knowledge. As well
as reinforcing the significance of a personalized knowledge manage-
ment approach in promoting project situated learning, all these issues
emphasize a necessity for participants in any project setting to give scru-
pulous consideration to how they might organize their project know-
ledge flows.

The fifth sociological element is the infrastructural constraint/enabler
element of situational context. This element is concerned with how a
project setting is organized (physically and socially) to help establish and
facilitate a project learning environment. It involves issues of the organ-
izational and participant commitment or intention to learn, the provi-
sion or construction and operation of physical and social infrastructures
to learn (e.g. the time and spaces for conversation and reflection), and
the ongoing environmental stimulus encouraging learning throughout
the project life cycle (e.g. the project sponsor’s interventions in the
project). The situational context of this project case study was signi-
ficantly supportive of increasing the opportunities for, and the quality
of, the interactions, conversations and reflections between participants
on project issues. Therefore, it was largely a very positive influence on
situated learning in this setting. In contrast to this positive comment,
however, more immediate and compounding business commitments
and external pressures on the organization to achieve tangible business
results tended to limit the time and the inclination participants had to
pursue issues relating to the project goals. Therefore, at times, through
distracting participants’ attention and energy away from project activ-
ities, the organizational environment unwittingly impeded rather than
supported project situated learning activity.
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The methodological issues

The core findings presented in this book were the outcome of a case
study analysis undertaken as a participative action research exercise.
A key feature of the research process employed in this study involved
the use of a single revelatory case. Using a single case as the object of
study provided a very pragmatic and supportive research context for
the researcher to longitudinally and intimately explore the social prac-
tices of learning in a project setting, and to iteratively develop and
refine theory – and in this study, the case also had a specific project
goal of learning. Coupled to using a case was the employment of an
emancipatory form of action research – participative action research
(PAR). Since learning and participation are integral parts of the PAR
process, this methodology provided the means to broadly, deeply and
longitudinally investigate the social practice of learning in the project
case. Additionally, this methodology was well equipped to deal with
the complex and often unstable operating environments of projects,
and provided the opportunities for participants to safely (relative to
the organizational context) explore the learning phenomenon. From
participants’ numerous comments and their observed project actions,
it was concluded that the methodology seemed to foster participants’
very honest engagement in the research process. Furthermore, it was a
methodology that appealed to the client organization involved in this
study. This primarily came about because it assisted the project parti-
cipants in engaging with their problem of conceiving and developing
themselves as learners and leaders – commensurate with the demands
of the new and emergent organizational environment. In that sense,
the research process was capable of and was expected to deliver tangible
project-related outputs for the client organization.
A key dilemma confronted by this researcher (and likely by other PAR

researchers in different PAR and project settings) involved the issue of
researcher control versus participation within the research setting. A
situation the author equates to, ‘driving the bus from the rear passenger
seat’ (Sense, 2006b: 1). This concerned how much control to exert on
the research proceedings and when to exert it in the process, so as
to stimulate action and maintain the overall research momentum, but
still encourage participant co-ownership and co-conduct of the research
process (consistent with the participative ideals of PAR). This method-
ological practice dilemma is highlighted by the researcher’s following
notation in his reflective diary during the last major action research
cycle, ‘Do I take the passenger position on this bus, or do I take the
driver seat and be a little more provocative to energize the [workshop]
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session [ ] I am trying not to chip away at my belief in a participative
process [ ] At a broader research perspective, this dilemma is based
around howmuch action should I have, what form should it take, should
it be inquisitive or should it be more provocative? The same dilemma
I have faced throughout this research project’. The often competing
dual client demands of a PAR process are such that a researcher might
be drawn into inadvertently controlling a process, where alternatively,
their contributory participation might be a more appropriate strategy
in exploring the phenomenon under study. Conversely, a researcher
focus mainly on fostering participation may allow the PAR process, from
both client and researcher outcome perspectives, to meander aimlessly,
to momentarily stall or to seemingly waste time and resources, and
contribute little to the research or client goals. Therefore, throughout
this study, in attempting to achieve an appropriate application of control
and participation in the research setting, the researcher’s actions became
more or less an outcome of an intentional consideration process, rather
than an outcome of an opportunistic or normative response process that
might have been governed by personal biases for action.

Was every participation or control decision the researcher executed in
this study correct in each circumstance? No one can answer that ques-
tion with full confidence, but one can acknowledge the real strength
of the PAR process being the opportunity to work intimately with
client participants over time, wherein, numerous cycles of interven-
tions and learning are initiated as the client group undergoes change. In
that process, the researcher confronts multiple opportunities requiring
decisions on control or participation, while seeking to successfully
complete a PAR project. Ultimately then, within any PAR context (as in
this study), the flexibility and the resourcefulness of the PAR researcher
to execute appropriate research actions with regard to their control and
participation, and their selection of specific research activities, are put
to the test. Hence, while emancipation and the full participation of the
participants was always the guiding intention in this study, the degrees
of emancipation experienced by participants to co-conduct the research
activities was subject to the researcher’s decisions on being more parti-
cipative, or more in control of the research activities. His decisions in
this regard reflected his interpretations of the changing project context
conditions and participant learning development. Clearly, this situation
also meant that the researcher frequently altered his mode of engage-
ment with the participants while still seeking to continue to engage
their skills and knowledge in the process. In the light of these crit-
ical reflections on the methodological process pursued in this study, it
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is argued that in any form of emancipatory action research, the PAR
researcher needs to be considered as a ‘skilled bricoleur’ (Weick, 2001:
63), since they release degrees of control of the research activities to their
co-researchers and the vagaries of the context. Faced with such practical
complexities, they become accommodative of multifarious inputs to the
research process. Therein, they flexibly and creatively engage with those
inputs to develop and construct research actions that remain relevant to
the organizational client in aiding their change processes, and that meet
the needs of academia in terms of theory generation and knowledge
development (Badham and Sense, 2001).

7.2 Limitations of this study and recommendations for
future research

There are four notable limitations associated with this study. The first
of these included the quite obvious issue that this research involved
one case study, in one division of one company, in one type of
cultural setting. As previously mentioned, a single case study presented
a powerful opportunity to gain an intimate insight into project learning,
in what is an organizationally determined case study structure, that is
the bounded and temporal entity called a project team. As a consequence
of pursuing that opportunity, the findings of this study are generalizable
to theoretical propositions rather than representing universal predictive
cause and effect relationships across all project settings (Gummesson,
1991; Yin, 1994; Flyvbjerg, 2001). These theoretical propositions (e.g.
the sociological constraint/enabler elements for situated learning) are
now available to be further iteratively tested or explored in other project
settings, or to be used as embarkation points by researchers seeking
to delve more deeply into learning within those contexts. Therefore,
whilst accepting a case study as a limitation surrounding the scale of
the research work performed, it provided the avenue to pursue the
intended depth of investigation into the learning phenomenon, whilst
accounting for the pragmatic resource limitations on there being one
sole researcher. In sum, it was a limitation but a very appropriate and
positive one in respect to the intentions and process of this particular
study.

Coupled to this positive structural arrangement was the project type
being an organizational change project, with one of the core project
goals being learning. This actually represents a further limitation of
this study, since this project team represented only a ‘process innov-
ation’ type project (Bresnen et al., 2003: 163). What has not been
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evaluated in this study then, is whether different project types, such
as product innovation or civil construction type projects for example,
may present other sociological elements (or derivations of the elements
identified in this study) that affect situated learning in those contexts.
Also, in a similar vein to different project types, this study could not
take account of different organizational settings in which projects may
be embedded. In this study for example, and as reported on in this book,
the rather fluid, but broadly supportive organizational change setting
immediately surrounding the project contained major influences on the
learning behaviour of the project participants. It may be, however, that
a project embedded in a more stable or even less stable organizational
setting could confront different types of organizational stimulants or
constraints on learning activity. Such desirable, but additional, research
pursuits were well beyond the resource capacity and scope of this study,
and are clearly logical extensions to this original work.

A further limitation throughout the study involved the selected focus
on the three core project participants, consisting of Len, Steve and Bill,
in preference to attempting to perform the same level of data collec-
tion and participative research with all the project team participants.
This decision, to primarily focus the participative interventions on a
limited number of key participants, facilitated the deep exploration of
the learning phenomenon – which was consistent with the intended
research aims. Despite the high quantum and quality of data attained in
this study, one should however acknowledge that this decision perhaps
limited the potential volume and diversity of data received. Future
studies of this nature may have the opportunities and resources to
actively involve a larger number of participants, thereby sourcing addi-
tional data from more input sources involved in the research process.

In addition, this study involved a further limitation of primarily
observing these core participants’ learning behaviours (with others) in
project team meeting forums. Hence, they were not generally observed
by the researcher across events external to those team meetings. That
being so, their learning behaviours external to the team meetings were
assessed through other data collection processes, including interviews,
their reflective observations and reporting of their own and others’ beha-
viours, and feedback from other teammembers. This observation limita-
tion arose because the various meeting forums served as the substantive
project activity in pursuing the project goals and required extensive
research focus and effort. Hence, those meeting forums were the primary
source of observable research data, which was then supplemented by
data derived from other research activities.
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In conclusion, the limitations involved with this study direct our
attention towards broadening future research initiatives concerning
project learning to include different types of projects with different
project goals, within different organizational settings – which would be
a valuable adjunct to this highly original work. At the least, the findings
from this study serve as embarkation points for researchers to pursue
those opportunities and aid their theorizing on how best to understand
and promote learning activity within localized project contexts.

7.3 Some questions to further stimulate your thinking on
this topic

The questions presented in this section have been derived from a set
of statements in a project learning survey tool. This survey tool, which
has been developed by the author, is built on the findings generated
from this study and seeks to assist project teams to better understand
and to profile their propensity and their application towards stimu-
lating situated learning within their projects. In that way, it can help
project practitioners to locally and cooperatively explore and develop
their learning competency within their project activities.

In the context of this book, the 20 sample questions presented below
simply serve to further stimulate your reflection (and possible actions)
on your own or others’ project learning attitudes and activities.

• Is a team’s understanding of each participant’s cognitive style
important for the successful functioning of a project team?

• Is it important to have a good understanding of one’s own cognitive
style?

• Do participants in my project team exhibit diversity in their cognitive
styles?

• Do I feel challenged in respect to gathering and processing informa-
tion in my current project?

• Do I know how the learning relationships in my project team impact
my learning activities?

• Do I frequently undertake actions to develop the learning relation-
ships between myself and other participants?

• Am I quite comfortable in subjecting myself to peer-group scrutiny
about my defensive behaviour?

• Do I frequently approach the development of my relationships from
a learning perspective?
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• Is a team’s understanding of each participant’s pyramid of authority
important for the successful functioning of a project team?

• Do I know all team members’ levels of authority which are imported
into the project?

• Do I have clarity about the processes I need to pursue to achieve the
project goals?

• What influence does the project sponsor have on my decisions
relating to my project learning actions?

• Do I know how effective my project team’s knowledge management
practices are in aiding participants’ learning?

• When knowledge management processes appear ineffective in
assisting knowledge flow in the project team, do I investigate those
situations?

• Do I diligently pursue actions to become aware of the distribution of
expertise knowledge in the project team?

• Do I actively source project knowledge from all project team parti-
cipants?

• Do I know how the team’s learning in this project is affected by the
situational context?

• Do I regularly pursue actions to improve the project situational
context for learning?

• Does my project generate a great need for me to personally get
together with other team members to discuss project matters?

• Does my project environment constantly stimulate me to learn new
things outside of my normal comfort zone of activities?

7.4 Summary

To varying degrees, situated learning will undoubtedly and opportun-
istically occur in any setting and across different socio-cultural condi-
tions. However, one key issue raised in this book is whether such an
opportunistic approach to such learning may indeed limit the quality
and the quantity of learning activity situated within a context. That
being the case, it would seem that organizations have a responsib-
ility to provide or construct stimulant conditions which deliberately
and actively encourage the social learning exchanges and interactions
between people. Indeed, Ellström (2006) and Shani and Docherty (2003),
for example, posit that learning at work is a matter of organizing the
workplace for learning, while Wenger (1998) notes that it is vital to
design social infrastructures to foster learning. In the case of project
teams in particular, their formative conditions present very difficult
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circumstances for situated learning between participants to germinate,
since the membership of the ‘embryonic form of a new community
of practice’ (Sense, 2003b: 9) may not have previously interacted and
formed any direct working and social relationships. This situation resem-
bling what Eskerod and Skriver (2007) refer to as lonely cowboys oper-
ating within their separate knowledge silos. Hence, in such a condi-
tion, it would seem that deliberate actions and activities directed
towards enabling and promoting situated learning activity would be
considered rather essential, and certainly not considered optional, or
simply as something nice to do. Nevertheless, in the traditional project
management model, learning (other than formal external training and
professional certification, or, post project completion reviews) is not
normally represented as a deliberate or organized action within the
project management process. One core argument presented in this book,
however, is clearly that it should be a more prominent and more
deliberate project action, and that the unitary assumption that parti-
cipants’ interests and goals will seamlessly align to the organizational
project interests, whereby they will freely surrender their knowledge and
learning to the project team, is blatantly naive (Field, 2002). In under-
taking such deliberate project learning activity, the emphasis should
also be directed towards the sociological (or social and practical) dimen-
sion of learning within each project context, rather than be confined
to the narrow consideration of learning as only a cognitive process.
Furthermore, as a major outcome of this study and as illustrated in
this book, there are five sociological elements within a project setting
that can either constrain or assist situated learning activity. The public
exposition and communal reflection on these elements provides a prac-
tical, locally relevant and participant-oriented approach to better under-
standing and addressing them. Ignorance of their influence or applied
preferences seeking to avoid this additional management complexity
within a project setting, in effect, only continues to consign intra-project
learning and pragmatic individual competency development to a peri-
pheral and opportunistic project activity.

Therefore, just as a farmer ploughs the field, fertilizes the ground, sows
the seeds and prays for rain, situated learning also requires cultivation.
The farmer does not ignore or leave the growth and success of the crop
solely to the mercy of the random variables within the context. He/she
actively engages and works with the prevailing conditions (or variables)
of a specific situation, accepts the risks in the setting and purposefully
monitors and adjusts those conditions where they can, to ultimately
maximize the quantity and the quality of the crop at harvest. Over time,
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the farmer learns, develops his/her competency and expands his/her
potential influence on the performance and success of the farming
operation. Just like a farmer participating in and working intimately
with his/her context, project participants seeking to reap their learning
harvest, must actively participate in, and work with the sociological
context of a project. Since project practitioners operate within temporary
fields of situated learning potential and their professional development
ultimately depends on learning, they are more or less compelled to
consider cultivating a situated learning practice as an active constituent
of their project management practice.
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Adaptor type, 74–7
Analyst type, 72–4
Innovator type, 74–7
Intuitive type, 72–4
Verbalizer-Imager type, 79–80
Wholist-Analytical type, 78–9

cognitive style, definition, 68
commitment to learn

organizational, 151–2
project participant, 152–3

common practice, development of, see
under situated learning theory

commonly held information, see
shared information

communities of practice (COPs),
35–40

conceptions of project teams
learning perspective, 59–63
traditional perspective, 57–9

conceptual architecture, see pentagon
of project situated learning
behaviour

defensive deflection, 99–101
defensive routines, 6, 29, 98–9, 170
deference to higher authority, 119–20,

124, 126, 134, 171

environmental stimulus, to encourage
learning, 159–62

expertise knowledge, distribution of,
119–20, 148–9, 165

explicit knowledge, 141

heuristics for learning, see pentagon of
project situated learning
behaviour

hierarchy dependence, see deference
to higher authority

198
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infrastructural constraint/enabler
elements, 136–7

infrastructures to learn, physical and
social, 153–9

intra-project learning, importance of,
2–7

knowing in action, see tacit knowledge
knowledge exchange venues, project

teams as, 60–1
knowledge flow, formal/informal

channels for, 147–8
knowledge management, 137–49

definition, 140
social dimension, 137–40, 142–3
technical dimension, 137–9, 141

Kolb’s experiential learning cycle,
26–8

learning experiments, projects as, 48
learning generators, project teams as,

62
learning-how-to-learn, 1
learning libido, 7–8
learning organization, 19–20
learning relationships, 94–108
learning relationships, definition, 95
learning spaces, 155–7
learning styles, relation to cognitive

styles, 69–71
learning workshops, 154
learning, cognitive dimension of,

25–30
learning, conversational, 23–4
learning, double-loop, 21, 29, 104
learning, relationship between

individual and organizational
learning, 23–5

learning, single-loop, 29, 74
learning, situated dimension of,

30–42
learning, triple-loop, see

learning-how-to-learn
legitimate peripheral participation

(LPP), 40–2

mental models, 29
mentoring, 106–7

Model I / Model II Theory of Action,
29–30

Myer-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI),
80–1

organizational learning, 17–23
behavioural, 21
cognitive, 20–1
sociological, 21–3

organizational setting
description, 11
stimulating participants to learn,

159–62

participative action research, 9–10,
173–5

participative action research,
dilemmas, 173–5

past organizational authority, exercise
of, see authority, latent of, core
participants

pentagon of project situated learning
behaviour, 63–5

personal matters, exposure thereof,
98–103

personality, 70
personality style types, see under

Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator(MBTI)

personalization approach, to
knowledge management, 142–3

political accommodation, of alternate
views, 112–13

political influence, exercise of, 108–9,
111–13

politics and learning, in projects,
113–15

politics and power in projects,
described, 110–1

post completion reviews, see project
end reviews

powerlessness, feeling of, see
deference to higher authority

practical aspects of learning, see
situated learning theory

project audit processes, see project end
reviews

project context, description, see case
study, details
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project goals, 14, 122
project hegemony, 130–2
project information processing

demands, 85–8, 91
project learning strategy/intention to

learn, 151–3
project learning trajectory, 61–2
project management, definition, 57–8
project sponsor, 126–30

discernable authority, 128–9
latent authority, 126

project teams, definition of, 58–9
projects, definition of, 57–8
psychological types, see under

Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator(MBTI)

public exposition, of
constraint/enabler elements, 1,
169, 179

pyramid of authority, 108–32
definition of, 109–10

rankings, applied to knowledge
sources, 148–9

reflection in action, 34
reflection, communal, on

constraint/enabler elements, 1,
169, 179

reflective practitioners, 53, 56, 151

relationship frameworks, challenge
thereof, 103–7

relationships, project to project, see
project hegemony

seeding structures, see pentagon of
project situated learning
behaviour

self-design, of learning activities, see
pentagon of project situated
learning behaviour

Senge’s five disciplines of
organizational learning, 28–9

sensemaking, 22
shared information, 145–6
shared practice, of COPs, 40
shared world view, of COPs, 40–2
situated learning, see learning,

situated dimension of
situated learning theory, 30–5
situational context, 149–64

definition, 150
social aspects of learning, see situated

learning theory
social reproduction of COPs, 40
storytelling, 23–4

tacit knowledge, 142, 144–5
team parameters affecting knowledge

flow, 145–7
time, for learning, 6–7, 53, 157


	Cover 
	Contents
	Foreword
	Preface
	Acknowledgements
	List of Figures
	Glossary of Abbreviations
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Why it is important to learn and understand learning within projects
	1.2 Developing a project learning libido
	1.3 Important methodological and contextual information concerning the contents of this book
	1.4 The structure of this book

	2 Conceptualizing Learning Within a Project
	2.1 Organizational perspectives on learning
	The cognitive perspective of OL
	The behavioural perspective of OL
	The sociological perspective of OL

	2.2 The relationship of OL to individual learning
	2.3 The cognitive dimension of learning
	2.4 The situated dimension of learning
	Situated learning theory
	Communities of practice

	2.5 Why focus on the situated dimension of learning for cultivating learning within projects?

	3 Sociological Perspectives and Learning in Projects
	3.1 A view from within the field
	3.2 A view from outside the field
	3.3 Concept of a project team from a learning perspective
	3.4 The pentagon of project situated learning behaviour

	4 Cognitive Style
	4.1 The theory of cognitive styles
	How does cognitive style relate to learning style?

	4.2 The methods of understanding cognitive styles
	Cognitive styles assessment in the project team case study

	4.3 How did the cognitive styles of project participants in this project case impact their situated learning behaviours?
	The match/mismatch of cognitive style to project information-processing demands
	Participants individually and collectively selecting situations which align with their cognitive style
	Predominance of a particular cognitive style type across a team

	4.4 Summary

	5 Learning Relationships and Pyramid of Authority
	5.1 Learning relationships
	The importance of understanding the learning relationships
	How did the learning relationships exhibited in this project case, impact participants' situated learning behaviours?

	5.2 Pyramid of authority
	What is a pyramid of authority?
	The importance of managing politics for learning in projects
	How did the pyramids of authority of project participants in this project case impact their situated learning behaviours?

	5.3 Summary

	6 Knowledge Management and Situational Context
	6.1 Knowledge management
	Managing knowledge flow in projects
	How did the project participants' knowledge management approaches impact their situated learning behaviours in this case study project team?

	6.2 Situational context
	Situational context and situated learning
	How did the situational context of this project case impact the situated learning behaviours of project participants?

	6.3 Summary

	7 The Project Learning Opportunity: Where to Now?
	7.1 A summary of the key issues for project learning
	The conceptual issues
	The methodological issues

	7.2 Limitations of this study and recommendations for future research
	7.3 Some questions to further stimulate your thinking on this topic
	7.4 Summary

	References
	Index
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	H
	I
	K
	L
	M
	O
	P
	R
	S
	T


