
GUEST EDITORIAL

Reinvigorating project management research 
and practice: perspectives from the nonprofit 
sector

John Lannon1, John N. Walsh2

Kemmy Business School, University of Limerick, Limerick, V94 T9PX, Ireland

Corresponding author: John Lannon, Kemmy Business School, University of Limerick, 
Limerick, V94 T9PX, Ireland. John.Lannon@ul.ie

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5130/pmrp.v3i0.5119

Project Management 
Research and 
Practice

Vol. 3 
July-Dec. 2016

© 2016 by the author(s). This 
is an Open Access article 
distributed under the terms 
of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International 
(CC BY 4.0) License (https://
creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), allowing 
third parties to copy and 
redistribute the material in 
any medium or format and to 
remix, transform, and build 
upon the material for any 
purpose, even commercially, 
provided the original work is 
properly cited and states its 
license. 

Citation: Lannon, J. & Walsh, 
J.N. 2016. Reinvigorating 
project management research 
and practice: perspectives from 
the nonprofit sector. Project 
Management Research and 
Practice, 3, 5119. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5130/pmrp.v3i0.5119

Published by UTS ePRESS | 
http://pmrp.epress.lib.uts.
edu.au

The genesis of this Special Issue was the conference Delivering Social Good: Managing 
Projects in the Non-Profit Sector held at the University of Limerick, Ireland, in October 2014. 
The diversity that exists within the broad nonprofit sector became apparent at this event, 
as did its increasing projectification, and the variety of organizational forms and models 
resulting from this trend. Tools, techniques, processes, and practices inherited from the 
business world were described, as were methodologies adopted, adapted, and specifically 
designed for work in areas like international development, humanitarian assistance, and 
community settings. Insights into the lived experiences of project managers in the nonprofit 
sector were also shared, as were a number of diverse conceptualizations of temporary 
organizations.

Inevitably, one of the themes of the conference was use of approaches developed in, and 
for, the business community. Much work has been done on the transfer of organizational 
and managerial concepts from business to the nonprofit world (Beck et al. 2008; Tucker & 
Parker 2013), and there is evidence that many nonprofit organizations (NPOs) are becoming 
more “businesslike” (Maier et al. 2016). But, as Peter Drucker said in his book Managing 
the non-profit organization: practices and principles, the NPO exists to bring about a change 
in individuals or society, and the task of an NPO manager is to convert this into specifics 
(Drucker 2004). The adoption of business-oriented approaches and tools is seen as a means to 
improve performance in NPOs (Carlos Pinho et al. 2014), but consideration also needs to be 
given to the context in which they are being adopted, and to the sector’s interests and primary 
aims (Myers & Sacks 2003).
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From the perspective of project management research and practice, one such problem is that 
nonprofit work is not always an economic and techno-scientific concern, but a “moral–ethical 
concern” (Cicmil & O’Laocha 2016, p. 547), particularly when it signifies the idea(l)s of social 
good and social action. The inclination toward “managerialist, technocratic, and instrumental” 
approaches (Ika & Hodgson 2014) presents dilemmas relating to the understanding of issues 
like success and failure, accountability, risk sharing, and agency (Cicmil & O’Laocha 2014). 
At a practical level, it can introduce overheads that are seen as wasteful of limited resources, 
or it can create tensions in collaborative spaces where organizations that are working together 
to affect social change adopt different approaches. Nonetheless, in areas like international 
development such approaches are becoming the norm.

Most international assistance provided to developing countries is project-based (Diallo & 
Thuillier 2005; Ika et al. 2010), with a progressive adoption of a wide range of project 
management tools now evident (Golini et al. 2015). As in other parts of the nonprofit world, 
the need to demonstrate effective results and to share the same spaces as for-profit actors, both 
as collaborators and competitors (Ryan 2002), has resulted in a more functionalist approach to 
management. This has led to an instrumental rationality that favours “theory for practice” over 
“theory of practice” (Cicmil et al. 2006). While this is an important aspect of the management 
of projects, attention also needs to be given to the operation of power in any social setting, 
and to the multiplicity of perspectives that prevail in most nonprofit contexts. The practice 
of project management must also recognize the effect of the project on people, communities, 
organizations, the environment, power relations, and, in the case of projects that seek to bring 
about social change, on issues like equality, freedom, and prosperity (Helgadóttir 2008).

In general, there are not many studies of the nonprofit sector within the project 
management literature. Of the little research that has been undertaken, most is in the area 
of international development (Diallo & Thuillier 2005; Khang & Moe 2008; Ika et al. 2010; 
Ika 2012; Golini & Landoni 2014; Ika & Hodgson 2014; Golini et al. 2015; Lannon et al. 
2016). These projects share characteristics with conventional projects in that they deliver goods 
and services; they are limited, temporary, unique, and multidisciplinary; and they face time, 
cost, and quality constraints (Lannon et al. 2016). But they also have a number of distinct 
characteristics. One is the lack of a defined and/or powerful customer, which means that 
project management needs to be proactive to beneficiary needs rather than being reactive. It 
also needs to be sufficiently flexible to be able to respond to project changes, while not losing 
sight of long-term goals. Another characteristic of international development projects is the 
number and diversity of stakeholders typically involved. This requires the use of approaches 
that are inclusive of a wide range of divergent actors, and of tools that are conducive to 
involving and informing all stakeholders. Another peculiarity relates to the environment 
itself, which is often difficult, complex, and risky for a variety of social, economic, and political 
reasons. To cope with this, the tools used must foster a systemic analysis of the context 
(Golini & Landoni 2014) and must help with the management of a wide variety of risks.

Because resources are scarce, efficient planning becomes paramount on international 
development projects, as does the avoidance of waste, and the favouring of transparency and 
accountability. Traditional project management techniques that are best suited to projects 
with defined and quantified objectives, rather than longer-term social objectives, may not 
always be best suited to the needs of the communities intended to benefit from the project. 
According to Curtis & Poon (2009), methods based on “certainty, predictability, and linearity” 
are often used because they help management, and not because they are efficient in achieving 
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development outcomes. Having said that, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that are 
heading up international development projects tend to prefer simple techniques to structured 
and analytical methodologies (Falgari et al. 2013), with project managers adopting tools 
progressively according to their experience and the organization for which they work.

A number of methodologies have been designed and developed to meet the specific needs 
of the international development sector in particular. These include the logical framework 
(LogFrame), PMDPro (developed by PM4NGO, an organization devoted to training and 
disseminating project management knowledge among NGOs), and PM4DEV (designed 
specifically for development organizations) (Golini et al. 2015; Keleckaite & Meiliene 2015). 
Another part of the broad nonprofit world in which project management practices are widely 
adopted is humanitarian assistance: everything from short-term health care delivery to 
large-scale engineering benefits from project management practices. Whether or not these 
are conducive to proper participation from local actors is questionable (Krause 2014), but it is 
nonetheless the case that the logic of project management and its implication for bounding 
rationality is rarely challenged in the sector.

Researching projects and project management within an 
organizational context
In considering how the impact of technocratic project management approaches on organizations 
might fruitfully be explored, it is instructive to examine the development of perceptions on the 
role of information technology and information systems on organizations. Like the early project 
management research, early approaches to information systems research tended to be objectivist, 
assigning technology the role of an independent variable (Orlikowski & Robey 1991) and 
relying on research to identify the impacts (Kling 1987). The overarching positivist perspective 
that existed in the information systems domain was unnecessarily restrictive, however, and 
resulted in a failure to recognize other research traditions. This placed restrictions on what and 
how phenomena were studied (Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991).

Project management research faces a similar challenge, as reliance on a functionalist, 
instrumental view of projects diminishes – potentially marginalizing the role of project 
managers, and indeed all project participants, as social and political actors – because it is 
based on an assumption of “rationality, universality, objectivity, and value-free decision-
making” (Cicmil & Hodgson 2006), and the possibility of generalizing law-like predictions 
in knowledge. Indeed, Cicmil & Hodgson (2006) argue that the extant project management 
literature is reliant on “the language of design, regularity, and control to propose models and 
prescriptions as a route to increasing the ability of humans to control complex worlds,” and 
that this is done to the exclusion of alternative ways of reasoning. In a similar vein, Hodgson & 
Cicmil (2007) talk about standards as creating and reifying objects, and the “marginalization 
of more reflexive forms of rationality and the suppression of autonomy.” This is reminiscent of 
early information systems research on the role of technology in reinforcing established forms 
of organizing, in supporting the intensification and fusion of existing control mechanisms, and 
in being capable of supporting integrated and flexible operations while enabling a “disciplinary 
matrix of knowledge and power” (Orlikowski 1991).

An interesting aspect of the management literature in relation to technology has been that 
of absence/presence (Orlikowski 2010). In the economic analyses of technological innovation 
there is little or no discussion of technology (Pinch & Bijker 1984), with artefacts either 
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absent, black-boxed, abstracted, or reduced (Orlikowki & Iacono 2001). Following on from 
the management research of the 1950s and 1960s, which saw technology as an exogenous 
force (Woodward 1958; Harvey 1968), proponents of contingency theory in the 1960s and 
1970s continued to take a positivist view. In the context of such a dominant paradigm, it was 
important for researchers to avoid creating an orthodoxy that precluded other perspectives. 
Orlikowski & Baroudi (1991) identified three areas of concern in relation to widening the 
information systems research domain to include other perspectives. The first was ontological 
beliefs, and whether physical and social worlds are objective of humans or alternatively only 
exist through human action. The second was human rationality, or the intentionality associated 
with human action; and the third was social relations. Here the key question being the extent 
to which they are intrinsically stable and ordered, or essentially dynamic and conflicting. All of 
these concerns bear scrutiny in the context of project management research and its relevance 
to practice.

Over time, the information systems field saw the emergence of a social-action perspective, 
in which mechanistic notions of cause and effect were considered less useful, as social 
situations were not viewed as governed by knowable causal relationships (Hirschheim 1985). 
An emergent process perspective on technology was also evident. In this, ontological priority 
is given to human agency so that technology is seen as neither fixed nor neutral. Instead, 
meanings and uses are shaped by the actions and interests of various social groups (Barley 
1986; Markus & Robey 1988; Zuboff 1988; Kling 1991; Ciborra & Lengel 1994). Influenced 
by the socio-technical school (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987; Bijker & Laws 1992), as well as 
structuration theory (Giddens 1984), technology was initially viewed as embodying inscribed 
and stabilized structures, but was later seen as embodying structures that are open to change 
at the start before becoming stabilized for use (Orlikowski 2000). In arguing for a “practice 
lens,” Orlikowski (2000) called for a change in perspective: rather than seeing knowledge as 
stable, she reconceptualizes it as “knowing in practice.”  This necessitates a change from seeing 
technologies as embodying structures to seeing structures as emergent and dependent on the 
reflexivity of knowledgeable human actors.

Both information systems and project management have the ability to legitimize certain 
ways of working, with the ability to outline in detailed operational terms the procedures to 
accomplish tasks. While providing efficient processes and methodologies to complete complex 
tasks, the structural properties provided by both have the ability to constrain individual actions 
and agency. It is possible for the project management discipline to develop ever more precise 
and complex methodologies for more turbulent environments, or more adaptations for diverse 
economic sectors. To take such a trajectory would provide useful and worthy outcomes, but 
would ignore some wider questioning in the role and nature of project management. We 
therefore encourage project management researchers, practitioners, and trainers to expand the 
range and richness of future understandings by importing concepts and theories from other 
disciplines (including but not restricted to information systems), and by exploring project 
management’s use in nontraditional sectors (such as the nonprofit sector).

Insights provided by developments in the organization studies literature, into the situated 
and cultural nature of organizing, are also valuable. One way in which the field developed 
was in response the criticism that it had overlooked materiality (Orlikowski 2007), either 
through a techno-centric perspective, producing functional technologically deterministic 
claims (Barley 1988; Kling 1991; Suchman 1994) or through a human-centred perspective 
that has resulted, according to Button (1993) and Berg (1997), in the technology vanishing 
as a result of preoccupation with the social. Consequently, alternative conceptualizations that 
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challenged conventional distinctions emerged as a result of openness to ideas from sources 
such as actor-network theory, material sociology, and even physics. Indeed, by drawing on such 
influences, Orlikowski (2007) emphasized the sociomateriality of ongoing practices which, 
she argues, has the potential to sensitize researchers to sets of issues that have traditionally not 
been a focus of attention. After reviewing the organization studies literature, she further argues 
that the resultant insights are, to a large extent, limiting due to the discipline overlooking 
“the ways in which organizing is bound up with the material forms and spaces through which 
humans act and interact.” She calls for sociomateriality as a way of providing an alternative 
conceptualization, which challenges the assumption in the extant organizational literature that 
organizations, work, and technology should be conceptualized separately (Orlikowski & Scott 
2008). At a macro level, some of the objectives of this development lead to the questioning of 
received views (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014) and sensitizing of researchers to a “different 
set of issues and influences” (Orlikowski 2007), and “to broaden horizons and open up debate 
rather than to mark off turf or close down avenues of thought” (Orlikowski & Scott 2013). 
At a more operational level, the use of the sociomaterial perspective adds to the “palette of 
concepts in use” (Orlikowski & Scott 2008) and helps to develop an “alternative toolkit” from 
existing perspectives (Scott & Orlikowski 2014).

While drawing on external theories sometimes leads to protracted theoretical discussions 
and debates, it also has the potential to bring assumptions to the surface and offer new avenues 
for research. In the project management discipline, as in information systems, material objects 
are central to the actuality of the underlying tasks. Exploration of this theoretical stream 
therefore has the potential to reinvigorate the research agenda, and to provide new insights 
that can only be to the benefit of project management research and practice.

The projectification of the nonprofit sector
The nonprofit or “third” sector, as it is sometimes called, is a catch-all term for everything 
that doesn’t fit into the “primary” and “secondary” categories of the state and the market. It is 
characterized by voluntary participation, value-based motivation, and/or independence from 
more institutionalized power structures (Corry 2010), and is generally viewed as consisting 
of a broad range of formal, private, nonprofit-distributing, self-governing, and voluntary 
organizations (Salamon & Anheier 1992). Like many sectors, it has become increasingly 
projectified in recent years. In the public and market sectors, projects function as tools to 
separate certain activities within the organization (Czibere 2014); in the nonprofit sector, the 
same is true, but there is an added dependence on earmarked funding that drives the way in 
which work is organized.

Whether it comes from government grants, philanthropic investment, or public donations, 
an NGO in receipt of funding must organize and report on the basis of income received for 
projects it has committed to undertake. Ownership of such projects is often vested with the 
donor, while control (management) rests with the organization that receives the funding. The 
relationship between the two is based on the ability of the latter to deliver measured results 
and have impact. It brings the term “project” into daily use in organizational discourse, while 
leading to a variety of understandings of the formal practices and processes associated with it 
(Maylor et al. 2006).

As a case in point, the Limerick conference on Delivering Social Good heard how the 
reality today, for a domestic abuse service set up in the 1970s, is that funders are generally 
not prepared to look at the organization’s action plan in its totality. As a result, the focus 



  Lannon & Walsh

Project Management Research and Practice, Vol. 3 July-Dec. 20166
(page number not for citation purposes)

at operational level is on prioritizing specific projects, seeking funding to implement 
these, and then moving on to the next projects (Angland 2014). This strategy is based on a 
combination of capital projects (for example, refurbishing a hall to develop a therapeutic/
educational centre), service delivery projects (including a review of existing services toward 
working with ex-residents), and organizational development projects (including an initiative 
to increase funding levels within the organization to enable it to carry out the capital and 
service delivery projects). As explained by Angland (2014), responsibility for the management 
of service delivery and organizational development projects was delegated to the manager 
of the relevant department within the organization, while the management of overarching 
capital projects rested with the director of services, who also had responsibility for accessing 
funding for these projects. While needs continue to be identified, and projects to respond 
to these needs continue to be prioritized, the possibility of implementing these projects is 
determined primarily by the capacity of the organization to access appropriate funding. For 
the organization, this availability of funding, rather than the need for the project, very often 
dictates if and how the project will be undertaken.

The increasing emphasis on projects in organizations right across the nonprofit spectrum 
has come about in parallel with the emergence of projectification as a phenomenon in 
other sectors. This is a process of change toward management by projects that is seen as 
offering flexible, less bureaucratic structures. The concept was introduced over 20 years ago 
by Christophe Midler, through his research into how industrial firms were implementing 
fundamental organizational changes in order to increase the efficiency of their product 
development processes (Midler 1993, 1995). Since then, the boundaries of what constitutes 
project work have been expanding, and the establishment of programs containing multiple 
projects, and of portfolios of programs, has become commonplace as a means of managing 
work (Maylor et al. 2006). And like organizations in the private and public sectors, many 
NPOs have undergone significant organizational change in this regard in recent years. 
Projectification and programmification (Maylor et al. 2006) not only influence the operation 
of the organizations themselves, they also impact on society by forming a project-orientated 
social order (Czibere 2014). The discursive societal processes through which projects and 
project-like circumstances are institutionalized (Packendorff & Lindgren 2014) are in evidence 
in international development, the delivery of support services, social entrepreneurship, 
sporting bodies, and a myriad of other nonprofit contexts. Exploring these contexts through 
case studies and academic articles, as we do in this Special Issue, can help to inform practice 
across all sectors and illustrate some of the challenges that are now appearing in other project 
environments.

Learning from project management in the nonprofit sector
The contributions to this Special Issue offer the potential to not only extend the application 
of discursive analysis of projects, but to also reverse the dominant flows of scholarly and 
practice-based knowledge between the business and nonprofit worlds. As we have argued 
earlier, engagement with external perspectives has the ability to open up new opportunities 
for research. In the project management discipline, the need to engage in learning between 
sectors and fields is already recognized (Söderlund 2011; Gauthier & Ika 2012). So too are 
the opportunities for practitioners to benefit from examination of issues like participation 
and control, and from explorations of how real rather than reported value and success can be 
understood (Lannon et al. 2016).
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Project management has proved beneficial in circumstances in which complex and 
extraordinary business tasks are to be managed (Cicmil et al. 2009). Having reached maturity 
in this context it now needs to consider organizational and societal contexts in which: (i) 
stakeholder requirements are more complex, ambiguous, multiple, and potentially conflicting; 
(ii) there is more ambiguity around the aims and objectives, and around what are regarded as 
successful outcomes to the work; and (iii) projects built upon and extending work undertaken 
on earlier projects, and projects that lead to further phases of endeavour rather than being 
ends in and of themselves. There is also a need to widen the value of project management 
from a control mechanism to one that can take into account the notion of slack, and can 
accommodate negotiated rather than best practice (Lannon et al. 2016). Such challenges are 
particularly acute in the nonprofit sector, where the fundamental importance of relationships 
and agency as a means toward successful outcomes must be balanced with the results-driven 
imperatives that are increasingly becoming the determinants of success.

The explorations of project management in nonprofit settings in this Special Issue bring 
these challenges into focus. The lead case study looks at Concern Worldwide (www.concern.
net), an organization whose mission is “to help people living in extreme poverty achieve 
major improvements in their lives which last and spread without ongoing support from 
Concern” (Concern Worldwide 2015). Its projects focus on areas such as health, education, 
nutrition, and food security. In 2015, it had 2,660 project staff in the field, responding to 42 
emergencies in 24 countries and providing support for 7.6 million people in 28 countries. 
The article looks at Concern’s Realigning Agriculture to Improve Nutrition (RAIN) project 
in Zambia. In it, Maturri and Pain note that NGO donor requirements tend to militate 
toward projects that are managed in a siloed way, as these are easier to administer. They also 
point out that there are lessons to be learned, as well as challenges for managing projects 
that bring various technical specialists together in a collaborative and coordinated rather 
than siloed manner. This case illustrates how the use of project management frameworks 
have the ability to significantly affect the way in which an NPO is structured in response 
to needs from the external environment. Given the application of a project management 
perspective, it is not surprising that some of the central issues raised are similar to for-profit 
organizations: for example, the need for centralized strategic leadership and internally strong 
leaders, and the need for plans and roles to be jointly developed and agreed among varied 
stakeholders.

Visser’s study of a large-scale collaborative project called The Advocacy Initiative examines 
a temporary, rather than permanent, organization that sought to reframe relationships with 
the state, involving many diverse civil society partners and policymakers. Findings centre 
on building a sense of community among project partners; negotiating devolved ownership 
of a diverse program of work while maintaining overall coherence; and balancing inward 
focus while reaching out to engage external stakeholders, through building their confidence 
and capacity. As a temporary organization it followed the typical project phases (initiating, 
planning, executing, monitoring and controlling, and closing), providing a structure within 
which to create a sense of coherence among the diverse stakeholder viewpoints. As in the 
Concern case study, a project management perspective helped The Advocacy Initiative in 
dealing with a key challenge, that of overcoming existing silos.

In the third case study in this issue, McKiernan et al. use Trocaire as a case through which 
to adapt a results based management approach to the nonprofit sector, necessitated over the 
past decade as a result of pressure to show the effectiveness and results of aid. They consider 
how results are defined and managed throughout a program cycle. They examine Trócaire’s 

www.concern.net
www.concern.net


  Lannon & Walsh

Project Management Research and Practice, Vol. 3 July-Dec. 20168
(page number not for citation purposes)

journey in adopting results based management, and identify the key success factors and 
positive results for the organization.

The case studies confirm that project management can provide a valuable way of coping 
with the complexity of work and external requirements present in a nonprofit environment. 
However, they also demonstrate that, if used uncritically and if reenacted recursively and 
unreflectively over time, project management has the potential to result in the functional, 
instrumental view of the world which was alluded to by Cimcil & Hodgson (2006). 
Having achieved the expected first-order effects from project management, practitioners 
and researchers therefore need to also be sensitive to second-order effects brought about by 
underlying assumptions that can be both subtle and unacknowledged.

The article by Reddington et al. echoes some of what is found in the preceding case 
studies, insofar as it is concerned with increasing levels of engagement in a community 
where there was a variety of stakeholders with multiple, often unstated agendas, and with the 
application of formal techniques in this environment. The way in which the various techniques 
were instantiated in practice was unique and showed that formal methods can be applied 
successfully through high levels of bottom-up rather than top-down participation. While 
Cimcil & O’Laocha (2014) argue that instrumental approaches present dilemmas, particularly 
in relation to agency, the Reddington et al. study illustrates that the techniques can in fact 
become a means of developing agency among participants, rather than divesting them of it. 
Rather than suppressing autonomy and leading to marginalization (Hodgson & Cicmil 2007), 
the formal methods were used as a way of moving participants from an initial position of 
“learned helplessness” by increasing their levels of reflexivity and agency.

Lacerda et al. use a case study to examine project portfolio management in an NPO. They 
provide a comparative analysis of project portfolio management models based on a review of 
literature, and propose a model to identify how NPOs can best manage a portfolio of projects. 
Six of their seven dimensions are derived from the project management literature, namely: 
strategic alignment, definition and allocation of resources, project classification, project 
evaluation, project selection and prioritization, and portfolio control. For each dimension 
the authors identify a number of possible elements, and then identify the elements that are 
relevant for their nonprofit context. The study is a good example of researchers seeking to 
adapt project management concepts to a new context. As such it provides a developmental 
trajectory for project management research that involves identifying which dimensions are 
universally applicable, and which concepts need to be modified and nuanced, in order to make 
project management more beneficial to a range of contexts and sectors. To draw again on 
the information systems analogy, the development of enterprise resource planning software 
balances standard core modules, applicable to any firm, with industry-specific adaptations 
and modifications enabling more nuanced research and practice. While such customizations 
make the software more relevant to individual firms, there is a need to critically consider the 
underlying assumptions and effects of such software at a broader societal level (Walsham 
2002). So too with project management, there is a need to not only adopt and adapt 
methodologies and techniques, but to also question their wider implications more deeply.

Bogacz-Wojtanowska and Jalocha look at projectification in the social economy from 
this broader perspective, by drawing on 36 case studies of existing social enterprises. Their 
work provides an insight into how projectification, influenced by European Union policies, 
changed the landscape for social enterprises in Poland. They argue that projectification 
is now treated as a natural phenomenon across a wider range of human activity, with the 
principles and procedures of project thinking increasingly being imposed. They find that this 
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positively influences the development of (European Union funding related) sustainable social 
enterprises, with projects often seen by members as an instrument through which to start their 
activities. They also find that the firms they investigated did not submit to projectification 
pressure or domination from a project approach, again raising the issue of agency in a project 
environment.

Finally, Ang et al. open up new avenues of inquiry through an investigation of how value 
constructs are identified in portfolios, using an in-depth case study of two interrelated 
organizations. In examining the complexity of multiple stakeholder value perspectives, they 
consider similar issues to those present in some of the other case studies (Matturi and Pain, 
Visser). However, this article examines historical perspectives on the nature of an underlying 
concept of value in decision-making in project management contexts. The authors find that 
value, as described by various stakeholders in nonprofit scenarios, can be categorized under 
seven different value perspectives. This typology has the potential to change how managers 
understand what is an underlying concept in project management. The article exemplifies 
how, as we argued earlier, drawing on concepts and theories from other disciplines has the 
potential to reduce the reliance on an overarching orthodoxy, sensitizing both academics and 
practitioners to new phenomena that, over time, can lead to the development of alternative 
perspectives.

These articles provide a range of examples of NPOs that have adopted project management 
methodologies, receiving benefits from the structure that imposes, and using the formal 
methods to overcome rather than reinforce marginalization and a lack of agency. There are 
also examples of adaption as well as adoption of project management principles. Together the 
contributions not only seek to develop more nuanced, sector-specific operational models, but 
also consider wider implications such as the effects of projectification, as well as integrating 
external concepts in order to reexamine and theorize underlying project management concepts.

Looking forward
The discipline of project management has enabled organizations to meet the challenge of 
complexity by rationally managing the coordination of interrelated activities to achieve a 
defined goal. Projectification, also drawing on the notion of rationality, provides a level of 
control while offering flexible, less bureaucratic structures. But it also shapes the way people, 
organizations, and society understand and describe what they do, by imposing ways of working 
that are constraining as well as enabling. In this editorial, we have argued for both researchers 
and practitioners to look beyond what is already accepted in the discipline and to suggest 
possible avenues for future developments. One way of achieving this is to look outside project 
management research to developments in related domains. We chose information systems 
since, like project management, it not only has the ability to coordinate complex tasks through 
a reliance on structural methodologies, but also has the potential to constrain reflexivity and 
individual action, subordinating them to the requirements of a highly codified way of doing 
things.

Both domains were similar in their early stages, with research taking an initially positivist 
perspective, which resulted in the constraint of human action, as well as a marginalization 
of agency and reflexivity. In the information systems discipline, there was a move from 
functionalist deterministic claims to a view that gave more priority to human agency, with 
the meanings and uses of technology being neither fixed nor neutral but open to continual 
and emergent shaping within particular contexts and cultures: a move with similarities to 
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developments in project management. But while it is valuable such a move carries with it the 
risk, as in the information systems discipline, of emphasising the human and social, with the 
physical and material aspects of technologies being reduced or ignored. The sociomaterial 
perspective that was developed in response to this shows the natural development and changes 
in perspectives within a domain.

In addition to the value of new perspectives in altering dominant paradigms and 
questioning assumptions, the types of issues raised by recent empirical work that draws 
on sociomateriality are of relevance to the project management discipline. Indeed one 
of the first works to address the implications of sociomateriality, and its emphasis on 
the inextricability and inseparability of the social and the material, looked at how 
troubled software projects survive and result in working information systems (Wagner 
et al. 2010). By framing strategies for project survival they shifted the discourse from best 
practice to negotiated practice. Agency is seen as an enactment rather than what someone 
has (Leonardi 2013). This was also examined by Venters et al. (2014) in their study of 
digital coordination, leading them to examine how agencies (both human and non-human) 
for coordination are temporally embedded, identifying three coordination tensions.

Finally, researchers and educators should take the opportunity to examine how best 
to apply the techniques, methodologies, and lessons from the nonprofit sector in other 
contexts. Some work has already been done in the area: for example, Ssegawa & Muzinda’s 
(2016) case study in which the results-based management approach was used to guide 
the delivery of a business project in Botswana; or Franks’s (2007) work on regeneration 
projects, which explores the similarities with “ill-structured” international development 
projects. In selecting papers for this Special Issue, we sought to move this developmental 
agenda for project management forward. The case studies and papers illustrate how project 
management principles and methodologies can be applied in varying ways to a relatively 
new domain, which we argue possesses unique characteristics: the nonprofit sector. They 
demonstrate the potential for successful application of managerialist and instrumental 
approaches, in contexts where the “social” is paramount, but they also indicate the need to 
question prevailing assumptions and to be mindful of the broader societal implications of 
adopting these approaches.
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