INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF

PROJECT
MANAGEMENT
International Journal of Project Management 24 (2006) 650–662
www.elsevier.com/locate/ijproman

The importance of ‘process’ in Rethinking Project Management:
The story of a UK Government-funded research network
Mark Winter
a

a,*

, Charles Smith b, Terry Cooke-Davies c, Svetlana Cicmil

d

Manchester Business School, University of Manchester, MBS East, Booth Street West, Manchester M15 6PB, UK
b
11 Lowland Way, Knutsford, Cheshire WA16 9AG, UK
c
Human Systems Limited, 8 Hanover Street, Mayfair, London W1S 1YE, UK
d
Bristol Business School, University of the West of England, Frenchay Campus, Bristol BS16 1QY, UK

Abstract
This paper tells the story of a UK Government-funded research network called Rethinking Project Management, funded by the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council between 2004 and 2006. The story is signiﬁcant because of the considerable attention
given to the process of the Network, both the inquiry process of ‘rethinking’ project management, and the broader social process in which
the rethinking activity was carried out. In telling this story, the lead organisers explain how the inquiry process was organised as a learning system to enable the Network to ‘learn’ its way to relevant directions for future research, and secondly, how the broader social process was organised and facilitated to create a context for eﬀective interaction between the people involved. A signiﬁcant challenge in
managing the research programme was how to engage the participants in purposeful inquiry, which would serve not only the primary
aims of the Network, but would also yield new and interesting insights for the people involved. This paper seeks to explain how the lead
organisers addressed this challenge, through a detailed and reﬂective discussion of how the research programme was organised and facilitated to achieve the Network’s primary aims. In summary, the principal aim in telling this story is to highlight the importance of process
in collaborative research activity involving academics and practitioners, in order that other researchers might draw on the experience of
this Network.
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1. Introduction
This paper tells the story of a UK Government-funded
research network called Rethinking Project Management,
funded by the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research
Council (EPSRC), as part of a scheme of networks aimed
at creating new interdisciplinary research communities
and new research topics in developing ﬁelds. Shaped by
the general aims of EPSRC networks, the stated aims of
the Rethinking Project Management Network were:

*

Corresponding author.
E-mail address: m.winter@manchester.ac.uk (M. Winter).

0263-7863/$30.00 Ó 2006 Elsevier Ltd and IPMA. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.ijproman.2006.08.008

1. To create a new interdisciplinary network of academics,
researchers and practitioners interested in developing
the ﬁeld of project management and improving realworld practice.
2. To deﬁne an interdisciplinary research agenda aimed at
enriching and extending the ﬁeld beyond its current
foundations.
To brieﬂy summarise the Network, a comprehensive
programme of meetings was organised between 2004 and
2006, involving many leading academics in project management, and a number of senior practitioners from industry –
see Table 1. Each meeting was carefully planned, and the
main substantive meetings were closely aligned with the
interests and perspectives of the participants, focusing on
seven core areas of concern – projectiﬁcation, managing
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Table 1

multiple projects, actuality of projects, dealing with uncertainty, managing business projects, the profession and practitioner development – see meetings 3–6 in Table 1. It was
also decided that seven meetings would not be suﬃcient
to develop the research agenda output of the Network,
and that signiﬁcant between-meeting activity would also

be needed. Consequently, a considerable amount of activity was carried out between the meetings, resulting in a series of working papers covering the perceived issues and
themes arising from each meeting. And ﬁnally, as Table 1
shows, the primary research output to emerge from this
Network has been the collection of papers presented in this

