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Purpose: In the literature relatively little attention is paid to the project team subculture.
On the other side, according to theory of weak ties, even with a minimal amount of contact
among people, it is possible to develop shared norms and values. Also the project management
practitioners believe that the execution of projects often requires a different project culture.
The purpose of this paper is twofold. Firstly, it aims to describe the factors that foster the
formation of a project team subculture with the use of the case study analysis. Secondly, it
attempts to assess the importance of these factors for forming this subculture, making use of
the respondents’ opinions.

Design/methodology/approach: The research method used for this study is the multiple case
study, in which cases are replicated so as to show both similarities and differences found in the
phenomena studied and in their context. The case studies used various research techniques such
as interviews, direct observation and participant observation as well as surveys.

Findings: The formation of the project team subculture was fostered primarily by
organisational structure, project properties and the authority or power of the project manager.
Research limitations/implications: The role in the formation of the project team subculture
(1) by the acceptance of working in a project team, (2) by the education and qualifications of
project team members and (3) by dynamics and complexity of the project environment is not
clear and this indicates the need for further research in this area.

Practical implications: Organizational culture has been considered an important success factor
for over 40 years. In the case of the project team subculture, a similar relationship can be
expected.

Originality/value: The case studies have illustrated the existence of the project team
subculture. This means that, if individual projects are unique, searching for norms and values
in the project team is more relevant than making general recommendations at the project
management subculture level or the organisational culture level. The subculture of the project
team becomes a level of analysis that is difficult to ignore and should be a part of the project
management research.
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1. Introduction

The growing importance of changes and projects in the activities of organisations is now
referred to in the literature as projectification, which means that projects have become one of
the primary forms of implementing activities, not only within organisations but also outside of
them (Jalocha, 2019). In the case of enterprises, their management increasingly seeks to build
a project organisation, which is a collection of individuals and institutions working
(successfully) together to execute projects. However, it quickly becomes apparent that the
introduction of project management involves numerous organisational changes, including those
present in the sphere of organisational culture. This problem is reflected in scientific studies on,
among others, cultural aspects of project management. Thus, first of all, there has emerged an
entire research trend oriented towards the search for an organisational culture that positively
influences project management and, consequently, project success (e.g. (Kendra, Taplin, 2004;
Belassi, Kondra, Tukel, 2007; Morrison, Brown, Smit, 2008; Aronson, Lechler, 2009)).
Secondly, scholars have started to describe the subculture associated with project
implementation in the organisation, which reflects, on the one hand, the norms and values of
the process organisation and, on the other hand, the norms and values typical of project work,
i.e., the project organisational culture (e.g. (Firth, Krut, 1991; Thomas, Marossezeky, Karim,
Davis, McGeorge, 2002; Wang, 2001; Zuo, Zillante, 2006; Du Plessis, Hoole, 2006; Stare,
2012; Nguyen, Watanabe, 2017; Aguilera, Alba, 2018)). In this context, some authors have
started to see another — third — area of exploration. For example, Kerzner (2001) notes that both
the project manager and line manager can develop a mutually acceptable project culture and
cooperation principles, pointing to an even lower possible level of analysis, which is a specific
single project and the project team associated with it. In this way, a subculture is to be formed.
Such subculture results from norms and values arising from the needs of carrying out a specific
project and the constraints that the organisation with its culture creates. Kerzner’s observations
are echoed in studies carried out by such authors as Aronson and Lechler (2006), Fellows,
Grisham and Tijhuis (2007) and Szeptuch and Dyla (2015). Interestingly, by 2022, the number
of queries of the term project team subculture in Google Scholar databases was only a few
literature items, which indicates that the potential research direction signalled by Kerzner has
not received the attention of many researchers. This can be explained by the probable belief
that, first of all, the composition of project teams is often not fixed. Individual people involved
in the project come in, complete their tasks in the project and leave. Therefore, there will be
project team members who are in it from the beginning to the end as well as those who will be
in it only for a while. Secondly, the people involved in the project can simultaneously,
for instance, on the same day, work in their line position and the project. This means that they
divide their working time to perform both repetitive processes and unique tasks in the project.
Thirdly, many employees are simultaneously members of several project teams. Fourthly,
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the project manager himself may also change. All of this speaks somewhat against the
emergence of a project team subculture even in relatively long-running projects. Nevertheless,
the existence of the aforementioned project organisational culture in the organisation can
accelerate the formation of norms and values in the newly formed team, whose members not
only form a kind of project community in the organisation but may also already know one
another from previous projects. In addition, for example, according to Granovetter’s (1983)
theory of weak ties, even with a minimal amount of contact among people, it is possible to
develop shared norms and values (Grzesiuk, 2015), which is facilitated today by the available
modes of communication and social networks or social roles of project team members. Finally,
it is essential to keep in mind that the subcultural distinctiveness of a project team does not have
to apply to all aspects of the culture and could mean, for example, just a different approach to
risk or a different way of managing employees. Likewise, the project team subculture does not
have to challenge the core norms and values of the organisational culture; instead, it can
highlight them.

Doubts arising from the nature of projects and, in addition, few theoretical studies justify
researching the issue of the project team subculture. Thus, the purpose of this article is twofold.
First, it aims to describe the factors that foster the formation of a project team subculture with
the use of the case study analysis. Secondly, it attempts to assess the importance of these factors

for forming this subculture, making use of the study respondents’ opinions.

2. Theoretical framework

As Mingus (2002) notes, traditional project management is seen mainly as planning,
scheduling and controlling a project to achieve its objectives. The author points out that this
understanding of project management, unfortunately, overlooks important personnel
relationships. She rightly points out, therefore, that the success of a project is measured not only
by its completion on time, maintenance of the planned budget, fulfilment of goals or customer
satisfaction but also by good relations among employees. This perception of project
management is consistent with the definition offered by the Project Management Institute,
according to which project management stands for the application of knowledge, skills, tools
and techniques of project operations to meet or even exceed the needs and expectations of
project stakeholders (Mingus, 2002). In the following discussion, what will be regarded as
project-related stakeholders will be primarily participants in the project organisation who are,
on the one hand, the representatives of the organisational culture of the entire enterprise and,
on the other hand, members of the project team. Within the project team, as indicated,
for example, by Kerzner (2001), Aronson and Lechler (2006), Fellows, Grisham and Tijhuis
(2007) or Szeptuch and Dyla (2015), specific norms and values typical of the project currently
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underway, different from those of the enterprise’s organisational culture, are developed.
Moreover, they lead to the formation of an organisational subculture. This subculture is referred
to as the project team subculture. It is characterised, on the one hand, by norms and values
typical of the organisational culture (e.g., of a particular enterprise) and, on the other hand, by
norms and values developed during project management and in the course of carrying out
project tasks by project team members (Kaminski, 2021).

According to Kerzner (2001), a project team subculture is created by project managers.
They can develop subcultures for their projects, especially when the timeframe for their
implementation will be many years. Such project cultures develop within the constraints created
by the organisational culture, which justifies calling them subcultures. As observed by Kerzner,
this results from the fact that the project manager should not expect top management will
express their consent to completely free activities. Therefore, within the scope of his/her
authority, he/she must respect not only the interests of the project but also those of the
organisation in which the project is implemented. Kerzner states that this means that
a subculture results from norms and values arising from the needs of executing a specific project
and, at the same time, from the constraints created by the organisation along with its culture.

Aronson and Lechler also point to the project team subculture (2006). In their view,
the content of the subculture is specific to the project and reflects the work carried out within
the project and the basic tasks that team members must perform. The authors provide the factors
influencing the formation of subcultures. These are the nature of the project that differs from
routine tasks carried out by the organisation, the matrix organisational structure in whose area
the projects are carried out or the norms brought to the project team by its members. Aronson
and Lechler show that constructive project team norms (achievement orientation, self-
fulfilment, humanism, affiliation, that is, the norms that lead to taking the initiative and
collaboration) influence project success. In fact, a constructive project team subculture is
an essential predictor of project success which may include business success, customer
satisfaction and increased project knowledge.

However, Szeptuch and Dyla (2015) note that project teams produce their own
organisational culture. Therefore, the project manager plays a critical role in building culture in
the work of the project team. It is up to the project manager whether what will be promoted in
the team is, for example, a culture of blame or influence, which, according to the authors,
significantly translates into project success. The following characteristics of the project team
subculture emerge from their empirical research: lack of prejudice and inhibition in team
cooperation with people of other nationalities and cultures, a common language and system of
terms, the influence of norms and principles of behaviours promoted in the organisation on
integrating employees within the project team.

Based on the analysis of the studies cited, it can be noted that the authors point to factors
that affect the formation of a project team subculture. These include the nature of the project,

the (matrix) organisational structure and the figure of the project manager. In addition, it should
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be noted that the literature on the issue of organisational subcultures points to several other
factors influencing their formation (Maanen, Barley, 1985; Trice, Beyer, 1993; Boisnier,
Chatman, 2003; Schreyogg, Geiger, 2016; Schein, 2017). Thus, in the first place, these include
the organisation participants’ education and qualifications, their properties and their
environment. The impact of all the already mentioned factors on forming the project team
subculture will be discussed below.

If it is assumed, following Aronson and Lechler (2006), that the project nature is related
to how the project differs from the routine tasks performed by the organisation, then the
description of project characteristics developed by Shenhar and Dvir (2008) can be used to
determine this nature of the project. They base their approach on four dimensions of a project
— the degree of novelty or innovation of the project, its complexity level, its pace and the level
of technology. Thus, in project innovation, Shenhar and Dvir (2008) distinguish its three levels:
a derivative project, a platform-based project and a breakthrough project. As far as project
complexity is concerned, they identify assembly, system and matrix projects. As regards the
project pace, they specify a normal pace, a fast (competitive) pace, a critical pace and an instant
pace. Furthermore, in the case of the level of technological uncertainty, they speak about
technologically non-advanced projects based on mature, known technologies, technologically
medium-advanced projects, high-technology projects with significant technological uncertainty
involving new but already known technologies and very high-technology projects with very
high technological uncertainty requiring the development of new technologies that do not exist
at the time of project initiation. The cited authors recommend a differentiated approach to
projects of a different nature in terms of the dimensions discussed. When the intensity of project
features is not high, the project can be managed based on an approach similar to the
management of enterprise’s routine operations. On the other hand, when the innovation,
complexity and pace of project implementation are greater and the type of project technology
is higher, the more the nature of the project deviates from the routine tasks performed by the
organisation and the more it will foster the formation of a project team subculture (Kaminski
2020).

As regards the organisational structure, it was studied by, among others, Trocki (2009),
who made an extensive review of project-related structural arrangements. Among others,
he distinguished between a line-structured project organisation, a line-staff project organisation,
a matrix project organisation, or a “pure” project organisation. According to him,
the aforementioned forms of project organisation can be characterised by two factors — the
position and autonomy of the project in the structure of the parent organisation. The project
position depends on the importance of the project to the parent organisation and its
specialisation while the project autonomy depends on its complexity and innovation.
Thus, if in the case of a project organisation in a line structure, there is the highest degree of
integration of the parent structure and the project team and the project tasks are performed by

the units of the parent organisation, then, in the case of a “pure” project organisation, there is
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complete separation of current activities from the activities for the project (there is
no involvement of the people implementing the project in the current activities of the
institution). The project manager has the total organisational capacity necessary to manage the
project, and the assignment of employees to the project is also complete and unambiguous.
This isolation of project team members (in a pure project organisation) should promote the
formation of different norms and values and, consequently, the formation of a project team
subculture (Kaminski, 2020).

Then, attention should be directed to the project manager’s possible influence on forming
the project team subculture. It is so since it is widely believed that executives strongly influence
the formation of norms and values (Schein, 2017; Zbiegien-Maciag, 2005; Kets de Vries,
Miller, 1984). This influence should be analysed with respect to two aspects: (1) the project
manager’s ability to influence the project team and (2) the norms and values the manager will
disseminate to the project team. As Lichtarski (2008, 2018) observes, in the case of power,
regardless of the way projects are executed in the organisation and their temporality,
the implementation of projects means a move away from the unity of giving commands towards
a multiplicity of power centres; it means a distortion of the stable hierarchy, which will be
replaced by a more complex and fluid heterarchical coordination. What is more, project
managers are increasingly seen as leaders whose role is not only to manage the project but also
to create shared norms and values within the project team (Grzesik, Piwowar-Sulej, 2013;
Jedrych, Pietras, Szczepanczyk, 2016; Marek-Kotodziej, Lapunka, Jagoda-Sobalak, 2018).
Therefore, whether the project manager’s behaviour is in line with the organisational culture or
whether it is based on other norms and values (e.g., external to the organisation or his/her own)
will, as might be thought, influence forming the project team subculture. This influence,
however, depends primarily on the project manager’s power. Therefore, the project manager
with more power also has more power to shape the subculture of the project team (Kaminski,
2021).

In the case of the influence of the education and qualifications of organisational
participants on subculture formation, it is essential to point to the studies of Trice and Beyer,
which are deemed to be fundamental in this regard (Trice, 1993; Trice, Beyer, 1993).
Those scholars, who focus on professional subcultures, point to the importance of the existence
of specific hermetic knowledge and know-how, high or unusual emotional demands (the nature
of work in many professions requires dealing with various emotions), awareness of people’s
membership in a given professional group, the omnipresence of professional norms and
contacts that go beyond the work-related sphere, the favourable image of a given professional
group, the extent to which representatives of a given profession are a point of reference for one
another in shaping behaviours (developing a professional subculture will be possible if the
members of professional groups imitate one another, treat one another as authorises or compare

themselves to one another).
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Assuming that the project implemented requires, to some degree, (by definition, so to speak)
a unique approach, it will also sometimes require specialised knowledge, education and
qualifications different from those typically needed to carry out repetitive processes in the
organisation. As might be thought, it is the different education and qualifications of project
team members that may lead to the formation of a specific subculture. In other words, the more
project team members differ in their education and qualifications from other employees in the
organisation, the more this will foster the formation of the project team subculture.

Further, the properties of organisation participants related to their (1) reactivity,
(2) satisfaction and (3) commitment (Boisnier, Chatman, 2003) are also factors contributing to
the formation of subcultures. According to the cited authors, these factors influence people’s
propensity for joining and/or forming subcultures.

First, the psychological phenomenon of reactance involves an individual’s desire to restore
his/her freedom of choice, which is threatened by someone trying to impose something on
him/her or prohibit him/her something). Reactance is measured by determining whether people
tend to polemicise, are unwilling to cooperate, behave in a manner described as deviant, are
unwilling to take advice from others and, for instance, to ask others how to do a job.
It is believed that the phenomenon of reactance is stronger if a more important opportunity for
action is taken away from a person, more opportunities are blocked or taken away or the threat
to freedom of action is greater (Trejderowski, 2009). In the case of organisations, those who do
not share the values of the prevailing organisational culture will therefore flee to subcultures in
which certain generally unacceptable behaviours are acceptable. In this context, Boisnier and
Chatman (2003) suggest that the phenomenon of reactance is more likely the stronger the
organisational culture is. Ultimately, people characterised by higher reactance are more likely
to join subcultures as they will reject the values of the (strong) culture regardless of their
content.

Thus, in the case of a project team, some members of the organisation may view working
in a project team as a more attractive alternative than their work in carrying out repetitive
processes which are executed, for example, in the manner typical of a mechanistic organisation.
Restricting the freedom of organisation members by the managers’ authoritarianism,
subordinating the individual to the social group, displaying conservatism, and achieving a high
degree of standardisation and specialisation of activities may induce some organisation
participants to escape to the subculture.

The drive to regain freedom and the desire to engage in innovative projects are indicated,
for example, by Hammer (1998) and Wozniak (Wozniak, L.okaj, 2009). Hammer (1998) notes
that if organisational cultures operate according to the principles of paternalism, employ control
and bureaucratic mechanisms and target personal freedom, then all invention is lost in the maze
of formal company rules. Hence, creative thinking is more likely to be developed outside
working hours. However, during an interview, Wozniak speaks “about a small garage on the

side-lines of the corporation™. In his view, corporate culture can hinder the development of
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ideas and a group of innovators should not be placed too deep in the organisational structure.
It means that such a structure should not have too many hierarchical levels. Those innovators
should not have too many superiors and decision-making dependencies above them.
The management of the organisation must understand that true innovation, which brings things
that are so new that they are called “revolutionary”, is almost always created not in the
organisation but at home. It is created by young people who often work in their garages.
This is why highly innovative organisations provide their employees with 20% of their working
time to develop their own ideas and projects independently.

Additionally, people’s propensity for joining and/or forming subcultures depends on
employees’ satisfaction with the dominant values in the subcultures in question (Martin, Siehl,
1983; Graham, 1986; Rose, 1988; Cha, Edmondson, 2001; Boisnier, Chatman, 2003).
This effect is amplified if, for example, employees are additionally dissatisfied with the
organisational culture in which they find themselves or when the organisational subculture
helps create norms and values that are more relevant to them (e.g., from the perspective of the
work they do). Thus, if the organisation participants see an opportunity to achieve their goals
better in the subculture than in the organisational culture, they will willingly join the subculture.

Furthermore, commitment, loyalty and identification with the organisation can also
influence the formation of subcultures (Meyer, Allen, 1991; O’Reilly, Chatman, 1996).
This strong commitment to the organisation can result from dispositional characteristics
(i.e., the individual properties of an employee) and the organisational context. As regards the
context, participants in organisations with a strong organisational culture are more committed
and loyal and identify themselves more strongly with the enterprise. This phenomenon
intensifies when there is the normative commitment to the organisation (organisation
participants strongly identify themselves with and internalise its values), reducing the tendency
to form subcultures. However, as the cited authors point out, in the case of the organisations
where participation rests on the compliance-based commitment to the organisation or is
instrumental, e.g., there is a need for extrinsic motivation for people to identify themselves with
the organisation, the relationship between commitment and the presence or absence of
subcultures is no longer explicit.

Similarly, in the case of commitment, loyalty and identification with the project team,
it 1s possible to identify employees who are less attached to the organisation and identify
themselves more strongly with their work in project teams. As Kanter (1998) noted many years
ago, today’s highly skilled employees work hard, from task to task, and are concerned with the
quality of their benefits, deriving their sense of self-esteem from the nature of the work they
do, not from their association with a particular enterprise. Their professional value is reputation
because employees need the professional values, skills and reputation they can use in many
other jobs. Kanter states that “[t]hey are motivated by the attractiveness of the industry and the
challenges that require constant improvement of skills and they dream of starting their own
businesses in the future” (Kanter, 1998, p. 166). Such employees will identify themselves less
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with the organisation and more with the project, which will foster the formation of the project
team subculture.

In conclusion, if members find working in a project team more attractive than working in
an organisation, they will believe that participation in a team leads to satisfying their needs and
they will be committed to the project team. This, in turn, will promote the formation of the
project team subculture.

Finally, Boisnier and Chatman (2003) distinguish yet another vital factor (indirectly)
contributing to the formation of subcultures. It is the dynamics of the environment that,
causing structural changes, trigger the emergence of subcultures. This is because the more
dynamic the environment is, the greater the need to hire new employees with changing skills or
to delegate power is. According to Bloor and Dawson (1994), it is just the dynamic environment
that provides the opportunity for the emergence of occupational subcultures that begin to
interpret the surrounding environment differently.

Like the factors considered at the organisational level, the way groups operate depends on
the dynamics of the environment. If, for example, the demands of a particular environment
segment become unusual, those involved in “serving” it will begin to develop a subculture that
depends on it. For example, the need to respond to emerging problems of the environment may
make the research team focus on adapting better to market needs the technology it has just
developed and which has been positively received by the market, instead of developing another
new technology (Benner, Tushman, 2003). In the case of this particular team, it will mean
a change in values from those favouring research to those typical of a department dealing with
implementation.

Project management depends on the context in which it takes place. This issue has been
discussed by, among others, Collyer and Warren (2009), Stead (2010), Swictoniowska (2015)
or Kopczynski (2013, 2016). They believe that the increase in the dynamics and, additionally,
in the complexity of the environment affects the way projects are managed. They also highlight
that traditional project management methodologies based on mechanistic approaches and
cause-and-effect thinking cannot meet the challenges of modern projects. For this reason,
there is a growing need and ability to adapt the project management approach to the current
circumstances defined by the complexity, uncertainty, scope and criticality of the project,
the nature of the people involved, their relationships and the project environment.

In the analysis of the impact of the environment dynamics and complexity on project
management, it should be noted that the theme of projects executed in highly uncertain
environments is one of the key project management issues which is still discussed today (Gray,
Larson, 2011; Szpitter, 2012). It is linked to such issues as planning uncertain outcomes,
balancing flexibility with reliability and accountability, balancing the quality of decisions
against the speed of decision-making, and freezing project scope during rapid changes.
According to Stead (2010), the complexity of the project environment affects the diversity of

project team members in terms of their skills and experience. A diverse mix of what employees
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bring to the team regarding their technical, business and cultural backgrounds increases the
likelihood of project success.

In the context of the approaches presented above, it can be concluded that the increasing
changeability and complexity of the environment requires the project manager to apply
a situationally tailored approach to project team management. If it is assumed that the
organisational culture reflects the management of repetitive activities, then its norms and values
will refer to a higher degree of standardisation and formalisation of activities, lower risk, more
evolutionary changes and relying primarily on historical data. However, in a project, the degree
of standardisation and formalisation of activities will be lower, the risks higher, the changes
rather radical and the project team rather future-oriented. Thus, it can be thought that the project
team, depending on the environment in which it is located, will develop a specific subculture
relevant to the current conditions. The extent to which it will be done will be the greater,

the more heterogeneous and variable its environment is.

3. Research methodology and data collection

The research method used for this study is the case study method. Since organisational
subculture is always understood with reference to the organisational culture, which is broader
than the organisational subculture, the case study will allow showing the functioning of the
project team in a broader organisational context. In addition, the case study will show how the
processes and behaviours of the project team members affect the project team context and,
conversely, how this context affects the processes and behaviours of the project team members.
Furthermore, the so-called multiple case study was used, in which cases are replicated so as to
show both similarities and differences found in the phenomena studied and in their context.
The case studies used various research techniques such as interviews, direct observation and
participant observation as well as surveys. Thus, the relationship of the factors leading to the
formation of the project team subculture with the occurrence of the project team subculture will
be discussed based on two case studies. The case studies presented differ both in the formation
of the factors that foster the development of the project team subculture and in the strength of
the project team subculture. In the first case study, the subculture of the project team is strong
while in the second one, it is weak.

As regards the interviews, the sponsors of two projects, the manager of each project and
four members of each project team were interviewed. Each interview lasted about one hour.

After each interview, the summaries of the interviews were prepared.
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As for observation, in one project, it was non-participatory observation (the author of this
paper was a consultant of the management board of the enterprise where the project was
implemented) while in the other project, it was participant observation (the author of this paper
was a member of the project team).

Finally, survey questionnaires were also distributed to those interviewed to identify the
strength of the project team subculture. The project team subculture will be stronger when,
as viewed from the perspective of project team members, there is a difference in a bigger
number of dimensions of culture (up to seven possible dimensions of culture) between the
project team and the rest of the organization. The seven equivalent dimensions of culture
(i.e., employee autonomy, degree of formalisation, support given to subordinates, identification
with the organisation, rewards for performance, acceptance of conflict and acceptance of risk)
were based on a study conducted by Hopkins, Hopkins and Mallette (2005). With one
difference, the subculture of the project team is weak whereas it is very strong with seven
differences. No such differences between the project team and the organisation mean that there
is no project team subculture. The respondents were two project managers and six members of
each project team (most of whom were non-participants in the interviews). Finally, seven
correctly completed survey questionnaires were obtained for each project.

First, an attempt was made to assess the strength of the subculture of each project team.
Then, the importance of various factors that foster the formation of the project team subculture
was discussed in each of the two projects. Thus, reference was made to the nature of the project,
the organisational form of the project, project team members’ education and qualifications,
project team members’ acceptance of work in a given project, the project environment,

and the figure of the project manager.

4. Case studies

4.1. Case study 1 — a project in heavy industry

The first project was executed in heavy industry. The core business activity of the enterprise
was the execution of repetitive processes carried out on a large scale. The enterprise’s position
was stable (e.g., in terms of its revenue), its operations were and are highly formalised and its
processes are subject to strict procedures. Hence, it is necessary to meet state standards and
regulations. Despite the strong repetitive nature of the processes carried out, the organisation
had a total of dozens of projects divided into large (strategic), medium and small projects.
It can be said that the implementation of projects according to a structured approach has become

an element built into the organisation and directed to support the main business processes,
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both in the area of improving efficiency, introducing innovation and in the area of solving
problems and responding to production and organisational challenges.

The selected project concerned the development of changes in the way the enterprise’s
production facilities operate in order to achieve process parameters (Key Result Indicator (KRI)
and Key Performance Indicators (KPI)). The context for its introduction was to change the long-
established practice of production management based on planning and holding production
plants accountable for final production outputs measured in such quantifiable quantities as
pieces, tons, etc. This long-established practice led to a situation where the performance of
production tasks in most periods and production plants was precisely equal to the assumed
annual plans. In addition, due to external factors, planned and obtained production volumes
steadily declined on a year-to-year basis. What is more, given the multitude of external factors
affecting production processes, in the managers’ opinion, the described approach did not allow
understanding whether a given plan was optimal or whether it was too unambitious or its
implementation came at an excessive cost. For this reason, frequent were the questions asked
by the members of the supervisory board, for example, about the efficiency of the management
of the production process. This prompted the enterprise’s management to initiate a project
involving the development of a production management strategy based on KPI measures.
Due to its strategic importance and the required high level of involvement of top managers,
the project was given priority, with a lead time of several months. The responsibility for its
various modules was assigned directly to the directors of each production plant. The issues of
coordination and “facilitation” of the material preparation process were entrusted to a unit
located at the enterprise’s management. The project was implemented on the basis of
a corporate methodology developed from the PMBOK library of best practices.

As far as the individual dimensions of culture are concerned, the project team differed from
the rest of the organisation in terms of:

e the autonomy of project team members: the team included directly and indirectly the
top management of all production plants reporting directly to the vice-president of the
management board so the project team members had a very high degree of autonomy as
to how to perform project tasks;

e the lower degree of formalisation of activities: when the whole organisation was
characterised by a very high degree of formalisation, the way of performing project
tasks was practically not regulated by any documents, except for very general guidelines
for working out the various elements of the project. However, it should be noted that
the final result of the project was to be a comprehensive written study describing
a functional production strategy;

e the support given to subordinates: the role of the project manager usually focused on
the implementation of the project scope, schedule and budget; however, during the work
of the team, the project manager provided assistance by clarifying doubts, supported the

flow of information and shared his/her knowledge of the functioning of the entire
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organisation and the desired parameters of the production processes. While the project
team members were very independent, they were eager to involve the project manager
in their discussions of the solutions being developed;

e the acceptance of conflicts: within the team, there was a very high degree of the
acceptance of conflicts that arose. It can be said that they were a direct result of the
nature of the project, which aimed to give a single direction to the various production
facilities. Before the project, the activities of many plants were divergent and
subordinated to the individual ambitions of their directors. What is more, it is worth
noting that some of them were people with very strong personalities. In order for the
project work to continue, the inconsistent activities had to be mitigated at the level of
the project work (the role of the project manager) and at the level of their immediate
supervisor, i.e., the vice-president;

o the acceptance of risk: the risk was to take many members of the project team outside
their current comfort zone. They always met annual production targets while the project
involved, among other things, identifying new key operating parameters and setting
ambitious goals over a multi-year horizon. The solutions formulated in this way thus
diverged sharply from operating on the basis of an annual horizon and on the basis of
the fact that it was previously almost 100 per cent confident that annual plans would be
achieved.

As regards the other two dimensions of culture, it should be noted that the project team
members did not differ from the rest of the organisation’s employees in terms of identifying
themselves with their work. Likewise, there was no additional remuneration for participating in
the project (like in other projects, except for the cases in which project managers were hired
from outside or were delegated to the project full-time). However, an annual discretionary
bonus system was in place throughout the organisation. It offered the possibility of additional
remuneration for people who, for example, were involved in additional project work next to
their line functions.

As can be seen, the project team differed from the rest of the organisation in terms of the
five dimensions of culture out of the possible seven dimensions. Therefore, there was an attempt
to explain the occurrence of a relatively strong subculture of the project team by analysing the
various factors contributing to its formation.

Thus, the first factor considered to foster the formation of the project team subculture can
be presented in the following way. In the case of the following project properties:

e the innovation of the project: It entailed aligning, within a single strategy, the interests
of individual production facilities both as to their direction and business parameters,
identifying and measuring key performance indicators (KPIs) so that the system forms
a coherent and logical whole depicting cause-and-effect relationships and formulating
a schedule of tasks to be implemented in order to achieve the identified KPIs.

While the approach to solving problems was new, there had been a number of similar
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projects in the enterprises before. This prompts us to characterise the project as
a derivative project (according to Shenhar and Dvir) involving improving existing
solutions,

e the level of complexity of the project: the project concerned the improvement of existing
business practices at a number of plants linked together in a production sequence.
What was characteristic of the project was the multiplicity of stakeholders and the
divergence of their interests, which — in Shenhar and Dvir’s typology —would allow
classifying the project as moderately complex or systemic;

e the pace of the project: the project was to be implemented over several months so that
the results could be presented at a specific meeting of the supervisory board. From this
point of view, the project can be categorised as a time-critical project as long as
completing the project on time was not crucial for the competitiveness of the enterprise.
However, the expectations of the management board concerning the project deadline
were clearly defined and absolutely unbreakable;

o the level of technology of the project: the project referred to existing and already used
technologies in the enterprise. New technological solutions resulted at most from the
project’s defined undertakings scheduled for implementation at a later date. Therefore,
the uncertainty of project technology was very low.

According to the respondents, what made the implemented project different from the others
and contributed to the formation of a unique — in their opinion — subculture of the project team
was, in the first place, the high pace of the project (i.e., high speed of project implementation
resulting from the critical time of its implementation). Furthermore, the analysed organisation
was always characterised by relatively long-term planning and the high degree of formalisation,
standardisation of activities and centralisation (i.e., the bureaucratisation of the enterprise)
meant that even small projects were implemented over a long period of time. On the other hand,
while the complexity of the project (it is a systemic project) should argue for a stronger
subculture of the project team, there have been many other projects of this nature in the
organisation and the project in question did not stand out from the others in this regard.
This is because a large number of projects in the organisation had multiple stakeholders,
consisting of many subgroups and subcontractors (often coming from outside the organisation)
and were coordinated by a central, formalised project office.

Second, members firmly accepted working in a project team. This is because the project
was carried out as an official order from the vice-president directly to his subordinates. Because
of the rank, subject matter, somewhat innovative approach to the project and the requirement
for the project manager’s frequent reporting, the plant directors were heavily involved in the
work. The team members’ commitment required them to devote time to working out the various
components of the project but this did not interfere with other current responsibilities, which —
for a short time — receded into the background. The project was assigned the highest priority,

which facilitated its implementation. Thus, the team members fully accepted the project’s
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typical way of working and values (e.g., the flexibility of action, cooperation with others in
a diverse environment, the need to share knowledge, learning, self-discipline and creativity).
It should also be noted that the results of the project were strongly linked to the personal
interests of many project team members (primarily the maintenance of their jobs in the long
term). It was the high acceptance of working in a project team, the desire to attend all team
meetings and the need “to have their finger on the pulse” that, according to the respondents,
contributed significantly to the emergence of the project team subculture.

Third, the respondents pointed to the organisational form of the project. Its head served as
a department director reporting directly to one of the vice-presidents of the management board
(i.e., the sponsor). The project team consisted of the directors of each production plant also
reporting directly to the sponsor. The project work at each manufacturing plant involved their
top managers. In addition, the so-called “liaisons” were designated for operational and
administrative work at the level of each production site, streamlining the transfer of data,
arranging meetings and preparing materials, which greatly facilitated the project. In total,
dozens of people participated in the project work. Using the forms of project organisation
distinguished earlier, it can therefore be considered that the project was implemented in a line-
staff structure. While this form of collaboration was not judged to be unique in the organisation,
the project team, firstly, brought together individuals from the highest level of the hierarchy of
the enterprise’s organisational structure and, secondly, was highly interdisciplinary as it
included individuals representing the entire value chain of the enterprise. According to the
respondents, this specific composition of the project, induced by the organisational form of the
project, translated into a unique set of norms and values adhered to by the project team, different
from the one found in the organisational culture.

As for the education and qualifications of the project team members, it should be noted that
the project team members differed significantly from other employees of the enterprise.
First of all, the project manager had extensive experience both in implementing projects
involving all production plants and in understanding the business processes at each production
plant, which allowed him to both efficiently coordinate the work and act as a facilitator and
challenger in the development of the document. Secondly, the team consisted of production
plant managers who had both technical expertise (also required by law) and management
expertise confirmed by years of experience in managerial positions. The same was true of plant-
level work teams. They consisted of senior managers and “liaisons” who served as the “right
hand-men” of plant directors and were characterised by excellent knowledge of their
organisations. Third, the project required educating the team on both the implementation
approach (the strategy development process) as well as its individual elements (including, but
not limited to, goal setting, strategic analysis, KRI and KPI parameter system, etc.). Fourth,
the project was implemented with the support of an external company that both provided the
implementation approach as well as provided the necessary training for the team and acted as

a facilitator in discussions at the plant level and ensured that the work and results of the project
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were consistent across the enterprise. In summary, the members of the project team had
education and qualifications different from those which other employees of the organisation
had. Thus, the respondents again stated that while people from outside the organisation were
not included in the project team and no training was provided for the acquisition of skills related
to the implementation of project tasks, the education and qualifications of the team members
were justified the formation of a specific subculture.

According to the respondents, the formation of the subculture was not influenced by the
figure of the project manager and the project environment. When the project manager started
the project, he had already served for several years as a department director responsible, among
others, for improving the efficiency of production. He also reported directly to the vice-
president of the management board. The appointment as the project manager involved neither
vertical nor financial advancement. His authority stemmed from his reporting directly to the
vice-president of the management board (the sponsor), as well as his recognition at production
sites as a result of previous projects. He also enjoyed the confidence of both production plant
directors and top managers. As a result, he acted as both the coordinator of the work,
the moderator and the aforementioned challenger during the content-related discussions.
The sponsor’s decisions were made following the project manager’s recommendations.
However, in the assessment of the influence of the figure of the project manager on the
formation of the project team subculture, it should be noted that according to the respondents,
the project manager’s ability to influence the project team was relatively low. He had a weaker
position in the line organisation compared to the project team members (in the rank of directors
higher up the organisational structure hierarchy) and, although the norms and values he
represented could be the basis for creating an organisational subculture, he did not strongly
influence the norms and values of the project team members.

Finally, as regards the environment, its elements were relatively stable. The project team
included the division of one of the vice-presidents of the management board. However,
throughout the project and its importance for the production processes, a group of new internal
stakeholders became active, mainly from support functions outside the production division.
This had a twofold dimension. On the one hand, it became clear that the projected changes in
production required changes and the involvement of other support functions and their
confirmation of the implementation capabilities. However, on the other hand, there was a need
to make the approach and action plan more consistent for those support functions that had
already planned and implemented their own changes independently of project implementation.
Hence, during the implementation of the project, it proved necessary to identify points of
contact with other areas of the organisation and jointly develop an action plan. Overall,
the project was characterised by the moderate uncertainty of the high complexity of the
environment (it was stable and heterogeneous — i.e., it was complex), which, according to the

respondents, was not crucial for the formation of the subculture of the project team.
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4.2. Case study 2 — a project in the consumer goods industry

The second project was carried out in the Polish branch of an international enterprise
involved in producing and promoting consumer goods, including household goods, medicines,
and personal care products. The enterprise in question has dozens of production facilities and
sells its products worldwide. The enterprise’s operations have been and continue to be highly
repetitive, dominated by mass production on automated production lines in a three-shift system.
Due to the nature of production, the implementation of projects according to a structured
approach was — at least in the Polish branch — very sporadic. The project in question consisted
of launching the production of a new type of household chemicals, which was later to be sold
on the European market. The project manager used a very general definition, schedule and
budget for the project and it can be said that his conduct was largely intuitive.

As far as the individual dimensions of culture are concerned, the project team differed from
the rest of the organisation in terms of:

e the autonomy that members of the project team had: they made their own decisions on
how to set up the production line, they conducted experiments on their own and they
learned from many mistakes;

e alower degree of formalisation of activities: the activities implemented in the project
were not regulated in any way;

e the acceptance of risk: the members of the project team took relatively high risks
because there was very little time between finding a technological solution and
implementing it in mass production. Thus, there was no question of long tests, trials,
etc. The team’s work could therefore have ended in a major failure and costly production
line downtime.

As regards the other dimensions of culture, project team members were no different from
the rest of the organisation’s workforce. First, both in the repetitive activities of the enterprise
(i.e., the production of household chemicals on production lines) and in the project,
the employees were supported by their superiors. The project manager was always available to
the project team members and they could count on his assistance. It can be said that
management’s availability to rank-and-file employees has been an enduring part of the
enterprise’s organisational culture. Second, the project team members were no different from
the rest of the organisation’s workforce in terms of identifying themselves with their work.
The work they did in the project was as important to them as the organisation they worked for.
It should be noted that the main reason for working in the manufacturing plant as well as in the
project team, according to the interviewee, was the salary received. Third, conflicts were not
accepted both inside and outside the project team. Differences of opinion were unlikely to arise
or were not communicated by the employees. The deciding vote was always given to the
supervisor — the line manager or, in the case in question, the project manager. Fourth, there was

no additional compensation for project performance. This was in accordance with the
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enterprise’s policy that employees were paid according to the enterprise’s prevailing wage
scale. There was no bonus tied to the enterprise’s performance.

As can be seen, the project team differed from the rest of the organisation in terms of three
dimensions of culture out of the possible seven dimensions. This indicates the presence of
a relatively weak project team subculture. An attempt was made to account for the weakness of
the project team subculture by analysing individual factors.

In the case of the properties of the project, the factors that foster the development of the
project team subculture were as follows:

e the innovation of the project: there were and still are more than a dozen types of similar

products in the organisation’s offer but the new product was characterised by the use of
a different component that facilitated the production process and gave the end user
a better quality of washed dishes. This was a pioneering solution as no manufacturer of
dishwasher tablets had yet used it. On this basis, it can be concluded that the project was
of platform character;

e the level of the complexity of the project: the project was an assembly project.
It was performed within a single department (the production department), with the
intensive exchange of information mainly among its employees, without administrative
staff and special paperwork or documentation. The project manager focused on costs,
quality and getting production up and running relatively quickly;

e the pace of the project: the project had to be completed quickly, within a few weeks.
Completing the project on time was essential for the enterprise’s competitiveness and
its position as a leader as no one in the market had yet offered such a solution. In Shenhar
and Dvir’s typology, it allows classifying the project as fast or competitive;

e the level of project technology: the project had a medium level of technological
uncertainty. The project team was tasked with developing a new technology for
combining existing product ingredients with a new, innovative component.
The technology was unknown and had yet to be developed during project work.

What can be regarded as the main factor conducive to the formation of the project team
subculture is the properties of the project — its innovation, pace and technological uncertainty.
According to the respondents, the project was something unique in the analysed organisation
and strongly differed from repetitive production processes. The tasks carried out in the project
required autonomy, a low degree of formalisation of activities and risk-taking, which stood in
contrast to the norms and values of the process part of the organisation.

The emergence of a specific project team subculture and its functioning in the enterprise
was attributed by the respondents secondarily to the person of the project manager. The project
manager was the quality director. This person had worked at the plant for several years and had
been in management for about two to three years. He enjoyed great authority among all the
employees. The source of this authority was mainly his personality as the quality director was

a very professional but — at the same time — a very warm and likeable person. Hence, while the
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project manager’s formal authority was high, it was coupled further with his knowledge and
experience gained within the organisation. Naturally, the duties of the project manager and
quality director had to be carried out simultaneously. However, as the respondents viewed it,
in the case of the project manager who is simultaneously “entrenched” in the line structure,
his authority is based not only on the authority he has been given to implement the project but
also on the potential power he enjoys in the line structure. Thus, he is not a “temporary” figure
for the project team members; he can often be their line supervisor and effectively seek the
resources necessary to complete the project. As a result, he not only has a more significant
impact on his subordinates than a project manager dedicated solely to project management but,
by increasing the chances of project success, he also gets people more involved in the team.

Ultimately, from the perspective of the respondents, the different norms and values in the

project team may have developed in certain isolation from the daily performance of duties
thanks to the organisational form of the project. In addition to the project manager — the quality
director, the project team consisted of the production manager, production line workers and
quality department employees — a total of fifteen people. The team, including the project
manager, was subordinate to the plant management. Thus, given its location in the
organisational structure, it might be stated that there was the project organisation in a line
structure with a separate project team (task force) to facilitate cross-functional work.

Other factors that foster the formation of the project team subculture were rated relatively

low by the respondents. This means that in the case of:

e the education and qualifications of the project team members, it should be noted that the
project team members were no different from other employees of the enterprise.
The project manager selected the most conscientious people for the team from the
production staff, who he was confident would fully commit to the project team after
their working hours. There was no project-related training in the project. Nor were
people from outside the organisation included in the project;

e the acceptance of working in a project team: the interviewees said that participation in
the project team came with additional compensation, which was the main motivator for
their involvement in the project. Project work was not perceived by anyone as
a distinction or something attractive. The team also met on Saturdays, which was quite
a burden for the employees working three shifts. The young production manager and
the quality director could be considered the people most involved in the project.
The project was challenging but they also found it interesting, allowing them to develop
their creativity, learn more about the plant and processes, expand their management
knowledge and test it in practice;

e the environment: due to the short duration of the project, it could be considered stable
and simple. During the execution of the task, not even once was the team confronted
with a change in external conditions or, for example, problems brought by new

previously unaccounted-for stakeholders.
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5. Concluding remarks

The case studies presented above have illustrated the factors that foster the formation of the
project team subculture and, based on interviews and questionnaires, allowed assessing the
importance of these factors for forming this subculture. Thus, in the first case study,
the formation of the project team subculture was fostered primarily by such factors as the
properties of the project (in particular, its pace), followed by the acceptance of working in the
project team, the education and qualifications of project team members and, ultimately,
the organisational form of the project. On the other hand, according to the respondents,
in the household chemical manufacturing project, the essential factors were the properties of
the project, the figure of the project manager and the organisational form of the project.

While the organisational structure has long been regarded as a factor that fosters the
emergence of organisational subcultures (Maanen, Barley, 1985; Trice, Beyer, 1993; Boisnier,
Chatman, 2003; Schreyogg, Geiger, 2016; Schein, 2017), project properties, according to the
respondents, seem to foster the emergence of project team subcultures to varying degrees.
The strength of the project team subculture can therefore vary as each project is a new
constellation of management challenges and the project management process cannot be reduced
to the repetition of familiar steps and procedures. Hence, as the case studies show, organisations
can have both project teams whose norms and values will be close to the organisational culture
and project teams that differ from the organisational culture in many ways.

Secondly, the research conducted indicates a possible link that exists between the authority
or power of the project manager and the presence of the project team subculture. However,
this is not just about the manager’s authority with regard to project management but the
authority he or she enjoys within the organisation. Hence, the power of any project manager is
also dependent on the support he or she obtains for the project (Prosci, 2018). In addition,
the authority of any project manager may depend on whether he or she is a line employee,
whether he or she is also a line manager in the organisation where the project is being
implemented or whether he or she comes from outside the organisation (Kaminski, 2022).
It can be assumed that the project manager, who is at the same time “entrenched” in the line
structure, whose authority is based not only on the authority he has been given to implement
the project but also on the potential power he enjoys in the line structure, will have a greater
ability to shape the subculture of the project team. This is because he is not a “temporary” figure
for the project team members; he can often be their line supervisor and effectively seek the
resources necessary for the project. As a result, not only does he have a more significant impact
on his subordinates but, by increasing the chances of project success, he also gets people more

involved in the team.
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Thirdly, while the respondents in the household chemical manufacturing project did not
attribute much importance to the issue of the acceptance of working in a project team, the heavy
industry project members attributed critical importance to it (acceptance) in forming a strong
project team subculture. Thus, it remains an open question to what extent the weak subculture
of the project team in the household chemical manufacturing project is precisely the result of
the weak acceptance of the project work by those involved.

Fourthly, as it might be assumed, the education and qualifications of project team members
should be addressed in an analogous way as a factor that contributes to the formation of a project
team subculture. Indeed, the selection of people for the project team from among the
organisation’s employees, the low diversity of the team, and the lack of training or people
coming from outside the organisation may have contributed to the weak subculture of the
household chemistry project team.

Finally, the case studies presented in this paper have not provided answers to the question
of to what extent the dynamics and complexity of the project environment are essential factors.
In both cases, the project environment was not strongly different from that of the organisation,
which contributed to the respondents’ assessment of the project in this way.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the case studies presented above have illustrated the
existence of the project team subculture. This is because in the organisations under
consideration, the norms and values in the project team differed from those found in the
organisational culture. These differences were the stronger, the stronger the shaping of the
factors favouring the emergence of the subculture of the project team was. This means that,
as might be assumed, if individual projects are unique, searching for norms and values in the
project team is more relevant than making general recommendations at the project management
subculture level or the organisational culture level, as mentioned in the introduction.
The subculture of the project team thus becomes a level of analysis that is difficult to ignore

and should be a permanent part of the study of cultural aspects of project management.
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