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Abstract  

 

Various critical authors have questioned the salience, efficacy and power effects of 

formal project management bodies of knowledge (PMBoKs). As a result project 

management knowledge tools are increasingly being conceptualized along more 

flexible, adaptable, reflexive, democratic and informal terms. A central driver for this 

shift is that PM knowledge will be more relevant and useful for practitioners if it can 

be reflexively tailored to fit local project scenarios, emergent problems and different 

communities of practice, rather than projects being structured to fit generic “best 

practice” ideals. Hence new knowledge tools increasingly would appear critical to 

alleviate various detrimental power effects associated with bureaucratic knowledge 

practices within project-based industries, not least construction. This assumption is 

examined through a study of a formal and codified project management knowledge 

tool – a project file – within a small team of project practitioners in a large civil 

engineering consultancy. Various concepts of power related to Actor Network 

Theory (ANT) are mobilised to understand how nonhuman artefacts can enact power 

and knowledge in nuanced ways within organizations. This theoretically informed 

study will aid both researchers and practitioners interested in the consequences of 

developing prescriptive or reflexive project management knowledge within 

construction contexts and beyond.   
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Introduction 



 

Project management (PM) is widely recognized as the core discipline of construction 

management knowledge (Walker, 2007; Winch, 2002). Construction management 

scholars, practitioners and government have advocated a plethora of seemingly 

highly standardized, structured and prescriptive formal PM knowledge tools, 

techniques, frameworks and models to develop organizational value. Assumptions 

regarding the value of sharing standardized and structured PM knowledge, and 

knowledge management processes, to improve project performance can be found 

inter alia, in Lean Construction (Egan, 1998), various Key Performance Indicators 

(Yeung et al, 2007), Critical Success Factors (Kulatunga et al, 2009) as well as 

external standards such as ISO9001 or PRINCE2. By contrast, critical project studies 

(Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006a; 2007; 2008; Cicmil et al, 2009a), and other 

interpretative studies of PM (Crawford et al. 2006; Crawford and Pollack, 2007; 

Morris et al. 2006) have questioned the efficacy, relevance and consequences of 

standardizing PM knowledge and practices, instead they encourage a more reflexive, 

or transformative, view of PM knowledge production and circulation.   

 

Drawing upon interpretative and critical approaches to knowledge in management 

studies (e.g. Fournier and Grey, 2000; Stacey, 2001; Styhre, 2003; Weick, 1995), a 

variety of more reflexive, transformative, democratic, collaborative and informal 

tools, techniques and guidelines have been proposed to develop PM knowledge (e.g. 

Bellini and Canonico, 2008; Cicmil, 2006; Cicmil et al. 2009b; Crawford et al, 2006; 

Smith, 2007). PM knowledge tools and techniques frequently claim to represent 

projects and project management: functioning as passive artefacts that claim to 

represent an object “out there”. By contrast, critical approaches consider how such 



tools help coordinate a network of relations constructing “the project” and “project 

management” – serving and legitimizing specific interests and ideologies and 

silencing others, constitutive of and through relations of power (Hodgson and Cicmil, 

2006b). These approaches have examined PM knowledge artefacts such as Gantt 

charts (Yakura, 2002) and PMBoKs (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b). Hodgson and 

Cicmil (2006b), for example, suggest how the PMI’s PMBoK reifies PM knowledge, 

“as definitions, techniques and procures become set in stone..removing the ethical 

and political questions from the agenda”, hence  “the establishment of universal 

knowledge of this kind implies a loss of a reflexive and embodied rationality in 

favour of abstract principles and blind faith in universal techniques” (p48). Or more 

worryingly, “standardized PM often is itself the cause of project overload, cultural 

clashes, and engenders individual resistance to imposed procedures and practices” 

(Hodgson and Cicmil, 2008: 144). These comments exemplify a pejorative 

proposition, shared by most critical and interpretative project approaches: structured 

and prescriptive universal PM standards are frequently ineffective in successfully 

delivering projects (Cicmil, 2006; Cicmil et al. 2006; Cicmil et al. 2009b; Crawford 

et al. 2006). Some critical approaches have gone further and shown how such 

knowledges are ethically and politically pernicious increasing oppression and 

exploitation within organizations, and by extension society (see Cicmil et al. 2009a; 

Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006a). The overarching aim of this paper is therefore to 

undertake an empirical exploration of the consequences of adopting more reflexive 

approaches to PM knowledge sharing and transformation than the seemingly top-

down, highly standardized and structured view of knowledge offered within various 

PMBoKs. In doing so we examine a seemingly standardized project knowledge 

artefact, the ‘Project File’. By using an ANT lens to understand the project file’s 



utility and potency within a construction project environment we hope to reflect on 

the ambiguities of standardization and reflexivity, powerfulness and impotence that it 

accretes. We also seek to make a cogent argument for the wider use of an ANT lens 

in understanding other project knowledge artefacts. 

 

In the case of construction it is debateable how much overly standardized and 

structured project management actually impacts upon the highly fragmented and 

chaotic work process, particularly on site (Green, 2006). However, a great deal of 

construction activity, particularly design, takes place off-site in stable office 

environments. PM knowledge within this context is perhaps more amenable to 

constructing Weberian iron cages (Weber, 1958) or Foucauldian prisons (Foucault, 

1977). We might therefore infer that design defects and buildability issues which are 

often associated with project failures (Jha and Iyer, 2007), might be indicative of the 

imposition of un-reflexive and de-contextualized formal PM knowledge tools, 

artefacts and objects that reify abstract standards (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b). And 

yet, it is notable that despite the ever growing range of empirical studies examining 

the imposition and consequences of standardized PM knowledge across particular 

projects, organizations or industries (see Cicmil et al. 2009a; Crawford and Pollack, 

2007; Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006a), very few studies have examined in detail how a 

single PM artefact, standardized or flexible (or perhaps both), actually contributes to 

power effects in a specific organizational setting. This question is important because, 

as Latour (2005: 86) suggests, if we do not understand precisely the various unlikely 

and small socio-material mechanisms and conduits through with relations of power 

operate then we cannot understand and modify them. In the next section we will 

follow Latour’s relational logic across a conceptual terrain called Actor-Network 



Theory (ANT) that contains various concepts to examine the minutia of associations 

of power, knowledge and materiality. ANT provides a powerful lens for 

understanding the role of PM objects in shaping power effects within project-based 

organizations.      

 

 

Actor-Network Theory: Power, Knowledge and Materiality 

 

 

ANT studies have developed a number of concepts to consider the stabilizing and 

transformative role that inanimate objects, or “nonhumans” (Latour, 2005), play in 

enacting knowledge and power – potentially liberating or oppressing individuals, not 

least within organizations (Czarniawka and Hernes, 2005; Law, 1994; Law and 

Singleton, 2005; Whittle and Mueler, 2008). ANT suggests that knowledge and 

power (and space, time and scale) is the successful outcome of a complex network of 

alignments between actors (humans and nonhumans) that requires a great deal of 

effort to be maintained (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987). These networks do not 

represent reality in the customary sense at all where knowledge passively describes 

an objective reality out there – they have nothing to do with depictions of the 

networked society or social networks (Latour, 2005: 129-130) – rather they produce 

realities out there such as “the economy”, “nature” or “society” through relational 

processes of translation (Latour, 2005). Knowledge and power are produced across 

network translations where one site is, somewhat paradoxically, faithfully 

transported into another through “massive transformations” (Latour, 2005: 223). 

Translation implies transformation because, as Law (2007) explains, “To translate is 



to make two words equivalent. But since no two words are equivalent, translation 

also implies betrayal: ‘transduction, trahison [treason]’. So translation is both about 

making equivalent and about shifting” (p4). These networks of translation produce 

powerful “macro-actors” (Callon and Latour, 1981): actors that function as 

“spokespersons” constructed around “obligatory passage points” and “interessement 

devices”, through which they can influence and speak for other actors (Callon, 1986; 

Latour, 1987).  

 

ANT shares some similarities with Foucauldian studies of power and projects 

(Cicmil et al. 2006; Marshall, 2006) and construction (Bresnen et al, 2005; Harty, 

2005); where power is not owned, and is not separate to knowledge, but is rather an 

effect of knowledge dependent upon the production of consenting individuals 

through materially constituted discourses (Foucault, 1977). Both Foucauldian and 

ANT studies affirm that power effects, whether the outcome of discourses or actor-

networks, can be both productive and negative, simultaneously constraining and 

enabling action. ANT scholars have, however, criticized Foucault (Law, 1991; 1994, 

2002) and his followers (Latour, 2005: 86) for focussing upon macro discourses and 

invisible power relations that sometimes seem to obscure rather than elucidate the 

more quotidian ways in which “power-knowledge-discourse” mutates, bifurcates, 

interacts and transforms. Law (2007) proposes that “actor networks can be seen as 

scaled-down versions of Michel Foucault’s discourses” (p5). ANT describes the 

precise empirical associations through which human or nonhuman actors are able to 

concurrently draw power to and over others (Law, 1991), it remains open to the 

possibility that this translation could fail at anytime, may be subject to anti-programs 

(Akrich and Latour, 1992), is only as strong as its weakest link (Latour 1987: 121), 



and may require new techniques, tricks and strategies of association to maintain a 

network and its power effects (Callon, 1986).  

 

ANT studies have broadened beyond the single-network version popularized by 

Callon (1986); these studies have documented different power effects. Objects may, 

for instance, help mediate multiple actor-networks, offering interpretative flexibility 

as cosmopolitan “boundary objects” – co-ordinating, and preserving, different 

knowledge practices (Star and Griesmar, 1989). Nonhumans can enact fluidity, 

resisting enrolment by “macro actors”, enabling and empowering emergent 

knowledge practices outside of formal actor-networks (de Laet and Mol, 2000; Mol 

and Law, 1994). Actors may also be functionally blank, appearing almost absent in 

the actor-network, yet providing unpredictable power/knowledge effects by virtue of 

their indefinite capabilities for association (Hetherington, 2000). Materialities, 

including human bodies (Mol, 2002), may be multiple whilst appearing to act as one; 

creating powerful consequences for our capacities to know and alter their divergent 

agencies (Law, 2002; Law and Singleton, 2005). These different versions of ANT 

have been developed to respond to accusations that the single-network version of 

ANT (e.g. Callon, 1986) promotes a rather totalitarian (Lee and Brown, 1994; 

Munro, 1999; Whittle and Spicer, 2008) or masculinist (Haraway, 1997; Star, 1991) 

view of knowledge/power – where everything becomes susceptible to translation by 

totalizing actor-networks, leaving limited potentiality for human agency and 

difference. It is important to bear these different ANT approaches in mind when 

accounting for the nuanced power effects of nonhumans.  

 



ANT accounts of socio-materialities help to avoid technological or social 

determinism (Latour, 2005: 84), however it must however be recognized from the 

outset that the motivation for starting with formal and codified PM tools does not 

purely emanate from ANT. The rationale for focussing upon formal and codified PM 

knowledge tools is the increasingly prevalent proposition, exemplified by critical and 

interpretative PM approaches, that more flexible, and contextually responsive, PM 

knowledge provides an antidote to some of the pernicious power effects of universal 

PM standards. ANT concepts have already been used to describe the 

unpredictabilities associated with reorganization projects (Molloy and Whittington, 

2006), the implementation of standardized PM knowledge systems (Linde and 

Linderoth, 2006) or the emergence of project roles (Georg and Tryggestad, 2009). 

However no ANT studies have, thus far, sought to explicitly examine the power 

effects of specific PM knowledge tools. Likewise, although ANT has been used to 

examine the socio-material complexity of building design (Ewenstein and Whyte, 

2009; Harty, 2005), these studies have not explicitly addressed the power effects of 

PM tools in the design process.  

 

Of course, we must acknowledge in addressing this topic that critical project studies 

have recognized that PMBoKs are often necessarily flexible in application (Hodgson 

and Cicmil, 2006: 47; Hodgson and Cicmil, 2007: 446), and their power effects are 

always contextually mediated provoking points of resistance and transformation 

rather than enacting omnipresent and omnipotent domination (Marshall, 2006). 

Moreover there is always a danger, as Hodgson and Cicmil (2007: 447) recognize, 

that local workarounds to imposed standards may paradoxically allow a standard to 

continue in some form, perhaps leaving some power effects intact. Such paradoxes, 



and nuances, regarding the power effects of highly standardized, structured and 

prescriptive PM knowledge tools are central considerations for this study. Despite 

such caveats there is still a value judgement underpinning most critical and 

interpretative PM research, that more flexible, contextually appropriate, and 

reflexive, PM knowledge is better able to mitigate or modify some of the pernicious 

power effects of standardized, structured and prescriptive PM knowledge (Cicmil, 

2006; Cicmil et al. 2009b; Crawford et al, 2006; Smith, 2007). In the next section we 

will introduce the ANT-inspired methodology and the case study context within 

which we will examine this assumption.    

 

Methodology and Case Study 

 

ANT studies have deployed various methodologies to address socio-material 

complexities, including archival studies (Law, 1986), ethnographies (Law, 1994), 

textual analysis (Armstrong, 2005) and philosophical expositions (Hetherington, 

2000). Whilst, Latour’s (1987) insistence of “following the actors” seems to dictate 

an ethnomethodology of practice where all associations and actors must be taken into 

account, such an approach hardly captures the breadth of ANT studies (Law, 2007). 

In this context it also does not always seem possible to follow the actors because, as 

will be shown, the formal PM knowledge tool we encounter seems to be far less 

mobile or connected than those commonly described within ANT accounts. Indeed it 

often seems this object comes to a halt, is forgotten or ignored, placed outside a 

network, rather than regarded as pivotal to any grandiose project of network building 

(as in Callon, 1986). Hence, it was simply not feasible to conduct a long duration 



ethnographic study of this PM tool, not least because it remains dormant in the 

organization for extended periods of time.  

 

We begin our narrative in a single setting in the UK: a small team of project 

practitioners within a particular office of large civil engineering consultancy 

(CivCo). Whilst this setting is not intended to be representative of the organization or 

the industry, it can be used to critically examine assumptions regarding the utility 

and consequences of PM knowledge tools. CivCo employs over 10,000 people in the 

UK and beyond, working in areas as diverse as highways, utilities, property 

management and management consultancy; it has a turnover of approximately £1b. 

The projects undertaken by the studied team were small-scale road and pedestrian 

projects for local authorities, generally of less than £5m in value.  This work is either 

undertaken directly for public sector clients, or more usually for an internal client 

that functions as an intermediary between the technical design work and the client. 

Initially, the entire team of twenty-one practitioners completed a questionnaire 

relating to PM in their organization. The results of these questionnaires, which are 

not examined here, were used to select a sub-group of individuals for follow-up 

semi-structured interviews on formal PM processes within the organization. The 

interviewees were chosen to reflect the range of responses (mean, high and low 

responses, and significant standard deviation within answers). Additionally, prior to 

the interviews we asked the organization to provide us with documentation related to 

formal PM processes; this particular organization provided us with a single PM file 

(known here as the “Project File” or simply “File”). In addition to these interviews 

we held more un-structured interviews with the manager of the team and the senior 

business process improvement manager (BPIM) within CivCo.  



 

The discussion is structured around four interrelated questions: Is the Project File a 

prescriptive standard? Is the Project File a reflexive tool? Is it something else? And 

what accompanying power effects does it create? In answering these questions we 

draw upon the voices of practitioners. We adopt a semi-autobiographical voice to 

help aid construction management researchers understand how ANT concepts can be 

deployed to examine how both standardized and reflexive PM tools mitigate or 

modify power effects, and hence the broader significance of PM artefacts as 

enactments of organization rather than passive “tools” (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b).   

 

The Project File as a Prescriptive and Structured Standard? 

 

The Project File consists of cardboard file dividers that structure the organization of 

knowledge around a project within CivCo. The front cover of the document describes 

the substantive dividers which organize knowledge across typical PM knowledge 

areas as contained in the PMI’s PMBoK (e.g. planning, cost, communications and 

procurement) and other PM standards. The Project File focuses upon ensuring 

standardized knowledge and knowledge management processes for planning, 

monitoring and controlling the “iron triangle” preset of cost, time and quality 

objectives (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b). The Project File also emulates the PMI’s 

reliance upon a linear Project Life Cycle (PLC) classically defined in command and 

control terms of conceptualization-planning-implementation-review (Cicmil et al, 

2009b: 3). The individual file dividers and their accompanying procedures are 

ordered chronologically along the PLC. The PLC and the “iron triangle” have been 

argued help efface the possibility of emergent and non-linear project interactions, 



goals and outcomes, causing a problematic narrowing of the field of vision of 

practitioners and organizations (Cicmil et al., 2009b).  

 

Each file dividers contains an introduction to the objective of each procedure, as well 

as a breakdown of specific tasks and relevant document codes of supporting forms 

and guidance notes available via the internal intranet system. The objectives are 

described in quite narrow, self-evident, terms. The “planning” divider notes that: 

 

The objective of this procedure is to plan how the requirements of the client’s 

brief will be met.  

 

After introducing the objective each divider then lists various tasks that must be 

completed. These tasks are seemingly highly prescriptive, encouraging certain types 

of PM knowledge to be collected, often referred to standardized forms, presumably 

so that it can be easily shared, but perhaps above all this structured approach is seen 

as a good representation of the “real” nature of projects. This approach it is a good 

natural fit, perhaps in part because it mimics a body of extant PM knowledge 

(Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b). The Control of Documents divider illustrates this 

structured approach in various tasks, for example: 

 

The PM ensures that checks are in accordance with Category A, B or C 

checks as defined in the Project Plan.  

 

Similarly on Planning: 

 



Internal project teams must sign the Confirmation of Familiarity record to 

show they understand and accept the Project Plan and their responsibilities 

within it.  

 

The Project File is designed to be a “live” document rather than a structured report to 

be completed in one effort. This iterative function is supported by the availability of 

standardized forms on CivCo’s intranet system, which can be inserted, alongside 

other forms of evidence, into the dividers as the project develops. The File refers to 

24 standardized forms through which knowledge can be organized across the 

different knowledge areas. And yet in 9 cases the File indicates that equivalent forms 

can be used, for example:  

 

The PM or nominee must prepare a Project Plan, or equivalent, to describe 

the work and decisions covered by all project work stages, including external 

vendors [emphasis added].  

 

Through such equivocality it appears that some flexibility is enabled. However we 

should note that other classic PM notions such as the PLC, the emphasis on control, 

or objective knowledge areas (such as cost control, communication control), are still 

taken for granted. And moreover, the project file prescribes in subsequent task 

descriptions what an equivalent should contain and do; hence many practitioners 

might simply prefer to use the standardized form.  

 

The information collected in this document refers to entities such as the “project”, 

“project team”, “change control” or “project work stages” as unproblematically 



existing independent of our knowledge of them, hence the Project File appears to 

reproduce a realist, functionalist and objective view of PM knowledge (Hodgson and 

Cicmil, 2006b). The Project File, like the PMI’s PMBoK, is also authored by a 

collective entity; this tactic is, as Hodgson and Cicmil (2007: 442) explain, often 

helpful in creating objective, rather than situated, knowledge. However unlike the 

PMI’s PMBoK the Project File does not require a network of allies, such as 

corporations or other institutions to buttress its truth claims (Hodgson and Cicmil, 

2007). The BPIM informed us that this document was created to fulfil the ISO9001 

quality assurance (QA) standards in the organization yet no mention of this standard 

is given. It appears that the practitioners using this document do not require many 

“interessement devices” (Callon, 1986) to be persuaded of its validity and efficacy.  

 

Viewed as a standalone text through ANT the project file might appear to be a black-

boxed (Latour, 1987) macro-actor (Callon and Latour, 1981): a powerful networked 

actor through which “many elements are made to act as one” (Latour, 1987: 131). It 

appears the purpose and veracity of PM and “the project” is co-ordinated through the 

project file so that inputs (following defined processes) equal predictable outputs 

(successful projects). Hence the Project File might appear to be a powerful macro-

actor within the organization co-ordinating people and things, defining and enacting 

the success of CivCo. In this case we might easily assume that this object sustains a 

Weberian iron cage or Foucauldian prison – leaving practitioners with little room to 

manoeuvre, risking all the pernicious power effects of un-reflexive, de-politicized 

and de-contextualized PM knowledge (Hodgson and Cicmil, 2006b; 2007; Smith, 

2007). A danger in casting this judgement now, however, is that no associations have 

been followed and so the object has been understood outside the social relations it 



may form. This type of technological determinism is antithetical to any ANT 

approach. Indeed, even if this object is a black boxed macro-actor it too requires a 

great deal of effort to be maintained, people to implement it, police its 

implementation and update and revise it, as and when required (Latour, 1987: 135-6).  

And moreover what associations might it form with other objects? We must not 

confuse a powerful explanation with an explanation of power (Latour, 2005: 85).  

 

Project File as Interpretative Tool  

 

Before we spoke to practitioners about the project file we might have easily believed 

that this object was very powerful indeed within CivCo – that it actively enforced all 

the pernicious power effects described by Hodgson and Cicmil (2006b). However the 

practitioners we spoke to described a rather different object. The procedures 

described in the Project File appeared far from self-evident, or “black boxed”: 

 

I have tried to understand parts of it myself and what they want. And then 

once I have completed what I think it is that needs to be done and someone 

comes along and says that ok fine but here you need to move this, you 

haven’t said the right thing here, or this means such and such, and they will 

explain it properly then. And then you get more brought back onto the right 

track.  (Design Engineer #1) 

 

This practitioner was new to CivCo and had not yet been self-disinclined by any 

possible interessement devices (the senior managers). We have already moved 

beyond technological determinism; the production of power and knowledge is 



heterogeneous as it composed of both social and non-social elements. The 

interpretative flexibility of the Project File requires a broad network of social allies 

(middle managers, regional managers, administrative assistants and other colleagues) 

to ensure compliance.  

 

However it became increasingly apparent that interpretative flexibility was not 

merely an aberration, unique to new employees that the organization had yet to enrol 

in their actor-network. Indeed often such flexibility appeared actively encouraged by 

the senior managers. One senior engineer reported how the Project File enables 

transformations rather than mere alignment between global and local PM knowledge.  

He provided an example from the change control section of the project file. As 

already discussed, in several instances the Project File indicates that staff can opt not 

to complete standardized forms. This practitioner discussed the advantages of this 

flexibility for his team who undertake small-scale road design projects and have 

produced their own change control check-list in Microsoft Excel. This list provides 

substantially less detail on changes but makes the process less costly and time-

consuming, and so more appropriate for the type of projects the team undertook. In 

this instance the Project File does not seem to function as an all-encompassing 

corporate standard – becoming a powerful macro actor of imposed knowledge and 

managerial power. Whilst such transformation could be conceptualized as evidence 

that the File is a “leaky” black-box (Callon and Latour, 1981), or subject to 

subversive anti-programs (Alkrich and Latour, 1992), these concepts do not seem to 

account for the productivity of such transformations in knowledge sharing. Namely, 

the File appears to function as a boundary object (Star and Griesemar, 1989), 

mediating flexible PM knowledge between different actor-networks, or communities 



of practice (Wenger, 1998), rather than transforming one singular actor-network (as 

in Callon, 1986). Star and Griesemar (1989) explain how boundary objects (BOs):  

 

..are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 

constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to 

maintain a common identity across sites (p393).  

 

Various authors have started to draw upon the concept of boundary objects to 

understand how knowledge can be shared between different communities of practice 

in project-based settings (e.g. Cacciatori, 2008; Koskinen and Makinen, 2009; 

Yakura, 2002). These studies illustrate how objects are significant in overcoming 

some of the communication problems imposed by the fragmentary and ephemeral 

character of project work. Of key practical importance here is the observation that 

standards can never fully prescribe the circumstances people encounter in diverse 

communities of practice, and so ‘successful’ knowledge standards must be able to 

accommodate this localized flexibility. Thus, there is a great deal in common 

between boundary objects studies and the reflexive PM techniques offered by the 

‘critical’ and ‘rethinking’ PM movements, which emphasize reflexivity to local 

contexts (Cicmil et al. 2009b; Smith, 2007).  

 

The Project File appears far from merely an imposed corporate standard, rather it is, 

to some extent, intentionally designed to be a locally flexible tool. We have already 

described how the Project File explicitly permits deviation from standardized forms 

in some instances, another example concerns role profiles. These profiles were 

designed to specify the kind of activities that different actors within a project would 



undertake, including project managers, quantity surveyors, design managers, project 

planners as well as the technical staff. The senior engineer explained how these 

attempts to specify roles were trialled in the Project File and then abandoned because 

they were far too specific for the differentiated projects undertaken across CivCo.  

 

In addressing these diverse social interpretations it appears that this object empowers 

rather than oppresses practitioners. It seems a highly adaptable tool, helping 

practitioners to monitor and control their projects perhaps offering a knowledge 

toolbox of ‘best practice’ solutions (Morris, 2006) for reflexive practitioners helping 

to integrate different communities of practice. Indeed it is notable that the file was 

initially produced to help align the company after a recent merger. Hence we might 

suspect that this object is largely empowering rather than oppressing practitioners, 

enacting productive power. However, this perspective ignores the material 

associations it forms, perhaps avoiding technological determinism by defending 

social determinism (Latour, 2005: 84). The question now becomes does this 

interpretative flexibility modify and mitigate pernicious power effects within CivCo? 

Does it, indeed, enable CivCo to escape the problems of overly prescriptive 

knowledge – the Weberian iron cage of bureaucracy – and value more reflexive 

practice that can address unpredictability (Cicmil et al. 2006) and mitigate some of 

the pernicious social consequences of project work (Cicmil et al. 2009)?  

 

The Project File as Fractionally Coherent 

 

To answer this question we must follow the object itself, where does it travel what 

happens to it after it has been completed? We might imagine that the interpretative 



flexibility of the Project File is a vital aspect of its translational power. Perhaps the 

File operates as an ‘immutable and combinable mobile’ (Latour, 1987: 227): a highly 

mobile object that can reliably translate knowledge from one site into another 

through transformations – for example transforming change control forms into a 

database of projects – combining with others actors (computer systems, post trays, 

emails, managers, charts, reports, diagrams etc) to create a ‘centre of calculation’ 

(Latour, 1987: 233) from which strategic decisions can be made (Latour, 1987).  

However, unlike the classic ANT concept of an ‘immutable mobile’ (Law, 1986; 

Latour, 1987), this object does not seem to travel very far at all, it hardly seems to be 

an active mediator in the kind of dynamic actor-network outlined by Callon (1986).    

 

For example, one junior engineer explained how “I honestly haven’t read it”. When 

asked what happens to the file he replied, “I think it is kept in the cabinet upstairs 

and anyone can access it but it’s very rarely that I want to”. A senior engineer 

provided a slightly less ambiguous answer when asked to explain what happens to 

the file:  

 

I think the directors need to look at it, I think this is a check sheet basically 

and it says these people have been doing this.  

 

However, when we spoke to the business process improvement manager (BPIM) in 

CivCo he informed us that the board of directors and most senior managers in the 

company did not know that the Project File existed. This Project File is hardly the 

focal point of panoptic organizational power (Foucault, 1977). The BPIM explained 

that the file had two purposes, first it had been developed to comply with ISO9001 



quality assurance standards, but above all it was designed to help practitioners. To 

acquire ISO9001 certification, CivCo had to undertake an external audit through 

which standardized processes were put in place to formalize and standardize PM 

procedures, which were seen as a vital aspect of quality management in CivCo. The 

CEO at the time had resisted this move to standardization as he felt that it would not 

be appropriate for the diversity of work undertaken, however he was persuaded to 

seek certification on the basis that all their competitors had gone down this path. 

CivCo was required, as part of ISO9001, to undertake internal audits every 6 months 

to ensure compliance with the standardized procedures. These audits were organized 

within this team by an administrative assistant who would ensure that all Project File 

produced over a period of time met a minimum requirement. She would then get 

approval of the audit from the senior manager in the team who would then report to 

the office manager. One junior engineer explained that the QA audit was really the 

main purpose of the Project File: 

 

..it’s the purpose of getting verified by quality assurance people, give us 

certificates to say we are working to this sort of standard, that’s what it’s all 

about at the end of the day..  

 

The administrative assistant responsible for implementing the QA audit within this 

team of practitioners was cynical about the effectiveness of Project Files; she 

described how often they were not always completed contemporaneously and they 

were not necessarily used in everyday PM practice. Nevertheless this individual was 

keen to point out the importance of the QA audit and the Project File in maintaining 

the paper trail for possible liability claims if there was a problem with a project, 



namely if a project was late or over-budget. The retrospective role of the Project File 

appears key to the specific way it shapes power within the organization, namely as a 

technology of audit.   

 

The significant impact of auditing on PM remains largely underexamined. Power 

(1997) characterizes modernity as the “audit society”. Jary (2002) explains how the 

positive values of public accountability, openness and democracy has reciprocated “a 

search for new forms of institutional and individual ‘reflexivity’ …central to the goal 

of greater control of a ‘runaway world’” (p39). There is a clear parallel between the 

control culture of the audit society (Power, 1997) and that of project management. In 

both instances individuals are afforded some flexibility over the practices to achieve 

targets, yet they are subject to continuous self-disciplining, monitoring and control 

technologies. However unlike PM, the audit does not police performance directly 

rather it is more a “policing of policing” (Jary, 2002: 41), and hence is less visible. 

Jary (2002) suggests that highly prescriptive, structured, centralized and standardized 

audits (STYLE A) are problematic because the audit means become targets, often 

through data manipulation, so they do not really produce transparent or objective 

knowledge at all; they also intensify workloads causing stress, have a high cost and 

produce misleading statistics. Jary (2002) argues they should be replaced by more 

contextualized, localized, autonomous and trusting audits (STYLE B) that are 

capable of reflecting on the audit process themselves.  

 

In CivCo the audit appears closer to STYLE B as outlined by Jary (2002: 42). Every 

6 months project files were checked for QA compliance in a relatively standard way 

(ensuring forms were dated and signed), yet the audit was highly localized in the 



team, no external or long-distance audit methods were imposed. The fact that the 

Project File often failed to be contemporaneously maintained indicates that the 

Project File is hardly an objective measure of project performance, but rather is a 

‘best practice’ approximation for this specific team. Once completed and checked the 

Project Files are all stored in the individual office. Most are forgotten by 

practitioners from senior directors to junior engineers; they are not used every day; 

many interviewees seemed surprised that we were discussing them at all. Because of 

their inactivity it is difficult to regard Project Files as integrative boundary objects – 

they are often completed alone by a single practitioner and so do not actively transfer 

knowledge at all. They also do not fit the concept of an active immutable mobile, 

transforming and translating knowledge to a centre of calculation, as they are 

essentially static.  However they can become active.  

 

The BPIM described how in the event of a project not performing, perhaps being 

over budget, as indicated by a much stronger actor-network (the finance system), he 

would locate the relevant project file, and look for any evidence that the project was 

not complying with standardized PM procedures. This process creates a rather 

incongruous situation whereby an individual in a position of formal authority judges 

whether a seemingly prescriptive PM tool, that is encouraged to be flexible applied, 

is compliant with a retrospectively imposed ideal. In this ad-hoc audit process the 

ambiguity between the prescriptive material content of the project file and the locally 

adapted file, shifts from being a necessary reflexive component of PM knowledge 

(Cicmil et al. 2006), to a radically arbitrary instrument of control and power, through 

which the BPIM can invoke narratives of noncompliance and negligence. The ability 

of the project file to oscillate between a “black-boxed” prescriptive standard 



(technological determinism) and a “boundary objects” of local workarounds (social 

determinism) is crucial in enabling this power effect.  

 

There are parallels here with Law’s (2002) concept of obdurate incoherence. Law 

(2002) explains how “many inequalities and distributions”, including class, ideology, 

gender and race, “are fractional effects of noncoherence” (p200). The project file 

enacts non-coherence between singularity (prescriptive standard) and multiplicity 

(reflexive tool). In Law’s (2002) parlance it is fractional coherent object: “more than 

one and less than many” (p194). The interference between these two different 

modalities affords this object multiplicity (Mol, 2002), even functional blankness 

(Hetherington, 2000). It empowers the BPIM to register an indefinite number of 

ambiguities between global and local practice – oscillating from STYLE B to A 

auditing – and perhaps in the wake disciplining a project team, office or division. 

Hence the Project File can, on occasion, provide an exceptional conduit through 

which to exact stress, de-motivation, blame, longer-hours, oppression and alienation 

over practitioners whose projects fail to perform – exactly the pernicious 

consequences of project work criticized by Hodgson and Cicmil (2008) and Cicmil et 

al. (2009a). The agency of the BPIM, and the audit, is constructed through the 

obdurate incoherence that the project file enacts. The project file does not causally 

determine the actions of the BPIM or the auditors; rather it affords those actors with 

a degree of unpredictability, or agency, to act by virtue of its fractional 

(non)coherence.  

 

The Project File appears to be either singular object (prescriptive standard) or 

multiple (reflexive tool), yet it is both concurrently. If we do not appreciate its 



fractional coherence then we cannot address its unpredictable power effects that are 

the result of such oscillations between singularity and multiplicity. The clamour for 

more adaptable and flexible PM knowledge tools seems to aid this oscillation by 

enabling a level of reticence towards universal standards increasing the distance from 

prescriptive content, whilst leaving the material scaffold of those standards 

remarkably intact.  

 

Such complex power effects are easily forgotten in practice within CivCo. Object 

non-coherence itself remains invisible: the Project File is often viewed, as as either a 

singular “black-boxed” object of compliance or a mediator (i.e. “boundary object”) 

integrating multiple knowledge practices. The interference between aspects of its 

largely standardizing material content, prescriptive role in the audit, and localized 

flexibility is further obscured by its relative invisibility as it is forgotten in filing 

cabinets. Through its incoherent obduracy, this object appears to topologically fold 

space and time in the organization (Mol and Law, 1994): practitioners forget in the 

present, associations they form with past material objects which can ambiguously 

redefine their future practices.  

 

Concluding Comments 

 

By refusing to take sides in the oscillation between technical and social determinism 

(and interlinked dualisms of nature/culture, object/subject, human/nonhuman et 

cetera), ANT can help us understand the socio-material relations through which 

some of the inequalities, and power relations, within project-based organizations are 

performed. Viewed through ANT, it becomes evident that more adaptable, 



contextualized and flexible PM knowledge tools are not necessarily an antidote to the 

pernicious power effects and command and control practices of mainstream PM. 

Moreover perhaps if flexible knowledge tools fundamentally eviscerated power 

structures, compliance and control, then they would not be useful to organizations 

(cf. Morris, 2006). However, this case study reveals that such reflexive tools far from 

diminishing, or at least counterbalancing, control practices, and social inequalities, 

can covertly strengthen them. Indeed if, for example, a project fails because a highly 

prescriptive process is followed it is considerably more difficult to place blame and 

perhaps extract longer hours from employees than if a prescriptive process is 

adapted. Law (1994) argues that bureaucracies often support organizational, and 

social, equalities rather than threaten them, providing a measure of certainty and 

stability to protect employees against more virtuoso, but destabilizing, and 

sometimes oppressive, work practices. Similarly, Fleming and Spicer (2003) propose 

that exaggerated rule-following might sometimes provide a basis of resistance to 

managerial power and corporate culture, not least because the effects of rule-

following are often much more unpredictable, and difficult for managers to 

challenge, than local workarounds to rules.  

 

In this case, the structured, prescriptive and standardized material content of the 

object combined with its interpretative flexibility and its material obduracy 

(forgotten in a filing cabinet), offers a potent mix of non-coherence and invisibility 

through which power effects were distributed to actors such as the BPIM and the 

audit. Whilst there are clearly benefits to more reflexive PM knowledge tools, the 

findings suggest that it is not sufficient to extol the benefits of such knowledge 

practices without fully understanding the nuanced socio-material associations they 



can and do form. Law’s (2002) concept of fractional coherence helped reveal one 

trajectory of the knowledge/power of objects, which oscillate between technical 

singularity and interpretative multiplicity. The concepts presented in this study are 

only a sample of the contribution that ANT-related studies can make of the power 

effects of PM knowledge tools and their relationship to other knowledge practices, 

especially auditing. We hope it provides new insights into the relationship between 

standardized and reflexive knowledge practices, such as PM, and provides 

conceptual imperatives and methodological tools to respond to those practitioners 

who continue to ask, “Who reads the project file?”      
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