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abstract In several industries, projects are now the normal form of work for
individuals. The consequences of project work have not so far been subject to critical
inquiry, however. This implies inquiry not only on how people handle project work at
work, it also means inquiring into how they live their lives when working by projects. In
this paper, we study this from a constructionist gender perspective, in which project
work is seen as an ongoing construction of patterns of femininity and masculinity in
society. The aim of the paper is to contribute to an understanding of how project work
is related to the ongoing construction of femininity and masculinity in the work and lives
of human beings.

From a narrative study of individuals in the same project team in an IT-consultancy
company, we discuss masculinization and femininization in project-based work. It
appears that current project work practices imply reproduction of masculinities such as
rationality, efficiency, control, devotion to work etc, while femininization is instead
found in the rhetoric of the organizational context and the expectations on newly
recruited women. The organization was in the process of femininization through
rhetoric on ‘family friendliness’, but everyday life for consultants was not spent at the
organization but in project teams in the customers’ offices. Projects are special in the
sense that they are clearly delimited episodes of work in which it is possible to apply
entirely different norms than ‘outside’ the project – which makes the tendency to
reproduce traditional masculinities even stronger.

PROJECTIFICATION OF SOCIETY AND INDIVIDUAL LIFE

During the last decades, projects have become a common form of work organiza-
tion in all sectors of the economy. One reason for this development is that many
products and services have become so customized and complex that their execu-
tion demands an unique sequence of actions, another that the increasing pace of
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change in society results in an abundance of change and development reforms
in organizations (Ekstedt et al., 1999). An increasing number of firms become
‘project-based’, i.e. firms where almost all operations are organized as projects and
where permanent structures fill the function of administrative support (cf. Cicmil
and Hodgson, 2006; Nandhakumar and Jones, 2001).

The basic reason for this diffusion seems to be that the project – viewed as a task
specific and time-limited form of working – is perceived as a way of avoiding all the
classic problems of bureaucracy with which most ‘normal’ organizations are strug-
gling (Packendorff, 1995; Pinto, 1996). In that sense, project-based work is a part
of the wave of new ‘post-bureaucratic’ organizational forms that has entered most
industries during the last decades (cf. Clegg and Courpasson, 2004; Gill, 2002;
Hodgson, 2004).

The project form is strictly defined in project management theory, a set of formal
methods and techniques derived from systems thinking and operations analysis
(Packendorff, 1995; Söderlund, 2004). Project work in practice is usually depicted
as an opposite to ‘ordinary work’, an opposite positively described as challenging,
knowledge-intensive and controversial (cf. Gill, 2002; Pinto, 1996). Projects imply
new, unique tasks, time limits, clear objectives, selected teams etc, and a projecti-
fied work life will thus become a journey through a number of such limited task and
social contexts ( Jones, 1996). As a post-bureaucratic work form, projects could thus
imply work lives characterized by complexity, uncertainty, high involvement and
continuous negotiations concerning tasks, responsibilities and boundaries (cf. Hir-
schhorn and Gilmore, 1993; Mohrman and Cohen, 1995). This is obvious where
people with temporary employment are concerned, but also for those working by
projects with full-time employment as a basis.

Changes in the ways people work imply changes in how people live their lives
and relate to each other. Industrialism implied a far-reaching hierarchization and
specialization in society, which also came to characterize human relations insofar
that traditional masculine norms on the importance of formal positions and merits
influenced how people interacted with each other. From a gender perspective,
bureaucratic organizations and industrial mass production can be seen as contrib-
uting to a gender order that manifested itself in the whole life of modern human
beings (cf. Ferguson, 1984). When new forms of organization and work emerge
(such as virtual corporations, distance work, projects) it is important to analyse how
these are related to how human beings live their lives in future society (cf. Kunda,
1992; Watson and Harris, 1999). While this has been a part of a general discussion
within gender studies concerning, for example, knowledge-intensive work (Alves-
son, 1998; Gill, 2002), de-bureaucratization of organizations (Morgan, 1996),
high-tech work (Burris, 1996; Kvande and Rasmussen, 1994), and work-family life
boundaries (Fletcher, 1998), consequences of project-based work for the life situ-
ation as whole have not been studied specifically using a constructionist notion of
gender.
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The question is then in what way projectification of work life is related to life as
a whole for human beings, and how it contributes to changes in the gender order.
While there are parts of project management thinking that could imply an
increased importance of traditional femininities (such as teamwork, absence of
hierarchies etc), there are also tendencies such as an increased variation in work-
load, short-sightedness, control of objects and goal rationality (i.e. already estab-
lished masculine ways of thinking and working, cf. Buckle and Thomas, 2003;
Collinson and Hearn, 1996; Kerfoot and Knights, 1996). In a study of social
workers, Mulinari (1996) claims that projects are constructed as masculine phe-
nomena, aimed at establishing control over time and space and at rational plan-
ning for active change. She then views the project as the opposite of traditional
‘permanent’ forms of organizing, aiming at the taken-for-granted continuity of
everyday life (i.e. a feminine way of thinking). In a similar vein, Buckle and Thomas
(2003) deconstruct the international standards for project management (as they are
expressed in the PMBOK – Project Management Body of Knowledge), and find
that masculine concepts and conceptions exert a far more direct influence over
how the content of project management practices are defined than do the feminine
ones. Another line of thought – albeit based on statistical studies counting people
of different sexes in project-based industries – is that many project-based industries
and organizations maintain a male culture that is hard for women to accept
(Cartwright and Gale, 1995). Gill (2002) draws similar conclusions from her study
of new media workers, claiming that the notion of egalitarianism in the industry is
a way to hide the remaining male dominance behind individualist rhetoric.

As many researchers within the poststructuralist gender studies tradition have
pointed out, conceptions of what is masculine and feminine are not stable over
time. They are every day subject to continuous reproduction or change by people
in society (cf. Billing and Alvesson, 1994; Butler, 1999; Calás and Smircich, 1996;
Collinson and Hearn, 1996; Kerfoot and Knights, 1996). It is thus more interesting
to study what conceptions of gender are reproduced and changed through project
work, rather than aiming for static conclusions concerning if the project form of
working is masculine or feminine by nature (cf. Alvesson, 1998).

To conclude, project work is a widespread and increasingly important work
form in many contemporary organizations. The consequences of project work
have not so far been subject to critical inquiry, however – most project manage-
ment research has been concerned with internal project efficiency (Cicmil and
Hodgson, 2006; Packendorff, 1995; Söderlund, 2004), and most work life research
has been concerned with traditional forms of organizing (Barley and Kunda, 1998).
The perspective employed here (i.e. the consequences of project work for human
beings) implies inquiry not only on how people handle project work at work, it also
means inquiring into how they live their lives when working by projects (Lindgren
and Packendorff, 2006). In this paper, we study this from a constructionist gender
perspective, interpreting project work as an ongoing construction of patterns of
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femininity and masculinity in society. The aim of the paper is to contribute to an
understanding of how project work is related to the ongoing construction of
femininity and masculinity in the work and lives of human beings. While primarily
addressing the emergent literature on work life aspects of project work through
including the gender perspective, we also intend to contribute to the ongoing
debate on new organizational forms.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we discuss the implications of a gender
perspective on work life and new organizational forms. Then, an empirical study of
a number of individuals working with the same project in an IT-company follows.
Their stories are analysed in terms of construction of femininity and masculinity,
and we conclude the paper with a discussion on femininization and masculiniza-
tion in project-based work and new organizational forms.

A GENDER PERSPECTIVE ON NEW FORMS OF ORGANIZING

Relationships between masculinity and femininity have been discussed both in
theory and practice for several years. Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1953) is
well known in both research and media, but it is only during the last decades that
the gender system has been recognized as one of the power systems of society (cf.
Scott, 1986). Within management theory, we recognize Kanter’s study, Men and

Women of the Corporation (1977), as path breaking in the sense that it precluded a vast
stream of fieldwork and literature in the intersection between management
research and gender studies.

Hirdman (1990) claims that the gender system is the foundation for social
patterns identifiable in most societies, patterns that are constituted by two logics:
the separation of sexes (segregation) and the primacy of masculine norms (hier-
archization). Even though there are differences between societies in time and
space, these two logics can be found as well in the organization of society as in the
ongoing construction of identities. Male and female bodies are attributed mascu-
line and feminine characteristics, and what happens to be regarded as ‘feminine’ is
thus separated and subordinated to what happens to be regarded as ‘masculine’
normality (Butler, 1999). Butler claims that ‘there is no gender identity behind the
expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very
“expressions” that are said to be its results’ (Butler, 1999, p. 33). In other words,
gender is incessantly constituted in our daily actions and interactions (Martin,
2001).

In this study, we focus our interest primarily on how gender (i.e. culturally
constructed notions on femininity and masculinity) is constructed in project work,
and the consequences of this for human beings (i.e. both men and women).
Femininity and masculinity constitute two different discursive dimensions and
both female and male bodies combine these dimensions in their ongoing identity
construction (Hodgson, 2000; Kerfoot and Knights, 1996). Hence, every man
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and woman has access to both femininities and masculinities (Billing and Alves-
son, 2000; Holmquist and Lindgren, 2002).

Masculinity is usually characterized through toughness, impersonality, inde-
pendence, rationality, reductionism, competition, control etc, while femininity is
defined as the opposite in terms of intuition, emotionality, caring, empathy, inter-
dependence, holistic thinking, cooperation etc (Gherardi, 1994; Hines, 1992;
Kanter, 1977). The relationship is dynamic by nature, however, and what is
regarded as feminine and masculine depends on the social and temporal context
(Billing and Alvesson, 2000). Moreover, there are also different types of discourses
within, for example, masculinity (cf. Collinson and Hearn, 1994, 1996; Kerfoot
and Knights, 1993). That something is regarded as ‘masculine’ does not mean
that all individuals with a masculine identity approves of it – i.e. hunting or
boxing. Notions on ethnicity and class further complicate the analysis in the sense
that cultural differences imply differences in what is seen as masculine and femi-
nine behaviour. We can thus also relate such a discussion to different industries;
one might, for example, say that the Information Technology (IT) industry –
which is the empirical basis of this paper – is regarded as a masculine one
(Kvande and Rasmussen, 1994). And within single human beings there are con-
tradictions and ambiguity concerning the relation to institutionalized identity
bases (cf. Collinson, 2003; Kondo, 1990). Femininity and masculinity is thus
regarded in this paper as constructed in time and space and subject to recon-
struction over historical epochs and life paths of human beings (Lindgren and
Wåhlin, 2001).

Given these notions on the construction of femininities and masculinities in work
life, the main question is how new forms of organizing – such as project work –
contribute to the ongoing construction of these notions. Is there a discursive shift in
emphasis from one to another, or it is even so that gender discourses are basically
changed? During the last decade, there have been increasing claims that the
present development of society will imply an increased importance of traditional
feminine characteristics and that traditional masculinities will have to step back
due to ineffectiveness (cf. Fondas, 1996). There are also general notions of an
increased emphasis on life quality issues and ‘soft values’ in work life (Perlow,
1997), notions that can be interpreted as an ongoing ‘femininization’ of work life
discourse. It is, for example, not unusual that women are expected to get higher
positions in new, non-bureaucratic organizational forms and that they make con-
scious choices not to organize by hierarchies (Ferguson, 1984).

The problem of the abovementioned claims is that they often rest upon a static
notion of what is ‘feminine’ and what is ‘masculine’. As earlier stated, we view
gender as ongoing constructions in everyday life, implying that people are embed-
ded in institutionalized views of femininities and masculinities but that they also
develop these views through ongoing interaction with other people – at work and
outside work. When leaders introduce new values and practices in organizational
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settings, new and alternative views of work tasks, intra-organizational relations,
leadership, careers, work/family linkages, etc meet the old ones. People make sense
of such changes in differing ways, drawing upon existing views of what is feminine
and what is masculine – which could also mean changes in their views of gender.
Such changes are rarely simple and straightforward, however; it has, for example,
been claimed that while bureaucracy is in itself not an organizational form char-
acterized by femininity (Ferguson, 1984), the measures taken by organizations in
order to enhance working conditions for women (such as equal opportunities
initiatives) often follow the bureaucratic logic (Morgan, 1996). For the study of how
project-based work can be related to changed life conditions and reconstructed
notions of femininity and masculinity, it is thus central to analyse narratives as
expressions of femininization and masculinization of work life rather than as static
accounts of institutionalized gender categories.

EMPIRICAL CASE: PROJECT C

Construction of femininities and masculinities in project-based work has been
studied in the empirical setting of an affluent company within the Information
Technology sector, here called ‘Compute’. Our study of Compute was a part of a
larger study on project-based work from an individual perspective, and we wanted
to find organizational contexts that were explicitly organized as project-based firms
in order to be able to analyse how gender was produced and reproduced in such
settings. The consultancy sector, not least the IT part of it, appeared at the time to
be in the forefront of this development towards project-based organizing. On its
homepage, Compute presents itself as an employee-friendly employer, and in the
consulting department – in which we made our study – equal opportunities
ambitions have led to a situation in which about one third of the employees are
women.

Compute is a Swedish subsidiary of a large US software developer, and has
been very profitable for years despite the general turbulence in the IT industry.
The company sell, install and maintain a range of different business systems to
large and medium-sized firms. When one of the salespersons at Compute
receives an order, the consulting manager assigns a project leader and a project
team of consultants to implement the software into the computer network of the
customer.

When we made this empirical study, we had the previous experience that
individual experiences of project-based organizing should be studied within one
and the same project. By having interviewees referring to the same delimited work
episode, the differences between them in the construction of everyday experiences
became much clearer than if narratives from people without a common project
experience were analysed. The project was to be ‘just another project’ for this firm
– not one of the extreme success or disaster stories of which project management
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literature are so full – and when we found this project we interviewed the project
team. We also wanted a project that was in its closing phase, still not formally
evaluated (formal project evaluations often tend to create an ‘official story’ about a
project in organizations). In the case presented below, we interviewed four indi-
viduals (here called Eric, Carl, Matthew, and Eve) on how they perceived their
work in ‘Project C’ and the relation to private life during that period. The project
was, according to James (the resigning consulting manager), a typical project. It
was neither big nor small, neither a brilliant success nor a disastrous failure. Project
C implied installation of a data warehouse solution at the large car retailer Trucks
with the intention to end inventory problems in their spare parts operations. The
project was thus seen as a common episode of work practices during which
masculinities and femininities in their work lives were constructed and
reconstructed.

At the time of the study, all interviewees were full-time employees at Com-
pute’s consulting department. James, a married business graduate with two chil-
dren, was 35 years old at the time, and had spent his entire career in the software
industry. Eric, who was about to take over James’ position as consulting manager,
was 34 years old, father of two children and married to an engineer. Like all the
other team members, he had a degree in computer science. He had spent his
entire career within Compute, and he was now head of Project C. Also in the
team were programming consultants Carl and Matthew, 28 and 26 years old,
respectively. Carl lived with his fiancée, a medical student, while Matthew had
just broken up with his girlfriend and now shared a flat with a friend. Eve, 38
years old, had recently been recruited to Compute to improve project method-
ologies, and participated in the team as an adviser. She lived downtown on her
own. The fifth member of the team, Andrew, worked in the team during the first
two months only, after which he went on paternity leave, and was thus excluded
from the study.

The study was made with a narrative approach, through individuals’ stories
about the project and their lives in general during the project. During the last
decade, the narrative approach has been taken far beyond its origins within the
field of literary analysis (Boje, 2001; Czarniawska, 1997; Gabriel, 2000; Lindgren
and Wåhlin, 2001). It is emphasized that human beings are exposed to numerous
different, sometimes contradictory and competing, discourses, and the narrative on
the personal work life episodes can thus fill a sense-making function for both
individuals and their social contexts. Recent developments in the use of narrative
methods stress the importance to make a distinction between narratives and stories
and to take into consideration what happens ‘before narrative’ (Boje, 2001;
Gabriel, 2000). A story can be seen as an account of incidents or events, and a
narrative comes after. ‘Story is an “ante” state of affairs existing previously to
narrative; it is in advance of narrative. Used as an adverb, “ante” combined with
narrative means earlier than narrative’ (Boje, 2001, p. 1).

Project-Based Work 847

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd 2006



This implied that individuals were asked for spontaneous stories on their lives,
including both work and life in general during the implementation time of Project
C. These interviews lasted for about two to three hours with each person. At the
end of every interview, we spent some time clarifying details and critical incidents
in their stories. From our theoretical preconceptions we had identified some
themes to be covered by their stories: their view of how the project had unfolded,
their view on work as related to life in general, their view on themselves and others,
their view on participating in organizations and projects, their view on boundaries
between project, organization and life in general. After typing the tape-recorded
material, we extracted different narratives linked to the ongoing production and
reproduction of femininities and masculinities in project-based work by means of
thematic analysis. Boje (2001) described thematic analysis out from deductive and
inductive approaches, and in this case it has been a combination of these two ways,
where a number of general theoretical themes have formed a framework for the
inductive extractment of specific narratives. Inspired by Martin’s (2001) method we
have thus emphasized narratives concerning the production and reproduction of
projects, how the individuals relate their way of living to what happens in such
‘projects’, and the relations between organization and ‘project’. In order to find
instances of femininization and masculinization processes, we took a special inter-
est in contradictions, competing discourses and critical incidents in the interviews
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1999; Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001). Below, the empirical
material is organized along different narrative themes that that were extracted
given this interest.

Projects as the Rational Solution

I think project work is inevitable. If you are a consultant, you work in projects.
I don’t think there is any other way. Projects are good in the sense that you
define exactly what to do and when it is to be ready. (Matthew)

Project C was the beginning of a long-term business relation between Compute
and Trucks. It was thus important for Compute to make a good first impression
and show that they were able to handle all of Truck’s problems. The seemingly
uncomplicated task of constructing an inventory system became the obvious
project to start with.

Together with the system designer Andrew, Eric spent January and February
designing the architecture of the system. When it was ready in early March, he
assigned the system development consultants Carl and Matthew to the project
team. Their common view was that Carl and Matthew should be able to deliver a
functioning system to the customer by the middle of June. In reality, this did not
happen until the middle of December. Hardly troubled by this, the consultants
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now look forward to new and better project experiences. Eve describes what the
ideal project should be like:

First of all, a dedicated customer. It all goes back to the contract process; the
customer must be there and have the right expectations. It is also important to
have enough time preparing for the project so that everything is clear from the
start. Good team members, who think that the project is going to be great fun.
Moreover, that you run it on time, without any major disagreements. Everybody
should work with everybody else, towards a common goal. That’s what the ideal
project should be like. But in reality, projects are never ideal. (Eve)

Responsible Individuals and Dedicated Teams

After finally having delivered the project in December, the project team celebrated
together with a satisfied customer. Eric was to deliver further software installations
to them, but he still considered Project C a failure:

It is my responsibility as project manager to deliver the right thing at the right
time to the right cost. I took it quite hard, I must say, despite the satisfied
customer. I should have seen the problems coming. I am a very good project
manager when I am able to devote all my time to the project. I’m really good,
if I may say so. (Eric)

As the project manager, Eric viewed himself as fully responsible for everything that
happens in the project, and he expected the same degree of self-responsibility from
his team members too:

We try to make people plan their own time. If you have a deadline, you have a
deadline. It shows a lack of respect to the project and all the people in the project
if you go away. A lack of respect to the customer, the project manager, the team
members, you put them all in a bad situation. (Eric)

To Eve, team recruitment was crucial to project success, and she wanted people
that were both committed and technically competent around her. When she sets
up a project team she wants the best ones at each task, but in practice, she has to
take those available for the moment:

If they are tired after earlier projects, I just have to go on anyway. The only thing
that I cannot change in their schedules is planned vacations. You know, a project
is an outburst, you work in a team for some months and then it is over. It is
always stress in the end, you can’t avoid that. And then it starts again. First, there
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is a party, then there is a day off, and then you go on to the next project. I’m
never really away from it. (Eve)

Time as a Scarce Resource

What I have been doing earlier – and this is of course nothing that anybody
here should know about – is that I have been working 11–12 hours a day on
the average. It is OK with my girlfriend – she also works a lot – but I am
always tired. Throughout the first part of Project C I felt ‘burned out’ from the
previous project, and I could not really find the energy to commit myself.
(Carl)

During spring, the project proceeded as planned, with Carl and Matthew working
at the headquarters of Trucks while Eric worked with other projects and manage-
rial duties at Compute. Andrew had planned to be on paternity leave for some
months, and he left the project team in the end of March. In May, unforeseen
hardware problems appeared in the installation process, and Carl and Matthew
spent increasingly long hours at work:

They worked very hard throughout May. Once – and this is something they will
tell you about – they actually worked until early in the morning. Then they
drove around trying to find a hotel in the vicinity, but since all hotels were fully
booked, they returned to Trucks and continued their work. It was insane! It is
OK to work like that for a single week, but in the long run it is harmful for
everybody involved. (Eric)

Neither Carl nor Matthew recalled this incident, not even when being reminded of
it. The problems appeared when they were to start running test data through the
system, they said. It appeared that Trucks’ server had an insufficient memory
capacity, and they had a computer policy not allowing external consultants direct
access to the server. Matthew got ‘incredibly irritated’ by this, and felt frustrated
and stressed. When the project was supposed to be finished in May, Matthew
worked 100 extra hours, and describes it as:

. . . throwing away one month of my life. Despite all that work, we could not
finish the project anyway, so I went on vacation as planned in June. After
summer, I was scheduled for a new project at CellCom, so I could only be at
Trucks in evenings and weekends. Our contact persons only worked daytime, so
our communication deteriorated. Sometimes, I was actually afraid to meet them
in the corridors; I knew that they had been complaining to Eric. We actually
called Andrew during his leave, he should have been available the whole time,
I think. (Matthew)
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The basic reason for the problems in Project C is the general project thinking in the
IT industry, Carl said:

. . . because the salespersons will always promise the customers quicker and
cheaper projects than possible. They will always make them believe that we
will fix their problems through a fast installation of our software, but in prac-
tice, we always have to make far-reaching modifications. And those modifica-
tions mean delays. When the project schedule cracks down, we just have to sit
there with our extra hours. It has been like that in almost all my projects.
(Carl)

To some extent, Carl’s project manager Eric agreed:

Well, you don’t actually plan for that kind of work peaks. When you make a time
schedule, you estimate the duration of each work package and then add some
slack. You don’t plan for any bigger problems. No projects go exactly as planned
and you don’t know everything from start. But if you were to investigate and
estimate everything beforehand, you would never come to the implementation
phase. (Eric)

Eve, who had worked with IT project management since the 1980s, thought that
there is a long-term development towards faster and cheaper projects putting
everybody in the industry under time pressures:

Customers are extremely cost-conscious today, and put high demands on their
systems. Before, there were no limits upon how much money that could be spent
on computers. (Eve)

More Women Would Be Good for the Company

When I became consulting manager, there were only young guys here. Kind of
immature atmosphere, a lot of jokes about gay people and women. It’s not good
for the internal climate, not for our customer relations, not good for anyone
really. For some years now, we have recruited women amost exclusively, and
now we have about 40 per cent women in the consulting department. Women
work more and complain less, and we actually often give them higher salaries
than they ask for. Men always want more money than we think they deserve.
You should really only hire women, but then I guess you would run into other
problems. ( James)

James’ ambition to bring in more women seemed undisputed throughout the
consulting department, and so is the conviction that women are good at IT
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consulting and project work. The relative lack of women in Project C was unin-
tentional, since the policy of recruiting women relates to the consulting department
as a whole and not to the single project teams. Eve explained her view of female
project managers:

Women are better at keeping many things going simultaneously. That is a
proven fact and we should really only have women as project managers since
that job is all about coordination. The best project manager I have met was
actually a man, however. He got the whole team going along with him, and he
was able to hit upwards and defend the project. Young women often do not hit
upwards as hard as they should. You must be able to tell the boss to shut his
mobile phone off, knowing the tricks of the trade, get respect. (Eve)

Eve thought that women are not always as competitive, and that they want a better
work-life balance than the one offered by the IT industry. Matthew was of the
opinion that computer work is stimulating not least because of his interest in
technology. He deprecated that so few women are attracted to the IT industry, and
like Eve he explains this by referring to the male dominance in computer science
programmes at university:

Some guys here are quite immature sometimes. Eric and James try to find
women, but there are not many available. There are more women in software
firms like Compute than in the hardware firms, and all our top salespersons are
women. Women work as good as men, but there is a better atmosphere in the
team when it is mixed. In general, the IT industry is a man’s world. (Matthew)

Eric agrees, but thinks that women could be better at negotiating and demanding
things from the company:

The difference is visible when we hire young university graduates. Men are
more self-confident and demanding, and they are able to negotiate a nice
salary from the beginning. Women often accept our initial offer, because that
is good money too. As an employer, you don’t throw money after people unless
they really want us to. Often, there is a salary gap between men and women
already from the start, and is is not a natural thing for an employer to close that
gap later on. (Eric)

The Family-Friendly Organization

This is an American company, you are expected to work a lot but you are also
paid well for it. We have a utilization rate of about 75 per cent, much higher
than our competitors. The basic salary requires 120 billed hours per month and
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then you can work overtime up to 10 hours a week with extra pay. We don’t
have fixed working hours, which I use to leave at 4 pm to pick up my children
at school. If someone constantly works ten hours a day, you let them do that for
a month or two, but then the responsible manager tells them to calm down.
Sometimes you even have to order them to go home. It’s quite usual with a lot
of work before deadline in a project, but if the level is constantly high something
is probably wrong. ( James)

The youngest employee also shared James’ image of the family-friendly
organization:

It’s a good thing here at Compute, managers respect our free time, and they
don’t want us to work too much. It is a sound culture in that sense. If you
compare to other IT companies, we really take care of the employees here. You
can control your time and take responsibility yourself. If you get the stuff done,
you can leave after lunch on Friday and work some more hours another time.
(Matthew)

Despite his high workload the past year, Eric was very satisfied with Compute as an
employer, and he intended to stay for several years. Unlike most companies in the
industry, Compute generously provides development opportunities and high sala-
ries, he said. Everybody in the team agreed that Compute actively tried to create
a work situation where their employees can combine successful careers and com-
mitments to families and hobbies:

My philosophy as an employer is to give people the opportunity to maintain
functioning private lives. I think that if your private life falls apart, your career
will fall apart as well. I don’t want people to work more than seven or eight hours
a day. It is not a failure if they sometimes work ten to twelve hours – we all have
to accept that, and we are paid for it as well. We had a recrutiment interview
with a young woman the other day; she had just been at a similar interview at
one of the big firms. They had told her that she was expected to work 60 hours
a week. To me, that is a materialistic view of human beings! (Eric)

Eric thought that paternity leave was something that the company should support,
and he tried not to call Andrew during his leave, despite the systems architecture
problems in Project C. To secure the future of the organization, Compute must be
able to retain their employees even when they start to form families:

Most of our consultants are between 25 and 30 years old, and they will start to
form families in the years to come. It will imply some serious planning on my
behalf, but we must embrace it if we want to keep our personnel. There is a good
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basis for that, both James and I have small children, and Compute encourages
individualized solutions for how you can and want to work when you have small
children. (Eric)

Private Life – Projectified or Nothing At All

My priorities are with my family. If I would have problems with the kids or in my
marriage, I would not be able to work like this. Of course, it has been like a
jigsaw puzzle this year, since I have worked 400 hours extra. You know, I have
a fixed number of hours to charge the customer, but my employment contract
also says that all commitments shall be fulfilled. (Eric)

The one having the most relaxed view of work, careers and private life was
Matthew:

By 9 o’clock in the morning I am at work, and I deliver the seven hours.
Sometimes I put in some extra hours. I usually end at 5 pm. I then go home and
watch TV with my roommate, and occasionally I see some friends downtown.
Sometimes you try to start some projects at home, but it never lasts. We use to
joke about it, my roommate, and me, when you find out something new to do,
it always become too intense. You start to play squash or practice long-distance
running . . . You run for a month and then you just stop. (Matthew)

The IT industry is a work-intensive one, Carl said, and referred both to himself and
to his network of friends from university. Almost no one he knew had children, and
many lived as singles. He wanted a family himself, and he thought that he would
then return to his hometown in order to be able to live a more balanced life:

I think that I will still be working, but I will cut down on the hours and I will take
leaves of absence whenever possible. When I’ll raise a kid I want to do every-
thing I can for it, my parents have done that as well. The possibilities of doing
so is not so good in this town, unfortunately, so when I become a father I will
probably live somewhere far away. In Northern Sweden or so. (Carl)

Eve provided her own career in project management as an example. In her
previous job, she started to work in smaller projects, but then became project
leader for an ‘incredible project big as hell’ with 16 team members and a large
budget:

I felt totally burned out after that project. I worked 65 hours and six days per
week for half a year, and I guess that it was about the third time that I did not
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have any friends left. You don’t have that if you never leave the workplace.
Saturday was my day off, all other days I worked. (Eve)

At Compute, most consultants had not formed families yet, but at her previous job
parental responsibilities was a never-ending source of discussions:

For instance, one female programmer always left early to pick up her 10 year old
boy at school. It was hard to accept – in that age, kids can take care of
themselves, so we felt it was a bad excuse to get away. We also had a widowed
man with a 12-year-old son. He worked long days Monday through Thursday,
knowing that the two grandmothers took care of the child, and then he took the
whole Friday off. It was a much better attitude to work, and everyone accepted
it. I am not saying that people should always work; I have actually sent people
home several times. But those who always arrive late and leave early, they create
extra work for everybody else. (Eve)

To Carl, maintaining some sort of work-life balance was a matter of monitoring
your own behaviour and voicing any discontent to his superiors:

A lot of people don’t say so much when they feel bad. I cannot be silent myself,
I like to yell when I’m tired – it’s enough, damn it! Then it is hard to change
things in practice, of course, and that goes for me as well. But it is good to let
your feelings out and make others aware about how you feel. (Carl)

ANALYSIS: FEMININIZATION AND MASCULINIZATION IN
PROJECT WORK

From our empirical study we have identified thematic descriptions of project work
and of how individuals handle consequences of project work in their daily life. We
see different expressions of project work as an ongoing gender construction and we
can identify expressions of the relationship between project work and life in
general. The last theme is about separating projects, organization and private life
– generated through our reflection around contradictions within their stories.

Project Work as an Ongoing Gendered Construction

Reproducing rationality as an ideal for project work. From the empirical study, we make
the interpretation that the project as a work form implies a masculinization of work
lives. Our interviewees describe projects as necessary efforts to achieve total control
over a course of action through the construction of boundaries in time, space and
scope. This rationalist view thus also dominates individual descriptions and evalu-
ations of different projects. One example is Eric, who blames himself for the delays
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and cost overruns in Project C. In each new project, individuals internalize the
responsibility to meet un-realistic demands by reference to commitment and pro-
fessionalism (cf. Hodgson, 2002).

Within the projects, the time aspect seems to be the basic structural condition
around which work is organized (cf. Nandhakumar and Jones, 2001). Since all
customers want their problems solved immediately and at a very low cost, most
projects are given unrealistically short time estimates. This is reproduced through
a ‘tacit agreement’ between customers and providers, an expectation influencing
all sales negotiations and thereby impossible for individual actors to resist. More-
over, most projects are regarded as impossible to plan in detail (cf. the unfore-
seeable hardware problems in Project C), which is viewed as problematic but
unavoidable. Eric says that they cannot plan for all possible problems in the
projects, but at the same time, they are all aware that most projects do not
conform to time and cost limits. Their daily acceptance that project plans still
represent the best possible practice is an ongoing masculinization of project
work.

Reproducing projects as competitive challenges. Basically, Compute employ a ‘go for the
stars, you’ll reach the trees’ philosophy, implying that human beings are con-
fronted with very high demands which make them perform better than they
thought possible themselves (cf. Kidder, 2000; Lindgren and Packendorff, 2006).
Despite earlier experiences of failing projects, each new project is always going to
be the ideal and successful one – and individuals also use these unrealistic expec-
tations to judge their own performance afterwards. The earlier experiences of
incoming individuals, such as them being tired due to earlier projects, become
irrelevant to the new work episode. The expectation that there will be deadline
stress in the end of the project is also institutionalized; even the experienced project
managers view that as inevitable (cf. Eve). This traditional masculine way of
reproducing project work as a competitive challenge is hidden behind feminine
rhetoric on taking care of the employees and enforcing restrictions on extra work.
In the end, project delivery is the main concern.

Each time they launch a new project in this way, it implies another instance of
masculinization of the work lives of Compute’s employees. If you show you are a
‘good’ project leader (i.e. being able to deliver a project in a satisfactory manner)
you will be assigned more exciting and stimulating projects next time. Otherwise,
someone else gets them. Hence, different forms of masculine expressions are filled
with tensions and create problems for men as well. ‘Careerism’ and competition to
obtain material security and dignity can intensify insecurity in individuals (Collin-
son, 2003).

The reproduction of friendship and closeness? In project management theory, there is also
an image of project teams as characterized by friendship, closeness and affinity (cf.
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Gill, 2002; Miles, 1964; Pinto, 1996) – often equipped with the warning that an
excess of team spirit might endanger goal fulfilment (Miles, 1964). According to the
people interviewed here, the teams rarely work together; it is rather so that project
success is seen as dependent on breaking down the task into small pieces that can
be taken care of by lonely individuals. Insufficient team communication per se is not
an unusual factor behind project failures, they say. In this sense, projects are made
efficient in the same masculinist and reductionist way in which Taylorism made
industrial operations efficient: by splitting wholes into parts, goals into tasks and
collectives into individuals. The difference is of course that in case of failure,
Taylorism blamed management for bad planning and unrealistic goals, while the
university-educated project workers of today have to assume responsibility them-
selves (Lindgren and Packendorff, 2006). Since projects are well-defined, separate
entities, it is also much easier for management to evaluate performance and hold
individuals accountable in project-based work than in the traditional, vast corpo-
rations. This is most evident in the characterization of good project managers as
having the (masculine) courage to defend their project against their superiors; you
are not only supposed to take responsibility for your project, you are also expected
to fight for it.

Reproducing technology, men and women. In this particular industry, technology is also a
part of the work form, which they mean are reasons for difficulties in employing
women due to traditional gendered notions on computer-based work. Technology
is seen as masculine and what is masculine is seen as an issue for men (and not for
women) (Gill, 2002). Compute management seek to recruit women, but they say
there are too few women that meet the requirements on formal competence. The
women that are actually recruited are not only expected to be competent in the
field of computer science, they are also expected to compensate for men’s ques-
tionable social habits by bringing in ‘female skills’ such as coordination abilities,
relational expertise, and thus a positive impact on work morale, company loyalty
and team climate in general. Thereby, the notions of programming expertise as
something masculine and team climate issues as feminine are reconstructed and
embodied in men and women in the recruitment process. While active recruitment
of women represent a process of femininization of the company, women are also
reconstructed as ‘deviant others’; women are expected to have double compe-
tences, both the formal/technical competence in computer science and the social/
female competence that they are perceived to embody. The same is not required
from men.

Problems with technology are just a natural part of work circumstances; it affects
the project but cannot be affected very much by the project team. They know
almost for certain, that there are going to be some problems with delays in the
project, but the explanation is always that technology has its own logic that cannot
fully be captured and controlled by means of careful planning. Moreover, the way
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technology is used in the work setting (i.e. lone individuals working by themselves)
can also be seen as a masculinization in that work is deprived of relational practices
(cf. Fletcher, 1998). Technology also introduces problems of social belonging; the
consultants spend almost all their charged hours at the customers’ offices (where
the problems to solve and the systems to change are physically located) and some
of them even identify more with the customer organization than they do with
Compute.

Project Work and Life in General

Producing the family-friendly company through reproducing the work-family boundary. Fletcher
(1998) suggests that a gender analysis of work life must include inquiry into the
work-family boundary. The traditional masculine way of separating work from
family life implies neglect for the employee’s relations outside work, which leads to
assumptions such as that family life means less commitment at work and that the
male-dominated public spheres are entirely different from the female-dominated
private ones. From this perspective, project work practices imply a masculinization
in that work is separated from private life and that work is prioritized over private
life.

In the Project C team, this could be seen in different ways. Eric viewed the two
spheres of life in terms of conflict, and found it necessary to maintain and
strengthen the boundary between them. In the case of Matthew, it was evident that
private life was just a relaxation from work and not an end in itself. Carl was of the
same opinion, even though he felt that this was a negative and unavoidable
consequence of his present work conditions. Eve used her free time differently in
that she actively maintained social networks, but she still was of the opinion that
work and private life were two different things. It appeared that she did not think
that project work should be affected too much by private life, and that other
persons around the project worker should be involved in taking care of family
matters. Traditional masculine priorities and views on the relation between work
life and family life are thereby reproduced through Eve’s daily management of
projects. If the boundary between work and private life is indeed relaxed, it is
always in the sense that work needs more time that must be taken from private life
– but not in the other direction.

Reproducing the primacy of work. Project work, as it has been described so far, is in
many ways similar to managerial work in that it does not only require long hours
but also a readiness on behalf of the individual to work extra hours at short notice
(cf. Watson and Harris, 1999). This implies that everyday life is characterized by
detailed time planning and that activities in evenings and weekends are narrowed
down to the most necessary ones. Work is allowed to take the time and space
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necessary with the eternal excuse that it will get better later on. For some, this
might be true (e.g. for Eric who has been rewarded with a managerial post), but few
follow Eve’s example and take time-outs without obvious reasons like paternity/
maternity leave. Time-outs seem to be used primarily as a relaxation from work,
not as a way to reconsider and change one’s way of living: afterwards, life goes back
to what it was before.

The consultants and their managers always have a high workload, and many of
them feel inadequate since they have many parallel things to do and lack the time
for long-term personal development. Since they are always working on urgent
matters (cf. Lindahl, 2006; Perlow, 1997), they do not have the energy to initiate
stimulating activities in evenings and weekends and it is hard for them to have
many social contacts unless they actively plan for them. Carl was more or less
‘burned out’ throughout Project C, he lost interest in things, and the solution for
him was a conscious ambition to work less hours.

An interesting aspect is that they all maintain that Compute is much better than
any other company is; they work a lot, but others work much more. Even though
this might be partly the case, it is still used as some sort of justification for whatever
happens in the consultants’ own work situation. Any resistance to the working
conditions could thus be seen as illegitimate, unnecessary and even as an example
of poor individual performance (Hodgson, 2002).

We have already observed that many young people live as singles, perma-
nently or while waiting for the choice to do something else. Single life is not
acknowledged as a life form in itself in traditional life form literature ( Jakobsen
and Karlsson, 1993), but it is definitely an important phenomenon in modern
urban life (Gill, 2002) that is related to gender and work. When reproducing the
image of the ideal project worker, Compute and other project-based organiza-
tions tend to ‘point out’ a person that is fully flexible to devote time to projects
when needed – a person without any private-life hindrances such as spouses,
children, voluntary work-responsibilities etc. The traditional masculine ‘norm’ of
devotion to work and career is strongly reproduced in project work with its
recurring and un-planned periods of extreme stress and workload, which in the
post-housewife society tend to reproduce also a private life where dependencies
on spouses and children are postponed or deemed impossible. Those who have
families usually live by dual careers, which – theoretically – mean that both
partners pursue careers and therefore must share responsibility for children,
housework etc.

Separating Projects, Organization and Private Life

In Compute, work is said to be consciously designed to allow people to have
well-functioning family lives, and top management is most proud of this. The
individual consultants have also understood these messages from their employer in
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that top management do not want them to work too hard and that a rich family life
is seen as an asset rather than a burden. At the same time, many of them work very
hard, which means that when they come home to their home and/or families, they
lack time and energy to live that rich family life. This contradiction is perhaps most
visible where Carl is concerned; he admits that he has been working eleven hours
a day, but he does not want his manager (Eric) to know about it – thereby
indicating that long working days may happen, but not officially. Likewise, Eric
tells us about the night-work incident as an example of bad working conditions,
and he expects Carl and Matthew to use that story against him for critical purposes
– which they never did. The organization is thus equipped with femininity through
rhetoric on ‘family friendliness’, but everyday life for the consultant is not spent at
the organization but in project teams in the customers’ offices. This also means an
ambivalence concerning Andrew’s paternity leave; while Eric said that this was
natural and nothing that anyone at Compute could say anything about, it was clear
that Andrew was both needed and in fact used throughout the project (cf.
Matthew’s criticism).

The organization Compute and the organizing of the single projects are in a
sense two different things in terms of construction of masculinity and femininity.
While most people describe the company in positive terms with reference to its
feminine orientation, there are many negative comments about project-based work
(which in fact is what 90 per cent of their entire workload is about). Most indi-
viduals admit that Compute needs to improve its project work practices in order to
create better working conditions, and they maintain that such improvement must
involve better control systems, better planning, more effective methodologies etc,
i.e. a masculine way (cf. Buckle and Thomas, 2003; Collinson and Hearn, 1996;
Kerfoot and Knights, 1996; Morgan, 1996).

This implies that the image of the work-family boundary (Fletcher, 1998) is not
sufficient for the analysis of femininization and masculinization through project
work practices. What we find in the case of Project C is not only a narrative
separation between work and private life, but also a separation between project
work and organizational ideology. In practice, Compute is reproducing a most
appreciated femininized organizational ideology (including relaxed boundaries
between work and family life), while they are also reproducing masculinized daily
project work practices, implying work as prioritized over and clearly separated
from private life. The separation between activities and institutions has earlier been
discussed and theoretically explained in terms of temporary mismatches between
daily activities and institutional norms in organizations (Barley and Tolbert, 1997),
but it has not been related to individuals’ lives on the whole and it has also been
assumed that daily activities would eventually result in changed institutional
norms. In this case, the clear narrative separation between projects and organiza-
tion seems to imply a de-coupling that will live on as long as everybody involved
can live with it without active resistance.
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PROJECT WORK AS CONSTRUCTION OF FEMININITY AND
MASCULINITY IN THE LIVES OF HUMAN BEINGS: IS THERE
SOMETHING NEW?

The project work form originates from the needs of large, technology-based orga-
nizations to find systematic ways of handling exceptional operations, and as such,
it is an expression of masculinization of work life both in theory and in practice. At
the same time, project organizing has implied creative, flexible and non-
bureaucratic work forms in a variety of industries and applications, thereby
responding to decades of demands from the critics of bureaucracy. The analysis of
femininization and masculinization in relation to this kind of work forms is not a
straightforward one (Alvesson, 1998). The division of work into feminine and
masculine occupations is not very visible (even though it exists), and the expressed
views of desired leadership and co-worker characteristics are in accordance with
the popular beliefs on a femininized work life.

At the same time, it appeared that the project work form implied reconstructions
of several traditional masculinities, for example, control, dedication to work and
competitiveness. The individuals described a need for controlling and dominating
the environment while implementing the project; being able to follow the time plan
and the project budget was an important part of their identity as ‘project workers’.
Since time plans and budgets are always narrowly defined, a total involvement was
required from all project participants, implying, for example, long work hours and
an expected readiness to work even during weekends with short notice (cf. also
Kunda, 1992; Nandhakumar and Jones, 2001; Perlow, 1997). From a managerial
perspective, project management often means to ‘improvize’ in order to deliver the
project as planned, and the employees become the instruments of such improviza-
tion (Lindahl, 2006).

Projects also become arenas where individuals can demonstrate their abilities,
strengths and professionalism by conforming to project goals (Hodgson, 2002). In
that sense, a project is an exercise in masculine control (Kerfoot and Knights,
1998), which, in the case of Project C, partly failed. Those who suggested solutions
to the lack of total control over the project (i.e. Carl) were of the opinion that
projects should be even smaller, more task-focused and narrowly defined. The
failures of bureaucracies that led to the emergence of temporary forms of organiz-
ing (cf. Bennis, 1968), are now used as arguments for splitting big projects into
smaller and smaller ones in the eternal strive for total control.

Many of these expressions of masculinization and femininization were justified
in terms of project efficiency. The total commitment to the project was justified by
the fact that it was only for a short period, but the problem is that individuals
working in projects go on to new projects all the time. Each project is managed as
an episode in itself, separated from its context, history and past. It is thereby
constructed as a temporary exception where normal rules do not apply, a ‘state of
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emergency’ that must be handled by means of prompt and dedicated action
(Lindahl, 2006). In a time when the traditional masculinities of managerial work
are subject to a lot of debate and criticism in society (cf. Fondas, 1996; Perlow,
1997; Watson and Harris, 1999), project work seem to be a way of reintroducing
many of them in the guise of short-term efficiency. An individual constantly
involved in demanding project work will be just as separated from her/his family
life and emotions as managers and entrepreneurs have always been.

The individuals interviewed in this study are thus probably representatives of an
emerging work life pattern. In contemporary society, project teams usually consist
of an increasing number of young men and women, who at the same time are
confronted with masculinization at the work place and new (femininized) patterns
of family life (such as dual careers, no housewives, active involvement in the
upbringing of children, etc). While some struggle to make all this work (Eric, James
and Andrew), others think about some other kind of life with another life balance
(Carl’s future vision) or have been socialized to let work life practices guide their life
(Matthew, Eve).

It thereby seems necessary not to delimit the analysis of project work from a
gender perspective to the individuals’ situation in the workplace. From the indi-
viduals’ point of view, life is a whole in which work forms and private life interact
with each other. As shown by, for example, Jakobsen and Karlsson (1993) and
Fletcher (1998), the work form is a part of the entire life form of the individual, and
society is gendered in quite a traditional manner. Earlier studies of this have often
resulted in a kind of theoretical gender dilemma, where researchers cannot assess
whether new work forms implies a transition from masculinity to femininity or just
a reconstruction of masculinity that can continue to dominate work life. We do not
claim that we have solved this dilemma, but from this study of project-based work,
we think that we might equip the dilemma with some new dimensions to be
considered in further scientific inquiry.

One such dimension concerns the narrative separation of organization and
organizing; new work forms often appear within the boundaries of existing orga-
nizations, and there seems to exist a ‘division of labour’ between them that can be
analysed in terms of femininization and masculinization. In the case of Compute,
it appeared that employees perceived that the company was in a process of
femininization in terms of values concerning work and life, while project organiz-
ing practices implied reconstruction of several traditional masculinities that has
been continuously inscribed into the project form since decades. One could say
that this is a consequence of organizational hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1989) or a
temporary mismatch between actions and institutions (Barley and Tolbert, 1997),
but it is rather a consequence of that different actors in the organization have
internalized the separation between projects and organization.

Another dimension is the tendency to view construction of femininity and
masculinity as collective phenomena in work life, at the same time as human lives
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might look entirely different from individual to individual despite similar work
situations. In order to understand how individuals construct femininity and mas-
culinity in work life, one must also understand how femininity and masculinity are
constructed in private life (and thereby society). The link between micro and macro
processes is therefore important (cf. Martin, 2001) in studies about gender and
organization.

A ‘pessimistic’ practical conclusion of this analysis would be that as long as
people accept demands on cost and time efficiency in project work, the current
masculinization of project work practices will persist. It is often a masculinization
hidden behind seemingly ‘feminine’ rhetoric on equality and flexibility, rhetoric
that redirects attention from collectives to individuals and presumes real equality
instead of gender differences (Gill, 2002). In order for femininisized organiza-
tional ideologies to have any impact on project practices, a narrative reconnec-
tion between projects and organizations is needed, probably through the means
of resistance and/or bureaucracy. Resistance would imply that individuals actu-
ally require someone to take their perspective on work rather than the atomistic
focus on single projects, and bureaucracy would imply that such shifts in per-
spective are also inscribed in the organization by means of rules, regulations and
standards. Hence, the recent calls for improved formal Human Resource Man-
agement practices in project-based firms (cf. Bredin and Söderlund, 2006). This
might imply accepting lower profitability in the projects, but not necessarily for
the organization as a whole since many of the costs arising from inadequate work
practices are taken at the company level as, for example, HR-related costs rather
than at the project level. It might also imply reasonable living conditions for
employees and their lives in total. In this lies both positive and critical future
research agendas, inquiring into both what projects do to people and what people
can do about projects. Not least from a post-structuralist notion of gender,
research is needed in order to enhance our understanding of how and why new
work and management practices contribute to the construction of femininities
and masculinities in business life and society.

Concerning our initial concern with the work life consequences of new forms of
organizing, it is natural to ask if the above observations concerning project work
are also valid for other new, post-bureaucratic work practices. Partly, the answer is
yes. Post-bureaucratic forms share the characteristic that they place most respon-
sibilities upon individuals, which often imply reconstruction of traditional mascu-
line notions of work (Gill, 2002; Kunda, 1992; Kvande and Rasmussen, 1994).
Still, projects are special in the sense that they are clearly delimited episodes of
work in which it is possible to apply entirely different norms than ‘outside’ the
project – which makes the tendency to reproduce traditional masculinities even
stronger. The project is thus a combination of the general tendency of individual-
izing work responsibility and accountability in the post-bureaucratic world, and the
project form-specific construction of temporary micro-bureaucracies where people
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are expected to deliver the impossible notwithstanding the consequences for life in
general. Over and over again.
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