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Abstract

The article aims to attempt to answer the question of whether innovative projects should be isolated
in an organisation. A critical analysis of the literature on the subject reveals a divergence of views
on the proper placement of social or technological innovation projects. The research hypothesis
formulated holds that the more conducive the innovative project team is to interact with the rest of
the organisation and the norms and values within the team are oriented toward learning, the stronger
the learning of the project team. The culture metaphor of an organisation was used to verify the re-
search hypothesis. It has been assumed that project team learning means that project team members
transform the norms and values previously adhered to in the organisational culture. On the basis of
the survey results, it was impossible to accept the research hypothesis. Despite the increase in the
intensity of the factors that foster interactions between teams implementing innovative projects and
the rest of the organisation, team learning did not increase as originally expected.

1. Introduction

Numerous authors see project implementation as an enabler of organisational
learning (Barker and Neailey, 1999; Huber, 1999; Schindler and Eppler, 2003;
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Terzieva and Morabito, 2016). It means that, in order to adapt the organisation to
changes in the environment, managers decide to implement projects in which —
first, at the project team level — people adapt to new challenges and later the whole
organisation learns from them on the basis of the experience they have gained. In
project teams, the key to change is not just individual learning but the learning of
the entire project team, which then, as mentioned above, translates into organisa-
tional learning. As Gil and Mataveli (2018) suggest, a project team learns when the
individual or collective performance of project tasks continuously improves since
procedures are improved, resources are better utilised and new knowledge is ac-
cumulated. This knowledge can then be transferred to other projects or activities
of the organisation. As the cited authors note, although the content of the project
may be temporary and new each time, the organisation of the project is the source
and result of learning. In other words, as a result of changes and learning, project
management processes and tools are improved, best practices are collected and
the maturity of project management in an organisation increases over time. Thus,
as a consequence of learning from the ongoing projects, what is developed is the
knowledge regarding both new goods, services, or technologies and the project
management processes themselves.

As might be expected, learning will occur especially in innovative projects.
This is so because it is believed that project innovation determines the degree to
which the project course of action deviates from the existing activities in the or-
ganisation (cf., for example, Griffin, 1997; Shenhar and Dvir, 2008; Kietbus, 2011;
Trocki, 2012; Kaminski, 2021). Thus, for instance, Shenhar and Dvir (2008) distin-
guish three levels of innovation: a derivative project, a platform-based project, and
a breakthrough project. Each of these three levels of project innovation affects — to
a different extent — the project management process based on nine different areas
of the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBoK). The higher the innov-
ation of the good or service, the more ambiguity there is at the beginning of the
project, therefore the estimates are less accurate and the risks are higher. In such
a case, more flexibility and creativity are needed to bring the project to a success-
ful conclusion.

This different approach to implementing projects with various degrees of in-
novation affects the way they are positioned in the structures of a given organisa-
tion. A critical analysis of the literature on the subject reveals a divergence of views
as to the proper placement of projects related to social or technological innovation
(cf., for example, Trocki, 2009; Galbraith, 1999; Zgrzywa-Ziemak and Kaminski,
2009). Some scholars suggest a strong integration of the implemented project with
the structures of the enterprise while others believe that in the implementation of
innovative projects, it is more desirable to completely separate the project tasks
from the structures of the institution. Therefore, this article aims to try to answer
the question of whether innovative projects should be isolated. The culture meta-
phor of the organisation will be used to provide the answer to this question (Sul-
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kowski, 2004). It has been assumed that learning in a project team means that its
cultural norms and values have transformed from those of the previous organi-
sational culture. This change is triggered not only by the learning of individuals
who spur the team to change but also by interactions with — in this case — the re-
maining part of the organisation.

2. Theoretical framework of the research

The isolation of innovative projects in research and development activities has
been observed for a long time. For example, as Hilmer and Donaldson (1997)
noted, the purpose of R&D is to develop innovations and the scientists and engi-
neers employed work on projects that can take many years to complete. Feedback
takes a long time. Moreover, the nature of tasks does not make it easy to direct the
work of the people hired. Employees working on R&D projects are highly skilled;
they have a significant degree of independence and have irregular working hours,
during which they perform their work at home or over the weekend. Typical is the
atmosphere of tolerance and freedom, which should not limit anyone’s creativity.

This desire to provide freedom and opportunity to engage in innovative pro-
jects is also pointed out by Hammer (1998) and Wozniak (Wozniak, L.okaj, 2009).
Hammer observes that if organisations operate on the basis of paternalism, em-
ploy extensive control mechanisms, are bureaucratic, and have limited personal
freedom, then all invention is lost in the maze of formal company rules. In such
a case, creative thinking can only be developed outside of working hours. In the
interview, Wozniak, the co-founder of Apple Inc. speaks “about a small garage
on the sidelines of the corporation”. In his view, corporate culture can hinder the
development of ideas and a group of innovators should not be placed too deep in
the organisational structure, i.e. they should not have too many hierarchical lev-
els, superiors and decision-making dependencies above them. The management
of an organisation need to understand that true innovation, which brings things so
new that they are called revolutionary, is almost always created not in a company
but in a home environment. It is created by young people who often work in their
garages. This is why highly innovative organisations allow employees to dedicate
20% of their working time to develop their own ideas and projects independently.

On the other hand, Galbraith (1999), citing the differences between the oper-
ational organisation and the innovative one, points to the fact that in the case of
the structure of the operational organisation, the problems of division of work,
departmentalisation, leadership span, and distribution of authority are important
while the design parameters of the innovative organisation consist of, among other
things, organisational differentiation and preservation of the so-called reserves.
Organisational differentiation means separating the initial innovation work from
the operational organisation and its control. This allows both activities to run
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simultaneously and prevents premature rejection of new ideas: The less the dom-
inant culture of the organisation supports innovation, the greater the need for sep-
aration. Often, this separation occurs naturally [...]. If a company wants to foster
innovation, it can create reserves where innovation activities can occur as a mat-
ter of course (Galbraith, 1999, 105).

Finally, Trocki (2009), when considering forms of project organisation, notes
that for the implementation of highly innovative projects, it is desirable to separate
project tasks from the structures of the institution and use the so-called pure pro-
ject organisation. The project manager has the full organisational capacity neces-
sary to manage the project and the assignment of employees to the project is also
completely independent and unambiguous (Trocki, 2009). If learning is fostered by
the presence of organisational slack, the negative phenomena of a matrix organi-
sation, such as the involvement of its employees in multiple projects, the volatility
of project teams or the desire to maintain strong synergies between projects, will
not be present. It may be thought that a “pure” project organisation fosters the most
conducive full focus on implementing an innovative project.

On the other hand, the fundamental reasons for not isolating innovative pro-
jects stem from learning at the team level, which is the result of interactions among
people in the enterprise that promote the externalisation of individuals’ know-
ledge, making it possible for this knowledge to flow and undergo verification
(Zgrzywa-Ziemak and Kaminski, 2009). Consequently, one can speak of shared
knowledge growing out of the knowledge of individuals but relating to the team or
the entire organisation rather than to individual employees. Kasl et al. (1997) de-
fine team learning as the process through which a group creates knowledge for its
members, for itself as a system, and for others. They identify three ways of learn-
ing within and by a team: fragmented, summative, and synergistic. In the case of
synergistic learning, knowledge is created jointly by group members. Diverse per-
spectives are integrated toward thought patterns shared by all. This is not possible
without teamwork, which allows new ideas to be presented freely and openly so
that team members can benefit from newly acquired information. In summary, in
synergistic learning (Zgrzywa-Ziemak and Kaminski, 2009):

— team members reformulate individual and collective views,

— the team becomes less isolated as information flows freely from and to it,

— experimentation both individually and in teams is frequent and bold,

— team members seek opinions that may be “uncomfortable” or challenging.

Since, as mentioned in the Introduction, project implementation is seen as an
enabler of organisational learning, synergistic learning should apply to both the
project team and the entire organisation. It is easy to see that this will not be pos-
sible without a free flow of information and the project team should not be isolat-
ed; it should be allowed to interact with the rest of the organisation in numerous
ways. Such interactions will occur primarily (Barker and Neailey, 1999, Huber,
1999) in a matrix structure, when the project team is at the place of delivery of
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project objects (such as being in constant contact with the customer), in project
teams whose composition is interdisciplinary, when project teams are deliberately
including people who are well-connected with others in social networks, bringing
different ways of thinking and acting to the project team.

However, the learning of the project team initiated by the interactions de-
scribed above will only be possible if it is supported by values that foster change
(Kaminski, 2021). As Haffer and Glinska-Newes (2013) claim, cultural values such
as openness, willingness to experiment and improvise, team spirit based on trust,
respect and cooperation, empowerment of employees, openness to change in an
interactive, systemic learning process that occurs in the relationship with exter-
nal stakeholders and — most importantly — in the mutual interactions among the
organisation employees are of particular importance in the formation of a learn-
ing organisation.

Summing up the above considerations, the following research hypothesis was
formulated: The more the interactions of the innovative project team with the rest
of the organisation are fostered and the norms and values of the project team are
conducive to learning, the stronger the learning of the project team.

3. Research methodology

In order to demonstrate the research hypothesis, the culture metaphor of organi-
sations will be used, according to which organisations can be treated as cultures.
They can be considered socially conditioned both at the level of social groups, ties,
power mechanisms, and communication as well as at the level of their products,
i.e., values, norms, and social patterns. This analogy is developed in the strand of
organisational culture and cross-cultural management (Sutkowski, 2004). In such
a metaphor, the project team will have its own norms and values. It can be treat-
ed as an organisational subculture, whose norms and values will be all the more
different from the organisational culture, the more intensive the learning will be
in the project team, which, while carrying out a unique project, will have to cre-
ate and verify new ways of doing things (Kaminski, 2021). This is in line with,
among others, the views of Schein (2017), who maintains that organisational cul-
ture results from learning while solving problems of external adaptation and in-
ternal integration. Thus, in order to verify the research hypothesis, it was assumed
that the more differences regarding norms and values between the project team and
the organisation, the stronger the learning in the project team. Seven dimensions
of organisational culture were used to measure norms and values. They include
(Hopkins, Hopkins and Mallette, 2005): employee autonomy, formalisation of ac-
tivities, support provided to subordinates by a superior, identification of employ-
ees with either the project or the organisation, reward for performance, acceptance
of conflicts among employees or teams, and acceptance of risk. So, in this case,
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a ready-made model described by the cited authors (seven questions about organ-
izational culture along with a five-point Likert scale) was used. To determine the
strength of the project team’s learning, a Student’s t-test for dependent groups was
conducted, which makes it possible to compare two variables measured in the same
sample. This meant comparing the arithmetic mean of the values of each dimen-
sion of culture in the organization with the arithmetic mean of the values of these
dimensions of culture in the project team. The presence of a statistically signifi-
cant difference indicates the existence of project team learning. The project team’s
learning will be stronger the more dimensions (up to a maximum of seven pos-
sible) have this statistically significant difference. With one statistically significant
difference, project team learning is weak, and with seven statistically significant
differences, it is very strong. The absence of statistically significant differences,
on the other hand, means that there is no project team learning.

In turn, the status of the project in the organisation, the dependence of pro-
ject team members on project teamwork (understood as taking a salary for project
work, tying one’s career to project work, the length of time spent on project team-
work), and the number of methods of communication in the organisation were con-
sidered to be factors fostering interactions. These three factors (measured using
a Likert scale) were combined into a single variable.

Finally, participation in development-oriented training, personal mastery, and
motivating project team members for self-development and improvement were
identified as factors that foster learning among project team members. Again, these
three factors (measured using a Likert scale) were combined into a single variable.

The survey covered companies (from different industries) whose core busi-
ness was repetitive in nature (their core business is not project realization) and
in which project teams using classic project management methodologies (e.g.,
PRINCE2, PMI, IPMA) were active. The main reasons for selecting the trad-
itional approach to project management have been identified as being, first and
foremost, clearly defined project goals, a well-defined organisational structure or
restrictiveness of management with regard to how key project processes are im-
plemented (cf., for example, (Wyrozebski, 2007; Kopczynski, 2014)). Therefore,
the questionnaire developed for the study was addressed to project managers of
various enterprises (taking into account the industry, size, and form of ownership
of the enterprise). However, only data from questionnaires meeting the limitations
mentioned above were used to verify the hypothesis. The objects of the study were
companies operating in Europe and the USA. In Europe, project managers avail-
able through LinkedIn were surveyed, as well as project managers who were met
while working with industry or while taking postgraduate classes (in Poland, these
were students of the Polish-American Business School at Wroctaw University of
Science and Technology, and in Germany, graduates of the Project Management
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course at TU Dresden — [HI Zittau). The questionnaire addressed to project man-
agers in Poland was written in Polish, and to other project managers in Europe in
English. Primarily project managers from Poland, Germany, the UK, the Neth-
erlands, and France participated in the survey via LinkedIn. In the US, however,
the surveys were conducted through SurveyMonkey, a service that professionally
implements surveys in companies. The requirements in connection with the sur-
vey were the same in the US as in Europe, both in terms of company characteris-
tics and respondents.

The survey was conducted from December 2019 to January 2020. The study
results were obtained from 106 project managers from companies operating in
Europe and 281 from the USA. This gave a total of 387 surveys. Subsequently, 98
questionnaires were selected as those which describe projects that were identified
by respondents as groundbreaking and — at the same time — those in which project
teams were characterised by norms and values fostering learning.

4. Verification of the research hypothesis

Thus, in the case of the research hypothesis, the relationship between how con-
ducive the project team’s interactions with the rest of the organisation are and the
learning of that team is considered. It is supposed to manifest itself in the number
of differences with respect to the norms and values found in the project team com-
pared to the rest of the organisation. It is presumed that the project team’s inter-
action factors will be accompanied by strong project team learning. The learn-
ing of the project team should be weaker when the factors are not conducive to
interactions with the rest of the organisation. As mentioned above, the status of
the project in the organisation, the dependence of project team members on pro-
ject teamwork, and the number of methods of communication in the organisation
were considered factors fostering interactions. These three factors were aggregat-
ed into a single variable; two ranges of its values were identified to characterise
innovative projects in which the project team’s interactions with the rest of the or-
ganisation were fostered. The observations collected in the study were assigned
to these two ranges, and the number of differences was calculated with respect to
the norms and values (Table 1).

Based on the results, the research hypothesis cannot be accepted. This is be-
cause fostering the project team’s interactions is associated with fewer, rather than
more, differences in the values of the average culture dimensions, as originally
expected. This means weaker learning for project teams, in which they are fos-
tered to interact with the rest of the organisation, compared to project teams that
are isolated. Thus, empirical results support the isolation of innovative projects.
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Table 1. Fostering the interactions of the project team with the rest of the organisation and
differences in mean values of culture dimensions in the dependent samples — the organisation
and the project team

Interactions are not fostered | Interactions are fostered

Dimensions of culture n=235 n=063
difference difference

Employee autonomy 0.600" 0.460"

Degree of formalisation of activities -0.987" 0.246

Support provided to subordinates 0.229 0.444"

Identification with the organisation/

project team 0.600" 0.704"
Reward for performance —0.114 0.032
Acceptance of conflicts 0.029 0.143
Acceptance of risk 0.514" 0.206

Number of statistically significant
differences between the organisation 4 3
and the project team

Note: " The difference in mean values is statistically significant at p = 0.05.

Source: the authors” own study.

The results of the study indicate that the team implementing an innovative
project that is not isolated:

— either takes over the norms and values of the organisational culture, learns
as a result of adapting to the organisation and creates few new norms and values
specific to the project being implemented;

— or the organisational culture takes on certain norms and values of the pro-
ject team but this would only be likely in the case of large projects and teams that
can influence the entire organisation with their presence.

This will mean that in organisations whose core business consists of repeti-
tive activities and, consequently, in organisations that are rather conservative in
nature (core business activity does not involve unique projects), the number of
interactions between the learning project team and the rest of the organisation
should be limited to some extent. The isolation of an innovative project will limit
the team’s adoption of existing solutions and provide a basis for learning and de-
veloping new ways of doing things. However, this does not change the fact that iso-
lating the team that implements an innovative project has its strengths and weak-
nesses, which both the organisation’s management and the project sponsor should
consider each time (Table 2).
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Table 2. Strengths and weaknesses of isolating a team implementing an innovative project in

a conservative organisation

Strengths

Weaknesses

— The day-to-day operations of the organisa-
tion do not interfere with the implementation
of an innovative project and learning.

— The isolation of the project allows obtaining
a good insight into the situation and problems
of the project, which fosters learning.

— There is an opportunity for employees to
focus on project tasks.

— It is easier to manage the project because the
manager has exclusive possession of all project
resources (and can generate organisational
slack).

— It is easier to criticise existing solutions in
order to come up with one’s own ideas.

— It is easier to combine new “project” know-
ledge with the existing “functional” knowledge
of members of the project team because it
takes place in isolated conditions.

— There is an opportunity to better design and
implement learning processes.

— They need to build or get used to a new team
and a new work environment different from
what employees are used to.

— More project team members due to the desire
to keep the representativeness of the team,
which should be self-sufficient.

— It is more difficult to exchange knowledge
among projects; they become hermetic and — in
each one — it is possible to “break open doors”.
— The project unit is treated as a foreign entity
in the organisation.

— There is greater resistance to change when
the solution was created in “isolation” and is
something foreign to the rest of the organisa-
tion members.

— Possible problems with the authority of the
project manager in the rest of the organisation
(outside the project team).

— The limited back office of the project team as
it is generally impossible to shift full resources

to the project.

Source: the authors” own study.

5. Conclusions

The above-discussed research, of course, has its weaknesses, which include, first
and foremost, a focus on organisations whose core business involves repetitive
activities rather than unique projects. This may mean that the answer to the ques-
tion of whether innovative projects should be isolated depends on the nature of the
organisation in which the project is implemented. The legitimate question, then,
is whether innovative projects should also be isolated in the case of an innovative
organisation. Indeed, in business practice, it can be seen that isolating the team
implementing an innovative project in an innovative organisation is also justified
and has its strengths. These include, for example:

— the inability to disorganise the process of creating a new good or service by
not being able to weave additional threads and ideas into the project, often to the
detriment of the scope and duration of the project;

— the stabilisation of project-specific and optimal management processes;
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—no dilution of the responsibility for the tasks performed by focusing only
on the tasks that fall within the scope of the project without the ability to perform
tasks in other projects;

— focus on the basic scope of the project and the limitation of the work to its
parameters without trying to get the best possible quality, which is not reflected
in the requirements of the recipient;

— the increase in the motivation of the project team based on creating a pro-
ject ethos.

Naturally, these strengths seem to offset to some extent the weaknesses as-
sociated with isolating an innovative project in an innovative organisation. They
include:

— more difficult interactions with other functional areas outside the project and
the need to work exclusively with employees assigned to the project;

—a more difficult exchange of knowledge among projects because they are
hermetic and — in each — it is possible to “break open doors”;

— a hindered flow of information and ideas, which would allow reducing pro-
ject risks, taking advantage of opportunities or redefining the scope of the project
early enough to take advantage of business opportunities arising at the organisa-
tion level.

Of course, a mere analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of isolating in-
novative projects in innovative organisations does not allow offering a clear rec-
ommendation on whether to do it or not. In order to be able to give a clear answer
to the question posed in the title of the article, the authors would have to conduct
further empirical research in the area under discussion, this time involving inno-
vative organisations that, so to speak, make their daily living on projects.
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