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Differential Gender EFFECTS OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND MANAGEMENT BY PROJECT ON skilled PROFESSIONALS

Marie-Josée Legault

introduction

It is currently fashionable among industrial relations researchers to talk about the redefinition of industrial relations in a free-market economy.
 This redefinition may be interpreted in at least two ways: 

–
What has redefined itself without us, what is resulting from the implementation within organizations of an increasing number of free-market–inspired practices and that is imposing itself on industrial relations players — in which case, researchers in these fields are victims who have no choice but to reorient themselves 

–
What we are recommending be redefined in industrial relations because it is necessary in response to the implementation within organizations of an increasing number of free-market–inspired practices — in which case, researchers are reacting, being unable to control their environment

In the light of a research project conducted in seven organizations in the Greater Montreal area, the purpose of which was to investigate the state of policies and practices affecting the balance between professional and private life, I believe there is work to be done in industrial relations from both interpretive standpoints.

An examination of the conditions of work-life balance in the new economy cannot ignore the specific type of labour relations that is emerging in this sector. The organizations we surveyed combine aspects of a culture and an organizational structure typical of management by project — a mode of work organization from which they have borrowed. This paper investigates the culture specific to these organizations,
 and then explores the combined effect of the organizational structure itself and the culture on working hours and workplace, on the human resources management function and the role of immediate superiors and, lastly, on the work-life balance conditions of the sector’s skilled professionals, with a special focus on the specific consequences for women. 

VAGUE CONCEPT OF THE NEW ECONOMY 

The concept of the new economy is still somewhat vague, but it has been debated so much that I will limit what I have to say to sketching out the operational conditions that I chose as the terms of reference for selecting the companies to be included in the study:

–
The concept developed as a result of a twofold revolution — electronic and free-market — that began primarily in the United States after 1995; the new economy emerged at that point in the 20th century because the information technology revolution provided the technological foundation it required (Castells, 1998, pp. 53–4 and 93) and gave pride of place to knowledge and its dissemination in production activities. It is readily referred to as a knowledge-based economy because the productivity and competitiveness of the players in that economy (whether companies, regions or countries) depend essentially on their capacity to generate, process and apply information and knowledge (Lesemann and Goyette, 2003, pp. 2–7; Stehr, 2002, 2000).

–
Furthermore, its advocates often stress the importance of returning to the major principles of free-market economics or credit this return with the remarkable U.S. economic expansion of the 1990s and the accompanying steady decline in inflation.

–
It is a worldwide, globalized phenomenon because key production activities, as well as consumption and distribution, are organized on a worldwide scale.

–
Organizations providing professional services to businesses, a highly competitive sector, account for at least half the jobs in this sector (Drolet and Morissette, 2002, p. 51).

–
Sector companies often interact as part of a network so that they can specialize in certain activities rather than combine them all and so instantly adapt the services they are offering to meet demand (Julien et al., 2003), which in many cases comes down to saying that they subcontract extensively. It is worth noting in this respect that many small new-economy companies do all or most of their business with a single customer, and so losing that customer would be very costly, if not fatal, for the survival of the company.

Let us take a quick look at the background to the industrial relations now emerging in what are referred to as new-economy organizations. Not only in North America, but in Western Europe, too, the 1990s were the years of what in France has been called the “liberal organization” (Chatzis et al., 1999; Courpasson, 2000) and in the United Kingdom and the United States the post-bureaucratic or post-Taylorist organization (Ashkenas et al., 1995; Castells, 1996; Drucker, 1988; Galbraith et al. 1993; Palmer and Dunford, 1997; Powell, 1990; Quinn et al., 1996; Snow et al., 1992; Volberda, 1998) — a set of principles that form an alternative model of business and workforce management that, it is claimed, renews and transforms the model of the bureaucratic organization, which belongs to an industrial age in decline. This new model is being implemented at various levels in many different sectors, and not only in the new economy, of course. But there is no better laboratory than the new economy to observe the prototype of this alternative model at its best, in part because virtually all of its activities are run according to the management-by-project mode of organization.
 This is not surprising, as management by project is one of the organizational innovations specific to the liberal or post-bureaucratic organization (Courpasson, 2000, p. 187) that provides a means of implementing the model’s salient features: disappearance or flattening of the command and control hierarchies; assigning greater responsibility to so-called independent workers, especially when they are highly skilled and what is sought, at least in part, is innovation; questioning of the Fordist compromise; a high level of work flexibility; and disappearance of job security, of rigid salary structures, of stable or predictable work schedules, etc. 

The new economy provides an ideal site to observe the post-bureaucratic organizational model at work, with all its enthusiastic claims, and to see how it measures up to its promises: 

–
This type of organization abandons cumbersome bureaucracy, with its strict social and technical division of labour, in favour of flexibility, adaptability and multitasking of workers and facilities

–
The model marks the end of needless, oppressive hierarchies in favour of decentralization, employee independence, and work in flexible, temporary teams that focus on meeting immediate needs

–
The abandonment of excessive monitoring and control in favour of the assessment of results for which the team itself is responsible and accountable

–
The advent of cooperation, participation, responsibility — of a workplace where initiative, skills and horizontal negotiation are valued as means of reaching objectives

–
With respect to industrial relations, a “new consensus” can often result that reconciles management and employees

My purpose in writing this paper is to provide an empiric contribution to the debate surrounding the establishment of this new type of organization, that is, the findings of a survey of organizations of this type from the viewpoint of their working conditions. The conclusions reinforce the critical stand toward the idealized vision promoted by advocates of the liberal organizational model, including the forms of control that still survive there, the new constraints that have appeared and the differences in the impact they are having on women and men. 

RESEARCH MEthod 

Organizations Surveyed

Our organizational sample consisted of five new-economy companies and two more traditional large bureaucracies selected for comparison purposes:

–
Three small companies that offer information technology services to businesses (IT-1, IT-2 and IT-3)

–
Two companies that develop optics and telecommunications products (Optics-1 and Optics-2)

–
Two bureaucracies: 

–
the IT department of an insurance company (Insurance-IT) 

–
and a real estate management company (Real Estate Management)

Table 1

Breakdown of the seven organizations in our sample

	Little technology
	Major technological component

	Business services (non-computer-related)
	Business services (computer-related)
	Optics-photonics (production)

	Large bureaucracies
	Start-ups/Spin-offs (new economy)

	1

Real Estate Management
	1

IT department of a large financial services firm: Insurance-IT

(in-house department)
	3

Services to outside customers (with preferred customers in several instances): IT-1, IT-2 and IT-3
	2

Optics-1 and Optics-2


All seven organizations — the two more traditional, large bureaucracies as well as the other five — deal with customers: 

–
Insurance-IT, in keeping with a widespread contemporary trend, has been set up as an independent service centre for the organization as a whole, in charge of offering its services at optimal efficiency. The service centre is therefore virtually in competition with outside firms, since if these outside competitors can offer their services at lower cost, management may decide to give the work to them and do away with its in-house IT department

–
The customers of Real Estate Management include the shopping centres, office buildings and business parks it manages 

Subjects Surveyed 

In each organization we interviewed one or two human resources managers, two to four immediate superiors (project managers, team leaders, supervisors), ideally one man and one woman, when it was possible, and 10 to 12 employees (half of them men, half women) chiefly in computer engineering positions, although a few other functions were also represented: computer analysts, programmer-analysts, systems analysts, systems architects, test engineers, software designers, optics engineers, process engineers, operations engineers, optics-photonics researchers, IT engineers, project managers and other managers. 

In the specific case of Real Estate Management, we rounded out the sample of computer specialists with real estate managers, both male and female. The company’s IT department had just been outsourced, and there was only a small team of a dozen or so IT experts left on staff. 

SOME CULTURAL FEATURES SPECIFIC TO PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND MANAGEMENT BY PROJECT
Contrary to what one might expect, management by project has been implemented as a management method in all seven organizations equally. The comparison organizations had been chosen in order to include computer professionals assigned to positions of the same level as those in the five other companies, but it turned out that one of the criteria for comparing the five new-economy companies with the two large bureaucracies — that is, method of work organization — was already obsolete from the outset. Yet this should not really be surprising, for while the five new-economy organizations carry on activities in traditional project management areas (IT services for businesses and advanced optics engineering), the two comparison bureaucracies have recently switched over to management by project, which adopts the processes of project management (teams set up for a specific duration and with changing membership, independence in the organization of tasks along with responsibility for the achievement of specific objectives), even though its production activities do not possess its specific characteristics, such as production of a deliverable at a given price and by a given date (Cartwright and Gale, 1995, p. 14). 

The method of work organization can be summarized as follows. Each project corresponds to a contract binding the supplier organization to a customer organization for the provision of a given service. To carry out the project, a team is formed around a project manager. These teams are multifunctional, relatively independent, temporary and made up according to the customer’s needs (Alvesson, 1995; Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 2000; Berrebi-Hoffmann, 2002; DeFillippi, 2003; Legault, 2004). These teams are made up for a short term and must produce deliverable goods or services by a date and at a price established ahead of time by contract with different customers successively. In new-economy organizations, the professionals we surveyed are assigned to the production of services, but are rarely involved in negotiating the contracts in which budgets and deadlines are decided on — except, in an advisory and non-decision-making capacity, in order to estimate, at the request of management, the length of time required to perform a given operation that will be part of the process. They must then perform the resulting work, doing the best they can to meet the stipulated conditions — the inescapable constraints of project management. 

So, while it is true that “every project is a risk” — an oft-repeated principle of project management — it is also essential to understand that budget conditions and deadlines are frequently the two chief risk factors! The limits on them work against the success of the project, among other things. Yet the professionals involved and the project manager are the ones who are held accountable for the success or failure of the project. Pressure should therefore, in principle, be greater in the five new-economy organizations (since they have outside customers) than in the two bureaucracies, but that is not the case. At Insurance‑IT, whose customers are the other divisions of the same organization, the pressure comes from within the company, because the IT department has been turned into an independent profit centre, but it is no less strong. At Real Estate Management, the demands of the in‑house customers and the possibility that they could always take their business elsewhere put the professionals under the same pressure as in project management. 

Direct control over the way that these employees — said to be very independent within the company — get the work done is kept to a minimum; as Berrebi-Hoffmann (2002) notes, “the computer specialists in charge of their portfolio of customers most often work alone, spending 10 hours a day in front of their computer screens, with no set hours, sometimes at the customer’s site, sometimes at head office, with almost total technical and business independence” (p. 36, translation). 

However, the independence that professionals enjoy is granted to them in exchange for their commitment to achieve objectives for which they become accountable. The common factor in all these objectives is the overriding need to satisfy the customer. The desire to ensure this satisfaction acts as a powerful instrument of control, as customer satisfaction becomes the key issue of all performance appraisals (Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 2000; Legault, 2003). Control has not disappeared in liberal, post-bureaucratic organizations that manage projects (Courpasson, 2000, p. 193). Constant in-house competition among professionals — among project managers as well as among team members hoping for a good position, hopefully as a project manager, the next time they are drafted for a project — has a significant regulatory effect, at very little expense (Berrebi-Hoffmann, 2002; Courpasson, 2000). 

As a result of this form of work organization and its associated constraints, a culture develops that is specific to this work environment. The main features can be summarized as follows: the salaried professionals who work in this environment behave more like independent entrepreneurs than employees; the length of the work week has a lower limit but no upper limit; there is great resistance to allowing any reduction or rearrangement of working hours or any redefinition of the place of work, and long work hours are regarded as being a sign of employee commitment and constitute a major criterion in performance appraisal and promotion. In the organizations in our sample, which have relatively flat hierarchical structures as is typical of the new economy (Alvesson, 1995; Kunda, 1992), being promoted generally means becoming a team leader or project manager, in charge of the highest-profile projects or else manager in another capacity. 

Behaviour Typical of an Independent Entrepreneur

Queried as to the ideal employee sought for the functions that are the subject of the survey, both management representatives and employees stressed three major qualities: 

–
Knowing how to work as part of a team (to interact with both colleagues and customers)

–
Demonstrated ability to work on one’s own without supervision

–
Adherence to a set of values that includes satisfying the customer above all, remaining aware that one represents the company in all one’s relations with customers, meeting contract deadlines at all costs, not counting one’s working hours, being able to work under intense pressure, demonstrating commitment (with even French-speaking employees preferring to use the English term “commitment” rather than the French “engagement”)

On this last point, the data are very revealing, with our respondents using expressions such as “have a customer-driven approach,” “be creative to remain competitive,” “listen to users and/or customers,” “be available 24 hours a day,” “work 24 hours a day,” “don’t count your hours, give a lot without expecting anything in return,” “everyone makes sacrifices together to do overtime,” “be available day and night,” “always say yes, agree to do anything,” “live up to your commitments,” “be available at ridiculous hours,” etc. If necessary, work abroad for months at a stretch, provide continuous customer support (be reachable 24 hours a day) one week each month, set up new systems on weekends on top of one’s normal workload — these are all routine requirements for our respondents, many of whom are, or are about to become, young mothers or fathers. What is expected of employees is dedication or devotion rather than just commitment. Professionals must be available during customers’ working hours, which will vary depending on time zone differences, since customers are located all over the world. Most of the professionals we surveyed accepted the requirement as part and parcel of the line of work they had chosen and did not consider it to be an additional demand imposed on them. Both male and female workers consent to it with the conviction that comes with having agreed to it when they chose their profession; in the view of the majority, if they no longer agree with it, they should change professions or the way they practise their professions. 

In the seven organizations surveyed, staff carried on their activities with the independence specific to management by project, both as individuals and as a team. In the five new-economy organizations, the usual strict divisions between specialized departments (production, accounting, human resources, legal services, etc.) do not exist. One of the characteristics of this form of organization is that it brings together, within each project team, all the constraints that in a more traditional form of organization are spread throughout a variety of departments: production deadlines, sales growth, production quality, cost cutting, etc. 

This means that the members of a team in charge of developing a new software application in three months, for instance, must settle conflicts between these various constraints on a daily basis and make logistical decisions that, each time, are of crucial importance for the success or failure of the project and, consequently, for their careers. For example, is it better to dispense with a testing phase in order to meet a deadline, at the risk of delivering a product that has bugs in it, or to emphasize quality while taking more time, at the risk of having to deal with a customer who is losing patience because of the missed deadline? (see Berrebi-Hoffmann, 2002). Since tolerance to stress is highly esteemed and a criterion in performance appraisals, individual workers often have to handle these conflicts in isolation and tend to internalize them. 

Given the extent of the risk, the best solution is often to try to do everything, which means increasing working hours with no upper bounds — a tremendous degree of employee mobilization. It is essential, however, not to overlook the factors that trigger this behaviour. The employees we surveyed express a very high level of individual commitment, of course, and love their work; but many of them also show symptoms of burnout and are struggling with what are sometimes acute problems reconciling work and family life (Legault, 2004). They do not really have a choice about their very high level of commitment, but they describe it as being internalized, deeply felt or “pragmatic,” meaning put into action because it is necessary and because, in any case, there is no avoiding it (categories given in Courpasson, 2000, p. 202). While decentralization, which lies at the heart of management by project, flattens the hierarchical management structure, it also forces project managers and their teams to assume considerable responsibility, since they will all be evaluated on the basis of project results. Under these circumstances, not demonstrating commitment comes down to losing ground and possibly to losing one’s job. 

The idea of commitment to one’s job has changed a great deal in the field of consulting engineering. One of the classic definitions of commitment (Mowday, Steers and Porter, 1979), one that dominated research on this topic for some 30 years without being challenged much (Guest, 1992), had two major components: the desire to remain in the employ of a given organization, which is referred to as continuance commitment, and adherence to the values and objectives of the employer, and the willingness to provide the corresponding effort, referred to as affective/attitudinal commitment. The importance of the probability of long-term loyalty toward an employer has lost a lot of weight in the current economic situation, while specific, short-term factors related to employee performance and contribution to the company at the present moment are being given much greater weight (Guest, 1997, 1998; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2000). These days, commitment is measured far more in terms of criteria associated with customer satisfaction: giving priority to customer service, for example, reducing the time frame and costs of each project, and helping to build company market share with respect to competitors (Singh and Vinnicombe, 2000, pp. 247–248). 

What salaried engineers have to say about this is virtually the same as what entrepreneurs have to say: the performance of each employee helps ensure the competitive position of the company in the marketplace and, consequently, customer satisfaction ensures the employee’s job. In a fiercely competitive environment, a company that has no customers ceases to exist. This constraint has been fully understood and accepted by professionals, and their perception is that they have a common interest with company management: keeping the customer means keeping the company and one’s job (on this topic see, also, Singh and Vinnicombe, 2000). A great deal of importance is given to the fact that employees must put in the same effort as they would if the company belonged to them, and not act as if they were employees “paid by the hour” or “civil servants” — in other words, they must identify with entrepreneurship. IT professionals are subject both to the constraints of the marketplace, specific to managers in more traditional production companies, and the constraints of production; they work as a team to produce a deliverable and deal regularly with the customer at the same time. In these work environments, management transfers to the producers the responsibility for dealing with the customer during the production phase and a significant part of their work is essentially diplomatic. Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson (2000) discuss the key importance of the customer in the area of computer engineering; while some of the customer’s requirements may be negotiable, most of them are not. 

As a result, among professionals there is a perception that a consensus exists between them and management, which may lend credence to claims of a “new consensus” in the liberal, post-bureaucratic organization, provided we remember that this conclusion is valid only for a certain category of highly skilled, very mobile professionals — the category we are examining in this paper. There is little in the way of protest among these workers, but widespread acceptance of the inevitability of the market constraints, external to the organization, that affect management just as much as employees, the two groups being equally vulnerable (Courpasson, 2000, pp. 278–9). This means — or at least it appears to mean — that management does not ask for anything that is not legitimate, since the demands of the market leave few options. Making the same observation, Berrebi-Hoffmann (2002) applies Albert Hirshman’s categories to underscore the fact that these workers have no “voice”; there is only “loyalty” and commitment, on the one hand, or “exit,” on the other. But we must be careful how we interpret this silence, as these professionals are not organized as a group; we cannot predict what opinions they might express if they were organized. 

Elastic Work Week

In exchange for professionals’ commitment to achieving objectives for which they assume full responsibility, their working hours, as we have seen, know no bounds, because satisfying the customer takes precedence over everything. For all the reasons discussed so far, both employees and managers consider that there is no such thing as a “normal” work week, as the project must be completed by the deadline, regardless of how many hours have to be worked. 

This is not just a cultural characteristic; it is also a harsh reality. In the companies surveyed, the official work week varied in length from 35 hours (two firms) to 37.5 hours (three) to 40 hours (two). As for hours actually worked, here is the breakdown of our respondents’ working hours, on a constant basis throughout the year, and not just an exceptional basis.

Table 2

Working hours

	
	Total (n = 88)
	Women (n = 45)
	Men (n = 43)

	> 40 hours
	49%
	40%
	58%

	> 50 hours
	13.6%
	6.6%
	20%


Some respondents said they had worked 80 hours a week for three months, without any compensation for the extra hours. In most of the organizations surveyed, there is no set provision stipulating how professionals are to be compensated for the extra hours they work: the overtime can be paid at the regular rate, given as time off in lieu of payment (at the regular rate), seldom with bonuses (at time and a half or double time), be neither paid nor given as time off in lieu and, finally, it is rare to see cases where employees are compensated fully for all the extra time they put in. Of course, this is routine practice among professionals, who are generally paid an annual salary and not by the hour; but there is no denying that our respondents put in a huge amount of overtime, on a regular basis. 

In Canada, 17% of the labour force did overtime during a typical work week, and over half (53%) of these workers were neither paid nor compensated in any other way for this work. So this is a trend that is not limited to new-economy organizations (Johnson, Lero and Rooney, 2001, p. 37). 

In all the companies we visited for the survey, both large bureaucracies and small knowledge-based firms, employees felt that professional requirements have been getting more demanding in recent years, that the employee workload has been growing and with it, the demand for longer work hours. Statistics Canada data confirm this trend, showing that university graduates employed full-time in knowledge-based companies work longer hours than their counterparts in the other service sectors and put in more unpaid overtime than their counterparts in other goods-producing sectors (Drolet and Morissette, 2002, p. 52). 

Long Hours and Employee Performance Appraisals

As in organizations that follow the old bureaucratic model, however, commitment is the most important factor in promotion in the new economy, and it is measured in a fairly traditional manner by employee “presenteeism” (Cooper, 1996, p. 15), including the many hours of overtime that employees are willing to put in. In the organization of work by projects, the risks inherent in any production of services are delegated to the producers themselves, and the associated accountability is considered to be a motivating factor, yet it is also a performance appraisal factor whose scope is clear to everyone. The project is a method of work organization that is very effective socially because it “also makes it possible to identify the most dedicated members of the project team” (Courpasson, 2000, p. 194).

In this world of “tight workflows,” the constraints set by the need to achieve objectives and satisfy the customer greatly reduce the apparent independence of these workers; they have no foreman looking over their shoulder, but they are under no less pressure because their performance appraisal will depend on the results of the project. 

Long working hours are essential in order to meet the agreed contract deadlines, and so it should come as no surprise that presenteeism is always the prime criterion used to assess employee commitment in the organizations we surveyed. This fact has major consequences for women. 

SOME STRUCTURAL features SPECIFIC TO PROJECT MANAGEMENT and management by project

Atrophy of the Human Resources Management (HRM) Function and of Industrial Relations

Many policies related to work-life balance simply do not exist in the organizations we surveyed, and there are no plans to implement them: equal opportunity programs for women, employee assistance programs, workplace daycare, time off for personal reasons or the option of converting the use of annual vacation or sick leave, reduction or rearrangement of working hours, telecommuting or working from home, etc. 

With respect to rearranging working hours or telecommuting, however, some organizations propose unofficial measures that come close to these policies. Professionals can negotiate, on an ad hoc case-by-case basis, leave in lieu of time worked, early departure, a part-time arrangement or working from home for a day, with their project manager, who has full discretionary power to make the decision. In fact, employers in our sample ranked behind unionized, private-sector Quebec employers — but also, it must be noted, behind most knowledge-based firms — when it came to offering employee assistance programs and workplace daycare, according to Statistics Canada (Drolet and Morissette, 2002, p. 55)! 

One of the most disturbing findings of our survey was the absence (or very unobtrusive presence) of the Human Resources Department (HRD) when many decisions were taken that in all other organizations would be the responsibility of this department, and the lack of policies designed to provide a decision-making framework in the following situations: 

–
Selection and assignment of employees to the various projects 

–
Authorization to plan working hours (part time, flex time, compressed work weeks) 

–
Authorization to plan the place of work (authorization to work from home) 

–
Assignment and acceptance of overtime hours and whether or not such hours are compensated or not 

–
Performance appraisal of highly skilled staff 

–
Promotion of this staff, often on the basis of the performance appraisal 

–
Time off and vacation 

In fact, HRDs have almost no say in the application of these organizations’ labour policies, so that it is hardly surprising that there should be so few such policies. The HRD does not get involved, or has only a very minor role to play, in the relations between the immediate superior (project manager) and the employee, does not supervise them, and does not hold the managers accountable for applying directives or standards as they often simply do not exist, just as HRM policies do not exist. The manager or project manager enjoys wide latitude in exercising this decision-making power and can, if necessary, easily circumvent management policies respecting the object of the decision (where such policies exist) by invoking the overriding need to meet the conditions of the contract agreed with the customer. 

In this context, the main functions of the HRD are to:

–
Make sure that the company complies with the main labour laws 

–
Administer the benefit plans it offers (retirement pension, if any, vacation, days off, etc.)

–
Provide other departments with the human resources they need to carry on their activities 

–
Proceed with disciplinary action, layoffs and dismissals when asked to do so 

A trend of this kind is quite consistent with management by project, in which, according to some, “the customer [especially in the new economy] now holds all the power, at the expense of the service provider,” that is, the company and its management (Akram and Laimé, 2000, p. 12; Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 2000). This is truer than some people would like to think, particularly in the case of these organizations’ HRDs, for in addition to the importance of the customer, but on a deeper level, the sweeping implementation of management by project is viewed by some authors as the result of an internal struggle within organizations between “experts” and “managers,” in which organization by project puts the experts in a given field at the controls by making them project managers, subject to giving them an opportunity to acquire, through credited training or through experience, the necessary management skills without having to bear “the shameful stigma of specialization and rigidity” (Courpasson, 2000, p. 195). In other words, this form of organization represents an alternative to the functional specialization of bureaucracies, one that is said to foster innovation and ability to adapt quickly. 

Decision-making Power Is Decentralized by Delegating It to Immediate Superiors

With respect to arrangements aimed at balancing work and personal life, immediate superiors accept or refuse requests from employees on the basis of a “time bank” for which there are no formal management rules. The project manager keeps an unofficial account of employee overtime hours and willingness to be flexible. Generally speaking, this is how professionals can get some form of compensation for the extra hours they put in, albeit never for all of them, and nothing is ever guaranteed. In fact, they must have chalked up a great deal of overtime and demonstrated extraordinary flexibility to their immediate superior if they are to have any hope of obtaining special arrangements that, in their accounting, are only very rarely commensurate with all the overtime they have put in. Each of these special arrangements is the subject of a transaction that does not fall within any supervisory framework and for which there is consequently no possibility of appeal of any kind whatsoever. 

Project managers, as we know, must shoulder a huge responsibility: their management position is temporary, offering few guarantees but carrying big risks, and can be compromised at any time, since they are constantly being reassessed. They have little formal authority, and to prove themselves in each new project, must rely on what are essentially diplomatic qualities of leadership (Courpasson, 2000, pp. 197–8). Their means of control, especially to obtain desired performance and to discipline undesired behaviour, are limited. Granting or refusing consent to special arrangements is one of the means of control by which they can reward committed employees who show flexibility toward project constraints and by which they can penalize those who do not. 

The special arrangements granted vary from one project to the next within the same company. Some project managers are willing to grant them in exchange for lots of overtime hours, while others are not open to them at all, and professionals know these positions. Employees who want special arrangements or regular working hours know not to apply to work on projects headed by these managers. There is a hierarchy of projects that corresponds to these variations; the highest-profile projects are in most cases for customers that provide the company with the biggest orders, that themselves are more prestigious and that account for the largest share of the company’s sales. Since the success of these projects is more crucial, the person in charge of them will tend to be less flexible in allowing special work arrangements, unless the arrangements do not compromise the delivery of the product within the allotted time frame and budget, which is rare.

While this discretionary power may seem considerable in comparison with the power of a mid-level manager in a bureaucratic-style organization, it is important to remember that it is commensurate with the responsibility assumed by the project manager, which comes with some big risks in a highly competitive context: risk of losing a major customer, of layoffs, of merger or even closing (Courpasson, 2000, pp. 278–9). The constraint of commitment imposed on the members of the project team is proportional, by delegation of authority, to the pressure on the project manager to succeed: renunciation of individual needs in favour of the group, unfailing solidarity, loyalty and availability must be constantly reasserted in a context of great uncertainty (Courpasson, 2000, pp. 199–200). 

Furthermore, the immediate superior often shares discretionary power over arrangements for working hours or working from home (to varying degrees) with the customer’s representative, whose say over working conditions is not insignificant, especially in cases where the employee works on the customer’s premises, which happens quite often. 

Staff (both management and production staff) mention all kinds of arguments in support of these practices: 

–
They do not want to be constrained by the strictures of formalism 

–
Many new-economy companies are small organizations where over-specific HRM policies are counter-productive 

–
These policies restrict the flexibility required for organizing work by project, in which it is often necessary to work hand in hand with the customer

In practice, however, this results in ad hoc HRM decisions that on the whole tend to lack consistency because working conditions vary between company employees at any given moment. It even happens that where a HRD does exist, the few policies that it has issued are regularly violated, and everybody knows it and accepts it. Working conditions vary, moreover, for the same employee in the course of his or her employment in a given organization. 

Among our respondents, 21 women (n = 45) and 10 men (n = 43) clearly stated that they would prefer to see official, written work-life balance policies implemented in their company to protect them against the discretionary power of their immediate superior. This individualized method of managing industrial relations increases the number of special situations and creates among employees a profound feeling of injustice, unfairness and dependence toward the project manager. 

Rigidity with Respect to Making Special Workplace Arrangements or Reducing or Rearranging Working Hours 

In all the companies we surveyed, the primary factor in all decisions — whether about working hours, reconciling private life with working life, or human resources management in general — is the customer, who becomes the focal point of all attention, with the project team ranking second in terms of loyalty. As a result, in practice, project managers put up very firm resistance to any requests for reduced working hours, flex time, mobile days off for personal reasons or working from home, explaining, quite rationally, that these practices are simply incompatible with “projects” in computer services for businesses. Most professionals say that they subscribe to this view. 

Let us summarize the obstacles, expressed by survey respondents, to the rearrangement of working hours; they are given as reasons for refusing requests for part-time work and are often invoked to justify the obligation to agree to put in overtime: 

–
Customers’ needs

–
Constraints of teamwork: the necessary interaction between team members, with each member contributing unique skills in a highly specialized production process requiring highly skilled workers

–
Volume of work in relation to the human and financial resources budgeted for completing the agreed projects. This factor is not mentioned explicitly but can be deduced logically from the fact that so much overtime is necessary to complete the project within the agreed deadline. 

As for the team, the constraint of solidarity is particularly strong, with members feeling they have a duty to be present at the same time as the others as long as the project manager deems it necessary, regardless of the time of day (evenings) or day of the week (weekends, statutory holidays). Standing out from the group by choosing to work part time, or even by sticking to a regular work week in an effort to achieve a balance between work and private life, is viewed as a breach of this solidarity and results in the person being excluded from consideration for any so-called demanding projects. This explains in large part the extreme rigidity observed in these organizations with respect to making special arrangements for working hours or telecommuting. In management by project, the far-reaching social control provided by peer pressure offers many advantages over costly vertical or hierarchical management control; it reinforces the already fierce competition between professionals as a means of obtaining behavioural conformity without having to factor in a top-heavy hierarchy (Berrebi-Hoffmann, 2002). There is no need for an immediate superior to monitor and discipline employees, since you have to conform if you do not want your colleagues to have to shoulder a heavier workload because you are not there. 

As justification for refusing requests to work from home, five obstacles were raised in the interviews (two of the obstacles being the same as those mentioned against rearranging working hours), which make it impossible officially to grant an employee the right to work from home, even for a limited number of days:

–
Equipment required to do the work, with two copies of some items being necessary (e.g., some optics production software can cost $15,000) 

–
Protection of confidential data belonging to customers, most of whom order management information systems 

–
Overriding need for frequent exchanges of information between team members, which means that they all have to be on site at the same time 

–
Uniqueness of certain skills that makes it essential for that person to be present on site 

–
Customer’s requirements in terms of presence and availability of employees assigned to its project, either because the employees are acting in a support capacity to the customer, or because the customer wants to be able to speak to them at all times, or because the customer wants the employee to work on its premises for the entire duration of the project. As Daniel Cohen (2000) puts it, it is “just in time” for the customer, and “busy all the time” for the project employee

As a result, management does not declare any other flexibility than that which the project managers are willing to agree to unofficially, on their terms and conditions and, above all, within the constraints imposed on them by management and the customers, which in this regard have the same position: respect the terms and conditions of the contract, satisfy the customer. 

IMPACT ON WOMEN CONTRASTS SHARPLY WITH THAT ON MEN 

We asked all respondents whether they had ever considered switching from a full-time position to a part-time position, or to a compressed work week, as a way of addressing the problems of achieving a balance between work and private life. Responses from men were very different from those from women. Here is a more detailed breakdown. 

Table 3

Breakdown, by sex, of intentions to reduce or compress working hours

	
	Women
	Men

	Have considered reducing or compressing their working hours
	30/45
	8/43

	Work part time
	4
	0

	Say that it does not apply to their type of position 
	3
	2


Far more requests for a reduction in working hours (part time) or for measures such as the compressed work week come from women than from men. In this respect, the women in our sample differed little from the Quebec population as a whole, in which women have a shorter paid work week than men because they have to do more housework. Between 1980 and 1998, the percentage of workers putting in a work week of 41 hours or more rose from 17% to 21% of the labour force. More male workers (29%) than female workers (12%) report doing very long hours. In 1998, 6% of men and 1% of women worked 60 hours a week (Johnson, Lero and Rooney, 2001, p. 37). In 1998, however, women between 25 and 44 years of age who held down a full-time paid job spent 5 hours a day on unpaid housework, compared with 3.3 hours for men in the same category (Johnson, Lero and Rooney, 2001, p. 49). The working day is virtually equal in duration for men and women (10.5 hours for 25-to-44 year old mothers holding down a full-time job, 10.3 hours for fathers), but close to half of the working day for women is unpaid because they devote an average of 5.5 hours day to paid work, and the remainder to unpaid housework; men devote 7 hours a day to paid work (Johnson, Lero and Rooney, 2001, p. 50). 

Among our respondents, there were significant differences between the two sexes. Many more women than men: 

–
Refused to do overtime or reduced their overtime hours; it is interesting to note that women put in less overtime: 42% of them stick to the working hours stipulated in the contract, compared with 18.6% of men

–
Have considered switching from a full-time position to a part-time position in an effort to achieve a better balance between private life and professional life 

–
Would like to work part time, often 4 days a week; their male colleagues do not mention this need 

–
Set aside certain responsibilities of their professional life in order to have more time to devote to the responsibilities of their family and personal life 

More women than men also refuse to consider a promotion. 

Table 4

Breakdown of the 25 respondents (out of 88) who have refused or would refuse a promotion, 
by sex and type of reason given

	
	Women
	Men

	For work-life balance reasons, owing to the time taken up by higher-level responsibilities
	18
	3

	Because they prefer technical work to management duties
	1
	3

	Total number of respondents who have refused or would refuse a promotion
	19 (21.6%)
	6 (6.8%)


On the basis of our results, we can establish the devastating effects of the following findings:

–
More women than men want to limit their working hours 

–
Yet working hours and presenteeism are more than ever key indicators of employee commitment in the sectors surveyed, both according to the literature and in our sample 

–
Commitment is also a key factor in promotion that, because of the selection criteria chosen, puts those who request a reduction in working hours at a serious disadvantage 

For instance, one of the women in our sample reached an ad hoc arrangement with her boss to reduce her working hours from 40 to 35 a week. Here is the arrangement that he and she agreed on: 

And my boss [...] said: “What we’ll do, in your appraisal, for commitment to the company and all that, [is] we’ll just put ‘satisfactory.’” I went down a notch, you see. So instead of “very satisfactory,” they gave me “satisfactory.” That was the deal we made. [...] That meant a bit less of a raise, but they said, “We won’t ask you to do your 40 hours [...] unless there’s a rush [...]” (MF-3-16-4-5-01-19-3)

conclusion

As we have seen, our survey revealed very few differences among the seven organizations, despite the fact that our aim in examining two comparison organizations was to highlight the differences between two distinct forms of work organization for similar categories of professionals (computer engineers and professionals). 

Observers of what are proclaimed to be new forms of work organization — that is, the liberal or post-bureaucratic organization — are occasionally critical, and quite rightly, of the very small scale of the actual changes that have occurred in organizations that claim to have undergone a transformation in this respect and, on the basis of a number of case studies, reduce the phenomenon to nothing more than a marketing initiative aimed at effecting a change in image (Hales, 2002). It can be hypothesized that the case studies concluding that the change is merely cosmetic were probably conducted in more traditional sectors of the economy and elsewhere than in the West. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case in the new economy, where the features specific to these new forms of work organization find their true meaning. Real flexibility is required of employees, chiefly with respect to working hours, but reciprocation on the part of management occurs only with respect to functionality (demand for multiple skills) but not quantity (very little flexibility in number of hours). Employees and teams are very independent, but this independence comes at a price: huge responsibility for the success or failure of a project, even though the project team members and project manager are rarely involved in negotiating the budget and deadline conditions. Monitoring is superfluous, but control has not disappeared; it has simply been internalized. Initiative and skills are valued, but there is little tolerance of failure or slipping up. Finally, a certain consensus can be observed between management and employees, based on perception of a joint vulnerability to outside forces: the competitive market, the demanding customer, competitors. Professionals see themselves not as being exploited by their employer, but rather as being in the same boat as the employer in a competitive market in which they must, for everyone’s sake, bend to the wishes of their customers for fear of losing them (Courpasson, 2000, pp. 23, 188). No conclusions can be drawn about this at present, owing to the lack of any form of employee organization, which would be the only way for employees to express their disagreement. 

In the organizations we surveyed, both the culture and the structure specific to management by project have noticeable effects on the intensity of work, on the commitment demanded of professionals, on life outside of work and, given the way housework is shared at present, on women’s careers. 

In the research on women in engineering and related fields, there is a debate about the organizational forms that favour women’s careers, showing a contrast between large bureaucracies and small new-economy companies (spin-offs, start-ups). When it comes to women engineers specifically, Robinson and McIlwee (1989, 1991) have highlighted significant differences in openness towards women depending on the type of company — by comparing, for instance, a knowledge-based firm with a large semi-government bureaucracy. According to that study, large bureaucracies, though not free of discrimination, further the careers of women engineers more than do small knowledge-based companies. These findings are contradicted by those of Selby (1998), however, according to whom changes have occurred in small new-economy companies that hire engineers (spin-offs, start-ups), whereas other employers — universities, R&D agencies, the public service and large industrial bureaucracies — have been slow to change their policies and practices. Selby’s results give credence to the thesis that there is an intrinsic mode of operation in bureaucracies that discriminates against women (Ferguson, 1984; Savage and Witz, 1992). 

Our findings would appear to show that this debate is largely irrelevant, as there seems to be a culture specific to management by project and its influence is so strong that the IT departments of the bureaucracies in our sample (insurance and real estate management sector) follow employment practices that have more in common with those of small knowledge-based firms than with those of large bureaucracies in general. 

Nevertheless, women are much more likely to object to the disadvantages of the project-management or management-by-project style of work organization because they are the ones who suffer more from them. Studies that have looked into the devastating effects of this type of work organization on women engineers have focussed on women’s limited opportunities for advancement and their rate of departure (Evetts, 1993, 1994, 1997, 1998; Gale and Cartwright, 1995; Cartwright and Gale, 1995; Robinson and McIlwee, 1989, 1991). Our investigation found not only the same devastating effects of management by project on women in the fields examined, but others, too: longer working hours than women, and especially mothers, want; marginalization of those who request shorter working hours or simply observance of the working hours stipulated in their contract (chiefly women, but men also); and marginalization in terms of choice of projects. 

In an employment sector in which the underrepresentation of women (computer science, computer engineering) is deemed to be unacceptable, it is important to understand that the new forms of work organization do not favour a reversal of the current trend and that if employment equity is truly the goal, then more sector studies of this issue will be needed. Furthermore, in the interests of both men and women, the question of working hours in this form of work organization should also be investigated. 
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� 	This was one of the themes of the 40th conference of the Canadian Industrial Relations Association in 2004. 


� 	I am using the term “culture” in its anthropological sense to refer to what characterizes an organization rather than to something belonging to the organization or that, like a policy, is implemented by management. In contrast to certain functionalist or normative theories about organizations, I am here examining the culture that is emerging and not a culture that is being imposed from above, often by managers who are seeking to improve performance. 


� 	We have adopted the following definitions: “project management” is the term used in industries where production naturally lends itself to organization into projects, that is, the successive production of deliverable objects at a given price and according to a given schedule (in the construction industry, for instance), whereas “management by project” is used in sectors of the economy that have recently “switched over” to this form of management, with companies adopting the processes (teams with determined durations and changing membership, a certain degree of autonomy in organizing tasks and assuming responsibility for the achievement of specific objectives) even though their production does not possess these actual characteristics. Logically, the term “management by project” can encompass both types, and the scope of the term “project management” is limited to sectors where the organization of work into projects is inherent in production or demand. 





