
Understanding the Person 
through Stories: Examples in 

Project Management
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Background: Projects

• Project Management Research
– Rethinking Project Management Network 

(government sponsored)

• Book ‘Making Sense of Project Realities’
– projects: social, political
– skills: ‘ProjectCraft’ rather than toolkits
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Projects are Socially Constructed

Project Shaping
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Project Manager Identity

• If projects are created through ‘shaping’ then 
who are the ‘shapers’?

• What should a project manager do?
– it depends on who they are (and who they want to be)

• What are the ‘credible’ identities in project 
management?

• How are they performed?



• Weick – Sensemaking in Organizations
– presents seven principles of sensemaking, of which 

the first is:
– sense is “grounded in identity construction”
– the construction of ‘project sense’ formulates the self
– two modes of sense - project & identity - are mutually 

dependent

We cannot seek to understand one without the other

Identity: Perspectives



• Goffman – Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
– a performance claims a definition of a situation
– and presents an identity

• Linstead & Linstead – Organization and Identity
– Identity construction has three components:

• resources – ‘identity capital’
• mode of formation (incorporation, resistance, autonomy, etc)
• performance (masks, events, politics, storytelling, defence)

Identity: Perspectives



• The process to be studied

• The evidence is in stories, which are:
– personal narratives about situations
– but also organise the self
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Analysis Methodology

• Deconstruction:
– dualities
– hierarchy
– rebels and denials
– omissions
– causality

…from David Boje:
“To maintain a centre takes 

enormous energy”

• Resources:
– artefacts 
– allegiances
– personal wherewithal
– wider narratives 

(eg self, morality, 
values, legacy)

– challenges 
(eg ‘situations’)



Findings and Issues

• Identity acts: resources + performance
• Can we see a coherent identity?:

– “enormous energy” – storytelling craft
– maintaining a centre

• Or are we imposing our own perception of 
structure on an unrelated collection of acts?

• How many identities?
• Emerging themes:

– pursuit of power
– choices and consequences (project & personal)



Where does this lead?

• From mainstream project management – a 
unitary prescriptive identity

• Towards - multiple credible identity possibilities
• A map of professional identities:

– navigating ones personal journey in professional 
world

– clarity of ambition, career choices
– education programmes, personal learning



Please Contribute

• Send your personal project story (or persuade a 
friend)

• You don’t need to be a ‘Project Manager’ to have 
a project story

• Invitation, guidelines, background information at:
http://projectcraft.org.uk

• Or email me: charles@projectcraft.org.uk
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