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ABSTRACT

This paper presents the results of a case study pertaining to the use of information and commu-
nication media to support a range of project management tasks.  A variety of electronic commu-
nication tools have evolved to support collaborative work and virtual teams.  Few of these
tools have focused specifically on the needs of project managers.  In an effort to learn how
practicing IT project managers employ these tools, data were collected at a North American
Fortune 500 industrial company via interviews with IT project managers regarding their use
and perceptions of electronic media within the context of their work on project teams.  In this
study, “virtual” describes the extent to which communication is electronic rather than the
extent to which team members are geographically separated.  Although the number of respon-
dents was limited, the richness of the data collected leads to the conclusion that successful
project managers and teams become skilled at adapting a variety of existing communication
technologies to match the project task or process, the receiver, their own role as sender, and the
content of the message.  Groupware designers and developers need to better understand project
management methods and best practices in order to provide better tools for practitioners,
particularly as organizations expand globally and increasingly outsource various functions of
their IT development and operations.
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INTRODUCTION

Electronically supported communica-
tion media, ranging from telephone connec-
tions to Internet websites to low-earth or-
bital satellite cellular technologies, have
become increasingly available to organiza-
tions and individuals throughout the world.

In addition to the straightforward opportu-
nity to link individuals across time and ge-
ography, these technologies provide oppor-
tunities for organizations to develop new
patterns of work-related interaction, even
when groups are co-located.

A large number of organizations are
becoming increasingly “projectized” in
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structure, accomplishing their strategic and
tactical goals through bringing together for
a fixed period of time cross-functional
groups of people, whose knowledge, skills,
and experiences are complementary and
focused on a time-dependent set of
deliverables. This approach is widely used
in information technology (IT) areas, where
much work is structured as a set of dis-
tinct, sometimes overlapping projects.
Designing work as a set of projects allows
the use of organizational learning through
the application of accumulated knowledge
regarding the organization of project work.
It  also emphasizes the creation of particu-
lar deliverables, whether computer appli-
cations, configurations of hardware, soft-
ware or integrated systems, or technology-
supported business processes. Project man-
agement provides a rich framework for the
study of team use of communication me-
dia for performing project tasks, yet few
researchers or groupware designers have
focused specifically on supporting project
management.

At present, many individuals use com-
puter-mediated communication (CMC)
tools, such as e-mail, on a self-directed, ad-
hoc basis to support various types of work
including participation on project teams.
Many firms expect advances in electroni-
cally mediated communications to enable
a more formal structured use of CMC tools
to support the goals of project management.
In addition they expect electronically me-
diated communications to allow for teams
to coordinate work at different geographi-
cal sites.  With the continued expansion of
multinational operations and global IT work
outsourcing (Arnold and Niederman, 2001),
more IT design and programming are be-
ing conducted in projects involving individu-
als of multiple cultures resident at multiple
locations (Carmel, 1999).  These trends il-

lustrate the continually growing importance
of and critical role for technologies that
enable and enhance communication in the
context of project management and ex-
ecution.

Modern organizations have the chal-
lenge of simultaneously understanding the
dynamics of project management and the
intricacies in the changes to communica-
tion as those technologies evolve.  For ex-
ample, learning the social along with the
technical use of these new telecommuni-
cation devices is important for successful
collaboration (Knoll and Jarvenpaa, 1995).
In order for technology designers to better
support co-located as well as distributed
project work, it is important to have a bet-
ter understanding of the characteristics and
needs of real project teams working on real
projects using commercially available CMC
tools and technologies.

The objectives of this study were to
identify, observe, and analyze the use of
electronically mediated tools and technolo-
gies by practicing project teams.  The goals
were to gain a deeper understanding of the
link between tools and tasks, for the pur-
poses of:
• contributing to development of a more

useful framework for researchers;
• identifying best practices for practitio-

ners;
• providing useful insights and direction for

groupware designers.

The paper begins by reviewing back-
ground literature relevant to virtual team-
work and technology tools that potentially
support project management, resulting in
several research questions.  Following that
is an explanation of methods and analysis
of the results of interviews with project
managers (PMs) in an industry work set-
ting.  The paper concludes with a discus-
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