
Transnational development projects in
MNCs:

A study of Ericsson

Roger Danell & Anders Knutsson





Avdelning, Institution
Division, Department

 
Ekonomiska Institutionen
581 83 LINKÖPING

Datum
Date
2001-06-07

Språk
Language

Rapporttyp
Report category

ISBN

Svenska/Swedish
X Engelska/English

Licentiatavhandling
Examensarbete ISRN   Ekonomprogrammet 2001/15   

  
C-uppsats

X D-uppsats Serietitel och serienummer
Title of series, numbering

ISSN

 Övrig rapport
____

URL för elektronisk version
http://www.ep.liu.se/exjobb/eki/2001/ep/015/

Titel
Title

Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson 

Författare
 Author

Roger Danell, Anders Knutsson

Sammanfattning
Abstract
Background: The past decades two trends has been detected in the society. First of all, the new
economy has brought along globalisation as a striking trend, and secondly we have been hit by
some kind of “projectification”. The two trends seem to work against each other on several levels
and global companies have a hard time coping with both at the same time.

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to describe how an international development project is
organised and show what impacts a MNC structure has on its projects concerning management
and communication.

Method: In order to reach an understanding, a qualitative case study was performed, and several
interviews with people within a Ericsson project was made. In addition, Ericsson internal material
and project documentation was used.

Findings: We found that the global structure very much has an impact on the project studied and
that it did not have the characteristics that, literature of today describes, is common for projects.
Since the project consist of several independent subsidiary we would not like to call it a project
organised in a matrix, but rather described as an “intra-corporational consortium”.

Because of this structure, there are implications for management and communication as well. The
management, we believe, is more done by “good will”, and there is a strong resistance for
communicating since there is a belief that information will handle all problems.

Nyckelord
Keyword
project, projectorganisation, communication, management, transnational, Jonas Söderlund

http://www.ep.liu.se/exjobb/eki/2001/ep/015/


Avdelning, Institution
Division, Department

 
Ekonomiska Institutionen
581 83 LINKÖPING

Datum
Date
2001-06-07

Språk
Language

Rapporttyp
Report category

ISBN

X Svenska/Swedish
Engelska/English

Licentiatavhandling
Examensarbete ISRN   Ekonomprogrammet 2001/15   

  
C-uppsats

X D-uppsats Serietitel och serienummer
Title of series, numbering

ISSN

 Övrig rapport
____

URL för elektronisk version
http://www.ep.liu.se/exjobb/eki/2001/ep/015/

Titel
Title

Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson 

Författare
 Author

Roger Danell, Anders Knutsson

Sammanfattning
Bakgrund: De senaste decennierna har det varit möjligt att följa två trender i samhället. Dels har
den nya ekonomin drivit med sig globaliseringen som en stark trend, dels har vi kunnat se en
allmän “projektitfiering”. De två trenderna ser ut att arbeta mot varandra på flera områden, och
globala företag har svårt att hantera dem samtidigt.
 
Syfte: Syftet med uppsatsen är att beskriva hur ett internationellt utvecklingsprojekt är organiserat
och visa på vilken påverkan en multinationell organisationstruktur har på sina projekt avseende
ledning och kommunikation.
 
Metod: För att kunna nå förståelse inom detta område gjordes en kvalitativ fallstudie och flera
intervjuer med personer involverade i ett Ericssonprojekt. Dessutom användes internt
Ericssonmaterial och projektdokumentation.
 
Slutsatser: Vi fann att den globala strukturen i stor utsträckning har betydelse för det studerade
projektet och att projektet organisatoriskt inte är att likna vid det som beskrivs som ett projekt i
traditionell litteratur. Eftersom projektet är sammansatt av flera oberoende dotterföretag, så skulle
vi, hellre än att kalla det en matris, beskriva det som ett “intra-corporational consortium”.

Detta har även fått konsekvenser för ledning och kommunikation inom projektet. Ledningen kan
beskrivas utföras som “management by good will” och att information i mångt och mycket likställs
med kommunikation, vilket i sin tur leder till att kommunikation i form av interaktion anses
överflödig. 

Nyckelord
Project, projectorganisation, communication, management, transnational, Jonas Söderlund

http://www.ep.liu.se/exjobb/eki/2001/ep/015/






Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

Content
1 INTRODUCTION 1

1.1 Background 1

1.2 Problem discussion 4

1.3 Problem formulation 8

1.4 Purpose 9

1.5 Demarcations 9

1.6 Reading guidelines 10

2 METHODOLOGY 11

2.1 Scientific ground values 11

2.1.1 Science as fact of a matter or irrelevant subjective interpretations 12

2.1.2 Our ground values and what it has to do with the essay 14

2.2 Conclusion by deduction or understanding by induction? 15

2.3 The qualitative case study method 18

2.4 Our method 19

2.4.1 Why we find this method to be the most appropriate one 20

2.4.2 How we have collected data 20

2.4.3 Critics against the method chosen 21

2.5 Chapter summary 23

3 CASE PRESENTATION 25

3.1 Ericsson 25

3.2 SCSA 26

3.3 Mitsunami 27

4 FRAME OF REFERENCES 30



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

4.1 The organisation – the view of the authors 30

4.1.1 Organisation vs. human 30

4.1.2 The attempt of joining forces 32

4.1.3 Why the project organisation is a suitable solution 33

4.1.4 Projects characteristics 35

4.1.5 How to handle a project organisation-wise 36

4.2 Management - a combination of power and authority 37

4.3 Information and communication 40

4.4 Internationalisation & culture

4.5 Chapter summary

5 THE ORGANISATION

5.1 The organisational context of Mitsun

5.2 Product complexity

5.3 Formal objectives within the project

6 PROJECT ACTION AND PEOP

6.1 Management and decision-making

6.1.1 Decision-making in Mitsunami

6.1.2 TPM assignments and responsibilit

6.1.3 The rest of the management

6.1.4 Other roles and how they are looke

6.1.5 Management and hierarchy summa

6.2 Information flow and project commu

6.2.1 Formal information and communic

6.2.2 How does the information really flo

6.2.3 What about communication in Mits

6.2.4 Information and communication su

7 ANALYSIS

7.1 Analytical dimensions

7.2 Organisational characteristics
43

47

49

ami 49

52

56

LES OPINIONS 58

58

59

ies within the project 60

63

d upon 66

ry 66

nication 68

ation flow 68

w? 71

unami? 74

mmary 77

79

79

80



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

7.2.1 The inter-organisational matrix 81

7.2.2 The Ericsson spirit - just an illusion? 82

7.2.3 The absence of a team and a common goal 84

7.2.4 An alternative way of looking at this projects 87

7.3 Management within the project 90

7.3.1 A way of handling opportunistic behaviour 90

7.3.2 Structural implications on management 93

7.4 Information and communication 95

7.4.1 Information equals communication? 95

7.4.2 Structural implications on communication 97

8 CONCLUSIONS 100

8.1 The project myth 100

8.2 Management by good will 101

8.3 “Make yourself heard” 102

9 DISCUSSION & FUTURE STUDI
ES 103





Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

1

1 Introduction

In this opening part we intend to make the reader acquainted with the

problem area that we have chosen, and also try to show why it is of interest

for others as well as ourselves. The chapter will end up in a problem

formulation, and after that a purpose stating what this essay is meant to

achieve.

1.1 Background

A person interested in organisations has during the past decade been able to

detect two trends in the society. First of all, the new economy has brought

along globalisation as a striking trend (Kelly, 1998; Müllern & Stein,

2000), and secondly we have been hit by some kind of “projectification”. It

is hardly possible to find any organisation, not holding any projects within

its boundaries.

The sceptical reader does perhaps not see any of these two trends as

directly new occurrences, and we do not want to oppose this person’s view.

What we do say is however that both issues have become more and more

popular in the last few years, and they are so common that they affect our

daily life in a very palpable way. 

These are not just our words, but e.g. Martin Haag (in Veckans Affärer,

1998-02-16) describes the current situation as “the age of globalisation”,

and Söderlund (2000) states that “projects are among the most important
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economic and industrial activities in the modern society”. We have reasons

to believe that the two trends in one way or another are connected, and

below we will give a brief description of why this is the case.

One consequence of the globalisation is that we today have numbers of

multinational actors that more or less have all kinds of functions spread

over the world. One driving force in this evolution has been, and still is, the

access to new technology, and primarily the communication ditto (Kelly,

1998). 

A common way of organising these global corporations is to split them into

more or less independent subsidiaries, and most often they are nation-based

(Mintzberg, 1979). This is merely a way of organising these gigantic

enterprises in a “natural” way, but the fact that the subsidiaries belong to

the same corporation implies that different parts are expected co-operate in

several ways. This is something that has become a lot easier due to the

development of communication technology, but it is for sure a lot harder

when trying to do it on a global basis. Even though sharing basic

organisational belonging, no matter how strong organisational culture that

is present, they are still to some extent split by geographical distance, as

well as differences in language, education and nation culture (Bjerke, 1999)

As well as changes in organisations and communication technology, also

the characteristics of products manufactured changed. Often we see that the

product itself is increasingly virtual in the shape of either computer

software or other types of services (Kelly, 1998). Also the product life

cycles have shortened in general, and within software technology in

particular (Kelly, 1998). This in turn has increased the importance of
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product-development and looking at most industries, new products are

being developed before the old ones have reached the market (Kelly, 1998).

One way of coping with this in multinational corporations has been a

geographic distribution of such development. 

A typical way of handling product-development is by starting a project.

Assigning a team that commits itself to achieve a certain goal within given

limits in time and money sounds like a pedagogic way of pursuing a

development project. The project is also most often viewed upon as

something that is detached from “ordinary” activities (Kolltveit & Reve,

1998).

Now we have found the connection between the two trends, i.e.

“projectification” and globalisation. When reading the magazine Computer

Sweden (Lotta Kempe, 2000-12-20) we found an article that gave us a lead

to that this may be a somewhat troublesome area when combining them.

The article covered project failures and one major issue that the project

managers had overseen was the fact that cultural differences always create

problems when working with people from other countries. In addition we

interviewed people at one of the worlds leading telecom companies,

Ericsson, and they also indicated that projects that are held on a global

basis are not always trouble-free. This in turn gave strength to our (and of

course Kempe’s) reasoning, and it certainly woke our curiosity.

In order to increase our knowledge about projects within multinational

corporations we started our search for literature in the topic. Finding

literature regarding projects was not a problem, on the contrary tons of

work has been done in this area (although much of it is not very scientific).
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Similarly the issue of multinational organisations and how they ought to be

handled seems to be widely treated in written material. 

However, as we started searching literature concerning projects in

multinational environments we actually were not able to find any. Yet we

believe that this should be of great interest in the global industry that exist

today. Therefor we hope that this thesis will help to increase the

understanding of how projects are handled in global environments.

The only thing left now was to find a proper object to investigate. Knowing

that globalisation, or at least the new kind of ditto, was brought to us by the

information technology (Müllern & Stein, 2000), it would of course be of

interest to find a company acting within it. Also having inside connections

with one of these multinational corporations, Ericsson, the choice was not

very hard to make.

1.2 Problem discussion

Being one of the most successful telecom companies in the world, Ericsson

has for decades been working in projects consisting of participants from

different subsidiaries. The use of projects is of course not something

exclusive within Ericsson, although they have grown to be quite good at it.

In time and along with the trend in society, as well as increasing

technological possibilities, these projects have become more and more

global, accompanied with a growing complexity regarding the product

itself. 
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Looking at the telecommunication industry, we have seen two

characteristics that are quite typical for projects pursued within it. First of

all there is the size. Very often a project means constructing a complete

telecommunication network, consisting of products that are at the edge of

what technology can manage. This implies that several, each large, sub-

projects must be performed. That in turn forces the company to use

resources from all over the world in order to fulfil the commitment towards

the customer.

The other issue, that makes the situation in development projects critical, is

the fact that time has become extremely crucial in order to keep, what is

referred to as, “the first movers advantage” (Lieberman & Montgomery,

1988). The company must have a better TTM1 and TTC2 than its

competitors, not to be outpaced by them (Gilbert & Strebel, 1987). In order

to reduce TTM most projects at Ericsson are carried out with something

called the fountain model (Figure 1.1, Söderlund, 2000). This implies that

the project parts start somewhat simultaneously, even though there are

strong inter-dependencies among them. This in turn makes the projects

very hard to co-ordinate and hence complex.

                                          
1 TTM = Time to market, which in short is the time from when an idea pops up till the
time that it is possible to buy the idea in productified form on the market (Mattsson,
1999)
2 TTC = Time to customer, which in short is the time from when a customer orders a
product or service till the time he/she receives it (Mattsson, 1999)
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Figure 1.1: The fountain model (Söderlund, 2000)

Product life cycles are getting shorter and shorter and one missed release

may become disastrous for the company (Christopher, 1998). As of today

the situation in telecommunications is such that a months delay may cause

loss of business worth billions of SEK and several percentages in market

share.

Despite that Ericsson has historically been doing rather well at these

projects and although they are very aware of the importance in succeeding

projects, there still are things to improve. As a matter of fact, a common

situation today is that when they are about to conclude the different parts of

a project, they hardly ever get it rightly done the first time. For some

reason, no matter how well a project is defined ahead, or how much effort

is put in co-ordination, and it is a lot, this seems to be a problem in every

total project3. The problems are usually dealt with later, and at the end the

                                          
3 A total project at Ericsson is a project that includes a cluster of sub-projects. Usually
each sub-project is a product that contains applications to the server, i.e. the total
project.

Sub-project 1

Sub-project 2

Sub-project 3

Sub-project 4

Time
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pieces will fit together, but this requires massive efforts on behalf of all

participants, as well as it will cost a lot of extra money.

One way of trying to secure the outcome from these projects has been the

development of PROPS – a common routine for how their projects should

be managed and co-ordinated. One could say that this is a model that aims

to reach quality within the project, not only regarding technological issues,

but also process-wise. PROPS is well-known among the Ericsson

employees, and almost everyone within the company can give an answer to

what it is and what it mainly contains. 

Looking at PROPS is very much like looking at all projects handbooks at

the same time. According to “handbook-wisdom” PROPS should, if

followed, guarantee success in projects. It should imply that if everyone

involved act as expected there should be no problems what so ever in the

end. Yet we can see that this is not the case. Improvements have been, and

are, constantly made, but the best result is still to be seen.

How come that a company, holding such experience, knowledge and

supposedly clear guidelines (PROPS) in projects, is not able to perform

projects as planned? One obvious explanation, that the Ericsson employees

see, is of course the technological complexity. The company is constantly

working with cutting-edge technology and therefor it could be said that it is

hardly possible to do things otherwise. Another issue that might be

addressed is how the co-ordination of deeply heterogeneous sub-actors is

handled. Obviously there is an extensive need for co-ordination in order to

get these projects tied together, and if this part of the process fails, the

results will be anything else but satisfying. 
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We believe that Ericsson in matter of technological competence is what

could be called top of the line. It is true that engineering resources

sometimes get scarce, although our impression is that in an overall view

this is not a problem. This is also something that can be shown in studies

performed in other companies performing software development (e.g.

Mikael Lindvall in Computer Sweden, 2001-03-19). As for co-ordination

one can only conclude that this seems to be taken care of. The term

PROPS, as well as its content is widely recognised and worked by. Hence it

is difficult to claim failure at that point.

1.3 Problem formulation

We know for a fact that Ericsson, regardless of big efforts in both

technological competence and organisational co-ordination, do not manage

to provide the desired outcome, i.e. a functional product within a project’s

time- and cost limits. 

During our pre-study we started asking people what they believed caused

this situation time after time. The technological complexity was given as

one reason, however most of the people we talked to seemed to think that

this was not the whole truth. When digging a little deeper into the problem,

we started to get comments that hinted towards a lack of information,

unclear management and also variables as ”it is a cultural issue”.

Knowing then that at least two of these issues, i.e. management and

information handling, are tightly coupled to organisational structure

(Mintzberg, 1979), an idea started to grow. Could it be the case that the
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answer to Ericsson’s problems is to be found in the combination of the

global organisational structure and the project as a working-form? 

In order to answer that question we will try to find the answers on the

following sub-questions:

•  What organisational characteristics does “our” project carry? 

•  How is the project managed, i.e. where are critical decisions made and

how is power distributed within the project? 

•  What does the information-flow look like and how is it communicated

between different parts in the project? 

1.4 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to describe how an international development

project is organised and show what impacts a MNC structure has on its

projects concerning management and communication.

1.5 Demarcations

Being two students in business administration, we are sadly aware of that

our technological competence is not cutting edge. Therefor we will not

analyse the technological issues within our study. Though they may be

contextual or even direct variables, that might help explaining the situation

in the project, we have no choice but to leave them for someone else to

investigate.



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

10

Further we have, due to our tight time limits, not studied all stakeholders

within the frame of the project. E.g. Lindvall (Computer Sweden, 2001-03-

19) suggests that the customer is a vital success factor for development

projects. We do however concentrate our studies to the connection between

certain stakeholders holding, what we believe are, strategic positions.

1.6 Reading guidelines

This is a scientific thesis and a part of that process is to present a thorough

description of the work done. However, depending on the reader’s

preferences different parts are of varying interest and therefor we propose: 

- That employees at Ericsson, in order to get a brief view of what topic

this thesis aims to describe, start by reading the introduction and then

move on to the final chapters, i.e. Analysis, Conclusions and

Discussion. For a quick study, reading the academic parts as

Methodology, Case presentation and the Frame of references is not

crucial. 

- That readers holding an academic interest should focus on the thesis as a

whole so that a complete understanding of the context can be reached.  

- That our friends and family, who for sure are to be exposed to this, at

least briefly overview the introduction and the final parts. This way

family peace will be guaranteed. 
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2 Methodology

In this chapter we describe the scientific debate in general and our view on

science in particular. We also give a description of how we have conducted

our study and discuss reliability in the essay. The purpose of the chapter is

to give the reader an insight in the minds of the authors.

2.1 Scientific ground values

“Only knowledge that is collected with scientific methods can be called

science, and only methods that reach certain demands can be called

scientific” 

Source: Wiedersheim-Paul & Eriksson, 1997

Whenever science is mentioned, most people associate to laboratories with

smoking test tubes and a confused grey-haired gentleman in the middle of

all this. Not to say that this picture is wrong, we can see that science in the

21st century is much more than that. 

Traditionally science was thought of as exclusively something performed

by scientists, active within natural sciences, e.g. mathematics, physics etc.

However, during the 20th century the term social science grew to be a very

big part of what we today consider the academic world, and as of today the

whereabouts are still up to discussion.

In several ways representatives of the two directions are miles from

reaching an understanding for each others standing point. As mentioned,

the natural sciences have set the standards of what is to be regarded as
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science, and perhaps more important, what is not. The way of

understanding the difference between the two paradigms can be found in

their view of what kind of reality they are trying to explain, and how the

knowledge to describe it is obtained.  

2.1.1 Science as fact of a matter or irrelevant subjective

interpretations

Within traditional sciences reality is seen as something objective waiting to

be found and understood. In their understanding, science should be used for

this purpose only, and a scientist’s work should always aim to describe the

absolute truth about the subject studied. This is not a big problem within

the natural sciences. For instance, mathematics is a subject that is best

explored in this way, and there are also no alternative answers to something

that is proven within that subject. Furthermore this leads to the conclusion

that knowledge, once obtained, is absolute and provable over and over

again. Hence, there is an objective reality and as a consequence, there is

also one truth to be found and argued for. Scientists working holding these

basic values what we call positivists. (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997)

When reading methodological literature we can see that the positivists had

a great impact on the issue of what is to be regarded as science and how it

should be performed. For instance, almost any textbook tells the reader that

the results from science should be objective, repeatable and generally

applicable (Brunsson, 1981). 

Nevertheless, during the latter half of the 20th century this definition of

science, or rather objectivity, started to get questioned. As the social
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sciences started to develop it could be seen that studies conducted in a

positivistic way did not provide the answers searched for. The notion that

we are dealing with people that think showed that study within social

science was not like adding two and two. Instead it was shown that results

were highly dependent on what was studied and in which context. This

resulted in something called the hermeneutic school (Eriksson &

Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). Within the hermeneutics, the context and the

scientists’ interpretations were considered as important as regular

“objective” science. 

Hence, the view is that there is no objective reality, we as individuals

construct our reality, and that knowledge within social science is not an

absolute term. Instead the scientist’s mission is to understand the

individuals and the context they are acting in, and by doing that he/she is

also able to state something about that specific phenomena at that specific

time. 

Basically the scientific world could be split into people acting from two

different paradigms (Gilje & Grimen, 1992). On one hand we have

traditional scientists, who believe that there is an objective truth to be

found. On the other, we have scientists who see truth as something

subjective, which is created and interpreted by the individuals acting in it

(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997).

Even though the controversy between the two views has been handled quite

discrete, not to say by silence, we can see that some authors did touch the

topic. Brunsson (1981) has tried to bring some clarity to the issue by it

somewhat re-defining the purpose of social science.
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Basically he says that as natural sciences have a main objective in

explaining how things are tied together, to give one true picture of reality.

This is not at all the case in social sciences. Instead he sees scientists within

the social subjects as what he calls “language providers”. In his opinion

actors within social science in general, and business administration in

particular, have a main purpose of providing others with, not the solution,

but one possible explanation to a problem. They do not provide answers,

but tools for understanding a particular situation. It is then up to other

scientists to use their findings if they feel that it may contribute to their

own understanding.    

2.1.2 Our ground values and what it has to do with the thesis

Writing a thesis in the area of business administration it is, with above

described views of science in mind, important for us to declare how we

look at science and its reliability. This of course has, among other things, to

do with the scepticism that scientists from other (positivistic) areas have for

our kind of studies. It also provides the reader with a little distance to the

work while we are not trying to provide an absolute truth, but rather a

personal view of the phenomenon in focus.

We believe that there are many things that can be considered as objective

facts, things that does not need to be questioned depending on who you are

and where you come from. Some people may say that this is a “naive

realism”, but we would rather refer to this objectivity as what Wandén

(1986) calls “safe empirical knowledge”. Still we have the opinion that

other phenomenon, theories and outspoken subjective facts need to be

interpreted depending on context and situation. Since we are dealing with
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humans and social activities, it is in most cases impossible to say that one

kind of problem has one best solution. The interpretations of these kind of

subjects are of course filled with subjective values since we have been

taught to look at certain situations in a specific way. In this sense the

investigations we perform does not have scientific value from a positivistic

point of view (Brunsson, 1981).

We do however believe that we can lean on the hermeneutic approach and

still get scientific validity in this report. We are aware of that we are not

free of values, but do our best to be as open-minded as possible, dealing

with new information. We also understand that our role as researchers is of

great impact, and that it sometimes can make a huge difference in the result

of the essay. Since we have been quite clear with pointing out which parts

that are our own values throughout the work though, we think that we fulfil

the demands for what the hermeneutic researchers require in a scientific

report.

2.2 Conclusion by deduction or understanding by
induction?

Performing a scientific study can, if polarised, be done in more or less two

different ways; by deduction or induction. A deductive process implies that

the scientist will take a stand in already existing theories or hypothesis.

Then by comparing it to the empirical findings it is hopefully possible to

either falsify or strengthen the theory (Gilje & Grimen, 1992). This is a

common way of working and even though it cannot be stated as typical for

natural sciences only, it is somewhat over-represented within that type of
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studies. Often the scientist starts out with some kind of idea of how

something is or should be, and then by making empirical tests he/she looks

for an answer. 

The critics brought up against a deductive approach in social sciences are

mainly concerning the inflexibility it holds. By locking oneself within

certain theories the scientist will not be able to see the subjectivity that

comes from human interaction (Eisenhardt, 1989). It is also considered

very difficult to actually verify theories within social sciences. There are

seldom any objective data to be analysed and hence the result will be an

interpretation made by the scientist. 

The other way of working in a scientific process is what is called the

inductive approach. It means that the scientist approaches the object with

an “open mind”. Then, by concluding from the empirical findings, one will

hopefully be able to come up with theories concerning the subject (Gilje &

Grimen, 1992). 

A purely inductive study is also most likely to meet massive critics. Part of

the critics is that a completely “open mind” would mean that the scientist

has no previous knowledge about the subject studied and if he/she did, it

would not be allowed to use it (Gilje & Grimen, 1992). This will of course

not be the case. Like we mentioned in the previous chapter, our education

in business and administration has taught us to look at certain situations in

a specific way. This makes it impossible for us not to have pre-

understanding of the situations studied. Another point against this method

is that using a no-knowledge base would mean that the author would have

no idea where he/she is heading. This is also quite hard to argue against. 
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Taking the above into account it is not too hard to accept the fact that most

studies within social science end up as a mix of the two methods. In order

to have an idea of what to study we obviously need some kind of

theoretical base to start from. Theories are also useful in trying to

understand some of the phenomena discovered within a scientific study.

However, theories should not be considered as boundaries. Nor should the

scientists subjective interpretations be considered as non-scientific

(Brunsson, 1981), on the contrary. Brunsson argues that the conclusions

within studies conducted on social systems, to full extent benefits from, and

actually depends on, how the scientist interprets his results. 

Figure 2.1: Re-interpreted strategy plan  (Mintzberg, 1987) 

A conclusion of how we look at our method so far is illustrated in figure

2.1 above. The picture of Mintzberg (1987) was originally used to describe

the process that takes place when you end up with different strategies, but

we have found it to be quite similar to the way that we look upon science.

We start with our background, i.e. earlier experiences and education. As we

proceed we will capture new (emergent) information and learn about new

theories, at the same time as we dispose other thoughts and prejudices. The

outcome is then obtained by what can be described as an abductive method

Intended
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(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). This implies that we will combine

deduction and induction in order to write this report. The deductive part

comes from the use of our previous knowledge and experiences, i.e. pre-

understanding, while the inductive part is the way we are open to new

information that we “bounce into” and also actively look for. 

2.3 The qualitative case study method

The whereabouts of case studies have been debated quite extensively. The

results, as well as the meaningfulness, achieved in such studies have been

questioned (Eisenhardt, 1989). By tradition scientists using such methods

were forced to defend the method chosen, and also to carefully explain the

benefits of using case studies instead of surveys, as is usually the case. 

We are of course aware of the critics presented, but we still find case

studies as an option in conducting our study. We think that by studying

organic objects as people and organisations, it is necessary to go deeper in

order to be able to understand what we see and why the situation is what it

is. Bell (1995) wrote that “A successful case study will give the reader a

three-dimensional picture and illustrate relations, micro-political issues

and power-patterns in a certain context or situation”, and we feel that this

is a very good example of what we wish to achieve in our study. 

However, it is not completely obvious what we mean when we use the term

qualitative case study, and therefor we find it important to define what our

view of this expression implies. The fact that we use a qualitative method is

not that ambiguous, but just say that we intend to collect and present soft

uncountable data, and not hard measurable ones as is the case in a
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quantitative study (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). The phrase case

study is more vague though, and is interpreted different depending who you

ask (Merriam, 1998).

There is a tendency to call anything that does not fit under quantitative or

experimental studies case studies. However, when we talk about it, it is

based from the definition, “A case study is an examination of a specific

phenomena, for instance a program, a happening, a person… an institution

or a social group”, given by Merriam (1998).

One might say that as opposite to quantitative and experimental studies, the

case study aims to keep focus on the process and not the result, the context

instead of certain variables and last but not least, to explore rather than to

prove something. 

There is a discussion whether one should use more than one case to get a

result with decent quality (Eisenhardt, 1989; Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). This

is however more commonly debated when you are trying to conduct a new

theory or thesis. Since neither is our intention with this work, we settle with

our belief, that we reach a desired amount of depth and a good enough

picture of the problem examined by using only one case.

2.4 Our method

As described above we have chosen to use a qualitative case study method.

In doing so we have mainly been inductive in our approach, i.e. tried to

find information and interpret it as the best of our knowledge. 
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2.4.1 Why we find this method to be the most appropriate one

We have chosen to work with a case study for several reasons. First of all

our intention is to understand the implications within international

development projects concerning management and information. We are

well acquainted with the traditional answers like culture and human

interaction, but our wish is to reach beyond this and see what exactly the

operative problems are. In order to do that, it is our firm belief that a case

study is more appropriate than a survey. 

Since we have chosen to have a descriptive projection of the essay, we also

feel that the case study is the most suitable way to reach a good

understanding. Our work is inductive by nature, since we have tried to

explore a certain field by looking at a real project. By using the case study

method we believe that we can get a good enough depth in our study

related to the time that we have at our disposal.

2.4.2 How we have collected data

The data in our study has mainly been collected by interviews at Ericsson.

The persons chosen were project managers in a total project, and of course

located quite high up in the hierarchy. This gave us very good information

about the problems that managers themselves feel that they experience

during a project. The choice fell on these people because they could

provide us with a picture of how the project is supposed to be carried

through. They were also able to provide us with an overall picture of the

project and the intentions with it. This, we believe, would have been harder

for someone further down in the organisation hierarchy to bestow.



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

21

Since the population in our case study object is a relatively small, we have

promised our respondents that they will maintain anonymous. This has

been done in order not to expose individuals within the project, but also to

get answers that hopefully will be more reliable. 

As a complement to interviews we also attended a management meeting, in

order to witness the action in the project more closely. Here we were able

to detect the informal connection between managers and not only trust their

words for how decisions are made and how problems are solved. The

initiative of attending meetings was of course to increase the reliability of

the essay. We believe that being close to where the action is makes it easier

to get a fair and objective picture of the context, than having a person

explaining it.

In order to find written material we have, except for books, articles and the

Internet, used the Ericsson Intranet. The Intranet has been very helpful

since most purposes, activities, reports and schedules are very well

documented.

2.4.3 Critics against the method chosen

Choosing one method always means that you automatically omit others.

Common criticism against the qualitative case study has already been

discussed. There is however some points left worth mentioning. Since we

go deep in our study we may become too narrow in our research. It is

however important for the reader to bear in mind our intention with the

essay. We are not writing this in order to find a total solution, even if it
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might seem that way sometimes. We have only studied part of a problem

and there could be a risk that this is not always evident enough.

As we do have pretty hermeneutic ground values we are aware that our role

as scientists is an object for criticism. We do make our own judgements

and interpretations, which of course put our role, and not always the

phenomenon itself, in focus. This is something that we have tried to wrestle

with, and we can only say that we have done our best to see the problems

from as many angles as possible. 

Problems concerning interviews can perhaps not be criticised enough.

Again we struggle with the interpretation of the answers, but we also have

to consider the respondent’s “fear” of presenting uncomfortable data. Since

one of us is an employee at Ericsson, we believe that we have overcome

some problems related to the question of how much information the

respondents will let us take part. There are however always subtle issues in

these kinds of interviews, which might not be presented as objectively and

truthfully as we want them to be.

The last point, that we want to bring to the surface, is the choice of

respondents. As we described above, all interviews have been made with

people quite high up in a project organisation hierarchy. This may provide

a little skewed picture of the project studied. We could have tried to get the

picture of the people further down in the organisation, but our time limit

has hindered us to do that. Hence it forces us to leave this for someone else

to study and maybe compare with the management picture that we have

provided. That kind of study could also help increasing the validity of this

thesis.
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2.5 Chapter summary

In concluding this chapter we would as a test like to put our essay up to the

five demands that Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) put on science,

and which they refer to in the quote that we used at the beginning of this

chapter. First they tell us that we must “always creatively and critically try

and test the present ‘truth’”. We believe that we throughout the essay have

been quite critical to the information and theories that we have used. We

have also tried to quiz our respondents thoroughly in order to get their true

meaning out in the open.

The second demand for science, according to Eriksson & Wiedersheim-

Paul (1997), is that you “mention who is asking the question”. We believe

that our introduction, where we describe our purpose with this essay and

why it is important, is enough to satisfy this second demand. We have also

tried to be clear with when it is our own views that are presented, or

whether it is information received from someone else. 

The next two demands are connected where the third tells us that

“knowledge must be presented in a way that it can be questioned”, and the

fourth that “it must be possible to contradict”. In social science, Eriksson &

Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) mean that, the picture you present in your studies

must be understandable to other people, so that they can use your

discoveries in their own work. It must also be possible to falsify our results

sometime in the future when we have new science and knowledge to lean

on. In our study we have done a lot of questionings ourselves, and we also

give examples of how our facts might look different in other perspectives.
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Since we have also presented some recommendations for future studies, we

do indeed think that these two demands are fulfilled.

Last but not least the fifth demand tells us that “we must be open, show the

result of the study and how we have reached these results”. One can say

that this is what we have been doing all through this chapter. As we

mentioned in the beginning, we have written this to insure the reliability

and validity of the essay. We have here explained how our work has been

done, and what kind of inadequacies that might exist. Our opinion is that

this chapter itself is enough to “muddle through” the fifth demand.
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3 Case presentation

In order to give the reader a good picture of what kind of company, and

thereby what kind of context, the project we investigate is performed in, we

will here present Ericsson. We will also present the SCSA department,

within which limits the project is carried out. Primarily we will focus on

our project Mitsunami though.

3.1 Ericsson

The company was founded in 1876, and operates today in more than 140

countries. The net sales in 2000 were about 273.000 MSEK, which make

the corporation the largest in Sweden. The company also holds somewhat

over 100.000 employees world-wide. (Ericsson Intranet, 2001-02-28)

Most commonly people probably know of Ericsson as a producer of mobile

telephones, but the company is much more than that. Their primary

knowledge is indeed telecommunication, but they receive their largest

revenues from telecommunication infrastructure and mobile systems, i.e.

not the mobile telephones themselves. In general, one can say that Ericsson

is divided into six business divisions and also some specific business

operations (figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1: Ericsson organisation chart, Ericsson Intranet (2001-03-06)

In the business division Internet Applications & Solutions (DIA/IAPP), we

found a project in the product unit of SCSA (Service Capability Servers &

Applications) which seemed to match our intention, i.e. to get a good look

at a global development project.

3.2 SCSA

SCSA is a shared product unit within Ericsson that responds to four of the

above-mentioned divisions. Their assignment is to develop platforms and

services for the Internet and the 3G communication4. The organisation is

arranged in order to handle the issues needed, with the IAPP business

infrastructure as the default base. This means that they have to adapt their

work and organisation so that it fits the IAPP demands. (Ericsson Intranet,

2001-03-07)

                                          
4 3G is an abbreviation for Third Generation - the collective name used to describe mobile systems that
are able to support a wide range of mobile Internet services, operating with greater bandwidth. 

Business divisions

Multi

Service

Mobile

Systems

Internet

Applications

Global
services

Data
Backbone &

Optical

Consumer

Products



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

27

SCSA has a broad range of products and is divided into sub product units

(sub-PUs). Together they are responsible to provide platforms,

communication and mobility service solutions for both the fixed and the

mobile network, as well as for the Internet. The number of employees at

SCSA is about 1.300 and they are located in Holland, Canada, Sweden and

Mexico. (Ericsson Intranet, 2001-03-07)

3.3 Mitsunami

The project we have studied is called Mitsunami and is one of the latest

started total projects in the SCSA unit. Both the products and the

organisation are quite complex, but we will here try to give the reader a

picture of them. We will also show how this project is dependent on other

projects, which makes the picture even more complex.

In order to understand the purpose of the project that we have chosen to

study, i.e. Mitsunami, we will start by giving the reader a short briefing of

the shift in technology that is taking place in the telecommunication

industry. 

As stated earlier, the telecom-industry has developed a lot during the last

decades. Almost everyone can remember the first mobile phones that

reminded of small portfolios and, at their best, may be called mobile. They

were based on an analogue technology that most people recognise as

NMT5, and that represents the first generation of mobile

telecommunication. 

                                          
5 NMT = Nordic Mobile Telephone
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In the early 90´s, the second-generation (2G) of mobile Tele-

communication was introduced. Digital technology came with increased

capacity and constantly developing services. Along with this, the Internet

and the demand of mobile such was very palpable. The Internet itself was

however asking for data- instead of telecommunication, and even though

the 2G is able to provide both services, this is done with a relatively low

capacity.

Now looking into the 21st century we are waiting for the third generation

(3G) of mobile data- and telecommunication. The 3G is to a much greater

extent using the computer-technology as a base for services and functions,

and it is also expected to revolutionise the mobile communication. 

Mitsunami is a part of the telecommunication’s movement towards the 3G.

One major implication of this shift is the usage of high performance

technology in a way that was not possible before. No longer will the

operators buy different networks in order to handle different types of

mobile communication, but one network for all types of services. This

means that a service provided must be possible to use in the same

infrastructure as the others. In straight words, this means that wireline- and

wireless telephony will use the same equipment. 

Mitsunami itself is not a product that is developed for this purpose. Instead

it is a collective name for the development of several different functions

and services, in certain configurations, that are supposed to work together.

Some of the services are completely new, others are just new versions of

already existing systems. One might say that the name Mitsunami is just a

certain collection of different products. 
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In Mitsunami, the “product” is actually five different software, each

providing different kinds of services in a mobile network. Each sub-project

is therefor as much an own development project as a part of the total ditto,

i.e. Mitsunami.   

We are not going to describe the specific functions of these products. We

will just conclude that all of them are computer software, and in this

configuration exactly, they represent the project Mitsunami.

The total project was started in April 2000 and it is, if everything goes well,

estimated to last until July 2001. For the mathematically experienced this

would sum up to somewhat 15 months as a total, and according to Ericsson

measurements, this is a quite short project. The project is divided into six

tollgates (TGs)6, and as of today they are about to reach the TG37 decision

and this is, at least roughly, according to the time-plan.

In total there are five different line-organisations represented within in the

project and somewhat 70-80 people work part- or fulltime with Mitsunami.

For now, we will satisfy with the description of the project, however, in

chapter 5.1, we will return to details regarding the organisation 

                                          
6 Tollgate is actually just another word for deadline, but the tollgates include certain
outspoken elements that have to be done. Leaving one tollgate automatically means
moving into the next one. The tollgates are named TG0 to TG5.
7 The TG3 decision is basically the second step in the execution phase
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4 Frame of references

In this chapter we aim to depict our theoretical framework which we will

use when analysing our empirical findings. However, our intention is not to

give a lecture in theories within our chosen subject, but discuss the topics

from different points of views. Hence it is more of a description of the way

we look at certain issues and also a brief introduction to some of the

literature within the areas chosen.

4.1 The organisation – the view of the authors

When reading about organisations and their purpose, one cannot help

noticing that the issue most often is handled from the organisation’s point

of view. A common notion is that the organisation is treated as a “creature”

living a life of its own (Alvesson, 1991). In everyday-life this is not a

problem. We are however in this report trying to achieve a deeper

understanding in how organisational issues are tied together and in order to

do so, we would like to twist this angle a little bit.

4.1.1 Organisation vs. human

Ahrne (1997) defines an organisation as a group of individuals heading

towards a somewhat unanimous goal. Hence, and he stresses this fact, all

organisations, regardless of their purpose, are built upon human interaction.

This distinction may at first seem a little bit pretentious, but the

implications are quite big.
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An organisation is always depending on the individuals within it. This

dependency is not tied to any particular individual, but without any human

action the organisation will not accomplish anything. Hence the

organisation itself has no will of its own, nor does it want anything. Every

action taken by the organisation is made by human agents. (Ahrne, 1997)

Accepting then that the organisation is depending on individuals one has to

ask what it is that attracts the individuals toward a certain organisation.

Naturally there is no single explanation to this, but one reason can be found

in the resources that an organisation usually holds (Mintzberg, 1983, Ahrne

1997). In order to meet our individual goals, whatever they may be, we

need certain resources to achieve this. By joining an organisation we can

get a hold of them in a way that would not have been possible otherwise

(Mintzberg, 1983).

Another explanation provided by the field of social theory is the human

need for affiliation (Ahrne, 1997). The point is that we as individuals are

social creatures with an urge to be part of something together with others.

This is not a new angle and those who are acquainted with psychology, will

be able to recognise this reasoning in for instance Maslow’s (1943) theory

of human needs. 

The point we want to make is that organisations consist of individuals

pursuing their somewhat personal goals. This of course does not imply

that they always strive in the best of their own interest, but we believe that

it shows that assuming that all individuals, during all times, act in order to

meet the company’s common good, would be somewhat naive. Still this is
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actually what the management in a modern organisation is trying to

achieve.

4.1.2 The attempt of joining forces

One major purpose with the organisation is to bring together individuals,

and by joint forces achieve a result that in some way is better than the

individuals could have managed each on their own. To do so, the actions

taken within the organisation must in some way be co-ordinated (Grant,

1996). Picture four men trying to push-start a car. If all of them stand in

each corner pushing ahead from their point of view, the car will not move.

Try instead by placing all of them behind the car, and they will succeed.

This is a very simple example of what co-ordinated action means and why

it is so important. In order to reach our common goal we must co-ordinate

so that everyone is pushing in the same direction (Mintzberg, 1979).  

Grant (1996) took this reasoning one step further. He meant that not only is

co-ordination needed, but also co-operation. What he means by this

distinction is that it is not enough to co-ordinate individuals’ actions, but it

must also be secured that they want to push in the same direction. In other

words, the motives for opportunism must be neutralised.

Picture our four men trying to push-start the car again. We know that they

will succeed if they all push in the same direction. However, let us take it a

step further and picture that one of the men up front is an environmental

activist. His individual objective in life is to stop all kinds of motor-traffic.

Would he then be willing to step back and help the others to start the car? If

not, he would be standing in the front trying to hold the three others back.
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He may not be able to stop them, but he will for sure make their life a lot

harder. 

The reasoning above might sound a little bit cynical, but in most sciences

studying human action, it is agreed upon the fact that opportunism is

something that exists and affects the organisation (Dauma & Schreuder,

1992). Our intention is not to point out people as lazy and totally selfish, as

is implied in McGregor’s (1960) theory X, but just to point out that

individual goals are divergent and that they must be handled in someway.

However, the issue is not that dramatic and it has been handled, although

with various success, for a long time. No matter if theorists see co-

ordination only, or if they make the distinction with co-operation, they still

agree on hierarchies as the most common way of handling this (Mintzberg,

1979; Grant 1996). Hierarchies aim, among other things, to co-ordinate

individual efforts and provide the means to impose control of those efforts

(Mintzberg, 1979). 

4.1.3 Why the project organisation is a suitable solution

Earlier organisations tried to control the action taken by the individual by

standardising the employee’s work assignment and with a constant

monitoring of his/her achievement. This, however, made the hierarchies

very bureaucratic and too many resources were used just to handle the

control function. In modern organisations the effort is to overcome this

physical control function and instead control the mind of the individual

(Perrow, 1986). Ouchi (1980) advocates, in parallel to this, that
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organisations characterised by high performance ambiguity, should not be

handled like bureaucracies, but as clan-like constellations instead. 

In a clan, you can, at least theoretically, overcome the notions of divergent

goals, opportunism and bureaucracy at the same time. The organisation is

in this kind of form controlled by a strong organisation culture where

norms and reciprocity are important issues (Ouchi, 1980). With Ahrne’s

(1997) affiliation point in mind, one could say that it is an attempt to make

the working place like a second (or preferably first) home. Hence, the goal

of the company is prioritised and the other employees act as a family

substitute that you do not want to cheat. 

Naturally a large organisation has more people acting within its limits and

this implies, among other things, a greater number of “free wills” that must

be co-ordinated and controlled. Here we believe that the clan theory has its

limitations. Bjerke (1999) has noted this issue and he also sates that

somewhat huge and intercultural organisations, consisting of thousands of

people with goals of their own, will have problems.

Perhaps this is one reason to why projects have become so popular as a

way of organising. In for instance developing new products there are often

ambiguities in either what exactly is to be achieved or how this should be

done. Engaging the entire organisation in such a process would probably

consume too much time and resources, as well as the objective would be at

risk (Cleland, 1994). Hence, our belief is that a project organisation is in-

planted within the organisation to benefit advantages that reminds of the

ones that a clan can experience. Randolph & Posner (1988) also states that

the team building part of a project is a vital issue.
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4.1.4 Projects characteristics

Much has been written about projects and different authors present diverted

views and definitions about projects. Along with new empirical findings

and new project organisation ideas, the picture of projects has been

dynamic and changed over the years (Wenell, 2001). 

Yet in reading traditional literature we can see that there are some common

characteristics that are brought up by most authors. For starters a project

has to have a clearly defined goal that is well known to all project

participants (Briner, Hastings & Geddes, 1996). Wenell (2001) takes it

even further when he advocates that a well defined objective is not enough,

but that it also has be challenging and anchored among the employees. He

states that “A project that does not work toward a common goal is likely

not to succeed in its mission”. Naturally it is not necessary for all

participants to have exactly the same goals, however it is important that

their individual goals should in some way be harmonised with the overall

objective (Randolph & Posner, 1988).

Secondly projects are often characterised by limitations in both time and

resources. The fact that it operates toward a certain objective also implies

that there is an “end” in sight. Similarly the resources are most often

decided for in advance, and that often represents a limit in costs. (Cleland,

1994) 

Last we would like to highlight the notion of a project as something unique

and separated from the rest of the organisation as a common point of view

(Kolltveit & Reve, 1988). 
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The characteristics presented above are today known as more of a

“traditional” approach to projects. All these attributes have from time to

time been questioned and this especially goes for the uniqueness

(Blomberg, 1998). However, our aim is not to present a thorough

discussion in project theory, but just give a brief description of the basic

characteristics of projects.

4.1.5 How to handle a project organisation-wise

Most theoreticians agree upon that project organisations differ from

traditional organisation structure. Yet, very often projects are organised as

blueprints of the corporation structure. They are often described as

hierarchies even though they do not have to work as one. Since projects are

often based on individuals from different functions within the organisation,

people work in a project for a relatively short time. Due to this temporality,

they often keep their line-function identity within the corporation, and this

often results in a matrix structure. (Cleland, 1994) 

The structure implies a two-way responsibility for several of the people

involved. Even though working within a project, they still have

responsibilities toward their subsidiaries as well. In the meantime they also

have to report to the project manager. Such structure is demanding for all

parties (Cleland, 1994). Larson & Gobeli (in Cleland, 1994) have identified

five different types of matrix structures, of which one extreme is a project

“…with co-ordination carried out by functional and upper levels of

management”. The other is a project where “a manager is put in charge of

a core group of personnel from several functional areas who are assigned

to the project on a full-time basis.”
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4.2 Management - a combination of power and
authority

When handling managerial issues, the terms power, influence and authority

are often used. They are however conceptualised in different ways by

different writers (Yukl, 1998). Regardless of the exact meaning of these

words, they are commonly used in order to describe an individual’s

possibility to affect other individuals in either their actions or mindsets

(Yukl, 1998; Ahrne, 1997). 

We will not, within the limits of this thesis, get into a deeper discussion of

the exact meaning of the words. However we see a difference between

power and authority and therefor we will give the reader a brief description

of the differences as we see them. 

The view on what power is and how it is obtained does not to seem be that

divergent between different authors. Yukl (1997) defines it as “an agents

capacity to influence a target person”, and similar definitions are provided

by Mintzberg (1983). The common thing among all these writers seems to

be the concept of power as something one must obtain in relation to others.

After all, having power over yourself only, does not create any larger

conflicts. Similarly most authors seem to agree upon the fact that the

balance in power may shift, and that different situations call upon different

power (Yukl, 1997; Mintzberg 1983).  

In parallel to the above, most authors also agree upon that the sources of

power can be divided in different categories. Formal authority that stems

from the organisational hierarchy is probably the most obvious one
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(Bolman & Deal, 1991; Yukl 1998).  Control over rewards, as well as

punishments, is also something that is considered as a source of power. By

being in possession of these resources, it is possible to direct peoples’

actions in ways wished for (Etzioni, 1982). French & Raven (in Yukl,

1998) also identify the part connected to punishment as coercive power. 

Control over information and knowledge has also been identified as an

important source of power (Pfeffer in Jacobsen & Thorsvik, 1997). Power

within these parameters can then be seen as both access to vital information

as well as control of how it will be distributed within the organisation

(Pettigrew in Yukl, 1998).   

One of the first authors to make a distinction between power and authority

was Barnard (1938). He concluded that for the use of power to be effective,

the ones that are being imposed must sustain it, and when this happens, we

can talk about legitimate power or authority. Barnard does not see power as

something exclusive to the head of the organisation, but rather as a

situation of mutual agreement between different parts of the organisation.

Within this agreement, both parties have an understanding of what the

other one can and cannot do, the so-called zone of indifference.

One important implication in Barnard’s (1938) reasoning is also the fact

that authority is something that is not granted from the top of the

organisation, but it is rather given by the subordinates, i.e. more as a result

of a mutual agreement. Weber (1971) on the other hand does not see

authority as an “interaction” between the different parts, but rather as a

“mastership” from the imposing part. He does however also see the need
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for legitimacy in order to reach efficiency. He then takes it a little bit

further and defines different types of authority:

•  Legal authority that stems from generally accepted laws. This is often

connected to bureaucracies that are focused on formal rules. 

•  Traditional authority that in turn comes from an over-belief in old

traditions and their sanctity. Traditionally priests and such have this

form of authority. 

•  Charismatic authority that, as the name suggests, relates directly from

personal skills.

Etzioni (1982) has also added something called professional authority, and

this is based on exceptional skills within a specific area. Doctors are typical

characters holding this type of authority. It may of course also be an

engineer holding specific knowledge about a certain product or technique.  

As well as literature is provided concerning management in general, there

are authors who have concentrated their work on project management in

particular. In this reading we can learn that project managers are expected

to build teams, communicate the project objectives and co-ordinate action

etc. (Cleland, 1994; Frame, 1994; Briner, Hastings & Geddes, 1996.).

Even though they all try to narrow the management issue to a project

organisational level, we believe that the management roles presented does

not differ very much from modern management theories in general.

Therefor we will not look upon them as a specific phenomenon, but just

state that they often emphasise the role of the manager. They are also, just

like project literature in general, guidebook-like and as an example we can
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mention Randolph & Posner’s (1988) paper that provide ten principles for

managing a project.

4.3 Information and communication

“Man was created with two ears and one mouth – the sooner we learn a

lesson from this and listen twice as much as we talk, the better will we

perform the task ahead of us”

Source: Hans Johnsson, 1990

How often have we not heard the phrase “you have been informed…” when

asking someone a question? And for sure we are also able to find a

yellowing written document at the bottom of the one-foot pile of papers.

In this example information was undoubtedly distributed, but was it ever

communicated? Communication is often equalised with spreading

information (Drafke & Kossen, 1998). It is often regarded as something

quite simple, yet we manage to misunderstand each other over and over

again. This happens in everyday situations as well as in our professional

life. 

One explanation to this might be that there is a broad miss-perception

regarding the terminology. Even though good and well-performed

communication is one of the key success factors in all organisational

activities (Johnsson, 1990), it seems like the issue is not addressed in a

serious matter. 
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Drafke & Kossen (1998) define information as a package to be delivered,

and communication as the way of doing it. A common way of describing it

is also by using the communication model (Figure 4.1) that is used by most

authors within the area (Jacobsen & Thorsvik, 1997; Drafke & Kossen,

1998).

Figure 4.1: Communication model (Drafke & Kossen, 1998)

The theory build upon the notion that what communication is really about

is sending codified messages. The sender decides of a message he/she

wishes to pass on. In order to do so that person encodes the message in a

way that he/she thinks serves the purpose. This might be done in some

particular professional terms, body language, pictures or whatever. The

person then chooses one or several channels to serve this purpose. As the

message is received, the recipient de-codes the message of his/her best of

knowledge, i.e. tries to interpret the message delivered. When responding

to the message the loop will be the opposite. The initial receiver encodes a

response and that is in the end de-coded by the initial sender. (Jacobsen &

Thorsvik, 1997)

Having pointed out the communication model we feel that it is important to

once again stress the fact that we, accordingly to Drafke & Kossen (1998),

see communication as a two-way process resulting in the transmission of

information and understanding.  

Sender

Feedback

Message Receiver
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The model also implies that the channel chosen to spread the message is

extremely important, not to say totally decisive, for the success (Drafke &

Kossen, 1998). As earlier stated there are different channels that can be

used for the purpose. Drafke & Kossen have defined five central channels

that are used within organisations. 

•  Face-to-face (F2F) is considered being the best and most effective way

of communicating. Johnsson (1990) even stated that “-Indeed all other

methods can be considered only as substitutes for person-to-person

contacts”. The difference in channels chosen might not appear that

important, but taking into consideration Merabian’s (1972) conclusion

that words are only seven percent of a message sent it may sound more

logical. This implies that most of the message is to be understood from

non-verbal communication.

•  Face-to-group is considered as the second best way of communicating.

This media also requires the presence of people involved, but it is not as

demanding as F2F since there is a possibility to communicate with

several people at the same time. (Drafke & Kassen, 1998)

•  Telephones are seen as the third best option. The main reason for this is

that over the phone you may still be able to notice shifts in the senders’

voice. Hence you are able to receive more than just the seven percent

obtained by words. An important issue is also that by the phone it is still

possible to give direct feedback and hence minimise the risk for

misunderstandings. (Drafke & Kassen, 1998) 

•  Drafke & Kassen (1998) classify the commonly used written

communication as late as the fourth out of five alternatives. Though

frequently used, it is not that good of a channel.  The possibility for

feedback is not good, and it also builds on an understanding that the
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message sent automatically is the message that is received. Yet this is

the most common way of communicating in organisations and one

major reason for that is speed and cost.

•  The last and least desirable way of communicating is the use or third-

party communication. Even though this is done mouth-to-mouth

between the different parties, this is the last alternative. Briefly

described, this could become the paradise of misunderstandings.

(Drafke & Kassen, 1998)  

4.4 Internationalisation & culture

“No corporation can separate itself from the culture of the nation in which

it operates”

Source: Bjerke, 1999

The issues of internationalisation and culture are questions concerning all

the other above-mentioned factors. These matters can also be discussed on

different levels. We will here try to sort out the concepts and give our view

of the two issues.

Internationalisation

The fact that a lot of companies are going global is not a new occurrence.

Looking at history, merchandisers have always sought new trade routs and

trading partners in order to expand their businesses (Barlett, Doz &

Hedlund, 1991). The reasons for internationalisation, and the way in which

it is done, have changed a bit though (Kelly, 1998) and put the issue in a
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little different light. Concepts like MNC8 and globalisation processes have

become key words in an environment where businesses spread their

tentacles all over the world (Malnight, 1995).

Perlmutter (1969) recognised the MNC, relatively early, as a new

institution and a way to insure long-term viability. Today the

internationalisation is not only about trade on a global basis, but among

others a way to market your products (Kotler, 1998), take advantage of

foreign recourses or even to insure global welfare9. 

Along with these changed reasons, other areas in the companies have been

affected. Some of these areas concern the organisational structure and

actually the entire way of working. We believe that what makes you decide

how to work is dependent on which culture you follow. We will follow up

this statement in a moment, but first define what we mean by culture.

Culture

The issue of culture is quite vague. Referring to cultural differences when

problems in a global company arise is often used as an easy way out to end

the discussion. It is rarely defined though, which kind of cultural problem

that a person refers to. (Mead, 1994) In our world there are several sorts of

culture and subjects connected to this issue. Culture exists all around us,

and we keep entering and leaving different cultures wherever we go.

Leaving the job and going home to your wife and kids means that you are

leaving the organisation culture and entering your family culture (Ahrne,

                                          
8 MNC = Multinational corporation (Bartlett, Doz & Hedlund, 1990)
9 As an example we can mention McDonald’s vision which is to prevent starvation in
the world (even though this may seem as words with no content)
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1997). Hence it exists everywhere and is impossible to disregard, or as

Bjerke (1999) puts it, “The only requirement for being cultured is to be

human”.

Hellgren & Melin (1993) identified how different cognitive maps of the

individuals and the industrial wisdom of an industry affect each other when

they meet on a mutual ground. Since the cultures are built of different sets

of rules and/or as Mead (1994) puts it “ways of thinking”, we believe that

Hellgren & Melin’s kind of reasoning is applicable in cultures as well.

We will here use two different cultures; the one of the organisation and the

one of the nation, to illustrate what kind of dilemmas that

internationalisation brings. The way we see it, the two cultures get in

conflict with each other when they are both trying to control the mind of

the individual (figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2: Cultural effects on the individual in an MNC

The view of how this cultural battle will end is already exhibited in the

quote of Bjerke (1999) above. Still most organisations try to change this

outcome in one way or the other, and theorists have also tried to detect

different levels of internationalisation (Malnight, 1995). 

?
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In Perlmutter’s (1969) study he identified three degrees of

internationalisation based on the states of minds of the CEOs in different

MNCs. Where Perlmutter was investigating the attitudes of executives,

Malnight (1995) developed a model with four stages, and which is based on

the way of working in a MNC. Putting the two studies together, as we do

below, one gets a fairly good picture of the impact of different kinds of

internationalisation.

Figure 4.3: Different levels of internationalisation

The models and their levels, that these two gentlemen have created, are

however presented as the somehow “objective” view of the organisation.

We do again come back to our discussion of the organisation as an

institution consisting of individuals.  In this way we interpret the models of

Malnight and Perlmutter from the mind of the single person instead (figure

4.3).

To summon up this part of the frame of references, we go back to the

statement that we made above; how a person in a MNC chooses to work is

dependent upon which culture he follows. The culture is a way of thinking,

or in the terms of Perlmutter (1969) a state of mind. The organisation is
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interested in controlling the mind of its employee, so called third degree

steering (Perrow, 1986) in order to make the person easy to shape. In order

to get this control, the organisation has to win the cultural battle over the

nation. The culture of the nation is however probably the strongest

competitor that the organisation can get, especially since the individual not

necessarily consciously choose which culture to “obey” (Bjerke, 1999).

4.5 Chapter summary

We started this chapter by stating that an organisation is depending upon,

and acting through, the individuals within it. These individuals all have

goals of their own, and in the organisation they are able to get a hold of

resources that might help them to pursue these goals. In order for the

organisation to make its members co-operating towards a common

objective, and not just trying to achieve their personal goals, i.e. use

opportunistic behaviour, it must have some kind of control function. 

In modern organisations it is common trying to control the minds of the

employees by forming the organisation as a clan. This implies that the

members of the organisation act as a ”family” where control can be

imposed with strong objectives, norms and reciprocity instead of physical

monitoring. In a large organisation it is hard to feel this togetherness in the

same sense though, and in global corporations this is probably impossible.

This is the case since the employees are more likely choosing to act in line

with the norms and cultures of their countries instead of the ones in the

organisational dittos. Again the objectives of the organisation is

overpowered by the personal goals of the individuals. One more reason for



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

48

this is that the management has a more difficult task communicating a

somewhat unanimous goal in a large corporation.

We believe that the project organisation, where the members can gather

around a more specific goal, might be a solution to this problem. In an

international project, the intercultural parameter is still a problem though.

A manager that in a proper way is able to, not inform, but communicate the

objective of the project, can however overcome this problem to a certain

degree. In order to succeed with this, the manager often needs some kind of

power as a tool of helping him/her with this difficult task.
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5 The Organisation
This is the first chapter of two in which we present our empirical findings.

It is mainly based on material obtained through secondary sources, such as

the Ericsson Intranet and other Ericsson material. We will also describe

how different parts of the project are related both organisation- and

product-wise. 

5.1 The organisational context of Mitsunami

Figure 5.1: Organisation chart for the Mitsunami project organisation (recreated from

Ericsson Intranet, 2001-04-24)
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The Mitsunami project is, like most other Ericsson projects, organised with

the PROPS guidelines in mind. As in most Ericsson projects though, an

organisation chart has been drawn especially for this project. 

When looking at the organisation chart of the project itself, it appears as a

“normal” hierarchical structure (Figure 5.1). At the top we find a Total

Project Manager (TPM) and six other co-ordinating functions, all

specialised in their respective area. These six persons could be seen as the

management staff within the project. These functions are there to support

the project-management and the sub-projects. Other managerial teams

within the project are the OSG and the CCB. Their function will however

be presented on a more detailed level in chapter 6.  

Below the project-staff we have representatives of different organisational

functions, such as Strategic Product Management, Marketing and Supply &

Support. They represent different functions that are needed somewhere

along the project. Some of them participate actively in the early stages,

while others come in later. They are however to be seen more as supportive

than actually active within the project. At the bottom of the chart we find

five design-units and the integration and verification responsible. These

units, together with the project management (marked in light grey), are, as

earlier mentioned, in the focus of this study.

Though the chart may seem simple at a first glance, there are two different

issues we would like to highlight in order to describe the project. First of all

there is the issue of different subsidiaries that are represented (Bold in

figure 5.1). In order to manage the task, several different units are involved.

Each subsidiary represents not only a company, but also in this case a

different nationality. 
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Secondly we have the products that are developed, i.e. the sub-projects

(Italics in figure 5.1). They are very much a central part, since they

together are what in the end should be Mitsunami. 

As the project is highly dependent on both the products developed, as well

as the subsidiaries doing it, we will during the rest of this chapter describe

them more thoroughly. In the end we will also describe the formal

objectives that can be found within the project. 

Not only are five different products involved in Mitsunami, but different

subsidiaries also contribute in developing them. As the project started the

subsidiaries were not yet engaged, but when SCSA knew what they

wanted, they started to look for resources that could provide the appropriate

service. The process of finding the right subsidiaries is done in something

that could be seen as an internal marketplace, and their responsibilities

toward the project are regulated through formal agreements, so called

assignments. By accepting an assignment the subsidiary agrees upon

delivering their part, i.e. one product, to Mitsunami. Hence, the subsidiaries

are hired for contributing to the project and not a natural part of ditto.

Within this particular project there are, except for ERA (Sweden) that is the

line that SCSA supports, four different subsidiaries involved; LMI

(Ireland), ELN (Holland), EEM (Spain) and EIN (Sweden). 

Due to the above-presented process, the project can be seen as a matrix

(figure 5.2), consisting of five judicially different subsidiaries and one

project. The important thing here is that it is only ERA that has a natural

organisational belonging to the project. The others are hired to provide the
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project with a compatible product and can, at least theoretically, be

replaced with any other subsidiary or even external company.

Figure 5.2: Organisation matrix

5.2 Product complexity

All products within the project are tightly coupled, since they are to

represent one product package that in the end also must work as one. This

implies that each product must be technologically compatible with all the

others within the project. In addition to that Mitsunami is just a minor part

of a complete telecommunication network solution, and hence has to be

compatible toward that as well.

Since all products are part of a total solution, sold to a customer, they all

share the critical end-date, which in this case is the 1st of July 2001. In

order to meet the time limit of the project, all sub-projects were started

more or less simultaneously, otherwise there would be no possibility to

manage it in time. Hence we have a project, in which five products, each

technically complex, has to be developed by judicially separate

subsidiaries, in parallel, on time and with good quality. 

The fact that development is done in parallel with other, highly

interdependent products, has major implications for the project. This
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implies that they are in a situation in which they have to develop a product

that is compatible with others. However, since the others are not developed

yet, they are stuck in a Catch 22. They are expected to be compatible

against products that do not yet exist. Below we will try to elaborate this

for the reader. However, since we are studying a current project it would

not be wise to publish details, and therefor we are forced to use aliases for

the products. This is not of course the best solution in order to reach an

understanding, although we believe that the point can still be made.

In order to handle this, Ericsson uses something called a baseline. In short

the baseline is something unanimous for all sub-projects, and it works as

the “safety-net” in the sense that its purpose is to secure that all sub-

projects are working toward the same base. By doing that, they aim to

secure constant monitoring of the technological compatibility.  

The baseline is, in this case, actually also one of the products that subsist in

a development stage, and is called BETA. All other services are to be

developed in a way that they are able to work on this server. However, the

BETA in Mitsunami has to be compatible against something that is called

ALFA and that is a product that was developed in an earlier project. This

should not be a problem under normal circumstances, but in this case it is.

The situation is that the development of the ALFA, that is to be seen as

input to our project, has been delayed, and this affects Mitsunami big time.

Did it get messy? Let us try to conclude what we mean.
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Figure 5.3: Viewing the system as a house

Picture the process of building a house (Figure 5.3). In order to create a

building, you need a stable ground to place it upon. When you have that

ground, you make sure that the bricklayers start to build the walls. When

this is done, you need a roof to protect the inside from wind and water.

Even though software development is nothing like building a house, one

might say that the principal is the same. In order to get the roof in place,

you must have the ground and walls in the right position. Similarly you

cannot construct the correct software unless you know what it should be

based on, and which systems it must work with. 

Now we are closing the point of our analogy. Within Mitsunami there is no

solid ground. The ALFA, i.e. the ground, which was developed within a

previous project, is not stable. The product is ready, but there are

continuous changes in it. Bringing a parallel to our house, we could

describe it as if the ground is there, but it is constantly moved from place to

place. This leads to a situation in which the Mitsunami project is not able to
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set the wall, i.e. the BETA. Keeping in mind that the BETA is the baseline

for the rest of the services developed in Mitsunami, we start to see the

issue.

The services are depending on BETA that in turn is depending on the

ALFA. However, the ALFA is not stable and therefor neither is the BETA.

This affects the sub-projects’ work, so that they merely do not know what

they really should be developing. All this together leads to a situation in

which they have no stable ground, and therefor the monitoring of the

compatibility within Mitsunami is almost impossible. Changes in ALFA

would in this analogy act like an earthquake and tare down the building,

leaving it with a new ground dissimilar to the earlier one.

We have several times stated that Mitsunami consists of five sub-projects,

i.e. each product that is developed. However, as the observant reader

probably noticed, our house (Figure 5.3) also has two chimneys. They

represent another product-related issue that needs to be taken into

consideration.  

Even though Mitsunami is one development project, the outcome is

expected to serve two different customers. Whenever new products are

developed in Ericsson, they need to meet a real customer before they are

given a status that admits them to be sold. These installations are called

First Office Application (FOA) and they are critical in many ways. 

First of all they are often a result between a compromise in customer

demands and product requirements. In this case, the Japanese customer is

about to receive two strongly customised products. This means that they
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are very much formed by the customer’s specific requests. Ericsson’s

benefit lies in either good payment, or perhaps a chance to try to develop

something new at shared risk. The answer, we believe probably lies

somewhere in between.

The other FOA is more of a common character. The Italian customer has

accepted to try the system out. In this case the customer benefits from

getting his hands on cutting-edge technology at reduced cost, and Ericsson

has the opportunity to run the system in live tests.

Regardless of what the reasons in this case are, we can see that these FOAs

represent strong focus within the project. Whenever we asked about how

well Mitsunami is doing, the answer given by the respondents was, “ Well

the FOA is…” When we asked about possible delays in Mitsunami, the

same phenomena occurred, i.e. they referred to the FOA instead of the

Mitsunami project. Knowing that Mitsunami as a total-project has a

deadline on July 1st, we also know there has been postponements in some

of the sub-projects. This is however not considered as a big problem since

“the FOA is late anyway”. In our opinion, it gives a strong hint of where

the real aggregated focus is placed. 

5.3 Formal objectives within the project

As one of our main purposes in this study is to describe an international

project, we believe that it is important to investigate the focus that

participants from different countries share. This has partly been done

above, and will in further extent be described in the next chapter, but in
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order to relate these views to something, we believe that it is of equal

importance to look at the formal objectives within Mitsunami.

First of all we have the total project objective. Mitsunami was started in

order to develop this specific configuration of different products. Not

reaching compatibility as planned will have effects not only on business,

but also on other development projects decided for in the future. Mitsunami

is broken into the two FOAs. These are based on legal agreements, and not

fulfilling the deal will have consequences for the future of the products.

Hence delivering a qualitative product in time is very important and

consequently so is the formal sub-goal, i.e. the FOA, within the project.

The last of the formal objectives we have seen are the ones on subsidiary

level. Although they are assigned to fulfil a task according to a requirement

specification based on Mitsunami needs, they have not agreed to share

responsibility for the project as a whole. Hence their main objective, from a

subsidiary point of view, is to deliver what they promised, i.e. one part of

the project. 

The situation described above is just one example of how the products

within our project are depending on products developed within other parts

of Ericsson. There are also several other dependencies, but they are more of

indirect characters, and therefor we will not focus on them in this thesis. 
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6 Project action and peoples
opinions

 

In this chapter we will present our primary empirical findings. These are

mainly based on the answers from the interviews that we have made with

different people in the project, and from meetings that we have attended.

The answers of the respondents do not always correspond with what is

written on the Intranet, but will contain a lot of personal values and

interpretations. By presenting these aspects we want to show the reader the

ambiguity that exist in the project.

6.1 Management and decision-making

As can be seen on the organisation chart (figure 5.1), there are many

different levels and departments involved in the Mitsunami project. We

were told that “this chart does not actually show the formal hierarchy in

the project, but rather the way that the information is supposed to be

distributed within the project”. 

We will cover the information issue in the next part of this chapter, but first

we will present the picture that we have experienced over the management

and the actual hierarchy in the project. I.e. we will present where decisions

are made within Mitsunami, and what level of authority managers and

other people in the project have. 
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Naturally a project with the size of Mitsunami contains numerous of

functions holding different responsibilities. Although in this report we will

focus on the TPM and the sub-PM roles, and only mention the others in

general.

6.1.1 Decision-making in Mitsunami

Looking at Mitsunami, we found out that formal decisions affecting the

project are handled at two different levels. First of all we have something

called the Configuration Control Board (CCB). This is a steering-group

handling issues regarding minor changes in the products, and also, to some

extent, small changes in the budget.

The CCB consists of a number of people all visible in the organisation

chart (figure 5.1) of which the TPM, the strategic product manager (SPM)

and the sub-PMs are the regular ones. If a sub-project needs to change

something in their design, this must be approved by the CCB. If for

instance a product needs to be altered in some way, a change-request is

placed toward the CCB. They in turn see to what effects this might have on

the other projects involved. When all issues are straightened out they give

their ruling.

However, if the changes in some way affect the time frame or high costs10,

the decision has to be escalated for approval within the operative steering

group (OSG). Hence the TPM has no authority in taking these decisions of

his own, but he is more of a messenger toward the OSG. As mentioned, the

                                          
10 High cost in this case means more than somewhat 10% of the budget within the
project.
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OSG consists of the managers from each subsidiary, the manager of SCSA

and also the TPMs of Mitsunami and Sesam.

We asked why the TPM does not have solitary responsibility in any of the

above-mentioned issues. The answer to this was that “it secures that the

TPM will not be lead into opportunistic behaviour in the relation toward

other projects”. In our case it means that the OSG monitors that Mitsunami

pursues as intended towards the UMTS-project11. This of course made a lot

of sense, but our immediate question was “What does the TPM actually do

and does he have any responsibility when he is lacking the power?”

6.1.2 TPM assignments and responsibilities within the project

Looking at the role of the TPM within Mitsunami, we focused our

questions on what is expected of him and also his possibilities in exercising

formal as well as informal power towards other participants in the project. 

Above we concluded that the TPM cannot make any decision of his own

concerning neither the resources nor the time limits in Mitsunami. This

naturally means that he has no solitary budget responsibility, but the actual

responsibility that he does have is to take the entire project ashore in time.

Hence he does have, as one respondent said, “responsibility without

authority”.

In order to find out if others share this statement as well, we asked the

members of Mitsunami to give their view of his role. Our entire respondent

                                          
11 UMTS = Universal Mobile Telecommunication System, one of the large networks for
the 3G communication where Mitsunami is a very tiny part.
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group gave quite similar answers to this question, and the description of the

role could be summoned up as co-ordinator and time-tracker. They all also

thought that he is doing his job well, or as one person put it, “he does not

involve in detailed questions, which he of course should not do”.

The co-ordinating part of his job, we experienced to be carrying out

information (which we will get back to in the next part of this chapter) and

also to mediate between project parts when necessary. The TPM has the

over-all view of the project, and it is also he who has sketched the project

organisation (or information) chart. He does however not co-ordinate the

technology. In fact, he said himself that “I do not know very much about

the detailed technology of the products”.

The time-tracking parts include the job of keeping time-schedules up-to-

date and pushing those parts of the project that are lagging forward. In this

role one can almost see him as a physical education teacher, which incites

his fellows to “run” faster. 

The time tracking part also involves supervision of the PROPS tollgates12.

The tollgate dates are already determined when the project starts, but it is

not always that all project parts are able to do everything that is required

and included in the tollgate before they reach this deadline. The TPM is the

one considering whether tollgate requirements are fulfilled or not, and he

also delivers his point of view to the OSG if they are ready to enter the next

tollgate.

                                          
12 The reader who needs a reminder about the tollgates is guided back to chapter 3.3 to
find this information.
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We were told that even though the OSG is the one responsible for forming

decisions, they rarely go against the recommendations of the TPM and that

“his word often weigh very heavy when the OSG makes decisions

concerning Mitsunami”. In a sense, this means that he does have both

authorisation and responsibility concerning the time issue, but formally he

has to go via the OSG.

One interesting issue is that since the TPM cannot decide over the project

resources, he has no direct authorisation of either rewarding or sanctioning

the sub-projects’ behaviour. As a matter of fact the subsidiaries are, during

the whole process, in control of the staff within the project. This means that

the sub-PMs are only responsible towards their line-managers, i.e. the

subsidiary. In no situation can the TPM practice direct control over neither

the sub-PMs nor their staff. 

However, the subsidiaries have committed themselves through the

assignments that were signed between the participants.  Naturally there are

a lot of requirements stated in the assignment-specification, but the TPM´s

ability for direct sanctions are none. Still the TPM is the evaluator of the

project. This means that he is able to “punish” the subsidiary in retro-

perspective by not using them at the next total project.

In addition to this he can, in his contacts with the OSG, affect the line

managers to take steps against the sub-projects if problems appear. In this

way he is also indirectly able to change the way that the sub-projects work.

Although it is not a common procedure, we were informed that some

disagreements have been escalated to this level.
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Hence, the statement that the TPM does not have any authority is not

entirely true, but it still gives a hint that his position is not quite that strong

as one would think by just hearing his title, or looking at his position on the

project organisation chart.

As a last parentheses we would like to mention one important role that the

TPM has to play, and that no other person in the project is entitled to. This

is to be the project’s face to outside stakeholders. As we have described he

is supposed to have contact with the assignment provider (i.e. SCSA 3G

OSG), but he also has connections to the entire UMTS-project. There is

also a contact between Mitsunami and Sesam where the TPM seem to play

an important role.

6.1.3 The rest of the management

The sub-PMs’ roles towards Mitsunami are nothing out of the ordinary.

Naturally they are the ones being operatively responsible for the action

withtaken in their project. Apart from that, they are also responsible for the

contact within Mitsunami. They participate in weekly phone-meetings as

well as in the monthly face to face meetings13 (F2Fs). Every month they are

to send a written progress-report regarding their sub-project. In this report

they are assumed to announce news that are of interest within the total

project. Naturally, if for instance red flags14 are detected between these

gatherings, they are supposed to report it immediately to the TPM. As we

mentioned, they are also each a part of the CCB.

                                          
13 We describe these meetings more thorough in chapter 6.2.1
14 A red flag is a message that alerts the project that something is wrong, for instance if
the deadline seem impossible to reach.
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Figure 6.1: Managers overview

In the matrix structure we see the Sub-PMs (the happy faces in figure 6.1)

as an important factor. They are assigned by line-managers (which are parts

of the OSG) in order to secure that the assignment will be performed

according to agreements. This means that in operative activities they

represent the line-organisation towards the project. They are also, via the

CCB, the ones keeping contact with the TPM, the project-staff and other

Sub-PMs working within the total-project. 

Looking at this from the sub-PMs’ point of view, we can see that their

work is depending of and affects others within the project. This of course

implies communication towards the others, but they only answer to their

line-managers. As stated in PROPS, it puts a lot of effort in the sub-PMs´
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Even though all subsidiaries are part of the project as a whole, the general

attitude seems to be more characterised by temporary partnership than

collegiality. Most respondents felt that each unit should manage working

on their own. Naturally they believed that the action must be co-ordinated,

but hardly anyone saw advantages in increased co-operation between the

sub-PMs. A common answer was that “No, they should not interfere with

each other, they should only focus on delivering their part in time”. This

was a common view among SCSA representatives as well as the sub-

project ditto.

Another management function present in the project is the SPM. Each

product has its own SPM that is, as the name implies, responsible for the

product. They are involved from the early beginning until the product is

annulled from sales. The SPMs has no operational responsibility once the

project has started, but they are the ones knowing exactly which functions

that are expected as the outcome from the project, and they are also

strategically responsible for the service through its entire life cycle. In

correspondence to this, they are supposed to keep themselves constantly

updated on the project status. Whenever changes or other issues occur, they

are supposed to be involved.  

Hence, the SPM should be tightly coupled toward the sub-project handling

the development of “their” product. This does however not seem to work

satisfactory within the project. Comments like “haven’t seen them in

awhile” popped up during a couple of the interviews. We also heard sub-

PMs saying, “we are actually doing the job of the SPM ourselves at the

moment”. The opposite could however also be detected in comments like

“it has become much better and it is actually working quite good
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nowadays”. One explanation for the SPMs not being present that often, is

the fact that they are also involved in more customer-focused activities. 

6.1.4 Other roles and how they are looked upon

Functions like Marketing, Supply & Support and others, that in earlier

similar projects used to join the action at a later stage, already entered from

the beginning in Mitsunami. However their roles are not that apparent at

this stage of the project. They do participate in all the meetings though, and

they also contribute in different ways. For instance there has been a

constant education of the design-staff, in how products are supposed to be

structured. This has been done in order to transfer them smoothly into the

TTC-flow when finished. Even though they are valuable, we have at this

stage chosen not to look deeper into it. We will just satisfy in concluding

that all participants are active, though it may be in different ways.

6.1.5 Management and hierarchy summary

To summon up the empirical findings on management, we can say that

what seemed to be a hierarchical picture in the organisation chart did not

have anything to do with authority and decision-making. Neither did the

TPM have the kind of power that the phrase “total project manager”

insinuates. His role besides being the project’s face to external stakeholders

is instead to co-ordinate and to be a time-tracker.

The sub-PMs are in turn “driving their own races”, and primarily have the

responsibility to provide applications to the product package. Along with
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the authority that they have in the CCB, they do have formal authority over

their programmers. Due to our time limits, we were however not able to

interview these employees to find out if the sub-PMs use this authority or

not.

There was no chart of the above-described hierarchy, but with some effort

we tried to make one ourselves (figure 6.2) based on the facts that were

given to us. When creating this we discovered that the project organisation

has three levels of authority.

Figure 6.2: Levels of authority

The CCB decides over the product questions but only to a certain limit. An

OSG decision is required in questions concerning time and larger amounts

of money. The way we see it, the TPM is sitting on three chairs. He is both

part of the deciding groups in the CCB and the OSG (without solitary

authorisation though), at the same time as he is carrying out these decisions

to the rest of the organisation. In this way we consider him to be neither

higher nor lower in authority than the rest of the managers. Hence we have

placed him in a box at the same level as the other employees, that are

visible in the project organisation chart of figure 5.1.
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6.2 Information flow and project communication

At Ericsson they use a lot of different channels for spreading information to

all parties concerned. Being a high technology corporation, they also to a

great extent use the latest information technology consisting of e-mail,

Intranet and wireless communication. The findings below will show what

kind of information goes where, and how people affected by the

information, feel that it is relevant and up-to-date.

6.2.1 Formal information and communication flow

The formal information flow we define as the one that is standardised

and/or documented, and which everybody knows when and where to

present. In Mitsunami they have again used the guidelines of PROPS

concerning updating reports at certain times during the project. This

implies that there is massive documentation of all activities performed

within the project. Therefor, whatever information one might ask for

should be found in written form on the Intranet. One more reason for these

piles of documentation is to make the project evaluation easier. Whether it

is used for that purpose we do not know, since the project is still running. 

At the beginning of Mitsunami, all sub-projects received an assignment

specification that represents the requirements from different parts of the

project stakeholders. Mainly these requirements consist of technological

specifications on the services that the customer wants, and other technical

issues such as information about what other systems the product should be

compatible with.
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During the project, each sub-PM is supposed to report their progress in

order to update the management (1. in figure 6.3). The TPM collects all

information and continually assembles updates in a summary report at the

end of each month. This is a standardised document and available for

everyone on the Intranet (2. in figure 6.3). In this way the TPM can gather

information from the sub-projects, and inform everyone what he believes is

necessary and urgent. The actors in the sub-projects then have to search for

the desired information themselves (3. in figure 6.3).

Figure 6.3: Updating information flow

Since this project started with several of the parts somewhat

simultaneously, the requirements to the sub-projects have continually

changed along with the work of the baseline, where their product parts are

supposed to fit. Hence it is very important that the sub-projects are updated

with the latest information from the platform unit, in order to work against

the latest baseline.

Due to continuous changes in the baseline, it is not always obvious when to

look for this change though. The monthly reports are not provided frequent

enough to handle issues like this. Therefor, in addition to the monthly
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reports on the Intranet, there is a formal forum that invites the project

members to communicate instead of just giving and gathering information.

This is done in telephone conferences every week.  

The managers in Mitsunami are far from amateurs vis-à-vis their

assignment. By experience, they know that the information spread via the

Intranet and the weekly telephone conferences are not enough to ensure

that the project works smoothly. Therefor they also have a third and very

important formal communication opportunity, the F2Fs. These get-

togethers are held on a monthly basis and involve all actors presented in

figure 5.1. 

One reason for the F2Fs is to ensure that everyone is up-to-date with all

information and has taken part of the reports on the Intranet. It is also a

way to confirm that all participants are in line with the time schedule, and

of course an opportunity for people in the project to get to know one

another and to communicate in a way that is not possible over the phone. 

According to the TPM, these meetings in Mitsunami (in contrast to earlier

similar projects) also involve those participants that usually join the project

at a later stage (e.g. marketing and system testing). “By involving late

starters early in the project, these persons are already well informed about

the project when taking over the relay race baton and are able to proceed

fast”, he said.
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6.2.2 Information flow in reality

Asking the TPM, he is not totally satisfied with how the information in

Mitsunami is “flowing” today. He believes that it is not so much the

structure of the flow that is a problem, but rather the content that is

inadequate, and the deadlines of the reports that are not kept by the

subprojects. Sometimes, he says, he has to remind the sub-PMs two or

three times before he gets the updating report. He also pointed out that

“this is the case since different nations have different ways of working”.

Another thing the TPM would like to be changed is the home pages on the

Ericsson Intranet. Despite that Mitsunami has its own web page, some

important information concerning the total project is only accessible on the

web pages of the subsidiaries. The structures on these web pages are far

from similar. We were told that this dissimilarity sometimes makes the

search for information a difficult task. 

Several persons within Mitsunami confirm that this issue is a problem,

while others look upon the problem as a trifling matter. One respondent

meant that this problem is not possible to overcome, because several

documents, due to product dependency, need to be on the subsidiary home

page instead of the project site. “You do not want to update changes at two

places with the risk of having divergent information if you forget to change

in both documents”, this person said.

During our research we visited a F2F. The meeting was lead, or rather

guided, by the TPM, who had made an agenda and asked for an update

from each sub-unit. It appeared to be a quite open atmosphere at the
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meeting, and anyone could ask questions or come with remarks concerning

the subject discussed. After that they in consensus decided if there were

any new APs15 that needed to be done, or if they could consider some of the

documented APs to be finished in order to remove them from the AP-list.

Our respondents told us that despite the new deal in Mitsunami, of having

everybody attending the F2Fs, not every project member shows up every

time due to other priorities. Mostly it seemed to be the supportive

functions, those that are more actively involved at a later stage in the

project, which did not appear at these relatively early meetings. Most of the

people that we interviewed did not have a problem with that though, since

many issues discussed were not considered relevant matters for these

persons. One of the “late starters” did however like this new Mitsunami

thought, and said that “joining face-to-face meetings early makes it

possible for us experienced project workers to alert the ‘early starters’

about things that they might have missed or not thought of. I.e. the project

is in a better way using the competence that they have in the human

resources”. 

One reason for dropouts of the F2F was the fact that they are tightly

connected to their line-organisation and that they do not feel that

Mitsunami is priority number one. Several respondents made that clear to

us, and said that they instead do everything to support the line-organisation

first, in order to make this to look good in front of the TPM.

This leads us in on another striking information problem. Since the TPM is

the evaluator of the project, the sub-PMs are careful not to bring too many

                                          
15 AP = Action Point, a documented working task that is dedicated to one or several
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bad news to him, i.e. the rest of the project in its extension. “If you do your

part of the project well, there is a bigger chance that you will get a new

assignment at the next project”, one respondent said. We also heard the

quite astonishing phrase: “If a subsidiary discover that they are late they

wait until the last minute to report a red flag. This is the case because they

hope that another sub-project have problems as well, and then they do not

have to look bad in front of the management.” Other respondents had

discovered that red flags comes very late, but believed that this happens

because the subsidiaries are doing a bad job looking ahead.

The problem with late red flags from one subsidiary is that it may delay the

others with an even longer period of time. This is the case because the

products are developed simultaneously and dependent of each other. If for

instance a subsidiary has a one week delay and suddenly realises that

something need to be changed in other sub-projects in order to fit to their

application, it may take even more than a week for the others to solve the

problem. If the red flag in addition is withheld, the problem might lead to

serious time delays.

Even though the subsidiaries are aware of that withholding information

might lead to further delays in other parts of the project, the first priority is

still the line-organisation. We must say though, that not all subsidiaries

have shown this opportunistic behaviour. We did get contrasting response

to this question, where some subsidiaries do feel that Mitsunami, or at least

the FOA within Mitsunami, should have the first priority. These persons

seemed aware of the situation though, since they complained about certain

subsidiaries’ “lack of commitment in the project”.

                                                                                                                           
employees.
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All answers about the information flow and content did at first not make

any sense. Most respondents are except for the above-mentioned problem

satisfied with the information given, but they are all also aware of the

problems when they want to put the pieces together. We did however now

realise that we had stepped on an aching toe. After several interviews with

different parties, we discovered that not all information is interpreted in the

same way.

One example of these divergent views is the issue of the requirement

specifications, that some project members believe is not working

adequately. We heard comments from several respondents who said, ”We

must get clearer and better specified requirements”. There were others

who gave the opposite opinion though, in words like ”Everyone has

received clear requirements, and I am sure that they are understood”. 

Another example of this we witnessed at the F2F, where one sub-PM asked

about the baseline. The person in charge of this gave the comment “I

understand your problem, but I do not agree with it”. Our first thought

when we learned about the different views was that there must be a serious

lack and/or problem in the communication somewhere.

6.2.3 What about communication in Mitsunami?

Most of our respondents are, as mentioned, satisfied with the information

given to them. They believe that if the information was only clear, up-to-

date and accurate, they would not need anything else to do their job, and

consequently have it done in time. At the same time we heard comments

like “we have different ways of expressing ourselves depending on what
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country you come from, and it is not always obvious to know what everyone

means”. 

During our investigation, we have also seen several examples, of which

two were presented above, that indicated that many issues are looked upon

differently. This was however not just due to differences in citizenship, but

even within the subsidiaries we heard these dissimilarities in points of

views.

So how was the attitude towards an extended communication? This

question turned out to be quite tricky to answer. Some respondents said one

thing about communication as an issue, but bit themselves in the tail when

answering on real life project situations. Either they just did not understand

the concept of communication, or maybe there was something else behind

their thoughts. Let us explain what we mean by presenting some

statements.

When we tried to ”introduce” the idea of extended communication between

the sub-project parts, most respondents just shook their heads and said that

they have all communication that is needed. Even when we pressured our

respondents and tried to present positive aspects of a closer contact, they

were very sceptical and believed that “this contact should not appear on

their level in the organisation” or “we do have communication, but

preferably in vertical direction downwards”. We also heard answers like

“informal contacts between sub-projects, i.e. communication not initiated

by PROPS or the TPM, are unnecessary”.
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Even though there seemed to be a resistance to communicate “over the

borders”, nearly all respondents generally feel that the monthly F2F is an

important occurrence. The same persons, who had been negative to our

direct communication question, could in the next sentence say that “the

F2F is good to increase the understanding and to get valuable advice from

more experienced employees”. 

The respondents were also generally positive to for instance the informal

dinner that usually take place on the evening at the F2Fs. They said “it is

both pleasant and educational because they feel that they get a better

understanding of how the other project members work, and they also

increase my personal net of contacts”. The only negative comment we got

was “I would appreciate if all the representatives from the host location

join this meeting instead of going home”. 

We hope you see our point concerning the ambiguity in attitude towards

communication. What we witnessed was however also hard to evaluate.

Even though the people that we interviewed said that they only work with

the information given to them, we did see a couple of examples where the

case was different, and in fact saved the situation. 

During the F2F for instance, we discovered that some important issues

came up in-between the formal agenda questions. At one coffee break, the

sub-PMs and a “senior” employee discussed the time schedule of the total

project. The latter person asked whether the sub-PMs had ordered hardware

products that were to be used later in the project. A couple of seconds later

most sub-PMs were talking to their respective subsidiary. This was one
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visible point that was not covered by any formal instruction or requirement,

but that we later found out was crucial to avoid time delays.

We also found out that the Spanish and the Irish sub-PMs do have contact

with each other. Either the TPM or the Spanish sub-PM (depending on

whom you ask) initiated this co-operation, in order for one team to support

the other. From what we have heard, this support has turned out to work

very well, and is a good example of how communication can solve

problems on an aggregated project level. What is also a little bit ironic is

that the FOA that these two sub-projects are supposed to reach seems to be

the only one that will make it in time.

6.2.4 Information and communication summary

In a project like Mitsunami, the information flow is primarily supposed to

take formal paths that are recommended by PROPS. This is also the way

that the information takes today with some few exceptions. The sub-

projects receive requirement lists from the project owner, i.e. in this case

SCSA, and then update their work status to the rest of the group at formal

meetings.

The informal contacts mainly consist of dinner meetings during the F2Fs

and there is also some contact between Spain and Ireland. Nearly

everybody believes that the F2Fs are the most important meetings, but still

there is an opposition towards further communication between the

subsidiaries. For most people this opposition is grounded on the thought

that every subsidiary should focus on their own assignment, and be able to

solve this with existing information.
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If all information presented was up-to-date and easy to find, most people in

the project believe that everything would work smoothly. This is not the

case however. The home page of each subsidiary is unique, and apparently

it is not easy to find exactly what you are looking for. The information is

not always up-to-date for two reasons. One is the dependency to other

platforms, which sometimes changes the baseline, that in turn must be

adapted before the other sub-projects can take part of the changes. The

other is that some subsidiaries do not alert red flags in time, this in order to

“watch their own back”.

Even when the information seems crystal clear to most parties, e.g. in the

baseline question, it is still misinterpreted. Still communication between the

sub-PMs is looked upon as an unnecessary evil by many respondents, and

even though they like working in a global environment, they all believe that

it would be easier to achieve a good result with everything over one roof.

They all appreciate and take advantage of the informal contacts though, but

most of them were sceptical to increase the number of these events, or to

have an extended contact between the subsidiaries. Even though the

opinions go apart and things are looked upon differently, the focus is and

should apparently be on the sub-project.
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7 Analysis

In this chapter we analyse our empirical findings. The chapter aims to

provide an understanding of what we have seen and also why it looks that

way. In order to achieve this, we will use our theoretical framework and

where it may be needed we will also introduce other theoreticians within

the field. Naturally the chapter will also to some extent reflect our own

interpretations of the phenomena.

7.1 Analytical dimensions

At the very beginning of our thesis, we argued that the organisational

structure to a large extent is decisive for how management and

communication is pursued in an organisation. By choosing a certain

structure the corporate management makes a clear statement of what is

expected from lower level management, and also how the distribution of

information is handled. 

By choosing organisational structure as a dimension, we aim to understand

what Ericsson’s intentions are. By looking at management and

communication we aim to see the operative implications of the structure in

Mitsunami. Further on, we would argue that the aspects are not only

important in order to understand the identified problems, but also would

have some theoretical implications. 
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We will start this chapter by focusing on the organisational characteristics

that can be seen in Mitsunami, and the part will conclude in a discussion of

how the organisation of Mitsunami can be understood.

The following part will start with a discussion of the distribution of power

and authority within the project. Subsequently we will then explain what

implications that might bring along. The chapter is then concluded with an

analysis of how information actually is distributed within the project and

how communication between different participants is handled.  

Finally we want to note that in reality the different aspects are very much

intertwined and causalities are not always crystal clear. However, in order

to reach analysability we have chosen to split the chapter by the dimensions

studied. All along the analysis we will therefor highlight the parts that we

want to point out as conclusive in each dimension.

7.2 Organisational characteristics

On basis of our empirical findings we are able to state that the Ericsson

structure as a whole does affect the project in many ways. The fact that it

also consists of people from several different countries we believe

increases some of these effects. It is however hard to say in what degree

problems derive from the structure only, what is to be considered as

cultural effects or if it is needed to take other variables into consideration.

We will here pick out some important characteristics though and try to

identify what we see as focal points.
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7.2.1 The inter-organisational matrix

The most common way of designing a project within a large organisation is

to create a matrix structure (Gobeli & Larson, 1987; Frame, 1994). One

reason for this is to combine competencies from different functions within

the company in a project in order to reach a solution that is obtained in a

more effective way, with a better result. We have seen that Mitsunami also

is designed with a matrix structure, but we are able to conclude that there

are some points in which it actually differs from what is considered to be a

matrix in theory. In addition we believe that some of these points stem

from the overall Ericsson-structure, and we also believe that these

differences may affect the performance in the project. 

First of all, in most literature the matrix is described as an intra-

organisational phenomenon combining company units in a project. Allen

(1995) is talking about these units as different departments in a company

and Cleland (1994) points at the various functions within the project. In

our case neither is really applicable. Even though all people working within

Mitsunami belong to Ericsson as a corporation, they are members of

judicially separated subsidiaries. This means that each line-organisation is

to be recognised as an “independent” part of Ericsson holding own

responsibility concerning costs and revenues. Therefor, what is named as

departments and functions by theoreticians, is in Mitsunami replaced with

the line-organisations. Hence we find the project structure to be, not an

intra-, but rather an inter-organisational matrix within the Ericsson

corporation, trying to combine the actions of independent units.
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Secondly we must keep in mind that each subsidiary’s contribution to the

project is regulated through inter-organisational agreements, rather than

“common interest”. We would like to define it as a network of what

Kolltveit & Reve (1998) refers to as “bilateral agreements” between the

project owner and the subsidiaries. As a consequence, rather than being

participants from separate units working towards a common goal, they are

better understood as separate companies each providing their part of the

product package. In total, we have semi-independent subsidiaries co-

working in a relationship regulated by contractual agreement. Therefor,

rather than defining Mitsunami as a project organised in a matrix, we

believe that it would be better described as an “intra-corporational

consortium”. Thus, we look upon the corporation as a unit holding several

organisations.  

7.2.2 The Ericsson spirit - just an illusion?

The thought above is strengthened by the attitudes that we could detect

among the respondents. Not only are the subsidiaries divided on the basis

of their national belonging and judicial separation, but even though all our

respondents can be identified as Ericsson employees, the answers they gave

clearly indicated that their primary loyalty is dedicated to the subsidiary.

This means that we see the organisational independence, both legally as

well as in the attitude. Perlmutter (1969) would probably have seen the

employees as quite ethnocentric, having in mind that most of them almost

support the subsidiary only. However, from a Mitsunami point of view,

Perlmutter would probably say that the attitude of the SCSA management

is more of a polycentric kind. Just the fact of calling Mitsunami a project

and involving participants from different nations substantiates this notion. 
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The description above goes for Malnight (1995) as well. From the SCSA

project view, the subsidiaries are expected to be integrators or contributors,

involved in developing the product package or contributing with an

application. However, comments like “What the other subsidiaries do is

none of our business”, we believe indicates that people at the subsidiaries

are at the most participators in Mitsunami, doing a job for a customer. The

bottom line here is that there seem to be an over-belief in the “Ericsson-

hat”16 that everyone is assumed to wear and to what degree the employees

act with an Ericsson-spirit. In other words, according to Ericsson’s way of

structuring the project, there seem to be a management belief that they have

already won the cultural battle that Bjerke (1999) describes (if they at all

know that there was one), while the reality actually shows the opposite.

Another thing that is a little peculiar in this situation is the project model at

Ericsson. Everyone seems to know that there are cultural differences, but at

the same time they point to PROPS as a combining factor for pulling the

project members together. Most employees therefor see PROPS as a great

strength, both as a control mechanism and as a tool for bringing people

closer to each other. We believe that PROPS is used either as a substitute

for, or as the only incentive for changing peoples attitudes from home-

country orientation (Perlmutter, 1969) to a more Ericsson-focused

disposition. 
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Figure 7.2: PROPS four perspectives (Ericsson Intranet, 2001-03-12)

Either way we have reasons to believe that the model is too vague, in the

meaning that there is no focus on the most important parts in the model.

PROPS is divided into four perspectives (figure 7.2), but since they are

only guidelines, two of these, the human- and the business perspectives,

seem to be neglected in favour of the more "easy-to-follow-and-control”

perspectives. In fact we, in accordance with Engvall (1995), find that the

standardisation of projects, which seem to be one aim with PROPS, work

against the two very important but neglected perspectives. 

7.2.3 The absence of a team and a common goal

As seen in figure 7.2, the two neglected perspectives handle the issues of

teams and goals, and we will here try to clear out some concepts. In our

frame of references we indicated that our pre-understanding of

organisations in general and projects in particular is that they need to have

a strong team (Randolph & Posner, 1988) and a clear common goal

                                                                                                                           
16 “Wearing the Ericsson-hat” is an expression for an employee always prioritising the
company Ericsson in first.
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(Wenell, 2001). Now how does this intra-corporational consortium apply

with these conceptions? Not so well we are afraid, at least not in

Mitsunami. The two concepts we believe are interrelated. It is hard to

create a strong team without having a common goal to gather around, and

likewise it is hard to achieve this goal without a strong team.

Starting with the common goal, Mitsunami has, like many other projects,

divided the main objective into sub-goals. This is nothing strange, but

rather a quite common way of operationalising a more abstract objective

(de Wit & Meyer, 1998). These sub-goals are however supposed to be

defined in a way, that the effort in reaching them are in symbiosis with also

fulfilling the main objective (Randolph & Posner, 1988). 

In Mitsunami this is not quite the case. What is to be described as a sub-

goal from a SCSA point of view actually becomes the main objective for

each subsidiary instead. As mentioned earlier the line-organisations have

no shared responsibility for the project as a whole, but they only answer to

their own part, i.e. product. This is made clear through the assignment that

is signed, and it is further emphasised when it becomes clear that each

subsidiary is assessed by what they deliver, not the Mitsunami total

success. 

An additional problem with the goals is that there are two FOAs, and that

these, if any, are the aggregated objectives that the subsidiaries “see”. All

of the above, as far as we can see, imply that the participants within

Mitsunami do not share one common goal.
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Now taking a look at the supposed team, we actually believe that the way

Mitsunami is structured, i.e. as an intra-corporational consortium on

international basis, says it all. By this point it should stand quite clear that it

is an almost impossible task to team up people with these prerequisites.

As if this was not enough, we were however able to conclude that the

subsidiaries are not only partners in this project, but they are also

competitors of future projects. A significant factor in this is that, by looking

relatively better than the others, the subsidiaries know that they will be put

in a better position the next time a project is started. This seems to increase

the feeling of us-and-them between the subsidiaries, i.e. the exact opposite

of what is needed according to most project authors. 

Remembering that the participation in projects, and hence the survival for

the subsidiaries on long term, is regulated through what was described as

an internal marketplace, makes the situation, from a subsidiary point of

view, a question of standing well in the competition. Knowing that the very

nature of competition is to outpace other actors (Gilbert & Strebel, 1987)

might give a reason to ask how the co-operation is affected. Even though

the personal contacts seem to work well between the different PM´s we still

got the impression that there is no feeling of belonging to the same team. 

Knowing that teaming up around a common objective is one of the

strongest characteristics for project organisations, we believe that the

structure very much precludes what is to be known as the advantages with

projects in general.



Transnational development projects in MNCs: A study of Ericsson

87

7.2.4 An alternative way of looking at this projects

It may above seem that we are somewhat negative oriented with the way

that Mitsunami is structured, but this is however not the exact truth. So far

we have only compared Mitsunami with different written material and

concluded that it does not hold the project characteristics that most of the

project literature describes.

Let us for a minute assume that Mitsunami is a “common project” though,

and look how well the structure in Mitsunami can be expected to match the

characteristics of the project. During our work with this thesis we have

taken part of Allen’s (1995) reasoning about the matrix structure. His

writing has actually increased our understanding for Mitsunami and put our

problem area in a little different light. 

Allen has identified two extremes of matrixes (black in figure 7.3). The

first one describes a situation where the project is very strong and the

second where the departments have excessive control of how things are

done. Most companies do in reality end up somewhere in-between.
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Figure 7.3: Different focuses in a project matrix, based on Allen (1995)

The basis in Allen’s (1995) reasoning is that knowledge-based companies’

primary objective must be to obtain knowledge over time. Unless that is

done, the company’s competitiveness will sooner or later be diminished.

Further he says that learning in organisations is done, not through formal

education, but informal relations between colleagues within departments. 

Based on this he defines three factors that must be considered when

designing a matrix. The first one is the rate of shift in technology. Rapid

shifts imply that constant learning is required in order to obtain

competitiveness, hence a matrix in which the departments are given a

stronger role. The second factor to consider is the interdependency of the

project parts. High interdependence requires a lot of co-ordination and that

in turn is best done with the project in focus. A project combining areas
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with somewhat rapid shifts in technology and interdependent project parts

would be placed somewhere in the middle of the graph of figure 7.3. 

All this is to be matched to the duration of a project, i.e. the third factor to

consider. The longer time spent in a project, the greater is the risk for

losing edge on knowledge, and again we must put more focus on the

departmental side. If focus in a long-term project is not put on the

department, there is a risk that the cutting edge engineer comes back to

his/hers unit, holding somewhat obsolete knowledge.

Looking at Mitsunami, we believe that it could be placed very close to the

departmental focus (which is done in figure 7.3). At least this is the case if

we equalise the Ericsson subsidiaries with Allen’s (1995) departments. We

do however need to get back to reality and look upon Mitsunami as an

intra-corporational consortium. The question is whether this makes any

difference. We would like to say that it does. In the case of Mitsunami, it

does perhaps not change the notion of the three dimensions that Allen has

already identified as important, but we believe that a fourth dimension must

be considered – the implications of national and organisational belonging. 

Since the main issue in Allen’s graph concerns the trade-off between

obtaining of knowledge and working in projects (at least if it is for a longer

time), the extra dimension is indeed an important one. Having subsidiaries

attending the projects instead of departments means that people of the same

profession get together in a project. This should imply that a project could

not only ease co-ordination, but also increase the competence, even in the

long range. It would at least for sure imply greater heterogeneity, and the

outcome of that could be a sum that far exceeds the parts (Ginsberg, 1994).
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To conclude this alternative way of looking at Mitsunami, we can say that

Allen’s (1995) reasoning to a greater extend accept Mitsunami as a project,

in the sense that it does not have a project, but a subsidiary, focus. This

should also imply that a project does not necessarily have to hold a strong

team or a clear objective. Allen’s graph does however not cover the fact

that we are dealing with a transnational project where different nation and

organisation belongings have to be considered. We do feel though that this

new dimension implies a stronger project focus.

7.3 Management within the project

Above we have described Mitsunami as a matrix with strong line-

organisations and a quite weak project. In these following two chapters we

will look into how that structure find expression in the operative action. 

“People do not what the boss expects, but what the boss inspects”

(Chinese proverb in Randolph & Posner, 1988)

7.3.1 A way of handling opportunistic behaviour

Looking at project management from the Ericsson level, the company does

not want to give the TPM formal authority alone. There seems to be no

ambiguity about this, and it is shown by the fact that none of our

respondents, including the TPM himself, believe that imposing power is a
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part of his role. We were told that the reason for this situation is that

Ericsson, through the OSG, can control the TPM for not behaving in an

opportunistic way. This seems like a fair explanation, looking at what

Ouchi (1980) tells us about this kind of behaviour in organisations. It does

however give some indications of that Ericsson is not convinced that the

project, as a form of organising, is able to handle the question of

opportunism. Therefor we would like to take this reasoning a little further.

Since the subsidiaries are in control of the resources, the TPM in

Mitsunami does not have what Etzioni (1982) refers to as the power of

rewards and punishments. Neither does he have the technical skills to get

what Etzioni refers to as the professional power, since our empirical

findings showed that he is not an expert on these issues.

If the TPM does not have the formal authority or any other kind of power,

where is it to be found? To answer this question we have chosen to look at

each source of power separately. First we have the formal hierarchical

authority (Bolman & Deal, 1991) within the project. Our research showed

that formal decisions can be made at two different levels within Mitsunami,

the CCB and the OSG. The latter actually represents the project owner on a

strategic level. This means that when a decision is taken by OSG, it has in

practice been escalated above the project-organisation. We are then able to

state that on project-level there is only authority to take smaller decisions,

but the TPM cannot take them on his own. He has to reach an agreement

with others, among them the sub-PMs. 

Looking at the rewards and punishment resources, Etzioni (1982) would

probably agree that it lies in the hands of the subsidiary managers. For sure,
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it is the job of the TPM to assess the performance of each sub-PM, but he

holds no means to directly impose coercive power (French & Raven in

Yukl, 1998).

When we move on to the question, of who possesses the information and

knowledge, the answer is a bit trickier. The TPM does indeed hold most

overall information in the project, but it is not the kind of information that

e.g. Pfeffer (in Jacobsen & Thorsvik, 1997) refers to as vital. He is still

dependent upon the information given to him. This dependency is related to

the sub-PMs, which both possess the technical knowledge and also choose

which information to impart. This kind of power is a good example of what

Pettigrew (in Yukl, 1998) refers to as distribution control.

Let us take a pause here and reflect to what we have just said. The power in

the project is spread out on many different individuals in several

subsidiaries and at different levels. Cleland (1994) has also seen this

phenomenon as a common solution among modern organisations. He

writes, “instead of having traditional forms of management a company

favours team forms in which there are multiple authority and

responsibility”. One could with these words believe that this is a good

solution, since it implies that they have to make all decisions in consensus

and satisfy everybody’s goals. In reality we have however seen that this

way of organising project management within Mitsunami has just pushed

the risk of opportunistic behaviour on to the subsidiaries.

We will clarify this statement with some empirical facts. For starters the

market system, where the different subsidiaries have to compete against

each other in order to get an assignment from SCSA, gives incentives to the
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subsidiaries to behave opportunistic. This is the case since they already

from the beginning look upon each-others as competitors, fighting for the

next contract. This statement makes even more sense now, i.e. in the era in

which this thesis is written, since Ericsson at the moment is cutting its staff.

Secondly the project organisation structure is designed so that the

subsidiary manager grants the rewards for a job well done, although the

work is evaluated by the TPM in a customer satisfaction survey. Hence, the

TPM has to be satisfied by your performance if you are to receive that

reward. Should not this fact, that every subsidiary wants to impress the

TPM, imply that they would work for the best of Mitsunami one might

wonder? On the contrary we would like to say with the answers in our

hand. The power you hold as a sub-PM is the choice of delivering

information. In the previous chapter we presented an example where sub-

PMs choose only to present the good news, hoping that the bad news will

come from someone else instead. This is what we would define as a clear

case of opportunism.

7.3.2 Structural implications on management

Does the analysis above imply that Ericsson should give the total authority

to one person instead of splitting it on several actors and levels? Maybe

not, the key issues here are again teams and goals. According to most

literature concerning the subject of modern organisations (Cleland, 1994;

Ahrne, 1997), the situation should work if you have a strong team and a

goal that is in line with the individuals’ ditto. Looking at Mitsunami and

earlier analysis it has neither. The team is actually not a team, but a

conglomerate of teams that are built on subsidiary level. 
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How do we know this? For one thing we have already concluded that most

sub-PMs are prioritising the own subsidiaries. Most of them also believe

that their own team is working well. Next we have hardly heard any

respondent saying they want to have more contact with the other groups.

Neither is it supposed to work that way. The common picture is that if

everybody does the work as they are supposed to, the outcome will turn out

well when they put the pieces together. Hence, in our studies we got a very

clear picture that the only thing tying the different parts together is the fact

that they are hired by SCSA to work within the Mitsunami boundaries. 

We have already explained some of the problems with divergent goals in

the project, and that it seems like the important thing is to make the

subsidiary look good in front of the TPM. As if these different goals were

not enough, we are, as in all organisations, faced with the goals of the

individuals. In this case, i.e. with this structure, these personal goals might

be harder for the management to restrain. At least this is our belief, since

there is an ambiguity in which organisational goal to be compatible with.

As Ahrne (1997) said, you try to reach your personal goals by getting hold

of the resources of the organisation, but in Mitsunami the resources are in

the hands of the subsidiaries. This of course makes it natural not to

prioritise the goal of the total project.

To summon it all up, the TPM role within Mitsunami is what we would

define as weak (Cleland, 1994). This does not have to be a problem, and as

from an Ericsson point of view it is a deliberate choice. However, it seems

like many actions concerning management, taken by Ericsson at the

aggregated level, has resulted in contrast to what was actually intended.

The explanations for this could be several. We believe that it is a
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combination of managerial and organisational structuring. When Ericsson

withdraws all power and resources from the total project at the same time

as giving the ones in possession of these, i.e. the sub-PMs and the

managers of the subsidiaries, incentives to use them in an opportunistic

way, the plan will not turn out as intended. What we are saying is that the

weak project management in combination with the diverging goals

furthermore contribute to facilitate opportunism, and hence difficulties in

managing the total project. 

7.4 Information and communication

In this study we have been able to see overwhelming amounts of

information, that was distributed in order to reach all concerned parts of

Mitsunami. Most of it is distributed as written material, and the common

way to do this is through the Ericsson Intranet. The principle is that by

placing information on the Intranet, anybody that might need it could easily

find it on the Web, and in this way an information overload among the sub-

projects could be avoided. The idea itself is not bad and empirical studies

(Lindkvist, 2001) have also shown that in some situations, this has been a

successful way of coping with the distribution problem. However, within

Mitsunami this seems to be a little bit more difficult. Now why is this the

case? Our ideas are presented in the two subheadings below.

7.4.1 Information equals communication?

The number one kind of channel used and preferred in Mitsunami is the

written document. Although most of us can relate to documentation as the

most common way of giving and receiving information, it is, according to
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Drafke & Kossen (1998), not an optimal way of doing it. It has its upsides

in being cheap and relatively fast, however words are only a minor part of

communication and merely words leave too much for the receiver to

interpret (Meridian, 1972). 

One example of how written material can be interpreted in different ways,

is the contradiction in how the assignment-specifications are looked upon.

As several respondents claimed that, ”We must get clearer and better

specified requirements”, there were others who gave the opposite opinion

in words like ”Everyone has received clear requirements, and I am sure

that they are understood”.  It is made quite clear that as some feel that they

have sufficient information in the specifications, others feel that they have

not. Even though the assignments are written in a similar way we have two

totally divergent interpretations of them. In our opinion it is a good

indication of how the written document alone leaves too much for the

interpreter to handle (Drafke & Kossen, 1998). 

We did witness another practical example of how information is interpreted

in different ways. Even when the information seems crystal clear to most

parties, e.g. in the baseline question described in the empirical findings, it

is still misinterpreted. The instructions on how to find and interpret

baseline information are available both on the Web and in the contractual

agreements that were signed as the project started. Hence the information

was there, although the sub-PM raising the question had not noticed this.

Most people in the project refer to it as a cultural and/or a language

problem, which of course also is a possible, or at least an additional,

explanation. We do however believe that this explanation is a result of just

seeing the most obvious and visible matter.
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For some reason the project members seem to believe that if something is

documented, it is also to be seen as common knowledge. Therefor we

believe that the real problem is that instructions are informed, not

communicated. In other words it is a clear example of what the

communication model (Drafke & Kossen, 1998) aims to show. The sender

has not made sure that the receiver has understood the message as intended. 

The communication model does however not seem to be in the minds of the

project members. One respondent said, “we do not need more

communication because it will bring more documentation”. This statement,

we believe, illustrates that the distinction between communication and

information is not understood. There is actually an attitude that implies that

the project members equalise the two terms. Having discovered this, our

conclusion is that the resistance towards communication is actually a lack

of understanding the concept of communication and its importance. This

misconception we therefor believe could be one explanation for people not

communicating in Mitsunami.

7.4.2 Structural implications on communication

Keeping in mind that the products developed are highly dependent, one

thing that appeared quite striking was the lack of informal communication

between different sub-PMs. With very few exceptions we discovered

merely none. As mentioned, one reason for this is that the participants do

not see a need for this. 
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This could of course be the case, but as we have indicated, we doubt that it

is the only explanation. In chapter 7.2, we defined the organisational

architecture as an intra-corporational consortium. This notion very much

implies that the prerequisites for informal communication are somewhat

limited. First of all we have the different organisational belongings, and as

described, the relationship between the sub-projects would be better

characterised by a business relationship than collegiality. 

In addition, consequences of the global structure, i.e. geographical distance,

differences in language and diverging views on how the work should be

done, seem to contribute to the difficulties in spontaneous communication.

A third reason for this may be the absence of unified goals and team spirit.

Due to the diversity, it is perhaps not possible to see the benefits that might

appear from informal contacts. We have already explained how all these

matters have affected management and the work in large, but we believe

that the structure  also to a great extent is one reason for the abscence of

communication.

Knowing that a “single project” approach is not doable in this case, we

would still like to advocate for extended communication, especially

informal such, between the different PMs involved in Mitsunami. It will

not solve all problems, but we are convinced that it for sure will make

things easier, and it is also an important step towards a more project-

focused organisation.

We would like to share a complementing view on why extended

communication is hard to implement in Mitsunami. One of the few persons

that actually did see the importance of communication said, “-Well what do

you expect? You are dealing with engineers”. This is really a rather
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illustrative comment of the situation in Mitsunami. Without being to

prejudicing and focused on the issue of characters, we must emphasise that

most individuals in the project believe that accurate information and well-

planned co-ordination are the only keys to success. The general opinion

seems to be that soft variables, such as communication and co-operation,

are not issues needed to solve technical problems. Engineers or not, it still

depicts the atmosphere among the employees quite well. This was

however, although important, just a parenthesis.

Still engineers are in fact very focused on solving problems, and therefor

we would like to state that in Mitsunami they inform in order to trace the

problems instead of communicating in order to prevent them from arising

in the first place, hence they are reactive instead of proactive.
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8 Conclusions

We will here conclude our analysis and present our main findings. This is

the way we look at the problems, and the answers are hence of course of

subjective nature. This is the understanding that we have reached though,

and we hope the reader can se the same picture as the authors of this

thesis.

8.1 The project myth

Through our entire thesis we have not met anyone who has reflected in

Mitsunami as something else than a project. We would however want to

state that this is the case, at least in a traditional meaning. For sure it is

treated as a project from an Ericsson point of view, assuming that the

participants share the same overall objective and collaborate in order to

reach it. We believe that this is where things go wrong. A very important

distinction is that the employees, quite naturally, consider themselves as

subsidiary employees in the first place and Ericsson employees in the

second.

 

This combined with the formalities involved in the project participation

leads us to the conclusion that, rather than defining Mitsunami as a project

organised in a matrix, we believe that it is better characterised as an “intra-

corporational consortium”. The fact that Mitsunami in all crucial aspects is

expected to function as a project, even though it hardly holds any of the

characteristics attributed to a “normal” project, leads us to believe that the
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project institution, i.e the project as an idea, shadows the reality. Therefor it

is almost like being stuck in a “project myth”. 

8.2 Management by good will

The way Mitsunami is structured, the sources of power are distributed on

several people and on different levels within, as well as outside, the project.

By granting different kinds of power to numerous of persons, we have seen

that this has opened up the doors for opportunistic behaviour. This we

believe is a good example of how structure contradicts Ericsson’s

intentions.

The reason for not giving the TPM formal power alone, is to avoid

opportunistic behaviour. This has indeed been successful, but instead this

way of structuring management within the project, has just pushed the risk

of opportunistic behaviour onto the subsidiaries where it is even harder to

detect and control.

The combination of weak project management and goal-incongruence

contribute to facilitate opportunism, and leads to a situation where the

project manager is left out to the subsidiaries’ “good will”. Therefor, we

mean that he, somewhat naively, has to rely on something that we would

define as “management by good will”. 
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8.3 “Make yourself heard”

Looking at communication, we have been able to see that the subsidiaries,

other than most obedient, seem to have a resistance towards

communicating with each other. We did however note that on an individual

level most respondents claimed that they have positive experiences from

F2Fs. Due to this we would like to re-phrase it, and instead of claiming a

resistance, conclude that there is merely an absence of communication.

In our study we have shown two reasons for this situation. One is a

misinterpretation of the concept of communication and the other is again to

be found in the Mitsunami structure.  

The final conclusion we would like to point at is concerning the attitudes of

the employees. There is a firm belief that sharing information is important

in order to trace problems, though they do not see the conception of

communicating in order to prevent them in the first place. Hence we would

state that the attitudes end in reaction instead of pro-action. 

Our overall impression is that communication is equalled with providing

others with information. It does not seem to be considered as a two-way

process and a teasing author would perhaps state that they for sure have

adapted to the company slogan “make yourself heard”. 
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9 Discussion & future studies

In this chapter we will comment on some interesting phenomena that we

have been able to note during our study. It is mainly based on personal

reflections, and therefor the theoretical coupling is not in focus. Along with

this we also present proposals for future studies that may be of interest. 

Even though this thesis has had a quite strong focus on problems within the

project environment in Ericsson, we would like to state that our overall

impression is that the company in many ways is very good at it. Among the

employees there is a positive view on working in projects and all of our

respondents were, on our behalf, surprisingly optimistic, although they

naturally were not blind for complications. 

Furthermore there have been a lot of thoughts from a management point of

view and this is also expressed in all the processes and the priority that

projects are granted. Nevertheless it seems like too much confidence is put

in, what in company linguistics is called the “Ericsson-hat”, i.e. the

assumption that the Ericsson culture as a whole, is something that is able to

overcome organisational culture on a local basis. 

By doing so, we believe that problems, which sometimes seem to be quite

trivial, are not addressed, and therefor the projects are not able to perform

at their best. Moreover, in situations where the problems are addressed, the

solutions seem to be somewhat counter productive. 
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One example of this is the use of a project model, i.e. PROPS. Along the

study we have several times come across the assumption that due to

PROPS, all project managers have a unanimous understanding of what to

do and how to do it. In many ways the model also is of help, although we

have seen that there might be other implications as well.  One example is

the debate we witnessed concerning a basically trivial, although most

crucial, terminological confusion. Although a majority was certain of the

implication of this certain term, there were project managers that were not. 

In many ways our impression is that the presence of PROPS in someway

mislead the project members to false assumptions of a common view that

actually was not there. Had there not been a model, we believe that more

time would have been spent to make sure that there is a shared view of

what to do. Keeping in mind that the participants within Mitsunami are

such a heterogeneous constellation of people, all with their own

experiences, this would perhaps had been in place. 

The use of project models is also something that has been questioned

among theorists  (e.g. Wenell, 2001; Engwall, 1995) and we believe that

the tendency of an “over-simplified” picture given by a model, very well

may be one reason for not using them. On Ericsson’s behalf we therefor

recommend that some effort should be put to clarify what the real effects of

using PROPS in a trans-national environment are. 

Another issue we would like to highlight is the connection between

objectives and incentives given within the different projects. The

contractual agreements and the evaluation process, i.e. that each sub-

project is assessed merely by their specific contribution, create a situation
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in which the natural incentives are on a subsidiary level. By explicitly

stating that the subsidiaries are only responsible of their part, the

Mitsunami overall objective is already neglected. The fact that they are

assessed by this delivery only reinforces that notion. In addition to all this

is, an internal competition for future assignments, is yet another incentive

for not co-operating.

As can be seen there are basically no incentives whatsoever to co-operation

between the different subsidiaries, and as if this was not enough, we dare to

say that some of them even are in direct contradiction to what was

intended. Therefor we would urge Ericsson to make a thorough

investigation of the incentive-structures within the company. In doing so,

we believe that a lot could be done in order to improve co-operation, both

on national and transnational basis.

We would like to end this reasoning by stating that, we are fully aware of

that in the present situation within Ericsson, a complete project focus is not

that easy to carry through. Yet we would like to end this thesis by

encouraging Ericsson to strengthen the position of projects within the

organisation. 

In general we see that, in many ways it seems like issues that are already

considered as problematic in intra-organisational contexts, e.g. incentive-

structures, goal-incongruence and common ways of working, also seem to

arise in relations between different parts of the MNCs. Furthermore the

natural obstacles, such as differences in language and culture, brought

along by the international context, seem to complicate things even to a

larger extent. 
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We have seen that actions that could be expected to lead to one thing often

actually end up in contradicting phenomena. Hence during this thesis we

have several times experienced that current theories do not provide the

tools for understanding what is happening in the project, and why.  

Therefor we also believe that additional studies within these areas also

could be of interest from an academic point of view. In the beginning of

this report we stated that literature discussing the combination of MNCs

and projects is, to say at the least, not easy to find. We did however, just a

few days before this thesis was due, get our hands on a doctoral thesis that

was of very recent date. Lagerström (2001) disputed in a topic quite similar

to ours and we believe that this indicates that it is of current interest. 
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