
Guest editorial: Second special
issue on action research and
variants in project studies and

project management

Introduction
With this second special issue containing eight articles, we show the increasing importance of
action research and its variants in project studies and project management. The response to
the two calls for papers has been overwhelming and we thank all the researchers who sent
papers to be included and the reviewers who helped review them. The decision to publish two
special issues was taken as a result of the excellent response. Including the first special issue
(Svejvig et al., 2021), 18 articles on action research have been published across the two special
issues we have guest-edited.

Action research involves close cooperation between practitioners and researchers to bring
about change. It essentially consists of the analysis of a social situation followed by the
introduction of changes and evaluation of the effects (Baskerville and Myers, 2004). The
action research process can be conceptualized as several learning cycles (van derHoorn, 2016)
consisting of predefined stages, each starting with a diagnosis that involves the joint
identification (by practitioner and researcher) of problems and their possible underlying
causes. Action planning specifies the anticipated actions that may improve or solve the
problems identified, and action-taking refers to the implementation of those specified actions.
Evaluation is the assessment of the intervention, and learning is the reflection on activities
and outcomes (Susman and Evered, 1978; Myers, 2009; Coghlan and Shani, 2018). Action
research is an umbrella term formany diverse researchmethods, and there aremany variants
(Eikeland, 2012) as evident from the two special issues.

The origin of the special issues can be traced back to 2017, when the special issue editors
proposed a special track – titled Making a Difference: Action Research and Engaged
Scholarship in Projects and Innovations – to the Board of Project Organizing Strategic Interest
Group (PO SIG) of the European Academy of Management (EURAM) Conference. The
proposal was accepted for the EURAM 2018 conference in Reykjavik, Iceland, on 20–23 June.
We repeated the track the following year for EURAM 2019 in Lisbon, Portugal, 26–28 June.
The popularity of the track at the two conferences showed the need for a forum to discuss
action research and its many variants to enhance project management research.

Surprisingly, a discipline such as project management has not embraced action research
(cf. Svejvig et al., 2021) despite its strong relevance for solving complex organizational
problems (Avison et al., 2018), ability to reconcile theoretical development and engagement
with practice (Geraldi and S€oderlund, 2018), and research the actuality of practice (Cicmil et al.
2006).We have tried to bring action research to the fore through the special tracks at EURAM
2018 and 2019 as well as through the two special issues.

Papers published in this special issue
The eight articles selected for this second special issue exhibit the richness of action research-
oriented approaches and their potential for unique contributions to project studies and project
management, contributions that are not easily achieved using alternative approaches. The
articles show the many modalities within action research. There is a family of research
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approaches with various names and shades enriching the potential for practice-relevant
research, and scientifically valuable practice, collaboration and improvement. These articles
advance project management research with some new variants in applying action research
and other research approaches. Variants in action research include action research;
participatory action design; practice-based research, collaborative research, design science
research, action design research and ethnographic action research. It is a somewhat
confusing spectrum of overlapping names and wemay well wonder whether the term “action
research” can cover them all. However, we findmany names for thosewe love; a dear child has
many names.

We now summarize the eight articles selected for this second special issue in the following
Table 1.

The first article in the special issue, by David Coghlan, AbrahamB. (Rami) Shani and Paul
Coughlan, describes how quality in project management could be informed and enhanced by
action research. Coghlan and colleagues are seminal authors in the field of action research
(Coghlan and Shani, 2018; Coghlan, 2019), and have now entered the discipline of project
management and show how the integration of the two fields can be made.

The next article by Annika Engstrøm, Anette Johansson, Nina Edh Mirzaei and Daved
Barry discusses knowledge creation in projects and shows how an interactive research
approach can be used to strengthen innovation capabilities in small and medium-sized
enterprises.

The third article by Beata Jałocha, Ewa Bogacz-Wojtanowska, Anna G�oral, Piotr Jedynak
and Grazyna Prawelska-Skrzypek is based on institutional logics (Thornton et al., 2012),
which is used to analyze an action research study in a university context showing conflicting
and sometimes co-existing logics.

This is followed by the article by Cl�audia Sousa Silva, Cl�audia Pereira and Jos�e Magano,
describing the value of project management related to the organization’s competitiveness. It
proposes a holistic conceptual model to understand how project management brings value to
the organization. Canonical action research was used in three cycles (Davison et al., 2004) to
implement a competitiveness strategy. The iterative process used here is also reflected in the
second article in this special issue (Engstr€om et al., 2023) and is a common trait in action
research (Coghlan and Shani, 2018).

The fifth article, by Constance Elizabeth Kampf, Charlotte J. Brandt and Christopher G.
Kampf, uses participatory action research (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005). It shows how
action research supports building legitimacy and organizational learning in innovation
projects.

The next two articles use design research (van Aken et al., 2016) and action design research
(Sein et al., 2011), respectively. The article by Telmo Antonio Henriques and Henrique O’Neill
shows howdesign science research can be combinedwith focus groups, and used togetherwith
information systems projects undertaken in a teaching setting (master’s and DBA students).
The article by Mogens Frank Mikkelsen and Kirsi Aaltonen is about IT-enabled management
of complexity in projects using action design research as a methodology. Some would argue
that action research and design research are two adjacent methodologies (Davison et al., 2021),
while the guest editors of the two special issues see them under the overall umbrella of action
research (Svejvig et al., 2021).

The final article, by Turid Borgestrand Øien, uses ethnographic action research
(Hartmann et al., 2009; Smith, 2021) to study knowledge production between academia and
health practices in a project on lighting and low-vision rehabilitation.

The eight articles are diverse and show how action research with all its variants can
advance the theory and practice of project studies and the project management field. This
second special issue together with the first special issue (Svejvig et al., 2021) provides a solid
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Articles in the second
special issue on action
research and variants
in project studies and
project management
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foundation for doing action research in project studies and project management and thus
provides a body of knowledge to project management researchers.

The guest editors hope that after reading the articles in this special issue more project
management researchers will be motivated to use action research and design research
approaches to link theory and practice in project management.

Per Svejvig
Department of Management, Aarhus University, Aarhus, Denmark

Shankar Sankaran
School of the Built Environment, University of Technology Sydney, Sydney, Australia, and

Erik Lindhult
Department of Innovation Management, Academy of Innovation, Design, and Engineering,

M€alardalen University, Eskilstuna, Sweden
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