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Imagine	  you	  are	  the	  head	  of	  opera3ons	  at	  a	  pres3gious	  family-‐
owned	  newspaper.	  	  	  Suddenly	  the	  business	  is	  sold	  to	  a	  high-‐tech	  
entrepreneur	  with	  no	  previous	  journalism	  experience.	  	  	  
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Imagine	  that	  you	  are	  the	  head	  of	  marke3ng	  for	  a	  famous	  
toymaker	  specializing	  in	  connectable	  blocks.	  	  Now	  new	  research	  
indicates	  that	  children	  are	  spending	  much	  less	  3me	  playing	  with	  
physical	  toys	  and	  more	  3me	  using	  computers.	  	  	  
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Imagine	  that	  you	  are	  the	  head	  of	  customer	  rela3ons	  for	  
financial	  services	  firm.	  	  Your	  bank’s	  reputa3on	  has	  been	  based	  
upon	  your	  collabora3ve	  advisory	  services.	  	  However,	  your	  
younger	  clients	  prefer	  to	  conduct	  business	  remotely	  via	  mobile	  
digital	  tools	  rather	  than	  in	  person	  or	  by	  phone.	  	  	  
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All	  of	  these	  scenarios	  describe	  an	  organiza3on	  facing	  an	  iden3ty	  
crisis.	  In	  each	  instance,	  something	  has	  happened	  in	  the	  outside	  
world	  that	  poten3ally	  threatens	  the	  product	  brand	  and	  disrupts	  
the	  workplace	  culture.	  	  Successfully	  mee3ng	  the	  challenge	  will	  
transform	  the	  enterprise.	  If	  you	  are	  the	  execu3ve	  designated	  to	  
deal	  with	  the	  problem,	  who	  are	  you	  going	  to	  call?	  
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Most	  likely	  sooner	  or	  later	  you	  are	  going	  to	  call	  in	  a	  professional	  
project	  manager.	  Like	  a	  shaman	  presiding	  over	  a	  sacred	  rite	  of	  
passage,	  the	  project	  manager	  guides	  the	  organiza3on	  through	  
ceremonies	  of	  liminality	  to	  achieve	  a	  transforma3on.	  
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Project	  management	  as	  a	  human	  ac3vity	  has	  existed	  since	  the	  
dawn	  of	  civiliza3on.	  	  The	  codifica3on	  of	  project	  management	  
methodologies	  occurred	  in	  the	  1980’s	  with	  the	  development	  of	  
the	  Project	  Management	  Body	  of	  Knowledge.	  	  For	  project	  
managers	  the	  PMBOK	  serves	  approximately	  the	  same	  func3on	  
as	  the	  Generally	  Accepted	  Accoun3ng	  Principles	  for	  
accountants.	  	  It	  also	  contains	  the	  answers	  to	  the	  Project	  
Management	  Professional	  cer3fica3on	  exam.	  	  Presently	  there	  
are	  more	  than	  580,000	  cer3fied	  PMPs	  worldwide.	  	  Many	  
organiza3ons	  demand	  the	  creden3al	  as	  a	  prerequisite	  for	  hiring	  
a	  project	  manager.	  	  	  
	  

8	  



What	  is	  a	  “project”?	  	  For	  professional	  project	  managers,	  it	  is	  a	  
“temporary	  endeavor	  to	  produce	  a	  unique	  product,	  service,	  or	  result.”	  	  
A	  project’s	  outcome	  can	  be	  tangible	  (a	  building,	  an	  appliance,	  a	  film)	  or	  
intangible	  (an	  event,	  a	  service,	  a	  process).	  	  	  
	  
In	  the	  jargon	  of	  business,	  the	  opposite	  of	  a	  project	  is	  an	  opera3on.	  	  
Opera3ons	  are	  those	  regular,	  repe33ve	  ac3vi3es	  that	  keep	  the	  
enterprise	  running.	  	  	  
	  	  
Implicit	  in	  this	  defini3on	  is	  the	  idea	  that	  projects	  are	  all	  about	  change.	  	  
Oaen	  the	  change	  is	  voluntary:	  an	  opportunity	  to	  increase	  revenue,	  
expand	  market	  share,	  influence	  more	  hearts	  and	  minds.	  	  Some3mes	  
the	  change	  is	  mandatory,	  as	  when	  disaster	  strikes,	  or	  a	  government	  
imposes	  regula3ons,	  or	  financial	  losses	  imperil	  the	  business.	  
	  	  
Upon	  the	  ini3a3on	  of	  a	  project,	  the	  project	  manager	  gathers	  together	  
representa3ves	  from	  different	  areas	  of	  the	  organiza3on	  to	  form	  a	  
project	  team.	  	  They	  collaborate	  to	  create	  and	  implement	  a	  project	  plan,	  	  
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A	  transforma3ve	  project	  involves	  change	  that	  is	  radical	  enough	  
to	  shake	  the	  founda3ons	  of	  the	  organiza3on	  and	  cause	  silo	  
walls	  to	  come	  tumbling	  down.	  	  Territorial,	  func3onal,	  and	  
hierarchical	  boundaries	  must	  be	  crossed.	  	  People	  who	  
previously	  had	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  each	  other	  must	  find	  ways	  to	  
communicate	  and	  work	  together.	  	  Tradi3onal	  
interdepartmental	  rivalries	  and	  grudges	  must	  be	  overcome	  so	  
that	  an	  atmosphere	  of	  mutual	  trust	  and	  egalitarian	  discourse	  
can	  be	  created.	  	  In	  Arnold	  van	  Gennep’s	  terms,	  the	  core	  project	  
team	  members	  enter	  a	  state	  of	  liminality	  during	  the	  
organiza3on’s	  rite	  of	  passage.	  	  Victor	  Turner	  would	  recognize	  
the	  crea3vity	  and	  produc3vity	  of	  a	  diverse	  project	  team	  as	  a	  
manifesta3on	  of	  communitas.	  
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Liminality	  during	  group	  rites	  of	  passage	  among	  the	  tribes	  
studied	  by	  early	  anthropologists	  oaen	  followed	  a	  three-‐stage	  
model:	  separa3on,	  transi3on,	  and	  re-‐incorpora3on.	  	  
Par3cipants	  in	  the	  ritual	  disconnect	  from	  their	  ordinary	  roles,	  
rou3nes,	  and	  iden33es.	  	  They	  form	  an	  isolated,	  unified	  cohort	  
for	  the	  dura3on	  of	  the	  process.	  	  At	  the	  end	  they	  re-‐enter	  the	  
community	  with	  new	  status	  and	  responsibili3es.	  	  Between	  and	  
within	  each	  stage,	  ceremonies	  test	  the	  par3cipants’	  valor	  and	  
commitment	  and	  mark	  their	  progress.	  
	  	  
A	  hundred	  years	  ago,	  the	  drama	  of	  these	  ceremonies	  might	  
have	  involved	  masks,	  costumes,	  props,	  singing	  and	  dancing.	  	  
Modern	  project	  management	  also	  depends	  upon	  ceremonies,	  
but	  in	  the	  capitalist	  high-‐tech	  habitus	  the	  drama	  is	  enacted	  
through	  documents,	  digital	  tools,	  and	  presenta3ons.	  
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The	  transforma3ve	  project’s	  separa3on	  stage	  begins	  with	  the	  
issuing	  of	  a	  Project	  Charter.	  	  A	  senior	  execu3ve	  sponsor	  
formally	  announces	  the	  goal	  and	  bestows	  upon	  the	  project	  
manager	  the	  authority	  to	  recruit	  a	  team,	  assign	  work,	  and	  
spend	  money.	  
	  	  
People	  chosen	  as	  core	  team	  members	  must	  largely	  withdraw	  
from	  their	  normal	  opera3onal	  du3es	  and	  devote	  themselves	  to	  
the	  project.	  	  They	  assemble	  for	  the	  first	  3me	  at	  a	  Kickoff	  
Mee3ng,	  where	  the	  project	  manager	  explains	  the	  goal	  and	  the	  
success	  measures.	  	  In	  the	  era	  of	  paper	  files	  there	  was	  usually	  a	  
special	  room	  set	  aside	  for	  mee3ngs	  and	  repositories.	  	  Nowadays	  
a	  collabora3on	  site	  is	  created	  in	  cyberspace	  using	  tools	  such	  as	  
Google	  Docs	  or	  Microsoa	  Sharepoint.	  	  Team	  members	  are	  
furnished	  with	  badges	  to	  restricted	  areas,	  logons	  to	  secure	  
servers,	  privileged	  access	  to	  confiden3al	  data.	  	  Collec3vely	  they	  
develop	  a	  Scope	  Document	  that	  ar3culates	  their	  group	  vision	  of	  
the	  process	  and	  outcome.	  
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Aaer	  the	  Scope	  Document	  has	  been	  approved	  by	  the	  sponsor,	  
the	  project	  enters	  the	  transi3onal	  stage.	  	  Represen3ng	  their	  
different	  perspec3ves,	  the	  core	  team	  devises	  new	  workflows	  
and	  systems	  that	  blaze	  boundary-‐crossing	  trails	  to	  arrive	  at	  the	  
goal.	  	  They	  follow	  a	  sequence	  prescribed	  by	  the	  PMBOK.	  
	  
This	  is	  a	  par3al	  list;	  the	  larger	  the	  project	  and	  the	  stricter	  the	  
industry’s	  regula3on,	  the	  more	  documents	  it	  contains.	  	  All	  of	  
these	  plans	  serve	  to	  reify	  an	  improvisa3onal	  fantasy	  born	  from	  
the	  core	  team’s	  experience	  of	  communitas	  into	  a	  tangible	  set	  of	  
procedures	  that	  ul3mately	  affects	  products,	  jobs,	  and	  markets.	  	  
As	  the	  project	  moves	  forward,	  progress	  is	  tracked	  at	  regular	  
ceremonial	  mee3ngs	  where	  deliverables	  are	  inspected	  and	  
performance	  is	  evaluated.	  	  The	  transi3onal	  phase	  concludes	  
with	  the	  formal	  acceptance	  of	  the	  project’s	  deliverables	  by	  the	  
sponsor.	  	  	  
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During	  the	  final	  re-‐incorpora3on	  stage,	  par3cipants	  akend	  a	  
Lessons	  Learned	  mee3ng	  to	  reflect	  upon	  what	  went	  well	  and	  
what	  caused	  problems.	  	  The	  project	  manager	  summarizes	  this	  
oral	  group	  retrospec3ve	  in	  a	  wriken	  history	  for	  the	  archives.	  	  
There	  is	  usually	  a	  celebra3on	  at	  which	  food	  and	  drinks	  are	  
served	  and	  speeches	  made.	  	  Members	  of	  the	  core	  team	  are	  
then	  officially	  released	  and	  resume	  their	  former	  roles.	  	  Typically	  
their	  work	  on	  the	  transforma3ve	  project	  has	  conferred	  upon	  
them	  higher	  status	  and	  more	  complex	  responsibili3es.	  
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Many	  projects	  reflect	  the	  three-‐stage	  model,	  but	  few	  can	  be	  
considered	  rites	  of	  passage	  for	  an	  organiza3on.	  	  A	  truly	  
transforma3ve	  project	  demands	  a	  degree	  of	  emo3onal	  
involvement	  that	  blurs	  the	  boundaries	  of	  personal	  vs.	  
professional,	  because	  the	  professional	  outcome	  will	  have	  an	  
important	  effect	  on	  many	  personal	  lives.	  	  Faced	  with	  large	  
uncertain3es	  in	  their	  future,	  par3cipants	  and	  stakeholders	  
behave	  less	  like	  business	  colleagues	  and	  more	  like	  the	  sort	  of	  
holis3c	  communi3es	  ethnographers	  are	  accustomed	  to	  studying	  
during	  fieldwork.	  	  The	  key	  dis3nguishing	  factor	  is	  the	  presence	  
of	  the	  sacred.	  
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Today	  the	  term	  “liminality”	  is	  applied	  to	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  
experiences	  involving	  transi3onal	  phases	  and	  detached	  
iden33es.	  	  Yet	  the	  original	  concept	  elaborated	  by	  van	  Gennep	  
contained	  an	  element	  that	  has	  become	  diluted	  over	  3me:	  the	  
no3on	  of	  liminality	  as	  a	  sacred	  state.	  	  	  For	  the	  purposes	  of	  this	  
paper,	  our	  concept	  of	  the	  sacred	  focuses	  upon	  the	  social	  
phenomenon	  Emile	  Durkheim	  described	  as	  a	  kind	  of	  
impassioned	  groupthink	  that	  confers	  extraordinary	  powers	  
upon	  the	  people	  whom	  it	  inspires	  and	  the	  objects	  they	  worship.	  	  	  
	  
Within	  the	  capitalist,	  high-‐tech	  habitus	  of	  the	  modern	  
organiza3on	  this	  social	  energy	  comprises	  the	  mana	  anima3ng	  
certain	  product	  brands	  and	  workplace	  cultures.	  	  Research	  
providing	  evidence	  of	  such	  magico-‐religious	  thinking	  is	  plen3ful.	  	  
Transforma3ve	  projects	  create	  a	  perceived	  threat	  to	  this	  
organiza3onal	  mana,	  a	  poten3al	  boundary	  crossing	  for	  the	  
product	  brand	  and	  the	  workplace	  culture	  from	  the	  sacred	  to	  the	  
profane.	  
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Effec3ve	  risk	  management	  prac3ces	  for	  transforma3ve	  projects	  depend	  upon	  the	  
par3cipants’	  willingness	  to	  acknowledge	  the	  sacred	  dimension	  and	  respond	  with	  
communitas.	  	  The	  disclosure	  of	  subject	  maker	  experts’	  worst-‐case	  scenarios	  and	  
the	  development	  of	  useful,	  realis3c	  con3ngency	  plans	  compel	  the	  project	  team	  to	  
admit	  their	  vulnerability	  confron3ng	  forces	  beyond	  their	  control.	  	  Brainstorming	  
mi3ga3on	  tac3cs,	  they	  must	  have	  faith	  in	  each	  other.	  	  	  
	  
Among	  the	  ac3vi3es	  van	  Gennep	  describes	  within	  rites	  of	  passage	  is	  a	  ceremony	  
where	  the	  par3cipants	  are	  shown	  the	  most	  secret,	  mysterious,	  and	  powerful	  
material	  objects	  and	  immaterial	  knowledge	  their	  tribe	  possesses.	  	  This	  too	  occurs	  
in	  transforma3onal	  projects.	  	  Before	  the	  core	  project	  team	  can	  finalize	  a	  
requirements	  document	  or	  a	  work	  plan,	  they	  need	  to	  learn	  about	  many	  sensi3ve	  
and	  confiden3al	  makers.	  	  In	  the	  case	  of	  the	  newspaper,	  it	  might	  be	  the	  unwriken	  
rules	  of	  the	  editorial	  policies.	  	  For	  the	  toy	  manufacturer,	  it	  might	  be	  the	  
accumulated	  wisdom	  of	  the	  quality	  control	  managers.	  	  The	  bank	  might	  have	  
proprietary	  algorithms	  for	  securi3es	  trading	  or	  orally-‐transmiked	  tradi3ons	  of	  
providing	  special	  services	  to	  certain	  types	  of	  customers.	  	  Whether	  they	  are	  kept	  
hidden	  deliberately	  as	  a	  defense	  against	  compe3tors	  or	  unconsciously	  through	  a	  
tacit	  consensus	  about	  taboo	  topics,	  these	  sacra	  must	  be	  exposed	  to	  the	  core	  
team	  on	  a	  transforma3onal	  project	  if	  they	  are	  to	  be	  preserved	  in	  the	  future.	  
	  

19	  



20	  



On	  mundane	  projects,	  record-‐keeping	  and	  report-‐wri3ng	  
consume	  most	  of	  a	  project	  manager’s	  3me	  and	  effort.	  	  Yet	  for	  a	  
transforma3onal	  project,	  senior	  management	  seeks	  leadership	  
skills	  that	  require	  detailed	  knowledge	  of	  the	  PMBOK	  doctrine	  
and	  prac3ces,	  exper3se	  in	  orchestra3ng	  teamwork	  and	  logis3cs,	  
and	  charisma	  to	  persuade	  skep3cal	  people	  that	  they	  should	  
commit	  themselves.	  	  In	  other	  words:	  a	  master	  of	  ceremonies.	  	  	  
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The	  ethnographic	  reality	  of	  this	  role	  was	  confirmed	  for	  me	  
recently	  by	  an	  imagina3ve	  group	  of	  project	  manager	  colleagues.	  	  
Last	  summer	  I	  was	  invited	  to	  Moscow	  to	  give	  a	  lecture	  for	  the	  
local	  chapter	  of	  the	  Project	  Management	  Ins3tute.	  	  Among	  the	  
points	  I	  was	  hoping	  to	  make	  was	  the	  importance	  of	  
understanding	  the	  organiza3on’s	  social	  dynamics	  and	  inspiring	  
faith	  in	  the	  stakeholders	  that	  their	  lives	  aaer	  the	  project	  ended	  
would	  be	  beker	  than	  before.	  	  I	  thought	  that	  comparing	  the	  
project	  manager	  to	  a	  shaman	  would	  be	  a	  helpful	  metaphor	  
because	  the	  word	  “shaman”	  derives	  from	  a	  17th-‐century	  term	  
the	  Russians	  used	  to	  describe	  a	  spiritual	  leader	  among	  Siberian	  
tribes.	  	  	  
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To	  my	  surprise,	  this	  idea	  turned	  out	  to	  be	  the	  highlight	  of	  the	  
lecture.	  	  Soon	  aaerward,	  a	  member	  of	  the	  audience	  created	  a	  
LinkedIn	  group	  called	  “Project	  Manager	  -‐	  The	  Shaman.”	  	  As	  of	  
today	  the	  group	  has	  more	  than	  100	  members	  and	  many	  ac3ve	  
discussions,	  mostly	  in	  Russian.	  
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Schools	  that	  educate	  project	  managers	  do	  not	  include	  
“Fundamentals	  of	  Shamanism”	  in	  their	  list	  of	  courses	  offered.	  	  I	  
have	  taught	  project	  managers	  as	  a	  faculty	  member	  at	  the	  
American	  Management	  Associa3on	  for	  more	  than	  ten	  years,	  
and	  terms	  such	  as	  rite	  of	  passage,	  liminality,	  or	  communitas	  
have	  never	  been	  men3oned	  in	  any	  of	  our	  textbooks	  or	  
exercises.	  	  Nonetheless,	  these	  same	  concepts	  are	  embedded	  in	  
the	  curriculum	  for	  popular	  courses	  with	  3tles	  such	  as	  “Project	  
Team	  Leadership:	  Building	  High	  Commitment	  Through	  Superior	  
Communica3on”.	  
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Scholars	  who	  study	  rituals	  might	  ques3on	  the	  basic	  premise	  
that	  an	  organiza3onal	  project	  could	  be	  considered	  a	  rite	  of	  
passage	  involving	  liminality	  and	  boundary	  crossings.	  	  Rituals,	  
they	  might	  say,	  do	  not	  facilitate	  transforma3ve	  change.	  	  Rather	  
they	  serve	  to	  maintain	  stability	  and	  con3nuity,	  reinforcing	  
tradi3ons	  and	  ensuring	  the	  transmission	  of	  essen3al	  shared	  
values	  while	  renewing	  the	  community’s	  vitality.	  	  Yet	  within	  the	  
context	  of	  neoliberal	  capitalism	  and	  technological	  produc3vity,	  
projects	  in	  fact	  do	  fit	  this	  pakern.	  	  Crea3ve	  destruc3on	  yielding	  
con3nuous	  change	  is	  in	  itself	  the	  crucial	  tradi3on,	  the	  primary	  
shared	  value,	  and	  the	  means	  by	  which	  capitalism	  and	  
technology	  revitalize	  the	  communi3es	  they	  empower.	  
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This	  paper	  has	  explored	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  transforma3ve	  
organiza3onal	  projects	  resemble	  rites	  of	  passage.	  	  We	  have	  
considered	  the	  three-‐stage	  process	  of	  liminality,	  the	  presence	  
of	  a	  sacred	  dimension,	  and	  the	  similari3es	  between	  a	  project	  
manager	  and	  a	  shaman.	  	  Let	  us	  hope	  that	  project	  managers	  
learning	  how	  to	  become	  beker	  leaders	  will	  con3nue	  to	  expand	  
their	  knowledge	  of	  the	  insights	  anthropology	  can	  offer.	  	  
Meanwhile,	  more	  anthropology	  students	  in	  search	  of	  a	  future	  
career	  will	  find	  that	  their	  understanding	  of	  rites	  of	  passage	  can	  
be	  translated	  into	  leadership	  skills	  for	  project	  management.	  
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