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Project Intermediation: The Critical Role of Negotiating Socio-Technical Regimes and 
Technological Niches to Achieve Climate Change Policies 
 
Abstract 
This paper uses the socio-technical transitions model to understand the characteristics of the 
evolving, interdisciplinary, and externalized context of climate change. Specifically, we (1) identify 
the elements of the multi-level perspective that exist under new climate change policies and 
trends and (2) conceptualized how this multi-level perspective will result in emerging project 
practices. Together, these two areas of insights help us create a preliminary framework to better 
understand and identify specific contextual characteristics that might influence the use and 
adoption of project practices. This conceptual framework leads us to a key insight: the role of 
projects in a socio-technical transitions context. Unlike projects that are delivered within a closed-
system environment, these projects are supported and affected by established institutional and 
policy measures. The preliminary conceptual framework emphasizes project intermediaries and 
how they choose project practices that translate policies into climate change outcomes. From this 
framework, we lay forth propositions that will inform and be tested in subsequent empirical case 
studies, where we plan to further explore project intermediation, focusing on the empirical setting 
of climate change infrastructure.  
 
Introduction 
Climate change is an all-pervasive component of most existing Grand Challenges frameworks 
(World Economic Forum, 2017). And, central to the climate change mitigation and adaptation 
debates are infrastructure projects because of their wide-reaching climate externalities (both 
positive and negative) (The New Climate Economy, 2016). As a reflection of this, the United 
Nations, World Bank, International Finance Corporation, other multilateral development and 
lending organizations have established frameworks to support investment in infrastructure 
projects with climate change adaptation and mitigation objectives. While these infrastructure 
projects are important for achieving climate change goals laid out in the Paris Agreement, there 
has been a lack of understanding around how these projects are being managed to achieve better 
climate change outcomes. The long-term goal of our work is to identify project practices currently 
being used and those that should be used to support better climate change outcomes. This work 
will generate a preliminary conceptual framework so that we understand the evolving context of 
climate change policies and initiatives, so that we may identify the most critical project practices 
for delivering climate change outcomes. 
  
Implementing Climate Change Policies through Infrastructure 
Infrastructure projects play a critical role in climate change trends by perpetuating, mitigating, and 
adapting to changing environmental conditions. For example, building construction and 
subsequent energy consumption accounts for nearly 47% of greenhouse gas emissions (Oxford 
Programme for the Future of Cities, 2010). Additionally, renewable energy infrastructure can 
replace oil and gas infrastructure, lowering greenhouse gas emissions. And, smaller initiatives, 
including new bike share systems, transit fuel agreements, and solar retrofits, can result in net 
greenhouse gas reductions. Together, these projects utilize emerging technologies to achieve 
positive climate change objectives. In doing so, they become tools for policy implementation 



(Brunet & Aubry, 2016). Under new and expanding international, national, and regional policies, 
there are now more infrastructure projects with climate change objectives. Realizing these 
objectives has been made possible by an increasing amount of resources and attention from 
diverse stakeholders. This new context plays a critical role in determining which projects and what 
outcomes to pursue. But, at a project level, there is still a lack of understanding around which 
project practices are most critical for achieving positive climate change outcomes. 
  
This paper addresses this concern in two parts. The first part defines the new context in which 
infrastructure projects and their objectives are being selected in the name of positive climate 
change outcomes. To do this, we draw on socio-technical transitions to conceptualize how policy 
decisions influence projects and how projects might form around technology innovation to deliver 
climate change outcomes. As part of this context overview, we discuss engagement with 
stakeholders present in socio-technical transitions regime and landscape, and how they interact 
within and between policies and innovations. The second part looks specifically at which project 
practices are and should be used to achieve positive climate change outcomes within these 
projects. In particular, we identify potential shifts to project practices that should be considered 
for projects, and their technology innovations, given the climate change context. 
  
Socio-technical Transitions and the New Climate Change Regime 
The socio-technical transitions model has been used to understand and conceptualize the shift 
under which climate change initiatives, projects, and innovations have been realized (Geels, 
2011; Geels, Sovacool, Schwanen, & Sorrell, 2017). The goal of this model is to understand how 
innovations emerge and are then able to scale and become adopted within a given regime. By 
using a multi-level perspective, proponents of socio-technical transitions suggest that new states 
emerge when exogenous pressures and interactions align between three analytical levels  (Geels 
& Schot, 2007). Because addressing climate change outcomes relies on the interaction between 
multiple stakeholders, diverse industries, emerging technologies, numerous resources, and policy 
action within an evolving context, the socio-technical transitions model was selected as the 
theoretical framework to advance our argument in this paper. The following paragraphs take a 
deeper look at the model features and it’s application for climate change projects.  
  
The first level, the socio-technical landscape, is the external context and structural trends that 
often initiate and maintain momentum in the transitions process (Papachristos, 2011). The 
landscape includes factors that do not change or change slowly, long-term trends, and rapid 
external shocks (Van Diel and Schot 2005??). In respect to climate change, the long trend of 
increasing greenhouse gasses and its impact on the environment is the external context that has 
initiated the transitions process (Papachristos, 2011). In some cases, climate change, as it has 
contributed to growing and intensifying natural disasters and resource constraints within a short 
time period, acts as a disruptive landscape change. These landscape conditions and trends 
comprise the underlying foundation for the two other levels. 
  
As a result of landscape changes, stakeholders take action to address issues and new 
circumstances that arise. These actions become part of the socio-technical regime, the second 
level in this model. The socio-technical regime is characterized by existing status quo behaviors 



including lock-in relationships, normative rules, routines, institutional arrangements and artifacts. 
As climate change becomes an ever present force in weather patterns, affecting public health and 
safety, stakeholders have taken it upon themselves to shift institutional arrangements to address 
these issues. Specifically, stakeholders have enacted new policies to allocate resources for 
mitigating and adapting to climate change. Globally, increasing attention on climate change is 
seeing socio-technical transitions come to life. International climate change policies, like the Kyoto 
Protocol of 1992 and the 2015 Paris Agreement, outline a clear set of objectives for countries, 
which have in turn prompted new climate change initiatives and projects. We see this through 
Bulkeley et al.’s (2014) survey of climate change initiatives. Bulkeley identifies 132 initiatives 
before the 1992 Kyoto Protocol and 495 initiatives after the Protocol was ratified. These initiatives 
and projects are the ways in which signatory countries, and their cities realize climate change 
objectives. And, if we dive deeper, international, as well as national and local, climate change 
policies become realized through initiatives and projects that encompass the last level of this 
socio-technical transition model. 
  
The socio-technical transition model focuses its attention at this last level, the technological niche. 
Many scholars identify new technology innovations and theorize around how the other levels, 
landscape, and regime, have aligned to allow the emergence of technological innovations. As a 
type of “incubation room” (Kemp, Schot, & Hoogma, 1998), technological niches allow innovations 
to thrive before they can be scaled up and implemented into the regime. To understand the 
transitions of technology innovation from niches into regimes requires a deeper understanding of 
what occurs when a window of opportunity coincides with dominant design, price and 
performance improvements, and favorable market conditions (Geels et al., 2017). In regards to 
climate change, the technological niche can be considered the initiative or project wherein 
individual technologies, such as biodiesel transit, energy efficient buildings, solar street lamps, 
and improved waste management, can be developed and implemented prior to entering the 
regime. These technologies, while possibly developed at much earlier points, would not have 
scaled at a larger level without a regime shift. As such, the technological niche is where climate 
change policies are realized. 
  
As shown through the socio-technical transitions model, climate change initiatives do not exist in 
a silo. And, as a result, climate change projects create outcomes that intend to have expansive 
social and environmental outcomes. Considering these interdisciplinary and expansive outcomes, 
it is not surprising that climate change projects often include multiple stakeholders and an influx 
of resources. Managing stakeholders and resources for each climate change project requires 
extreme intermediation. Therefore, climate change projects and the realization of positive climate 
change outcomes is not an organic process. There are key intermediaries, both systemic and 
project intermediaries, that sit between the regime and innovation niche levels to moderate 
stakeholder relationships and resource flows to achieve climate change outcomes. Hodson et al. 
(2013) highlight the role of intermediaries and their ability to mediate (1) production and 
consumption, (2) priorities and levels of different stakeholders, and (3) realization of a vision and 
application of stakeholder priorities. The systemic intermediaries as they apply to climate change 
play a role at the urban level in translating climate change objectives into concrete initiatives, 
project scope, and resources to achieve climate change outcomes. In particular, these 



intermediaries include non-governmental organizations, local government agencies, and energy 
service companies. 
  
The focus of these intermediaries in an urban environment is important as cities increasingly 
become loci for realizing climate change initiatives, much more so than their national counterparts. 
Global cities, which are responsible for a growing percentage of the global GDP, are incentivized 
to address climate change concerns. Global cities are logistics mavericks, responsible for moving 
resources and goods around the world, and are able to reasonably scale climate change solutions 
for their own populations. At the same time, global cities are also often located on sea fronts and 
susceptible to many climate change effects (Mike Hodson & Marvin, 2010). Even while 
international agreements often supersede and influence city policies, the withdrawal of nations 
from these agreements has not precluded cities from moving forward with their own climate 
change policies. As such, systemic intermediaries are increasingly understood for their role in 
mediating between the regime and innovation niches by deploying resources, negotiating 
stakeholder priorities, and enacting local policies (Hamann & April, 2013; Michael Hodson et al., 
2013; Mike Hodson & Marvin, 2010; Mignon & Kanda, 2018). 
  
While there is a burgeoning field of literature that details the role of systemic intermediaries for 
climate change socio-technical transitions, there is limited understanding of project intermediaries 
who serve as the link between the socio-technical regime and the technological niche. Whereas 
systemic intermediaries serve as a similar link and reside in the regime, project intermediaries 
reside at the project scale, catering to the technological niche. Whilst there is literature on the 
intermediaries (organizations such as NGOs and ESCOs), we posit that the role of projects in a 
socio-technical transition model is not only to execute (get things done by generating outputs) but 
also to perform the key role of intermediation between multiple socio-technical levels. In other 
words, rather than focusing on intermediaries as organizational entities, we focus on 
intermediation as an activity and, particularly, how it is embodied within policy projects and the 
Grand Challenges context.  
 
As projects become an increasingly prominent way of realizing climate change policies, it is 
important to understand how project decision makers (including project managers and other key 
stakeholders) select practices for project delivery to achieve positive climate change outcomes. 
Therefore, we are interested in how project intermediation (primarily, though the decisions of key 
project actors, including project managers) occurs in the midst of these transitions to deliver 
projects, and consequently technologies, that will achieve climate change objectives. And, this is 
where project studies should be brought to play to understand extant project practices. 
 



 
Figure 1: Project intermediation in socio-technical regimes (adapted from Geels 2002) 

  
Project Intermediaries and Realizing Positive Climate Change Outcomes 
The notable absence of references to project practices in climate change and policy 
implementation literature indicates that projects are either taken for granted or wholly neglected. 
This is due, in part, to the fact that project management, has mainly been applied within a closed-
system environment. This is conducive to conventional project management execution 
frameworks; however, it stands in contrast to climate change objectives. Climate change 
objectives seek to affect social and environmental conditions beyond typical project cost, 
schedule, and quality outcomes. As more infrastructure projects are pursued as part of a new 
climate change regime, it is no longer possible to keep projects and their practices within a closed-
system environment. Instead, we must understand how project decisions drive practices, within 
an expansive context, to achieve positive climate change outcomes. Further, we, as project 
scholars, should embrace interdisciplinary literature, including literature on socio-technical 
transition models, to generate novel understanding of project practices within an evolving regime 
and landscape to reap positive social and environmental impacts. 
  



Past literature around project practices, has sought to understand which practices are most 
conducive given a project’s characteristics. This requires us to understand (1) the characteristics 
that define a project, (2) project success outcomes of interest, and (3) practices available for 
delivering a project. When we consider projects as the organizing space for technology 
innovations, we begin to see how the regime (primarily, shifting policies and resources for climate 
change) influences project characteristics and project success outcomes. What remains unclear 
is how project practices are chosen and employed to achieve success outcomes for climate 
change projects. 
  
In theory, we all accept that projects and their management have strategic implications for a wider 
range of project stakeholders (including the wider public and society). But, in practice, project 
management is still seen as execution management with little, if any, involvement of Grand 
Challenges contexts. Historically, notable projects, such as the Manhattan and Apollo projects, 
were managed and studied within a closed-system environment (Davies, 2017; Morris, 2013). As 
part of this closed-system environment approach, project managers did not have to characterize 
their projects within a greater context. Therefore, project outcomes could adhere to the iron 
triangle of maximizing for cost, schedule, and quality. When project managers selected practices, 
they could establish a work plan and expectations without considering factors beyond the 
boundary of the project. With this mentality, any deviation from the baseline case was dealt with 
as a singular case and a project practices continued to remain the same. But, as technologies 
evolved and projects sought to address externalities, this Project Management 1.0 approach 
became obsolete. 
  
As project management moves toward Project Management 2.0 principals, project practices must 
be contextualized (Levitt, 2011). In fact, recent research has shown the shortcomings of 
engineering-based and static ‘system of systems’ approaches when dealing with emergent 
changes in infrastructure project development (Zerjav, 2015). Not only should project practices 
move beyond the closed-system environment, they need to help transform infrastructure projects 
into long-term operational outcomes, addressing project implications for society (Zerjav, Edkins, 
& Davies, 2018), including policy. This draws direct parallels to the socio-technical transitions 
model and multi-level perspectives. Within a climate change regime, projects must rely on 
effective international, interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral and inter-organizational collaboration. 
 
In these project collaborations, the level of professionalism with which a project is designed and 
executed becomes a key factor. Firstly, it contributes to the development and delivery of best 
practices. Professionalism in project management, and in management more broadly, is an 
underdeveloped area (Muzio, 2011; Muzio, Hodgson, Faulconbridge, Beaverstock, & Hall, 2011). 
Even though professional bodies are the key means of social organization of project practitioners 
in a community (Dingwall, 2014), they do not control entry to the profession of project 
management, as for example is the case of the General Medical Council for doctors. As such the 
skills and competencies, the ethics that guide the practices of project practitioners are not 
stipulated by a professional body. In most cases, in practice, project management skills and 
competencies are designed and delivered by project-based organizations (Noordegraaf, 2011, 
2015, 2016) which rely on a level of project management competence, or by project management 



consultancies which support project-based organizations. There is guidance for project 
management professionals to choose project practices within a closed-system environment, as 
outlined in the Project Management Book of Knowledge. But, the professional body of knowledge 
has not adapted given the new socio-technical regime. This means that the project manager and 
key stakeholders lack support that other professionals enjoy once they are registered by their 
respective professional bodies (Paton, Hodgson, & Muzio, 2013). The project management 
professional can turn to his/her organization only for what is often unvetted support, advice and 
insight into existing and new practices (Hodgson, 2002, 2005), whilst, for example, medical 
professionals would also have access to a broader support infrastructure which brings together 
academia, professional bodies and other organizations as point of reference for the medical 
practitioner. As the socio-technical regime transitions, the absence of professional support can 
be a detriment for project delivery. This issue is exacerbated by the interdisciplinary nature of 
Grand Challenges, such as climate change. Professionals who work on climate change projects 
require systemic skill development, but there is no institution which can act on behalf of or across 
particular industries to support climate change work. Skills and practices that are identified as 
necessary at the industry or national (regime) level have no way of being institutionalized in 
national curricula and the efforts of organizations to build project management capabilities 
(Konstantinou, 2015). This issue is highlighted as the project context evolves. 
 
In recent years, project scholars have sought to address evolving context by (1) characterizing 
projects within their social, economic, environmental, and geographic contexts, (2) identifying 
project success outcomes beyond project cost, schedule and quality, and (3) allowing project 
managers to adapt and customize project practices that are well aligned with their projects and 
expected outcomes. A few project scholars are attempting to understand project practices within 
a socio-technical transition in an attempt to move beyond closed-system environments (Gil, 
Miozzo, & Massini, 2012). Project management in response and parallel to socio-technical 
transitions has sought to identify project level conditions and practices that are well aligned for 
innovation to occur (Gil et al., 2012). In these innovation cases, project managers must think 
beyond their schedule, cost, and quality constraints and build in capabilities that allow 
technologies to be selected and developed within a project’s context. Project managers must put 
concerted effort into building this capability because of the number of stakeholders involved and 
the need to negotiate their differences. 
  
Project characteristics which encompass the scale, technology, complexity, are important to 
understand because they allude to constraints and the available project practices that project 
managers may use. In 1998, Shenhar (1998) used a two-dimensional axis to define projects. The 
first axis considers the projects level of technological certainty, while the second axis reflects the 
project’s complexity. As one of the first scholars to do this, Shenhar’s approach reflected a closed-
system environment, where project managers were not concerned with externalities of the project. 
In a subsequent iteration of categorizing projects, Martinsuo (2013) defined projects by looking at 
their organizational complexity, degree of innovativeness, contextual dynamics and 
organizational governance type, and managerial context. Understanding the state of technology 
is essential for determining which project practices to deploy, but what is lacking in these 



frameworks is the extent to which a policy or externalized outcomes are integrated in how a project 
is categorized and the project practices that are best aligned with these outcomes.  
  
In more recent studies, scholars have attempted to identify and examine project success 
outcomes beyond a closed-system environment. For example, Papke-Shields et al. (2010) 
identify six types of project success: cost target, time target, technical specification, quality 
requirements, client satisfaction, and business objectives (profitability and market share). With 
climate change projects, it becomes even more important to identify external outcomes. An 
additional level of complexity arises when project managers’ expected outcomes, increased profit 
or timely delivery as part of a firmwide approach, come into conflict with expected project 
outcomes.  
  
The bridging components that tie project characteristics to project success are the project  
practices. The PMBOK, as a guiding document for project managers, sets out practices that 
continue to be touted as important in achieving project success. These practices have been 
organized into nine knowledge areas described in the PMBOK, ranging from integration, human 
resources, communication, risk, etc. (Besner & Hobbs, 2008; Papke-Shields et al., 2010). PMBOK 
considers, to a limiting extent, how project managers should adapt practices, there is limited 
understanding of how projects that seek to achieve externalized social and environmental 
success should select project practices. A key part of integrating social and environmental 
success is capturing context at the front-end of projects through process, optimization, and 
strategic considerations is important to project success or failure (Edkins, Geraldi, Morris, & 
Smith, 2013). 
  
Project managers, who we consider as key actors in project intermediation activity, sit in the midst 
of this project framework, mediating between project characteristics and outcomes. Previous 
literature has disregarded project intermediation because of its arguably limited influence within 
the socio-technical transition (Mike Hodson & Marvin, 2010). This is because extant studies make 
the assumption that the selection of the project and its technology is the extent to which climate 
change is considered in these projects. In this paper, we argue for the contrary position- that 
project intermediaries have a significant (although at times indirect) influence on the socio-
technical transition. Project intermediaries have a close reciprocal relationship with systemic 
intermediaries. But, whereas systemic intermediaries bridge the regime and the niche from the 
regime’s vantage point, project intermediaries bridge the regime and niche from the project’s (and 
hence the niche’s) vantage point. Project practices selected by project intermediaries are affected 
by decisions made at the regime level, and these project practices in turn, affect the regime level. 
With this in mind, we seek to understand how project intermediation affects project practices in 
climate change projects as compared to other projects, that are often managed within a closed-
system environment.   
  
Project Intermediaries and Project Practices in a Climate Change Regime 
The intersection of project studies and socio-technical transitions as it applies to climate change 
has not been theorized. If we look to project studies, project practices are evolving to influence 
projects. If we look to socio-technical transitions, climate change policies are emerging to 



influence projects. The ways in which both approaches address projects do not help us fully 
understand which project practices are most suitable for climate change projects. In some ways, 
project practices become part of the meso level, a direct result of regime conditions, that allow 
climate change projects, and their technologies, to emerge as technological niches (Pahl-Wostl, 
2007). At the same time, the technological niche defines the types of project strategies that can 
be used throughout project delivery. As a result, project decisions are caught between a rock and 
a hard place. On one hand, the purpose of projects is to get things done. But, understanding 
which things need to get done is an effort that entails engaging with a variety of stakeholders, 
especially those in the regime space. While conventional wisdom has it that project managers 
have free range to decide which practices will be most effective for project delivery; we suggest 
that the complexity of climate change objectives implies a different (i.e. intermediary) mode of 
engagement that is needed to bridge the regime and the technological niche.  

 
Figure 2: Project management process 

Based on project studies, project practices emerge in response to project characteristics and 
expected outcomes. Project managers, as they take on intermediary roles, select practices that 
will complement policy, project selection, and local governance. When this is successful, projects 
have a higher chance of achieving positive climate change outcomes. We plan to conceptualize 
changes to project practices as part of a multi-level transition, determined by the timing and nature 
of multi-level interactions (Geels & Schot, 2007). We build on the how project scholars have 
characterized projects based on uncertainty and complexity. To consider the new regime under 
climate change policies and the resources available for climate change projects, we must consider 
new ways to define project characteristics. These characteristics would capture the need to 
address external project outcomes. As a result of new project characteristics and outcomes that 



interact within an open system environment, we set forth propositions for how project stakeholders 
select project practices and deliver positive climate change outcomes.  
 
We refine the research question as follows: Within the context of a new socio-technical regime, 
how do project intermediaries translate policy into positive climate change outcomes using 
specific project practices?  
 
In this preliminary work, we suggest the following propositions to answer this research question. 
Those propositions should be validated and refined through future empirical work.  
 
Proposition 1: Project managers become true project intermediaries, proactive in early 
project decisions at the regime level. 
Past socio-technical transitions literature has not focused on project intermediaries (Mike Hodson 
& Marvin, 2010) because of the perceived limited interactions that project intermediaries 
undertake within the regime space. Typically, project managers are confined to making decisions 
related to the project and technological niche. In this case, they play a reactive role in deciding 
how a project will be implemented. But, with climate change projects and the need to consider an 
open system environment, project managers play a much more integrated role in the policies, 
project selection, and project scoping tasks. We propose that this occurs because project 
managers understand technology options and can provide a realistic perspective for how to 
achieve low carbon outcomes, not just in the final project, but throughout the project delivery 
process. This translates into more resources (especially time) during the project scoping phase.  
 
Proposition 2: Project management spends more time with diverse stakeholders, 
communicating and negotiating project scope 
Because the climate change agenda, such as many other Grand Challenges, hopes to affect a 
local and global environment, there are many stakeholders involved. At the socio-technical 
regime, these stakeholders interact to set new policies and deliver resources. Projects, as the 
realization of climate change objectives, are the recipients of these policies and resources which 
makes them focal points for stakeholder engagement and debate. As resources are funneled to 
these projects, project management are responsible for understanding the regulations regarding 
these resources. For example, budget allocation at the regime level that is dedicated to use of 
renewable energy sources. Through this process, project managers are interacting with diverse 
stakeholders, with varying priorities and backgrounds, to achieve positive climate change 
outcomes. This proposition translates into more dedicated resources for stakeholder 
management and communication.  
 
Proposition 3: Project management must negotiate the “size” of the technological niche 
to accommodate for project uncertainties and risks 
Typical technological niches require the right resources and “size” such that project managers 
can buffer against uncertainty and project risk. In the case of climate change projects, the size of 
the technological niche, or in this case the resources dedicated to the innovation, need to be 
defined early enough in the project and account for uncertainty. This is similar to other 
technological niches and depending upon the number of innovations and the relationship between 



these innovations, the time to manage the uncertainty of these innovations in a project is critical 
(Gil et al., 2012). The project manager must be able to resolve supply chain, design decision, and 
prototyping issues that may arise during project delivery. 
 
Finally, it should be said that climate change projects exist in a socio-technical regime that is 
different from conventional innovation regimes. Climate change, because of its externalized 
outcomes, similar to many of the Grand Challenges, involves diverse stakeholders and resources. 
When compared with other projects without climate change objectives, climate change projects 
may reveal use of different project practices. But, we may find that project managers, in an attempt 
to reduce uncertainty will consciously choose to package climate change projects as any other 
type of project. What this would mean is that project characteristics and outcomes specific to 
climate change will be packaged as typical project characteristics and outcomes. This would make 
it easier for project managers to select P3M practices as if the project could be managed within a 
closed-system environment.    
  
Conclusion 
We use the socio-technical transitions model to make sense of continuing practices evolution in 
light of new climate change policies and trends. The significance of this research is that it will help 
identify project practices that can aid in the design and execution of infrastructure projects with 
climate change objectives. As we move forward, we propose that the role of projects in this setting 
goes beyond the implementation/development and strategy execution. Project intermediations 
realize the role of the project as a form of intermediation between the regime and the technological 
niche. Thus, project managers are in a position to reconcile tensions between the technological 
niche, the socio-technical regime, and the landscape. This translates into an alignment of interests 
and actions amongst a variety of stakeholders and the project organization.  
 
In this paper we highlight two conceptual shifts occurring. First, project scholars are beginning to 
contextualize projects outside of the closed-system environment. Second, countries and cities are 
implementing more climate change initiatives and projects in response to recent policy 
developments. These transitions, that are taking place at the societal and technological spheres 
need to be understood and aligned in a way that achieves what is typically known as project 
success. Based on this evolving context, we propose a conceptual framework for differentiating 
and  evaluating project practices for projects that aim to achieving policy outcomes. We do this 
by using the setting of infrastructure projects with climate change objectives.   
 
Our contribution to knowledge is that we illustrate and explore the role of the project within the 
transition process. The project sits between the socio-technical regime and the technological 
niche, a location that emphasises the important role of project intermediaries. In a climate change 
policy implementation context, we believe there is a different dynamism from multi-level 
transitions conventional concepts. Specifically, we suggest that the process is not strictly linear, 
moving from technological niches (and their mutual interactions) into the regime and then finally 
landscape. Instead, the process is recursive between the regime and niche levels. We therefore 
also contribute to the socio-technical transitions literature by exploring the translation process 
within which regime constructs transform and permeate the technological niche. We explore this 



process in the setting of climate change infrastructure; a setting representative of grand 
challenges-driven policy implementation projects. In turn, the conceptual framework suggests that 
project management assumes more of an intermediary role, by becoming a collaborative player 
in establishing the rules of project selection and external stakeholder management rather than a 
reactive and execution-focused player.  
  
Recognizing the strong intermediary dimension of projects is not only a new way of understanding 
projects in context. It is also a new way of understanding professionalism- an already 
underestimated and underdeveloped area in project management. Based on a strong utilitarian, 
executional approach that sees professionalism primarily in relation to the competencies that are 
required to manage projects within the iron triangle, the intermediary dimension of projects 
suggests that professionalism needs to be understood and developed more as a mindset and not 
only as a skill set. The fundamental difference between these two, yet inextricably related areas, 
is that a mindset refers to the priorities and guiding principles - or the ethics - behind the role, 
whereas a skill set refers to the competencies needed to execute the role once this has been 
defined and conceptualized along a set of ethical and other principles. So, pointing to the 
intermediary nature of projects opens up the discussion of the ethics behind the project itself - as 
an accelerating and intertwined parameter of the social context - and the ethics behind the role of 
the project manager who selects which project practices will influence, guide and more a project 
forward while recognizing that its impact on the environment will be to intermediate between 
stakeholders, agents and institutionalized structures and/or regimes. This is no simple matter!  
 
When the intermediary nature of projects is recognized and placed under the researcher's 
microscope, the nature of prioritization shifts from being a managerial task to a formative task. 
The project and its manager are no longer delivering and executing, but they are actively and 
purposefully serving as intermediaries within this new socio-technical regime. In effect, project 
management chooses project practices that play critical roles in shaping policy initiatives, 
impacting the environment, and attracting talented, entrepreneurial, and agential mindsets.  
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