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Abstract 

Un-enacted projects are those projects that have not been officially evaluated by the project portfolio 

management but do exist although they are not known to a company’s project portfolio. As a 

consequence, resources thought to be available often prove to be actually unavailable and that unofficial 

initiatives eventually compete for scarce resources. One particular type of these un-enacted projects are 

bottom-up initiatives. Bottom-up un-enacted projects are unofficial initiatives on which employees spend 

time without order but with which they intend to benefit their organizations. While previous research 

highlights the great potential of bottom-up un-enacted projects, they only focus on the individual level 

but leave the organizational level for further research. To address this research gap, this study aims at 

gaining a deeper understanding of the organizational drivers of bottom-up un-enacted projects. We 

draw on deviance theory to develop a conceptual model for explaining the occurrence of these projects. 

In order to triangulate the emerging model with insights from practice, we use interview data to cross-

check and refine the theory-driven model. Our results advance the theoretical discourse on the concept 

of un-enacted projects and enable practitioners to understand the levers with which to steer respective 

activities in the intended direction. 

Keywords: Un-Enacted Projects, Bottom-up Projects, Deviance Theory, Constructive Workplace 

Behavior. 

 

1 Introduction 

Project portfolio management (PPM) has become more and more important to organizations over the 

last decades (Hunt and Killen, 2008). It allows organizations to better align information technology 

(IT) projects with their IT strategy by which an organization not only reaches a more balanced 

portfolio of ongoing projects (Kumar et al., 2008), but also maximizes their returns from IT spending 

(Cubeles-Márquez, 2008). The goal of PPM is therefore to identify the selection and sequence of 

proposed projects to support a firm’s overall goals best. Early research on PPM concentrated on 
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calculative approaches (e.g., scheduling optimization or project selection algorithms) that only 

provided limited value to practitioners (Hunt and Killen, 2008). Killen et al. (2007) summarizes that 

many of the methods “have not been adopted by managers despite 40 years of development” (p. 1868). 

In turn, when applying and practicing PPM, organizations often face challenges of which some are 

resource-related (Jeffery and Leliveld, 2004). Blichfeldt and Eskerod (2008) conclude that the 

existence of un-enacted projects which compete with official projects for scarce resources is one of the 

reasons, even in more advanced PPM organizations. Despite the fact that resources were officially 

assigned to a project by PPM, some of the resources turn out to be unavailable in daily practice. 

Blichfeldt and Eskerod (2008) attribute the cause to the existence of various unofficial initiatives 

because project team members strive to perform equally well on both official projects and un-enacted 

initiatives (Dooley et al., 2005).  

Un-enacted projects are defined as “unofficial projects that have never been subject to any official 

evaluation process but do exist, although they are not known to or are included in the project portfolio 

of a company” (Buchwald and Urbach, 2012, p. 2). Similar terms that describe the phenomenon are 

unapproved project, unauthorized project, or a project “run under the radar”. Even though the general 

phenomenon of circumventing corporate decision-making structures is well-investigated in 

organizational research, well-studied in research and development (R&D) project literature, and well-

known in practice, there is, despite its impact on organizations, very little previous research of it for 

the domain of PPM (Buchwald and Urbach, 2012). It was transferred to the PPM context (described as 

un-enacted projects) (Blichfeldt and Eskerod, 2008), mentioned in a few articles (e.g., Eskerod and 

Riis, 2009; Filippov et al., 2010; Turner et al., 2008) and further discussed in only two studies 

(Buchwald and Urbach, 2012; Mors et al., 2010). Buchwald and Urbach (2012) further differentiate 

between different types of un-enacted projects. One specific type identified are the so-called bottom-

up un-enacted projects on which employees spend time with which they intend to benefit their overall 

organization. By drawing on case study research, the authors take a first step in exploring these 

bottom-up un-enacted projects and explain preliminary characteristics and major drivers. Bottom-up 

un-enacted projects are found to vary significantly among the case organizations. For instance, in a 

financial services organization, one of such bottom-up un-enacted projects focused on the conceptual 

development of a new product idea. In the same organization, another initiative installed separate IT 

infrastructure in its own department, next to and hidden from corporate IT services. In an IT 

organization, a bottom-up un-enacted project consisted of two employees who perceived the need of 

an interface between its corporate groupware solution and a well-established third-party application. 

They invested a little time and developed the extension even though such task was not part of their job 

description.  

We argue that while some types of bottom-up un-enacted projects are rather harmful from an IT 

governance point of view (e.g., those types which lead to department-internal, separated and hidden 

IT), other types of bottom-up un-enacted projects (e.g., conceptual ideas or the extension initiative) 

might be desired from an overall corporate point of view. We focus on the latter type of bottom-up un-

enacted projects because they are found to be a very valuable source of innovation and 

entrepreneurship for organizations (Appelbaum et al., 2007; Galbraith, 1983; Galperin, 2002; Kanter, 

1983). In these unofficial projects, employees can use their creative potential to improve work routines 

or to engage in innovative projects that may ultimately be very profitable to the organization 

(Galperin, 2002). While Buchwald and Urbach (2012) also highlight the great potential of bottom-up 

un-enacted projects, they only focus on the individual level, i.e., they investigate reasons why 

individuals engage in this type of un-enacted projects but leave the organizational level for further 

research. 

To address this gap, we aim at gaining a deeper understanding of the organizational drivers of bottom-

up un-enacted projects. Specifically, our research question is: What are the organizational antecedents 

of the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects? To answer our research question, we derive 

propositions and develop a conceptual model as a basis for future empirical work. While one small 
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bottom-up un-enacted project may not negatively impact an organization, a large number of small 

bottom-up un-enacted projects may consume significant resources of an organization. The overall goal 

of our research is to help organizations manage the thin line between “productive nonconformists and 

costly troublemakers” (Hanke and Saxberg, 1985, p. 219) by providing a model that incorporates 

relevant levers which an organization can adjust. On the one hand, as the quote suggests, deviant 

behavior may result in innovative behavior that, overall, benefits the organization. On the other hand, 

however, deviant behavior may also lead to disruption in organizational processes, complaining, and 

trouble in an organization. Our research helps an organization to adjust the relevant factors that foster 

or inhibit the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects. While investigations of individual level 

factors certainly provide illuminating insights into these triggers, an organization can only exercise 

influence on individual factors over a long period of time, as the work force of an organization cannot 

be changed immediately. The inability to change individual factors highlights the relevance and the 

potential of organizational antecedents which can be influences by an organization. Organizational 

antecedents of bottom-up projects, however, have not been investigated so far.  

We draw on organizational behavior literature and deviance theory in particular to take the current 

state of research on un-enacted projects a step further. While research on organizational deviance (or 

workplace deviance) has been conceptualized in a destructive manner for a long time (e.g., individuals 

who threaten the well-being of an organization and/or cause harm to other employees) (Galperin, 

2012), recent research also begins to acknowledge the positive consequences of deviating individuals. 

Spreitzer and Sonenshein (2004) define positive deviance as “intentional behaviors that depart from 

the norms of a referent group in honorable ways” (p. 828). Positive deviants thus act in the best 

interest of their organizations. Appelbaum et al. (2007) conclude that “it is vital for an organization 

seeking long-term success to […] encouraging positive [deviant] workplace behaviors that contribute 

to their organizational goals” (p. 596), because positive deviance “realizes the highest potential of 

organizations and their members” (Cameron and Caza, 2004, p. 732).  

In order to triangulate the emerging model with insights from practice, we conducted ten expert 

interviews between March 2011 and November 2013. The interviewees work for five different 

organizations, originating in a variety of industries: management consulting, information technology, 

financial services, chemicals and consumer goods, and automotive. The interviewees were chosen based 

on convenience sampling, because only a limited number of organizations granted us permission to 

collect confidential data from key project staff members. The data collection entailed in-depth face-to-

face interviews that lasted between one and two hours each. Interviews were recorded and transcribed, 

while interviewees were ensured anonymity. We used the interviews to cross-check the theory-driven 

model development and refined our model. Excerpts of the interviews are included next to the 

description of the constructs and the proposed relationships in section 3. 

We organize this article as follows. Section 2 outlines the theoretical foundations of our study by 

presenting an introduction to organizational deviance theory which provides the theoretical frame for 

our research. In section 3, we describe the development of our constructs and propositions for 

explaining the occurrence of un-enacted projects from an organizational perspective. In section 4, we 

summarize the constructs and synthesize them and their propositions into a conceptual model. In 

section 5, we point out our main contributions after a discussion of the key results, the limitations, and 

the suggestions for future research. 

2 Theoretical Foundations 

Since our research is concerned with workplace behavior that is not approved, may be against 

corporate policies, yet with the organization’s best interest in mind, we use deviance theory as a 

theoretical lens and foundation for our work. While deviance theory has a long tradition in sociology 

research and is well established in other disciplines, such as marketing (Caruana et al., 2001) or health 
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care (Robbins and Galperin, 2010), it has – to the best of our knowledge – not been applied to the field 

of project portfolio management.  

Deviant behavior was traditionally synonymous for negative or destructive deviant behavior, before 

the concept was broadened by also including positive consequences of deviant behavior (Galperin, 

2012). Negative deviance has been referred to as antisocial behavior (Robinson and O'Leary-Kelly, 

1998), destructive deviance (Galperin, 2002), organizational misbehavior (Vardi and Wiener, 1996), 

employee deviance (Robinson and Bennett, 1995), or workplace deviance (Robinson and Greenberg, 

1998). The stream zeroes in on various types of negative behavior of employees, all of which directly 

or indirectly negatively impact an organization. Robinson and Bennett (1995) define negative 

workplace behavior as “voluntary behavior that violates significant organizational norms and in so 

doing threatens the well-being of an organization” (p. 556). Examples of such behaviors are employee 

theft, absenteeism, or conducting unauthorized transactions (Robinson and Bennett, 1995). 

Contrary to negative deviant behavior, Dodge (1985) initially proposed the term positive deviance by 

contending “sociologists are overdue to acknowledge the empirical existence of positive deviance and 

to incorporate the positive deviance into a broader, more general study of deviance” (p. 17). The term 

later has also been referred to as constructive deviance (Galperin, 2002), or pro-social behavior 

(Appelbaum et al., 2007). The stream focuses on workplace deviant behavior of employees with which 

they intend to benefit their organizations. Positive deviance is defined as “intentional behaviors that 

depart from the norms of a referent group in honorable ways” (Spreitzer and Sonenshein, 2003, p. 

209). More particularly, Spreitzer and Sonenshein (2004) further enlarge on characteristics which need 

to be fulfilled in order to deem a behavior positive deviant. First, the behavior needs to be intentional 

and voluntary instead of only occurring by chance or by being forced. Second, the behavior needs to 

depart from norms. Norms hereby refer to commonly expected behavior of the reference group. 

Accordingly, the behavior of the individual is frequently not expected by the reference group. Finally, 

the behavior needs to be of honorable nature. The individual perceives his actions to be in the 

organization’s best interest. Even though the individual may bypass or violate rules of an organization, 

he attempts to facilitate the objectives of the organization (Robbins and Galperin, 2010). This may 

include, for instance, an employee who recognizes a customer’s issue and deviates from dysfunctional 

procedures to more efficiently resolve it, or an employee who notices the usefulness of a software 

feature and develops it even though such development is not part of his job description. Appelbaum et 

al. (2007) summarize that “organizations have a vested interest in creasing some types of positive 

deviant workplace behaviors within their walls by empowering their employees”. “Employees who 

voluntarily violate the organizational norms may be important sources of innovation and 

entrepreneurship” (Galperin and Burke, 2006, p. 331).  

Previous research on workplace deviance investigated individual factors (e.g., O'Neill and Hastings, 

2011; Robinson and O'Leary-Kelly, 1998; Vardi and Wiener, 1996) and organizational factors (e.g., 

Fagbohungbe et al., 2011; Peterson, 2002). Since deviance research particularly focused on individual 

factors, Robinson and Greenberg (1998) highlight that deviance research needs to be expanded from 

the individual level to other levels in order to make meaningful predictions on workplace deviance 

behavior.  

3 Conceptual Development 

After we described previous research on un-enacted projects and deviance theory as the theoretical 

foundation of our work, we now focus on the derivation of propositions in order to explain the 

occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects. We focus on the organizational level, and the unit of 

analysis is thus the organization. We decided to pursue this path because, in contrast to individual 

factors, an organization can take appropriate actions in order to directly develop organizational 

parameters in the desired way, within which individuals may then take their own decisions. 
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Furthermore, drawing on Warren (2003), the reference point against which deviant behavior is 

compared should be made explicit. The reference point in our study is a manager’s perspective as to 

what is regularly expected employee behavior. This perspective is distinct from behavioral 

expectations of other parties, such as peers or customers. 

We build upon the theoretical model of Galperin (2002) who investigated both constructive and 

destructive deviant behaviors in Mexican and Canadian organizations. Whereas she also included 

destructive behavior in her research, our research zeroes in on the positive aspects of deviant behavior. 

Specifically, we identify nine organizational-level factors which serve as independent variables in our 

study. Whereas more general studies on positive deviance research draw on constructive deviance as 

dependent variable (e.g., Galperin, 2002; Robbins and Galperin, 2010), we include a specific adaptation, 

namely the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects. When investigating individual and 

organizational-level factors, Galperin (2002) decomposed her dependent variable, the central construct 

constructive deviance, into three single constructs: innovative organizational constructive deviance, 

challenging organizational constructive deviance, and interpersonal constructive deviance. Even though 

we are primarily interested in investing the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects in general, we 

also include her decomposition in our model. Thus, our dependent variable is conceptualized as a 

second-order construct, which in turn comprises Galperin’s (2002) three dimensions of constructive 

deviance. By doing so, we can not only describe the influence of the organizational factors, but also to 

what extent the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects relates to the three types of constructive 

deviance.  

Galperin (2002) identifies the variables job autonomy, supportive leadership, sociopolitical support, 

access to information, and access to resources and relates these to both destructive and constructive 

deviant behavior. In our model, we also include these variables, which stem from the empowerment 

literature (Spreitzer, 1995b), and relate them to the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects. 

Furthermore, based on findings of Buchwald and Urbach (2012), we include three additional variables, 

organizational flexibility, formalization, and centralization of decision-making in our study. All three 

variables were identified to be important antecedents of the occurrence of un-enacted projects in their 

case study research. The last organizational antecedent that we include in our model is the variable 

entrepreneurial orientation since it is portrayed to be a precursor to organizational innovation (Howell et 

al., 2005).  

Because the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects (and, finally, the fact that resources are bound 

in these unofficial projects which, then, are unavailable to officially enacted projects) is investigated as 

the primary result, we start at the right-hand end of our model by explaining the depending variable, 

conceptualized as a second-order construct, and conclude with our independent variables. In the 

following sections, we elaborate on our constructs and their relationships based primarily on existing 

literature. In addition, we conducted ten interviews from which we extract supporting quotes to the 

constructs of our model. 

3.1 Occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects 

The dependent variable in our study is a specific adaptation of constructive deviance, the occurrence of 

bottom-up un-enacted projects. We define the construct as the extent to which employees spend time 

with working on bottom-up un-enacted projects without order but with which they intend to benefit their 

organizations. In previous research, bottom-up un-enacted projects are found to vary significantly among 

organizations, the scope ranging from specific IT implementations to conceptual ideas (Buchwald and 

Urbach, 2012). 

We further conceptualize our dependent variable, the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects, as a 

second-order construct. In order to derive the second-order construct, we especially draw on Galperin 

(2002) who develops an instrument to measure constructive deviance. Previous research on destructive 
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deviance suggests two separate types of deviant behavior (Galperin and Burke, 2006; Robinson and 

Bennett, 1995): (1) deviant behaviors that are directed toward an organization and (2) deviant behaviors 

that are directed toward other individuals. Analogous to destructive deviance, Galperin (2002)expects 

two types of constructive deviance to emerge, namely organizational constructive deviance, and 

interpersonal constructive deviance. Her confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) suggests, however, that 

there are two dimensions of organizational constructive deviance, next to interpersonal constructive 

deviance. The two dimensions of organizational constructive deviance comprise innovative 

organizational constructive deviance and challenging organizational constructive deviance. She used the 

comparative fit index (CFI) to evaluate the model and found that, compared to the one-factor and two-

factors model, the three-factor provided the best fit (Galperin, 2002). Summarizing, the dependent 

variable in our study is formative (Petter et al., 2007) and a composite of the three dimensions of 

constructive deviance (Galperin, 2002): innovative organizational constructive deviance, challenging 

organizational constructive deviance, and interpersonal constructive deviance. By integrating the three 

dimensions of constructive deviance in our model, we can not only measure our dependent variable, but 

also indicate which shape of the three dimensions of constructive deviance the occurrence of bottom-up 

un-enacted projects has. 

Innovative organizational constructive deviance is defined as “beneficial acts of an innovative or creative 

nature that are directed to the organization” (Galperin, 2002, p. 64) by deviating from organizational 

norms. Examples of this behavior comprise looking for innovative ways to conduct daily procedures and 

developing non-intuitive answers to problems (Galperin and Burke, 2006). Challenging organizational 

constructive deviance is defined as “behaviors that outwardly challenge the existing norms of the 

organization and break the rules in order to help the organization” (Galperin, 2002, p. 316). Examples of 

this behavior comprise violating or bending procedures to accomplish a job or an issue of a client 

(Galperin and Burke, 2006). Interpersonal constructive deviance is defined as “people who do not follow 

the orders of their supervisor or disobey their supervisor’s instructions to perform more efficiently” 

(Galperin, 2002, p. 316). Examples of such behavior are neglecting the orders or reporting a fault when 

such behavior is likely to lead to a positive organizational change (Galperin and Burke, 2006). 

3.2 Organizational antecedents 

In this section, we introduce the nine independent constructs of our model. We provide definitions for 

each construct and explain how each of them is related to the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects. 

Job autonomy 

Job autonomy is defined as the extent to which “the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and 

discretion to the individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in 

carrying it out” (Hackman and Oldham, 1976, p. 258). By granting autonomy to its employees, 

organizations enable their employees to perceive a sense of control over how to achieve desired work 

results and organizational objectives (Morrison, 2006). Previous research highlights that job autonomy 

stimulates the innovative potential in employees, which appeals to their intrinsic motivation (Galbraith, 

1983; Tushman and Nadler, 1986). Furthermore, job autonomy leads to employee behaviour to “persist 

in the presence of obstacles like corporate policies” (Galbraith, 1983, p. 15). The freedom to schedule 

and prioritize activities, which a high degree of job autonomy enables, allows an employee to shift his 

task priorities and to engage in activities that are not necessarily included in his job description. We 

conclude: 

P1: A higher level of job autonomy leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects 
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Supportive leadership 

Supportive leadership is defined as the degree to which “leader behavior can be characterized as friendly 

and approachable, and considerate of the needs of subordinates” (Bearden et al., 2011, p. 528). This 

comprises behaviors such as leaders show interest in their subordinates, maintain close links with their 

subordinates, encourage them to achieve great results, and support them in problem-solving. More 

specifically, previous literature suggests that the leadership style influences deviant workplace behavior 

(Mulki et al., 2006; Tushman and Nadler, 1986). In organizations, “the leader, functioning as an agent of 

reinforcement and punishment, can influence subordinate behavior through the control of positive and 

negative stimuli” (Ashour and Johns, 1983, pp. 603-604). The provision of positive and negative stimuli 

and, more generally, the relationship between an employee and his supervisor can be conceptualized 

using the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory (Dansereau Jr et al., 1975). A leader thus has low-

quality exchanges with some of his subordinates (“hired hands”) and high-quality exchanges with other 

employees (“trusted assistants”) (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Compared to employees having low-

quality exchanges, an employee who has a high-quality exchange relationship with his leader is granted 

more latitude, greater status, mutual trust, reciprocal influence, obligation, and respect (Graen and Uhl-

Bien, 1995; Schriesheim et al., 1999). Research on innovation suggests that these high-quality exchange 

attributes are important precursors for employees to generate innovative ideas in organizations. Galbraith 

(1983) labels these emerging ideas as “accidental innovations”, which necessitate a different type of 

leadership, one that is in contrast to the type of leadership in an operating organization. The realization of 

innovative ideas requires a departure from established systems and practices in an organization (Janssen, 

2005). Thus, employees who propose innovative ideas not only deviate from commonly expected 

behavior but also need to violate the prevailing norms of an organization. As Janssen (2005) further 

summarizes, “at its core, innovation is a socio-political process that can be expected to be resisted by 

organizational members who are committed to the existing frameworks of thoughts and actions” (p. 

573). Thus, in case of emerging bottom-up initiatives, the leader needs to guide and to champion as well 

as to protect the ideas of his subordinates. A project manager of the automotive organization concludes: 

“The supervisor needs to support the employee’s idea. Most employees in our organization are working 

to their capacity and thus, the leader needs to guide and to disencumber the individual employee.” 

Concluding, we propose: 

P2: A higher level of supportive leadership leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects 

Sociopolitical support 

Sociopolitical support is defined as the degree to which employees receive “endorsement, approval, and 

legitimacy from various organizational constituencies and is typically gained from membership in 

organizational political networks” (Spreitzer, 1995a, p. 608) drawing on Kanter (1983). Employees are 

“socially embedded” in organizational networks (Granovetter, 1985), which form the social backbone of 

an organization. By drawing on this social backbone, employees connect to one another and accomplish 

their work efficiently (Spreitzer, 1996). Social networks may comprise, for instance, peers, subordinates, 

or colleagues in work groups. These social networks are not static, but constantly change with their 

members and due to members’ needs (Granovetter, 1985). By engaging in different social networks, 

employees build or expand their ties to other members in the organization and, ultimately, increase their 

influence (Bahrami, 1992; Kanter, 1983). Communication within these social groups is found to enhance 

organizational innovation (Damanpour, 1991). They find that external communication (e.g., 

environmental scanning) supports the emergence of innovative ideas (Jervis, 1975), whereas internal 

communication fosters the spread of innovative ideas across the social networks and the organization 

(Aiken and Hage, 1971). Finally, Peterson (2002) summarizes in her quantitative investigation that 

workplace deviance occurs due to the influence of work groups. Since the evaluation of project proposals 

is performed by PPM, a departmental supervisor cannot decide upon the enactment of an un-enacted 

project to an official project. Thus, we argue that supports from peers and/or superiors especially leads to 
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the department-internal approval of these initiatives and the fact that employees spend time working on 

bottom-up initiatives. One project team members of the financial services organization stresses: “In our 

organization, employees are rarely pursuing bottom-up initiatives on their own, but often convince 

others to join their initiatives. Colleagues with whom they have good contact most likely join and 

advance the ideas.” Concluding, we propose: 

P3: A higher level of socio-political support leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects 

Access to information 

Access to information is defined as the degree to which “more information [is] more available to more 

people at more levels through more devices” (Spreitzer, 1996, p. 488) drawing on Kanter (1986). 

Previous research stresses that if information sharing in an organization is not kept to a minimum but 

rather openly distributed across the organization, employees are more likely to develop innovative ideas 

(Galperin, 2002; Kanter, 1983; Spreitzer, 1995b). Vice versa, Kouzes and Posner (1987) highlights that 

in the absence of information employees will not go the extra mile and use their creativity for the 

organization’s interest. Access to information is broadly defined and includes, for instance, data on the 

mission of an organization, strategic objectives, the external environment, and information about 

performance (Spreitzer, 1995a; Spreitzer, 1995b). In particular, Lawler (1992) stresses the importance of 

two types of information: (1) information on an organization’s mission as well as (2) information on 

organizational performance. The first type helps members of the organization to understand its sense and 

its determination. Based on this understanding, members can take or influence decisions that are directed 

towards the objectives of the organization and its mission. The second type refers to information on the 

performance of the department or work group in which an employee works. This information allows 

employees to take or influence decisions to keep or improve performance in the future. Information on 

performance not only appeals to the competence but also underlines the unit’s appreciation in the 

organization. Overall, we argue that access to information helps an employee to identify relevant 

organizational issues in a bottom-up way and to resolve them, potentially not aligned with organizational 

processes. We conclude: 

P4: A higher level of access to information leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects 

Access to resources  

Access to resources is defined as the degree to which “[sic!] more general managers working through 

smaller business units; more project teams that have budgets; special resource pools of unallocated funds 

that people can tap to solve problems” (Spreitzer, 1996, p. 489) drawing on Kanter (1986). Resources 

comprise, for instance, manpower, funds, and time. From the empowerment perspective, access to 

resources is important for employees because it allows them to be proactive and get things done 

(Spreitzer, 1995a). If members in an organization perceive to have access to resources, the members’ 

overall perception of control over their environment is increased (Zimmerman, 1995). We argue that if 

employees have access to resources, they are more likely to engage in bottom-up un-enacted projects to 

conceptualize or implement their ideas straight away. A business division representative of the IT 

organization summarizes: “Our IT employees have access to resources who can directly implement the 

technical ideas, whereas other employees in our organization may be limited by organizational 

dependencies.” Overall, we propose: 

P5: A higher level of access to resources leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects 

Organizational flexibility 

Organizational flexibility is defined as the degree to which an organization has the ability to change or to 

react to environmental changes (Golden and Powell, 2000). It is vital for organizations to continuously 

adapt to environmental changes in order to avoid slow extinction (March, 1995). Organizational 
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flexibility encompasses a set of organizational and managerial capabilities, both of which support the 

adaptation process (Hatum and Pettigrew, 2006). In terms of organizational capabilities, an organization 

needs to be able to attain a new structure, which enables it to be successful under environmental changes. 

In terms of managerial capabilities, a broad knowledge base and experienced managers with strong 

educational backgrounds are necessary and help the organization develop and determine the best 

response to environmental changes (Bahrami, 1992). While a more heterogeneous group of managers not 

only better detects the need to adapt to a changed environment, they also better develop and support 

innovative ideas (Bahrami, 1992). Overall, previous research posits that organizational flexibility is 

necessary for innovation (Quinn, 1985). Furthermore, inflexible organizational structures and processes 

are found to be important reasons as to why employees engaged in un-enacted projects (Buchwald and 

Urbach, 2012). A project manager of the IT organization points out: “For me, un-enacted projects are a 

consequence of the rigid and inflexible project portfolio management that is practiced in our 

organization. I was not able to make them change the PPM process such that it adequately addresses the 

needs of our bottom-up ideas. As a result, I explore promising business ideas within my larger projects.” 

Concluding, we propose: 

P6: A lower level of organizational flexibility leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects  

Entrepreneurial orientation 

Entrepreneurial orientation is defined as the degree to which “the top managers are inclined to take 

business-related risks, to favor change and innovation in order to obtain a competitive advantage for their 

firm, and to compete aggressively with other firms” (Covin and Slevin, 1989, p. 77). The construct 

comprises three dimensions (innovation, proactiveness, and risk taking) (Kreiser et al., 2002), which 

taken together form “a basic, unidimensional strategic orientation” of an organization (Covin and Slevin, 

1989, p. 79). Entrepreneurial initiatives are of decisive importance to an organization because they not 

only enhance overall performance but also serve as critical step in improving the organization’s 

competitive edge (Knight, 1997). Knight (1997) further highlights that “in companies with an 

entrepreneurial orientation, expansion of existing business and diversification through internal 

development are the means through which proactive opportunity-seeking and problem-solving behaviors 

are fulfilled” (p. 214). While entrepreneurial behavior, by definition, implies deviance from regular 

behavior in the social context (Mueller and Thomas, 2001), an entrepreneurially-oriented organization 

may take appropriate measures in order to channel the deviant innovative behavior into a structured 

innovation process. In this case, we argue that employees promote their innovative bottom-up ideas 

through the structured innovation process. In other words, employees don’t need to deviate from official 

processes and thus don’t need to launch their innovative ideas through a bottom-up un-enacted project. 

To conclude: 

P7: A higher level of entrepreneurial orientation leads to less occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects  

Formalization 

Formalization is defined as the extent to which “rules define roles, authority relations, communications, 

norms and sanctions, and procedures” (Deshpande and Zaltman, 1982, p. 18). While highly formalized 

organizations enforce behavior and can well predict performance (Pierce and Delbecq, 1977), previous 

research stresses that a high degree of formalization is counterproductive to organizational innovations. 

For instance, Arad et al. (1997) investigate structural characteristics and find that formalization, among 

other structural characteristics, inhibits innovation. Furthermore, Bidault and Cummings (1994) conclude 

that formalization is a barrier to spontaneity and flexibility, both of which are required for internal 

innovation. Finally, Pierce and Delbecq (1977) summarize that low formalization is required for 

openness in an organization, which in turn is an important precursor for idea initiation. Even though a 

high degree of formalization often does not lead to many innovation proposals through the official 
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innovation process, employees identify alternative paths how to discuss, test, and potentially implement 

their innovative ideas. Buchwald and Urbach (2012) find that innovative employees in organizations 

characterized by a high degree of formalization often bypass corporate processes and initiate unofficial 

initiatives to achieve their desired objective. One interviewee of the IT organization describes: “Our 

organization has a high degree of formalization. We have many rules in place that are quite strictly 

enforced. If I want to initiate a small initiative to explore a promising idea, I need to prepare a 

comprehensive set of documents. Especially in case of smaller bottom-up initiatives, I avoid the formal 

burden and pursue an unofficial initiative.” To conclude, we propose: 

P8: A higher level of formalization leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects  

Centralization of decision-making 

Centralization of decision-making is defined as the extent to which “power is distributed among social 

positions” (Hage and Aiken, 1967, p. 77) and describes the locus of authority and decision-making in an 

organization (Damanpour, 1991). Previous research stresses that the concentration of decision-making 

authority inhibits innovations. For instance, Thompson (1965) analyses bureaucratic structures and finds 

centralized decision-making authority not only hinders creativity, but also ultimately precludes 

innovation. Similarly, Arad et al. (1997) investigate structural characteristics and find that centralization 

of decision-making, among other structural characteristics, prevents innovation. In turn, Buchwald and 

Urbach (2012) stress that centralized decision-making not necessarily precludes employees’ innovative 

ideas, but that these employees rather bypass corporate processes. More particularly, they find that these 

innovative ideas emerge by means of un-enacted projects in their case organizations. In order to clearly 

separate this construct from job autonomy that focuses on how employees achieve given objectives, the 

centralization of decision-making focuses on the degree to which an organization delegates the freedom 

to choose on what aspects to work to their employees. We argue that in organizations which are 

characterized by a high degree of centralized decision-making, innovative employees will circumvent 

official decision-making processes and pursue their ideas as un-enacted projects. To conclude, we 

propose: 

P9: A higher level of centralization of decision making leads to a higher occurrence of bottom-up un-

enacted projects  

4 Conceptual Model 

After having introduced the constructs and their relationships in section 3, we now summarize the 

constructs, their definitions, and their theoretical support in Table 1. 

 

Construct Construct definition Theoretical support 

Occurrence of bottom-

up un-enacted projects 

The degree to which employees spend time with working on 

bottom-up un-enacted projects without order but with which they 

intend to benefit their organizations 

(Buchwald and Urbach, 2012) 

Innovative constructive 

organizational deviance 

The degree to which employees conduct “beneficial acts of an 

innovative or creative nature that are directed to the organization” 

(Galperin, 2002, p. 64) 

(Galperin, 2002; Galperin and 

Burke, 2006) 

Challenging 

constructive 

organizational deviance 

The degree to which employees show “behaviors that outwardly 

challenge the existing norms of the organization and break the 

rules in order to help the organization” (Galperin, 2002, p. 316) 

(Galperin, 2002; Galperin and 

Burke, 2006) 

Interpersonal 

constructive deviance 

The degree to which employees “do not follow the orders of their 

supervisor or disobey their supervisor’s instructions to perform 

more efficiently” (Galperin, 2002, p. 316) 

(Galperin, 2002; Galperin and 

Burke, 2006) 

Job autonomy The degree to which “the job provides substantial freedom, (Appelbaum et al., 2007; 
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independence, and discretion to the individual in scheduling the 

work and in determining the procedures to be used in carrying it 

out” (Hackman and Oldham, 1976, p. 258) 

Galbraith, 1983; Galperin, 2002; 

Hackman and Oldham, 1976; 

Osgood et al., 1996) 

Supportive leadership The degree to which “leader behavior can be characterized as 

friendly and approachable, and considerate of the needs of 

subordinates” (Bearden et al., 2011, p. 528) 

(Galperin, 2002; Janssen, 2005) 

Sociopolitical support The degree to which employees receive “endorsement, approval, 

and legitimacy from various organizational constituencies and is 

typically gained from membership in organizational political 

networks” (Spreitzer, 1995a, p. 608) 

(Galperin, 2002; Peterson, 2002; 

Robinson and O'Leary-Kelly, 

1998; Spreitzer, 1996) 

Access to information The degree to which “more information [is] more available to more 

people at more levels through more devices” (Spreitzer, 1996, p. 

488) 

(Galperin, 2002; Spreitzer, 

1996) 

Access to resources The degree to which “[sic!] more general managers working 

through smaller business units; more project teams that have 

budgets; special resource pools of unallocated funds that people 

can tap to solve problems” (Spreitzer, 1996, p. 489)  

(Galperin, 2002; Spreitzer, 

1996) 

Organizational 

flexibility 

The degree to which an organization has the ability or capability to 

change or to react to environmental changes (Golden and Powell, 

2000) 

(Buchwald and Urbach, 2012) 

Entrepreneurial 

orientation 

The degree to which members of an organization are characterized 

by “a propensity to act autonomously, 

a willingness to innovate and take risks, and a tendency to be 

aggressive toward competitors and proactive relative to 

marketplace opportunities” (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996, p. 137) 

(Howell et al., 2005) 

Formalization The degree to which “rules define roles, authority relations, 

communications, norms and sanctions, and procedures” 

(Deshpande and Zaltman, 1982, p. 18) 

(Bidault and Cummings, 1994; 

Buchwald and Urbach, 2012) 

Centralization of 

decision-making 

The degree to which “power is distributed among 

social positions” (Hage and Aiken, 1967, p. 77) 

(Buchwald and Urbach, 2012) 

Table 1. Overview of constructs and their definition 

 

We thus propose a theoretical model that integrates organizational antecedents which we expect to 

contribute to the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Model explaining the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects 

5 Conclusion and Outlook 

In this study, we set out to develop a conceptual model that aims at explaining the occurrence of bottom-

up un-enacted projects. While previous literature briefly described the existence of un-enacted projects 

(Blichfeldt and Eskerod, 2008) or outlined characteristics and individual-level antecedents of un-enacted 

projects (Buchwald and Urbach, 2012), this study investigates one particular type of un-enacted projects, 

namely bottom-up un-enacted projects, in more detail. The key result of this paper is a conceptual model 

that comprises the organizational antecedents to explain the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted 

projects. Deviance theory is the theoretical framework that guided our model development. Particularly, 

we draw on the notion of constructive deviance to explain the occurrence of innovative bottom-up un-

enacted projects. While we clearly acknowledge that not all bottom-up un-enacted projects can be 

subsumed as constructive deviance from an organization’s point of view, some of them are a key source 

of innovation and entrepreneurship and are thus important to organizations (Galperin, 2012).  

Before concluding with recommendations for future research and emphasizing our contribution to both 

research and practice, we acknowledge some limitations of our study. First, this study only entails a 

conceptual model so far. While the model is derived on both theoretical accounts and complemented 

interviews, the validation remains for future research. Second, our model focuses on the organizational 

level, while additional levels of factors are likely to contribute to a more comprehensive picture of 

deviant behavior. In this study, however, we decided to focus on organizational-level factors because 

only these can be influenced by an organization. In order to tackle this limitation, future research may 

consider extending our model to a multi-level model that also comprises individual-level factors to more 

holistically explain the occurrence of bottom-up un-enacted projects. In this way, Peterson (2002) 
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summarizes that “deviant behavior may be best predicted based on a combination of personality 

variables and the nature of the workplace situation” (p. 49), i.e., organizational-level antecedents. 

Related to Galperin (2002), useful individual-level variables may comprise, for instance, the status, job 

satisfaction, or the number of reference groups of an individual in an organization. Furthermore, we 

suggest conducting the validation of our model in different countries because the tendency to engage in 

deviant behavior is shaped by cultural variables (Groves et al., 1985; Hanke and Saxberg, 1985). 

In terms of specific next steps in the larger research program, both qualitative and quantitative methods 

are deemed appropriate to empirically validate our conceptual model. While qualitative methods would 

allow conducting confirmative interviews with people affected, the key challenge would be to identify 

those who have experience in this setting and would be willing to contribute to this research. A goal 

keeper, such as the project portfolio manager, does most likely not know about these projects and thus, 

even if he were willing to support, would not necessarily know other employees to talk to. Having 

considered the downsides of a qualitative endeavor, we conclude that quantitative methods are most 

suitable to investigate this research question. In this case, a large sample of employees is most likely to 

ensure that future research reaches people who have hands-on experience with bottom-up un-enacted 

projects. Accordingly, our specific next steps in this research project comprise the definition of 

measurement models, the development of a suitable survey instrument, the collection of empirical data 

as well as carrying out the data analysis using a structural equation modeling approach (Straub, 1989; 

Urbach and Ahlemann, 2010). 

Keeping the limitations of the study in mind, our results contribute to both theory and practice. Our 

results advance the theoretical discourse on the concept of un-enacted projects by proposing a conceptual 

model for explaining the occurrence of a specific type of un-enacted projects, namely bottom-up 

initiatives, from an organizational perspective. By relying on organizational deviance theory as a 

theoretical lens, our study is one of the first that applies this reference theory to the field of information 

systems in general, and more particular to the domain of project portfolio management. From our point 

of view, organizational deviance theory, both with a positive and negative notion, seems to be a 

promising perspective to explain similar phenomena, for example also other types of un-enacted 

projects, or other IT governance-related issues. From a practical point of view, we expect our model after 

a thorough empirical evaluation to be a beneficial instrument to evaluate and predict the occurrence of 

bottom-up initiatives in a particular organizational setting. Having identified the levers for the emergence 

of such un-enacted projects, responsible practitioners (e.g., IT executives, project portfolio managers) 

will receive a basis for steering their organization in the intended direction. 
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