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Abstract. Nowadays, due to the continuous changes in technology and markets, 

companies need to use the best project management practices to effectively man-

age their projects. The use of these practices however will not have the same 

results in different types of projects and in different organizations. The practices 

used by larger companies may have different results if used by smaller compa-

nies. With this in mind and focused on project management practices used by 

Portuguese startups, this study explores the value that project management rep-

resents for this type of companies. The study also focused on scale-ups, which 

are startups that have already undergone an initial phase of maturation and have 

more complex structures and processes, thus allowing us to see how the project 

management practices change with the evolution of the organization. This way, 

it was possible to observe that project management is seen as an essential factor 

within this type of organizations. These organizations seem to opt for a more 

agile approach to project management, thus taking advantage of the flexibility 

typically offered by such approaches. This type of approach seems to continue as 

startups mature, where there is only an increase in the formalization and com-

plexity of project management practices and tools. 
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1 Introduction 

Organizations are increasingly focused on using Project Management (PM) methods 

and practices to increase the success of their projects. 

According to the results presented by the Project Management Institute (PMI) Pulse 

of the Profession Report, the success rate of corporate projects is increasing and the 

average amount of money wasted on pour project performance is reducing over years. 

This success is due to the correct application of a professional PM system. In 2018, the 

results of this study demonstrated that regardless of whether using a predictive, itera-

tive, incremental or agile approach, organizations that use some form of formal PM 

approach are successfully meeting their goals [1]. 

These benefits have already been widely discussed in the literature, but almost al-

ways in the context of PM practices associated with mature and large companies. For 

this study, the main focus was on small companies, with special attention to companies 
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called startups. These companies are usually characterized by small activity time and 

they are usually looking for a position in the market [2]. 

To better understand this knowledge gap, the literature closest to this field is related 

to Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and can give a perspective to better under-

stand how the projects are treated within the universe of startups. SMEs and startups 

share similar characteristics and challenges. According to Murphy and Lewith [3], 

SMEs can be described as more flexible and closer to customers than large companies, 

also having a greater capacity to respond to threats and better internal communication. 

The differences between SMEs and large companies have profound implications, and 

it is possible to highlight four main differences: processes (simpler and more informal); 

procedures (with less standardization); structure (employees with more multi-tasking); 

and people (more risk-averse due to fear of failure) [4]. 

With the constant technological evolution and the increase in customer demand lev-

els, organizations are forced to discover new strategies / methods of PM that can deal 

with these problems. The lean and agile methods are among the different methods that 

are able to solve these types of problems [5]. 

The choice of the startup type of organizations for this study is pertinent, because 

according to a study by Informa D&B, entrepreneurship in Portugal has evolved con-

siderably over the last years. The creation of startups is increasing, influencing job cre-

ation and the Portuguese business environment [6]. 

Taking into account the above, this paper reports on a study of the context of PM in 

Portuguese startups, which in turn, has as aspiration to be a contribution for this type of 

companies to be able to understand the importance of PM practices and what their com-

petitors use and also to be a base for future research on these topics. The research was 

done trying to find answers to the following research questions: Which approaches to 

PM are most appropriate for Portuguese startups? What is the level of interest of Por-

tuguese startups in the use of PM? What are the PM practices and tools used in Portu-

guese startups? What are the biggest limitations and challenges of Portuguese startups 

in PM? 

2 Literature review 

Nowadays, due to the constant technology and markets evolution, companies no longer 

choose to use a classic and closed management form. According to Kerzner [7], in order 

to respond to the changing environment, it is necessary to abandon this inefficient tra-

ditional structure and replace it with PM. Unlike traditional management, PM allows 

better interaction, organization, coordination and communication between different de-

partments of a company. The result of this type of modern management provides better 

efficiency, effectiveness and productivity. PM helps companies to reduce time to mar-

ket, to better use limited resources, to manage technology complexity, to respond to 

stakeholder satisfaction, and to increase their competitive advantage [8]. 

According to the PMI [9], PM is the application of knowledge, tools, techniques and 

skills to project activities, in order to meet their requirements. Besner and Hobbs [10] 

suggest that PM tools and techniques are practices, that if well implemented, can be 
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considered as an "added value" to the organization. These practices can increase project 

success rates and bring competitive advantages. In another perspective, Thomas and 

Mullaly [11] state that the direct influence of the benefits of using project management 

on the profits and revenues of organizations has not yet been proven, and that this use 

may lead to higher costs in the short term. Most of the benefits offered by project man-

agement are associated with improvement in less tangible aspects such as stakeholder 

satisfaction, taking into account time, cost, quality and project processes. These benefits 

can help prepare organizations for future activities. 

There are several standards that can help with the implementation of PM practices. 

Most of these standards emerged from the early 1970s, through associations dedicated 

to project management professionals. Some examples are: PMBOK, Prince2, ICB, 

P2M and APMBOK [12]. There are also agile methodologies that can be used to man-

age project. They emerged from software development projects, but are now used in a 

wide variety of project types. Generally, these methodologies are used in projects that 

involve a certain degree of uncertainty, risk and complexity such as new product devel-

opment. Some examples of these methodologies are: Extreme Programming (XP); 

Scrum;  Crystal; Feature Driven Development; Dynamic Systems Development 

Method; and Kanban [9]. Agile methodologies give more value to people, interactions, 

and collaboration with the client than to processes, tools, contracts, and plans. They are 

based on several principles: continuous innovation; product adaptation; shorter delivery 

time; adapting people to reliable processes and results [13]. 

Startups can be characterized as young enterprises, with a simple organizational 

structure, and informal communication. Normally, decision-making is centered on the 

founder or Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and is done in a style of trial and error with 

regard to daily business choices [14]. According to Blank and Dorf [15], a startup is 

not only a smallest version of a large company. It can be defined as a temporary organ-

ization in search of a scalable, repeatable and profitable business model. The European 

Startup Monitor (ESM) [16] considers that startups are companies under the age of ten 

and have high aspirations in terms of employee growth and sales. From another point 

of view, Ries [17] defines startup as a human institution created to design new products 

and services in situations of extreme uncertainty. When a startup exceeds the first initial 

barriers and achieves a scalable and repeatable business model, it can get a new denom-

ination of scale-up. These companies were the focus of this study, namely on the use 

and relevance of project management practices. 

There are not many studies on project management at startups so we searched for 

similar studies in SMEs. According to the studies of Turner et al. [18, 19], SMEs use 

simpler practices and tools and not complex standards or methodologies. They pre-

sented the following practices as the most used by SMEs: Client Requirements; Road 

Map; Milestones; Agile; Scrum; Work Breakdown/Activity list; Scope/Resource 

Schedule; Burn Down; PM Software; Risk Management; Project Office; Domain 

knowledge; Responsibility Assignment Matrix. These list was compared to the one col-

lected in our study. 
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3 Research methodology 

Survey research was the strategy used to collect information. This strategy allows to 

question individuals on a topic and then describe their responses [20]. The researchers 

choose to study different startups from different areas, in order to have a more general 

set of results. In order to make data collection more dynamic and less standardized, the 

researchers found more appropriate to use semi-structured interviews. In semi-struc-

tured interviews researchers draw up a list of topics and issues to be developed, but 

these may vary from interview to interview. This means that the researcher may omit 

some questions in particular interviews, taking into account the specific organizational 

context that is found in relation to the research topic. The order of the questions may 

also vary depending on the flow of the conversation [21]. Content analysis was used to 

analyze the interviews [22]. The final text produced after the transcriptions and compi-

lation of the semi-structured interviews, carried out with the support of the script de-

veloped for this purpose, was analyzed in order to obtain meanings and answers to the 

research questions. The categories considered coincide with the different parts defined 

in the interview script. 

Each interview started with a brief introduction of the researcher, the topic of study, 

and the concise description of the purpose of the research. The script contained the main 

objectives of the research, starting with a first section dedicated to ascertaining the pro-

fessional profile of the interviewees, being this technique used to break the ice and 

make them feel more comfortable. Before starting the interviews, the researcher asked 

permission to record the contents of the conversation, in order to later facilitate its tran-

scription. Each interview lasted 40 minutes on average. 

The script of the semi-structured interview is divided into 5 parts. The first part, as 

mentioned above, is dedicated to the interviewee’ profile characterization in general 

terms, such as sex, qualifications, occupation and level of experience in PM. The sec-

ond part was designed to give a brief description of organizations and identify their 

characteristics in terms of products, structure, risk, innovation and competitive strategy. 

Part three refers to the company's past and current strategy for PM and its implications 

for the organization's progress. Part four is intended to provide more in-depth infor-

mation, observing the practices and PM tools used by the organizations, inquiring in 

what context they are used. The last part seeks to identify the main challenges and lim-

itations of organizations in the area of PM, emphasizing the challenges from the point 

of view of flexibility and scalability. 

The sample was obtained by the technique of non-probabilistic sampling by conven-

ience and snowball [23]. In order to make the data collection richer, the researchers 

tried to select startups from different sectors, with different dimensions and in different 

contexts (e.g. 4 startups are included in incubators). In order to obtain a future perspec-

tive of PM in a startup, two of the participating organizations are organizations that 

have already gone through the initial startup phase and are currently in an advanced 

phase of scale-up. Of the 21 organizations contacted, only 9 agreed to participate in the 

research, resulting in an acceptance rate of approximately 43%. All interviews were 

conducted in person and in place. All organizations received an email before the inter-

views were held, to know in advance the topics to be addressed. During the course of 
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the interviews, the results obtained began to be similar, so the researchers felt that it 

would not be necessary to extend the sample of 9 organizations. Table 1 shows a brief 

description of the organizations that participated in the study, and Table 2 the details of 

the 11 interviewees of the organizations that participated in the study. 

Table 1. Characterization of organizations. 

Startup 
Years of 

existence 

Nº of 

employees 
Company Description Code 

Startup 1 3 6 Treatment of statistical data; Health sector. ST1 

Startup 2 1 4 Artificial intelligence; Customer service. ST2 
Startup 3 3 6 Freight transport service. ST3 

Startup 4 2 8 
Entertainment; Digital Marketing and Event Man-

agement. 
ST4 

Startup 5 5 11 Creative services industry; Digital and multimedia. ST5 

Startup 6 3 8 Monitoring software; Occupational health. ST6 

Startup 7 1 2 Consulting; Construction; Investments. ST7 
Scaleup 1 10 32 Digital products and services; Web design. SCA1 

Scaleup 2 9 >100 Applications and computer software. SCA2 

Table 2. Characterization of interviewees 

Organization/Interviewee Role Experience 

ST1/1 Chief Operating Officer (COO) Low 

ST1/2 Engineer  Medium 
ST2/1 Chief Executive Officer (CEO) High 

ST3/1 Chief Executive Officer (CEO) High 

ST4/1 Founder Medium 
ST5/1 Chief Executive Officer (CEO) High 

ST6/1 Project Manager / Engineer Medium 

ST7/1 Founder Low 
SCA1/1 Project Manager High 

SCA1/2 Project and Product Manager High 

SCA2/1 Engineer High 

4 Results and analysis 

For the characterization of interviewees’ profile, gender, level of education and experi-

ence in PM, more specifically related to certification in this area, were considered. A 

curious result is that only 9% of respondents are female. Regarding the level of educa-

tion of the interviewees, it can be considered quite high: 84% with a master's degree; 

9% with a degree and 9% with secondary education. Although the high level of educa-

tion, almost none of the interviewees has any type of training in the area of PM. Of the 

few academic contacts with this area, most was directed to PM in software develop-

ment. Only two of the respondents had had some kind of contact with more traditional 

tools and techniques, such as the ones described in PMBOK. Only 18% of respondents 

had some type of certification in this area, which in turn was related to agile PM meth-

odologies, more specifically in Scrum. 

A description of the characteristics of the organizations was then required in relation 

to their organizational structure and decision making style, risk positioning, innovation, 
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growth strategy, and their source of funding. A summary of the characteristics of the 

organizations is presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Summary of the characteristics of the organizations (  startups   scale-ups) 

Criteria Startups Scale-ups  

Organizational 

structure 

Simple, flexible and informal  

  
Formal Informal  

Decision making 

style 

Performed informally; centralized 
in founders or CEO. 

 

Decentralized   

Decentralized  

Centralized  

Risk positioning High risk 

 
Low risk; comfortable situation

 
Innovation Something crucial 

 
Something important  

Growth strategy In terms of market penetration 
through internationalization, or by 

increasing the customer base in the 

respective markets 

 

Related to the business model  

Increase number of employees  

Source of funding 
Internal financing  

External financing  

Sustainable  

Still need some external financing  

A simple structure, an informal environment, and a centralized decision making are 

characteristics that are shared by all startup organizations, regardless of the industry to 

which they belong. In the case of scale-ups, it was noticed that with the increase of the 

organization it is natural that the decision making becomes more decentralized and the 

environment more formal. 

All startups, regardless of their context, have confirmed that the risk factor is some-

thing that is always present in their daily life. For scale-ups, as the organization gets a 

more scalable business model, the risk decreases. 

Confirming the characteristics presented by Ries [17], innovation was seen by all 

startups as an essential element of the organization, evidenced in the characteristics of 

the product/service or in the business model. The importance of this factor seemed to 

be maintained in the scale-ups represented in the study, demonstrating that innovation 

is a value that seems to be transversal throughout the maturation of the startup. 

In terms of growth, not all startups have shown a huge ambition to increase the num-

ber of employees and turnover as referred by the European Startup Monitor [16]. Most 

startups were just looking to penetrate their respective markets through internationali-

zation or by increasing the customer base in the respective markets. 

Lastly, one surprising fact that has emerged in this sample was the fact that some 

startups are using a type of internal financing, that is, the founders are willing to take 

high risks. The scale-ups show to be more sustainable on this matter. 
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Regarding the strategy of companies in relation to PM, we asked about: the type of 

projects they had (internal/external); what was their official PM structure; the culture 

of the organization (formal/informal PM); vision of the utility of PM; lean startup con-

cepts application; and staff certified with PM. This is summarized in Table 4. 

Table 4. Summary of the strategies in relation to PM 

Criteria Startups Scale-ups  

Projects 
Internal  

External  

Internal and External  

Internal and External  

 

Official PM system 
Agile or Scrum Methodologies  

Not using any methodology or standard   

 

Scrum 

 

Culture of the organiza-

tion 

(formal / informal PM) 

Informal  

Formal  

Formal 

 

PM, competitive strategy 

/ competitive advantage 

Useful in the organization and its value as 
a competitive tool 

 

An indispensable tool for 

the organization  

Lean Startup Concepts related to Lean Startup identified 

and consciously applied  

Unconscious application  

 

Staff certified with PM Certification is not an essential element for 

organization 

  

Certification in PM as an           

important element for the           

organization  

These results show that PM is important to startups and scale-ups, being more infor-

mal in the startups and tending to be more formal for scale-ups, and seen as useful for 

the startups and indispensable for the scale-ups, where PM certification is also consid-

ered relevant. Lean startup is applied in some of the organizations studied.  

The PM practices most used in the studied organizations are shown in Table 5. In 

this results we can highlight the difference between the use of less formalized agile 

methodologies for the companies with less maturity and formal Scrum or Kanban meth-

odologies used by the companies with more maturity. The same applies to risk man-

agement and the use of PM software. 

Compared to the study of Turner et al. [18, 19] on practices in SMEs the difference 

was that in SMEs are used two practices not referred by the organizations under our 

study, namely Project Office and Responsibility Assignment Matrix. But in our study 

Kanban was referred as a practice not present in the SMEs study. 

Finally, Table 6 shows a summary of the limitations and challenges in the PM strat-

egy felt by the studied organizations. It is visible the limitations in the application of 

PM practices for startups and how it decreases when the organization grows, but all 

considered important to improve PM practices in their organizations.   
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Table 5. PM practices most used in the studied organizations 

Practices ST1 ST2 ST3 ST4 ST5 ST6 ST7 SCA1 SCA2 

Client Requirement X X X X X X X X X 

Road Map X  X  X X  X X 

Milestones    X   X   
WBS/Activity list X  X X X X  X X 

Agile X  X  X X  X X 

Scrum      X  X X 
Kanban X X   X   X X 

Scope/Resource Schedule  X  X   X   

Burndown      X  X X 
Domain Knowledge    X   X  X 

Risk Management      X  X X 

PM Software X    X X  X X 

Table 6. Summary of the limitations and challenges in the PM strategy 

Criteria Startups Scale-ups 

Limitations in application of 

PM 

 

It has drawbacks 

 
 

There is a decrease in the limitations 
of PM as the organization grows 

 
Need to improve PM in the or-

ganization 

Yes 

 
 

There is always room for improving 
PM in the organization (continuous 

process) 

 
Scalability of PM strategy Changes are needed in 

the future  

 

Scalability has to be planned 

 

5 Conclusions and future research 

The concepts of innovation, risk and flexibility are present in the definition of what it 

means to be a startup. These young companies need to have the innovative ability to 

generate value for customers and to penetrate their respective markets. The search for 

a business model that is scalable and profitable carries risks, thus creating an environ-

ment of uncertainty that involves the company in this early phase of the organization's 

life cycle. Startups seek to receive constant feedback from the market, which in turn 

will have an influence on the way PM is developed in the organization. Startups require 

a lighter approach to project management, which promotes flexibility and iterations, 

rather than more structured and sequential approaches, characteristic of more traditional 

approaches to project management. In this way, it is not surprising to find in this re-

search, and based on data gathered during semi-structured interviews to 7 startups and 

2 scale-ups, that startups opt more for agile strategies for the development of their pro-

jects, since it is the approach most compatible with the cycle of experimentation char-

acteristic of this type of companies. 

In the universe of Portuguese startups, the value of the scientific area of PM seems 

to be well founded. Portuguese startups are managed through the use of projects, and 

PM is seen as essential to the organizations, although their low level of maturity. There 
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is not much academic knowledge about some concepts of this scientific area and certi-

fication of employees is seen as not fundamental. However, it is our believe that PM 

can represent a competitive advantage for the young companies like startups and scale-

ups in Portugal, since it provides tools and techniques capable of managing projects 

scope, time and cost, besides other areas such as quality, stakeholders and risk, so im-

portant for this type of organizations. 

Most Portuguese startups seem to opt for project management practices and tools 

with more agile features like Kanban and Scrum. The degree of formalization of the 

practices and tools of project management seemed to vary with the maturity of the or-

ganizations. The organizations under study revealed to use the following practices: Cli-

ent Requirement; Road Map; Milestones; WBS/Activity list; Agile; Scrum; Kanban; 

Scope/Resource Schedule; Burndown; Domain Knowledge; Risk Management and PM 

Software. Compared to a previous study on SMEs [18, 19], there are similar tools being 

used. Organizations just did not refer the use of Project Office and Responsibility As-

signment Matrix as SMEs seem to use. But Kanban was a practice referred in our study 

that is not mentioned in the SMEs study. 

The main limitations observed in the context of the Portuguese startups in the appli-

cation of PM are related to the rigidity, cost and time associated with some PM prac-

tices, which are the main reasons for their more informal use in an initial phase of the 

startup. The lack of resources is also a problem of Portuguese startups, which makes 

them reluctant to invest on the area of PM, at an early stage. The more mature Portu-

guese startups present in the study are a proof that investing in PM can be a crucial part 

of an organization's development. 

A limitation of this study was the size and the geographic location of the sample, so 

future studies on this matter are important to consolidate conclusion and information 

gathered on the subject that may be used as a reference for startups. In future work it 

might also be interesting to isolate circumstances and study only startups belonging to 

an incubator or a particular industry. 
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