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1. Introduction 
Project leadership is a social process of producing, changing, and accomplishing project direction (Packendorff et al., 2014; Raelin, 2016; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Project direction is recursively and socially constructed, e.g. through negotiations, around why the project matters and where it should be heading (Crevani, 2018). Thus, it is not dictated as a fixed goal or top-down order. Traditional leadership literature predominantly uses individual-centric views to theorize leadership work (e.g., Kines et al., 2010; Toor & Ofori, 2008). However, project leadership is increasingly perceived as an unfolding, dynamic social process embedded in interactions (Tyssen et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Whyte et al., 2022). Kortantamer (2023) theorized distributed project leadership while recognizing both horizontal and vertical acts of influencing among stakeholders. Vertical and horizontal relationships are shaped by interactions across hierarchy (i.e., top-down) and across peers at the same hierarchy (i.e., lateral), respectively (Müller et al., 2018; Yu et al., 2018). Hence, it is vital to understand how leadership unfolds in projects through distributed social processes.

Tasks are the raison d’être of projects (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). In project leadership, people turn influence into actual performance by aligning and accomplishing tasks to achieve project direction (Thoms & Pinto, 1999; Yukl, 2012). Complexity arises from the interdependency of tasks allocated to different people, the relationships among them, the form of organizing projects (e.g., inter-organizational projects), and the unfolding nature of projects (Burke & Morley, 2016; Graham et al., 2020; Levitt et al., 2024). Previous studies have mostly treated task sequencing from a solely engineering perspective, in which, for instance, using clear technical approaches, such as the critical path for task sequencing, is enough (e.g., Floyd et al., 2017; Ordoñez et al., 2019). However, most of these studies overlook the social processes involved in task sequencing in practice, focusing solely on the technical or algorithmic order of tasks while disregarding organizational dynamics. Hence, understanding leadership practices around sequencing tasks is essential. Although literature highlights the importance of tasks for project leadership work, we still need to understand the task sequencing mechanism through which people recursively define, identify, allocate, and prioritize project tasks. Not only does this help to accomplish project direction, but it also leads to meeting the common goal for which the project exists and operates. The research question therefore is: “How is task sequencing shaped by and shaping project leadership work?” 

To address this question, this study builds on the theoretical understanding of projects as temporary organization (Lundin, 1995; Sydow et al., 2025) and the relational view of leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2006). According to the temporary organization lens, projects are evolving, task-oriented, goal-focused, and relationship-based in nature (Bakker, 2010; Whyte & Eshraghi, 2025). Task sequencing inherently reflects or is related to other project characteristics (e.g., goal). Based on a relational view of leadership, leadership work is unfolding and socially constructed (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Hence, these lenses could offer opportunities to unpack how tasks are sequenced while collectively involving people through the unfolding social process of project leadership. In terms of the methods used, we are conducting an empirical study using semi-structured interviews and archival analysis in the Cross River Rail megaproject in Brisbane, Australia. This study theoretically contributes to understanding task sequencing mechanism in project leadership. 

The preliminary findings suggest that project leadership is shaped by and shaping task sequencing through mutual understanding, temporal adjustment, and collective alignment. Therefore, the contribution of this study goes beyond existing engineering-oriented sequencing approaches (i.e., agile approaches) in three ways. First, this work highlights the relational efforts to continuously interpret and reinterpret task interdependencies within and across organizational boundaries. Second, it shows how sequencing evolves through collective temporal understanding rather than iterative routines. Third, it examines how efforts are aligned through negotiation among different groups of stakeholders, rather than through prescribed engagement structures.

 In the full paper, we will expand on the theoretical background and further develop our findings. The remaining sections of this extended abstract will briefly summarize the theoretical background, research methods, initial findings, and then will finish with a discussion and conclusion. 
2. Theoretical Background 
The internal life of projects is inherently sequential (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). Since tasks are the raison d’être of projects, they legitimize the existence of projects, and the negotiated direction of projects is operationalized by them (Janowicz-Panjaitan et al., 2009; Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). Depending on how and why people act, project tasks could be repetitive or unique (Jacobsson & Hällgren, 2016). Also, tasks may oscillate along a continuum, ranging from predefined, strict tasks to those that emerge over time during the course of the project. Given that task detailing and sequencing occur through a social process (Bechky, 2006; Burke & Morley, 2016; Lundin & Söderholm, 1995), leadership, as a theoretical linkage between task accomplishment and goal achievement, comes into play. Hence, it is important to understand how to sequence tasks through project leadership, considering the dynamic, unfolding nature of both the project and the leadership process. In the full paper, we will expand on this background building on the literatures on projects as temporary organizations and relational leadership.

3. Research Methods 
This study uses a qualitative approach to theorize leadership in projects conceived as temporary organizations. Given that leadership is emergent, socially constructed, and embedded in context, we did not regard it as a static or measurable variable, which is mostly suited to quantitative designs (Eweje et al., 2012; Mubarak et al., 2023; Pesämaa et al., 2021). An interpretivist paradigm is adopted because this study is concerned with analyzing and synthesizing the lived experience of people through meaning, values, interpretations, and rules in specific settings (Ferres & Moehler, 2024; French et al., 2025; Svejvig, 2021). Indeed, this lens is based on subjective thinking and the social construction of the real world through practices (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020). Following Miles et al. (2014), inductive reasoning was chosen to analyze leaders’ narratives with the aim of conceptualizing project leadership in relation to sequencing tasks. In addition, we used thematic analysis to analyze the data. The level of analysis is a single “project,”, the unit of analysis is “relational practices and interactions”, and the unit of observation is individuals as designated leaders.

3.1. Case Selection and Context 
[bookmark: _Hlk220924726]The Cross River Rail (CRR) megaproject is a new railway (under-construction)  that spans 10.2 km (including 5.9 km of tunnel under the Brisbane River and the Central Business District (CBD)) and costs approximately $19.04 billion in Brisbane based on 2025 statistics released by the Cross River Rail Delivery Authority (CRRDA), which is a Queensland Government statutory agency responsible for developing and delivering CRR (CRRDA, 2025). This megaproject is a suitable empirical case for this study for several reasons. Firstly, as one of the largest infrastructure projects in Australia, it involves multiple delivery partners, while being highly visible to the public and government, among other stakeholders. In addition to 7,700 jobs and 450 trainee and apprentice roles created during construction, it has already involved more than 1,500 Queensland companies as either suppliers or subcontractors (CRRDA, 2025). Secondly, as this megaproject is entering its later stages, leaders can reflect on practice and relationships over earlier phases, along with the current day-to-day experience, to provide longitudinal insight. However, this megaproject ultimately aims to deliver one upgraded surface station, four new underground stations, seven rebuilt suburban stations, and three new stations planned on the Gold Coast line.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis
This study collects and uses both primary and secondary data (through semi-structured interviews and archival analysis, respectively) to ensure the narratives provided by leaders are reliable and credible. Three pilot interviews were conducted to ensure the clarity of the questions, timing, flow, ethical procedures, the reliability of recordings and transcriptions, as well as the richness of the online interviews (Um & Kim, 2018). As this study is ongoing, we plan to further develop it by conducting more interviews in the CRR megaproject. So far, we have conducted 13 interviews, 11 of which have been analyzed. Data analysis encompassed two primary approaches, including first-cycle coding and second-cycle coding (Miles et al., 2020, p. 64). First- and second-cycle coding refer to the codes initially assigned to the data units and to working with and synthesizing the results of first-cycle coding, respectively (Miles et al., 2020). We used NVivo 15 for coding the data. 

4. Initial Findings
Our initial analysis suggests that mutual understanding, temporal adjustment, and collective alignment are important in how project leadership work shapes and is shaped by task sequencing.
4.1. Understanding each other and context under shifting conditions
Project leadership is enabled through understanding others, their tasks, as well as the context in which they are collectively accomplishing courses of action. Indeed, people need to understand each other’s perspectives, pressures, weaknesses, and strengths to be able to support common goals. Additionally, diversity across project teams provides an opportunity to have more potential choices due to diverse perspectives on certain issues. While prioritizing tasks, people need to understand what the issue is and who cares about it. When people from different areas with different organizational levels come together to negotiate their existing/emerging tasks and their associated interdependencies, these will become clearer. This also helps them to be aware of the project journey (i.e., direction) and context to meet intended goals.

4.2. Temporal adjustment through communication and engagement 
Structuring time through milestones and dependencies is imperative for sequencing tasks in project leadership. While people are carrying out projects, they need to recursively define or adjust milestones and task dependencies. By doing so, they support others while moving forward to meet goals on time. Both communication and engagement play key roles in the temporal structuring of project tasks. People communicate to inform other actors about dynamic and unfolding issues in a project. However, engagement among actors cultivates shared ownership and influence through dialogue, negotiation, and co-participation. As a result, temporal adjustment involves continuous planning and following the plan collectively while avoiding routine traps to synchronize project tasks with other people.

4.3. Collective alignment and coordination through interaction
Tasks are decided and accomplished through both relational and collective courses of action. Even though any project has some fully predefined tasks, some tasks need to be negotiated due to the interdependencies among tasks, resource constraints, and other issues. Thus, people need to think of engagement rather than relying merely on communications. They need to reach this understanding that task sequencing requires their ongoing relationships while collectively reaching consensus on sequencing tasks. In particular, negotiation helps to gain trust when different parties cannot align. In conclusion, practitioners need to pay attention to the social and temporal aspects of task sequencing in project leadership, going beyond the purely technical aspects highlighted by the literature.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
Project leadership shapes task sequencing in projects. Task sequencing is a technical, temporal, and social phenomenon through which people devote effort towards meeting common goals. In a complex project environment, people continuously communicate and engage with others to understand their tasks in the given context. Indeed, they mostly collectively decide and relationally act (i.e., interact) to formulate tasks and structure the timing for each activity. This study theoretically and practically contributes to current literature in several ways. Theoretically, it reveals the task sequencing mechanism while going beyond the mere consideration of the structured techniques, such as the critical path for sequencing tasks, through which the technical aspect of leadership work is highlighted (Denker et al., 2001; Kleinwaks et al., 2023). Therefore, understanding which dependencies matter most and how they play a role in real project interactions depends on recurring relational practices, such as negotiations. Besides, as project time, cost, quality, and other factors are inherently dependent on tasking, this impacts project performance. Given that tasks, relationships, and change are primary pillars of leadership behaviors, this study not only contributes to tasking but also aligns it with relationships and change. Indeed, relational practices are essential for delivering the objectives of change while project tasks are being sequenced. Hence, this study builds on prior work in which the social and distributed nature of leadership in projects is emphasized (e.g., Kortantamer, 2023; Lindgren & Packendorff, 2009; Packendorff et al., 2014). In terms of practical contributions, practitioners at different organizational levels may refer to the outcomes of this study to understand task-sequencing mechanisms. As a result, this study elaborates on how task sequencing is practiced in project leadership.  Future research could further develop this study in several ways: i) adopting other lenses, such as leadership-as-practice, or incorporating other time-related constructs (e.g., pacing) into theorizing. ii) involving broader stakeholders in collecting data while going beyond designated leaders. iii) investigating power, conflict, and politics in sequencing tasks.
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