“What Makes A Good Project Manager?”

What makes a good project manager? Is it the person in your organisation who has recently qualified with a PMP®? Is it the person in IT who tells you that all her projects come in on time, within budget and adhere to the relevant quality standards? Who determines who is good and who is not? Nowadays, the majority of organizations have project management as a core set of skills in their business, where a wide variety of individuals have the function of project management somewhere in their job description. Some of these practitioners have the obligatory certificate or diploma in project management and the chosen few will have the much sought after degree on the subject or better yet the illustrious title of PMP. Which most corporations deem sufficient to provide them with a sense of comfort that their organizational projects are at least being managed. 

Unfortunately many organizations are guilty of asking the wrong question? It is no longer sufficient to ask "do I have project management as a core discipline in my organisation?" Corporations, especially those in the commercial and development sectors, need to be asking the right question, "what kind of project management, do I have in my business?" or more importantly "what kind of project management skills do I require?" And it is a fair wager that the gap in between, for many corporations, will be somewhat larger than expected. 

As a discipline project management was incubated and matured in the construction and engineering sectors. As with most things in life, one tends to see the world through ones own experiences and thus the development of the discipline that is project management, was heavily geared towards these sectors. Consequently the application of this discipline in other industries has often met with disastrous results. 

Why would that be? The beauty of constructing a fine building or a sturdy bridge is that you have the luxury of "seeing" what it is you are producing. If a mistake is made it is visually apparent, quality standards are benchmarked against industry norms and when you procure your raw materials you can actually touch and feel the product. Now consider this, you are a project manager tasked with the implementation of a sophistical piece of ERP software or the delivery of a organizational wide change management project. Can you "see" what you are building? Can you "touch and feel" the end product? Unless you are clairvoyant, chances are, probably not! 

Yet many organizations we have encountered still bring the proverbial knife to the gunfight. The results are, pardon the pun, a bloody mess!!! This is compounded by an unhealthy over reliance on computerized tools that provide the comforting illusion of control where "% complete" is estimated in an unscientific and uncontrolled manner. Often based on the assertions and guarantees of subject matter specialists where the "patsie" SORRY, project manager does not have the technical competence to analyse and question the specialists work.

For all we know the "specialists" could have spent the duration of the project working up to level 7 on tomb raider and the response of I'm 90% complete means "I have thought about the problem and come up with the solution....... in my head!!", which to that individual many in fact represent 90% of the perceived intellectual effort require to solve the problem. While the remaining 10% is the actual work required to put the solution together. The irony, that the remaining 10% will take 9 weeks to complete versus the 2 weeks the PM had scheduled in the project plan, is lost when the, up-until-now, confident and seeming in control project manager crawls into the sponsors office to plead for an extension 2 weeks before the project is due!! 

ENTER the disciplines of facilitation (the 2nd dimension) and psychology (the 3rd dimension) and now your PM has a reasonable chance of a) knowing what is actually happening on the project and b) dealing with any problems that may arise!! Incidentally the first and equally important dimension is traditional project management, the corner stone of any good PM tool set. 

Now back to the simplest of analogies with construction and engineering. The following, you are a project or construction manager on a building site. A wall on the north side of the building is built skew. The project manager can "see" it is skew and instructs the contactor to rebuild. The contractor rebuilds the wall and the project manager can "see" it is fixed. 

Imagine the following; you are a project manager on an ERP implementation. You can't "see" what is happening but all the signs and your intuition point to something very wrong with the data quality. In order to "see' what is wrong you need to facilitate an investigation with your project team to establish the problem. As it is fairly likely, that as project manager you don't have the technical expertise to understand the full ramifications and depth of the problem. This doesn't mean you can't understand the problem. 

Now fixing it is an entirely different matter, as this requires more facilitation and often some psychology. Once the problem is completely understood facilitating a solution is straight forward enough. But more often than not some psychology is required. Why??? Well back to our earlier analogy. When the skew wall is broken, you instruct your contractor to make good. If he/she doesn't, you terminate their contract and find another contractor to fulfill the request. Ever tried telling a systems specialist or ERP technician to do something!! Think again. You are not managing semi skilled laborers here, you are managing highly skilled professionals that may often be better paid than you. One therefore has to orchestrate a solution using various psychological tools. The other thing worth mentioning is that the greater the degree of specialization in the individual the greater the degree of adult pathology that is likely to exist. So getting everyone to agree to fix the same problem in the same way is quite an achievement. 

By the way, I'm not implying that every project manager has to rush out and enlist at their local university for a masters in psychology. But as a project manager one needs to have a broad understanding of how the professional mind works and the various personality types that exist. How one then uses this information and deals with people is a matter of personal style. 

So in summary, if you are a project manager or an employer of project managers, be sure to check that you or your employees are utilizing the right tools for the job. Furthermore there are some great facilitation courses out there and a lot of fascinating reading on the science that is psychology in cyberspace. 

