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What is it that makes for a GREAT project manager? Is it project management techniques? Depth of knowledge about project management? Or is it something else? 

Projects depend on people – people who want a new product, people who create the deliverables, people who finance the project, people who supply goods and services for the project. So why do so many projects fail? They don’t fail because of technology or for lack of advanced project management methods or tools. The failure of most projects is the result of ineffective human relationships. Projects fail because the project manager fails to manage expectations, or gain commitment across the organization. Projects fail because they don’t have an aligned and motivated team. They fail because the naysayers refuse to implement the solutions. They fail because of people.

And, people can’t be managed; they must be led. Leading people is a challenge in any environment, but it’s particularly a challenge with projects because project managers have temporary teams that are charged with creating a unique deliverable for a customer who usually wants far more than can be delivered with the resources provided, in a timeframe that’s usually unrealistic. 

These specific challenges inherent in the project manager’s job create the context for what makes a great project manager. There are baseline requirements for all project managers: 1) understanding the technical process that will produce the final deliverables (but not necessarily being an expert in it), 2) applying a sound project management methodology, 3) having access to a facility with an appropriate set of project management tools that match the needs of the project at hand. 

However, what makes for greatness are abilities in the following categories: Self, Team, Customer, Suppliers, Sponsor, Other Stakeholders, Process Orientation. Let’s take a closer look at what constitutes greatness in four of these categories.

a. Self – Mastery over self starts with the ability to control oneself and the ability to act as an adult. Adults negotiate, come to consensus, resolve conflicts, respect each other’s opinions, recognize and respect differences. Adults accept accountability and don’t blame others when things go wrong. Adults know that where they are at this moment is their current mission in life and they approach that mission with passion. Adults also have a sense of personal power. They don’t need to disempower others to feel good about themselves. They are comfortable admitting they are wrong and others are right. They delight in empowering others. 

b. Team Relationships –  The great project manager seeks to maximize understanding, buy-in and commitment by team members. She uses collaboration and involves the team in planning, monitoring progress, assessing changes, solving problems. The great leader manages the team development process in order to maximize team performance. She facilitates rather than manages. She serves as a buffer for the team, shielding team members from unnecessary interference. She accepts accountability for what the team produces without trying to exercise control over the people on the team. She provides constructive feedback when necessary and gratefully accepts feedback provided to her.

c. Customer Relationships – The great project manager partners with the customer. He manages the expectations of the customer. He develops a contract with the customer that delineates what will be expected from each party over the course of the project. He works closely with the customer, gathering feedback and making course corrections as needed throughout the project process. He communicates constantly.

d. Sponsor Relationship – The sponsor is critical to the success of the project, so the great project manager develops a partner relationship with the sponsor,  asking for clear direction regarding the project, making sure a charter (the contract that drives the planning phase) is in place, and developing a reporting mechanism that meets the sponsor’s needs. She asks for continual feedback from the sponsor and promptly responds to that feedback, elevating issues only when they cannot be resolved at the team level, keeping the sponsor informed on progress and problem solving. 

These are just some of the aspects of greatness, which comes from taking unconditional responsibility for oneself and collaboratively managing the relationships that determine the success of the project. What skills do you need to work on to help you take the next step towards greatness?
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Martin Training Associates (MTA) is a management consulting company specializing in project management training, consulting and PM Tools.  MTA offers project management training for everyone in your organization. Attendees of MTA practitioner workshops (in-house and public) leave with solid skills in initiating projects, planning scope, assessing risk and resources, monitoring, controlling quality and change, and closing out a project. Soft skill workshops include facilitation, communications, and team tools. MTA also offers a complete series of management programs including Executive Overview, Project Steering, Project Sponsorship, Accountability, and Matrix Management. MTA’s internal instructor program empowers companies to do their own project management training so they can build core competency in project management cost effectively. All course offerings can be customized to meet specific company needs. 
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