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Today project work became a fundamental part of doing work. As the world becomes 

more and more uncertain and unstable, designing repeated processes1 become less and less 

beneficial. In the industrial era, businesses could afford to break down complex tasks into their 

parts and make every process standardized.2 Combining repetitive work with top-down 

management allowed organizations to deliver the same product in a consistent manner.3 

However, consistency has its downsides in a highly volatile environment. When conditions 

outside of the organization’s control change suddenly, businesses can't afford to have highly 

standardized, rigid work processes. By creating economies of scale we often sacrifice agility 

and adaptiveness to change.4 Management expert Tom Peters argues the way we do work 

changed completely.5 Businesses should accommodate the uncertainty involved in every 

business situation. We need to make highly flexible processes that are able to deal with the 

uniqueness of every challenge we might encounter. As the environment grows more and more 

unstable we need to take an increasingly agile approach to work.6 As today's business cycles 

shrink to smaller and smaller sizes businesses need to be more flexible than ever. 

 

In The Lean Startup, Eric Ries argues many of the leading business thinkers expressed 

their concerns about top-down, rigid and highly limited management systems.7 Many 

businesses are using management processes that are no longer the best fit for today’s economic 

environment. Standardizing processes and making them highly repetitive in a constantly 

changing world can be a waste of business resources.8 Businesses often end up making products 

customers don't want or are not willing to pay for.9 This "standardized" thinking was the 

underlying reason behind many business failures since the middle of the 20th century.10 

Executives thought if management is the problem, then chaos is the answer.11 But approaching 

business problems from a "chaos" perspective is not the best way of managing either. Eric Ries 
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argues, entrepreneurship is management.12 We need a different, more flexible management 

system than a hundred years ago. But we definitely cannot build a successful business without 

it. 

Project management can address the highly uncertain and volatile nature of today's 

business environment. At the same time, we can put rigorous management systems in place 

that can help consistently deliver results. Perhaps that is the reason why projects become a 

central part of doing work today. Project management is a particularly important skill of today's 

managers as the number of projects is growing continuously since the early 1990s.13 

 

A project by definition is “a temporary endeavour undertaken to accomplish a unique 

product or service".14 This temporary nature of projects allows us to take one situation and 

business opportunity at a time and address it more flexibly. 

A project master plan should address every important detail related to the project. At the 

same time, it also needs to view the project from a birds-eye perspective by putting the project 

into the context of the larger enterprise.15 Every project has its constraints that structures work 

and make the people involved accountable. The first job of a project manager is to determine 

the constraints that will put the projects on the right trajectory. A project needs to have a scope 

goal that determines what is the project trying to accomplish. The time goal determines the 

time we have to complete the project. We also need to set a cost goal to see how many resources 

do we need to allocate for the project.16 

We should start planning by considering the interests of various stakeholders, their scope, 

roles as well as the relationship with other stakeholders. These can include the project sponsor 

and project team, support staff, customers, users, suppliers, opponents to the projects. A good 

project manager knows how to balance the needs and expectations of all stakeholders and 

synchronize their goals. To do that managers need to have a broad area of expertise across 

multiple business activities. Management scholars distinguish between nine project 

management knowledge areas a manager needs to be familiar with.17 These include 4 core 

knowledge areas and 4 facilitating knowledge areas as well as 1 knowledge area that aims to 

integrate all the above. The four core knowledge areas include planning and managing the 

project scope, time constraints, the cost of the project and the quality of the delivered results. 

The four facilitating areas allow us to achieve project objectives. These include managing 

human resources, risk and procurement management as well as maintaining appropriate 

communication among all continuance of the project. 

 



After taking all of the above aspects into consideration our goal is to get the project 

proposal accepted. Buy-in from people that are capable of providing the necessary resources 

the project needs is crucial at this stage of the process. By defining the project scope we can 

establish boundaries. It is important to define what are the problems we want to solve and what 

are the ones that are beyond the scope of the project. (For example, let's say we consider the 

modernization of a healthcare facility. By establishing the project scope we can tell which parts, 

activities and processes we want to modernize and to what extent.)18 It is quite common for 

projects to expand over time. That's why need to limit our commitments if we want to complete 

the project on time and within budget. By establishing project priorities we can focus our effort 

on the things that matter most.19 By clarifying the goals we want to achieve we can make 

necessary trade-offs without sacrificing our most important needs. 

After establishing project priorities and clarifying project tradeoffs we need to create a 

clear Work Breakdown Structure (WBS). It is a visual representation of all the work that defines 

the relationship between the end goal of the project and the means by which the end goal is 

achieved.20 WBS is a useful tool for coordinating the work and aligning employees across 

multiple levels of the organization. It is particularly important to clarify Work Packages, the 

lowest level of the WBS. It can give tangible and concrete goals for employees during the 

implementation phase of the project. It is scientifically proven that having specific, measurable, 

achievable, relevant and time-bound goals can greatly enhance performance.21 

 

Integrating the WBS with the Organizational Breakdown Structure (OBS) makes it easier 

to create alignment among the project team and other members of the organization.22 Aligning 

strategy with individual projects we undertake is crucially important. Otherwise, we can end 

up working toward goals that are actually not strategic priorities of the organization. If our 

actions are not in synchrony with the organization’s overall strategy we can end up optimizing 

for a local maximum instead of progressing towards a global maximum.23 

 

Planning and managing time constraints is also crucial at all stages of the project. Perhaps 

the best way of managing time is by using project management diagrams.24 The most popular 

diagrams include Gantt Charts, PERT Charts and Network Diagrams. Gannt Charts are 

perhaps the most widely used tool in project management. It was developed by Henry Gantt in 

the year 1910 and gained wide acceptance, particularly in the field of project management.25 It 

has two main parts: a horizontal axis that is constructed to represent the total time span of a 

period. This line is broken into increments to depict days, weeks or months. This timeline 



illustrates when each activity starts, how long it continues, and when it ends. The vertical axis 

is constructed to represent all the tasks related to the project. Because of its simplicity, it is 

perhaps the most widely used tool in project management. However, the biggest constraint of 

the Gantt chart is that it cannot be used to represent the dependencies and relationships between 

different scheduled tasks.26 Network Diagrams are the most complex tool for visually 

representing project workflow.27 It shows linkages between different tasks and the 

chronological sequence of various tasks. Network Diagrams are perhaps more difficult to build, 

but they can be helpful to visually represent the dependencies between different tasks of the 

project.28 For example, it helps us estimate what will be the consequence if a task does not get 

completed on time. 

After we have a visual representation of all tasks related to the project we can determine 

the duration of the project. It is not an exact science, it is difficult if not impossible to be 100% 

accurate in advance of the time we need to complete a complex project.29 However, using 

mathematical models can enhance the accuracy of our estimation. The three most widely used 

mathematical analyses used by project teams are Critical Path Method (CPM),30 Program 

Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT), and Graphical Evaluation and Review Technique 

(GERT).31 

Critical Path Method (CPM) is a good way to analyze the project network. It aims to 

determine the earliest time by which the project can be completed. We need to develop a good 

project network diagram and examine the longest path through the network diagram. Program 

Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT) on the other hand is a useful tool when there is a 

high level of uncertainty involved in the project. 

Program Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT) is an analysis technique that uses 

probabilistic time estimates by examining the optimistic, most likely and pessimistic durations 

of each activity.32 PERT uses a weighted average formula to estimate the duration of a project, 

where the most likely time estimate will have a higher weight than the optimistic and 

pessimistic time estimates. 

Graphical Evaluation and Review Technique (GERT) analysis takes our ability to deal 

with uncertainty to a new level. GERT is mainly used in complex systems and in cases when 

we perform a task repeatedly, more than once (in a loop).33 GERT addresses the main 

limitations of CPM and PERT. It allows us to express our findings as probabilities instead of 

just having one single competition data at the end of the day. This way it is much more likely 

that we will meet our scheduled target time if we express it as duration and probability of 

appearance. GERT is considered less accurate than CPM and PERT by many management 



scholars. However, using GERT analysis in complex systems can overcome the limitations of 

CPM and PERT.  A few of these limitations are: there are no alternative paths - all activities 

have to be performed; there are no loops - it is not possible to repeat the activity, next similar 

activity has to be added; there are no decisions in the diagram - no and, or, or options which 

help to choose the proper path; there are no scaling - it is not possible to replace some detailed 

group of activities with the one summary task.34 Despite its benefits, GERT is a highly 

sophisticated diagram that requires running complex simulations performed by computers. One 

of the most commonly used simulations is the Monte Carlo Simulation.35 

 

Another unfortunate but common tendency of project managers is that they often 

underestimate the costs of a project. Project scope, project time and project cost are in a strong 

correlation with one another. As the project scope tend to expand over time, that can negatively 

affect project costs and project completion time as well. By reducing project scope we can 

reduce completion time and project costs as well.36 Effective cost management includes 

estimating, budgeting and controlling costs. While estimating costs we can use a top-down 

approach taking similar projects as a reference point of estimation. We can also use a bottom-

up approach by estimating individual work items. We can also use a parametric approach by 

using mathematical models to estimate costs.37 Cost budgeting involves the allocation of 

resources the way that serves the most effective delivery of project outcomes. Clayton 

Christensen argues, resource allocation and innovation is the two side of the same coin.38 

Companies who fail to allocate resources for projects with a high expected future return set up 

themselves for failure. Controlling costs involves monitoring project performance and ensuring 

the availability of funds in case if the project changes. Cost control also means keeping people 

accountable for their actions and commitments.39 

 

Effectively managing quality is also a crucial competence of a good project manager. 

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) defines quality as the totality of 

characteristics of an entity that bear on its ability to satisfy stated or implied needs.40 In other 

words, with the project completion it must deliver the promised results. Managers often use the 

word requirement for defining the characteristics of the product or service and the function it 

has to fulfil. However, Jez Humble, Joanne Molesky and Barry O'Reilly argue, companies often 

define requirements in the wrong way.41 Product requirements are often defined from an 

engineering or business perspective. However, it would be a much better approach to take the 

time to test products with real customers we can gain an in-depth understanding of real 



customer needs. After doing that we can better define quality from the perspective of our 

customers and build products customers are willing to pay for.42 

After we gained a deep understanding of what we have to deliver, we can better plan, 

assure and control quality delivery. Effective quality planning involves identifying which 

quality standards are relevant to the respective customers.43 Quality assurance means 

consistently meeting the established quality standards. The main goal of quality assurance is 

the consistent monitoring of quality. Improving quality through quality control and continuous 

improvement44 and processes can be a significant competitive advantage. 

 

Regardless of how heavily we rely on technology while managing projects, at the end of 

the day people can play a central role in every project delivery. Behavioural factors can have a 

huge influence on the success of the project as a whole. Effectively managing people is one of 

the most important duties of project managers.45 

Managers need to craft the delicate skill of motivating people. The best managers can 

encourage people to do extraordinary things that they would have never done otherwise. 

Effective goal setting can have a great positive effect on employee motivation, argues 

legendary investor John Doerr.46 Harvard researchers Steven Kramer and Teresa Amabile have 

published their interesting findings in 2011 on employee motivation.47 They argue, the most 

powerful motivating factor can be a sense of progress. If employees can feel that they make 

real progress their performance can improve significantly. We can also make a great impact by 

effectively appreciating employees. Giving the right kind of feedback at the right time in the 

right way can be a game-changer.48 Organizational performance expert Daniel Coyle in his 

insightful book49 published his findings of the characteristics of high-performing teams. 

Members of these teams have a sense of security when they are with each other, let's call it 

psychological safety.50 They are all willing to be vulnerable with one another by openly sharing 

mistakes and shortcomings.51 They also have a strong sense of purpose and shared meaning 

that makes the team more coherent. Giving people responsibility can be a powerful motivator. 

If they feel a strong sense of ownership for the project they are working on they are willing to 

do everything to make it a success. 

Learning theorists have shown us, people learn best by observing others and trying to 

imitate the observed behaviour.52 In other words, we learn best by taking concrete action.53 As 

organizational culture expert Edgar Schein argues the behaviour of leaders and members in a 

group setting can have a much stronger influence on people than written rules and regulations.54 

Therefore the effective training of managers and employees starts with building an open 



organizational culture. Breaking down barriers between "spoken and upspoken" worlds can 

result in a more coherent culture that can consistently deliver great results. As John Maxwell 

put it, the highest level of leadership is when you can develop leaders around you.55 By making 

leadership development an integral part of the organizational culture we can make sure we will 

have a pipeline of great leaders and managers in the future. 

 

Product managers also need to be effective communicators. They have to be the 

connection point between various stakeholders throughout the organization. Balancing the 

needs and desires of every stakeholder can be a great challenge. However, having a shared 

purpose and meaning can be a powerful force while creating alignment. 

Being in possession of the right information is necessary for every project. Project 

managers need to determine the information and communication needs of the stakeholders. 

They also have to make sure all necessary information is available when we need it. Giving 

timely feedback and performance information is also crucial.56 At the closure of the project, 

gathering, generating and formalizing project information makes it easier to learn from our 

mistakes and replicate successes.57 However, having too much information to deal with can be 

as harmful as not having any information at all.58 We need to prioritize, communicate and take 

action based on the information that is relevant in our situation. Lean thinkers call this OMTM 

(One Metric That Matters).59 

During a project work, we have to manage many highly interrelated and interconnected 

activities. Therefore sometimes managers need to make certain trade-offs because of the 

conflicting interests of the many stakeholders.60 Therefore conflict handling61 and effectively 

communicating the interests of other stakeholders is an important task of project managers. 

Daniel Goleman, the pioneer of the concept of emotional intelligence argues, technical skills 

become less and less important as leaders progress towards higher leadership positions.62 Social 

intelligence and people related skills become the most important skills of an effective leader.63 

 

Every business decision involves risk because of the uncertainty inherent in every 

complex situation. As I mentioned before, as the world becomes increasingly unstable and 

volatile, uncertainty can have an enormous influence on decision making situations.64 

Considering the factors outside the firm's control and calculating the potential risk of 

encountering something unexpected can be a significant strategic advantage. Nobel-prize-

winning psychologist, Daniel Kahneman calls this the shift between an “inside view” and an 



“outside view”.65 He argues, executives often fall prey to this bias while making strategic 

decisions. This thinking bias can be responsible for many strategic failures.66 

Obsessively focusing on factors outside of the organization's control can be highly 

beneficial in complex business situations. Gabriele Oettingen studied this phenomenon for 

more than 25 years.67 She scientifically proved that having a focus on obstacles and things that 

are outside of our control can lead to much greater results and achievements than just following 

our dreams and fantasies.68 This is even more relevant in making high-stake business decisions. 

Options trader and philosopher Nassim Nicholas Taleb argues, with the increased level 

of complexity we are simultaneously experiencing an increased amount of unpredictability and 

uncertainty.69 70 Predictions are becoming less and less accurate because of the ever-increasing 

number of variables involved in every business decision.71 Because of the decreasing 

believability of expert forecasting, we are less and less able to make decisions that were much 

easier to make in the past.72 All these findings suggest we need to have solid risk management 

processes in place. 

First of all, we need to identify risks.73 We need to examine business situations from 

multiple perspectives. Generating as many scenarios about what can go wrong can be a useful 

approach. We can use brainstorming sessions74 as well inviting input from employees from all 

organizational levels can be useful approaches.75 It is beneficial to examine the macro scale 

fists and then the specific situations. Conducting a PESTLE76 and Porter's Five Forces77 

analysis can be useful at this stage. 

Secondly, we have to accurately assess the risk involved in certain situations.78 We could 

use scenario analysis,79 Failure Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA)80 and other kinds of 

probability analysis as well. Carl Spetzler decision-making expert argues Decision Trees can 

be a powerful tool when assessing multiple options that involve significant uncertainty.81 

After identifying and assessing the risks involved we need to develop effective response 

scenarios to tackle risk factors. Our goal is to reduce the likelihood of an adverse event will 

occur.82 On the other hand, reducing the effect of these negative events is also critical. It is a 

great way of mitigating risk to make several contingency plans83 in case an adverse event 

occurs. 

 

 

Being a project manager can be an overwhelming task. Seeing the seemingly endless 

amount of details we can easily forget the need of seeing the big picture. A good project 

manager can integrate all details into a coherent narrative and take action following the strategic 



direction of the organization. Managers need to take an active part in all processes from the 

emergence of a concept, throughout the development and integration phases of the project until 

the completion and closing of the project.84 As project managers need to effectively mobilize 

people, deal with interrelated and interconnected systems, effectively manage conflicting 

interests of various stakeholders. We need to stay on track even when things do not go 

according to plan. We also need to continuously monitor the project and make course 

corrections if needed.85 However, as Daniel Goleman argues the ultimate job of effective 

managers and leaders is to produce results.86 This is impossible without building strong, high-

performing teams and awakening people’s desire to achieve something extraordinary. As the 

French aviator and writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry put it: "If you want to build a ship, don’t 

drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn 

for the vast and endless sea."87 
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