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“The second edition of The Strategic Project Leader builds on the first edition’s 
competency and self-directed leadership models to guide not just project managers 
but anyone in a leadership role in projects to master service-based project 
leadership. ... By using the tools in this book, not only will your organization’s 
projects have a greater chance of coming in on time, on budget, and according to 
specs, but your organization will sustain the continuous transformation required 
to remain competitive.”

—Dr. Frank B. McCluskey, Provost and Executive Vice President (Retired), 
American Public University System

As executives build and nurture their organization’s strategic agility in today’s 
turbulent, uncertain business environment, the ability to lead strategic change 
has become more critical than ever. The Strategic Project Leader: Mastering 
Service-Based Project Leadership, Second Edition will help project managers 
lead with confidence in temporary, ambiguous team structures that execute risk-
laden work in an increasingly agile project environment.

Like the first edition, this edition encourages readers to take ownership of 
their leadership agenda and become disciplined in the processes of building a 
framework of leadership skills. Readers are introduced to a new role: the service-
based project leader. This role serves the entire project organization by creating 
a meaningful experience for team members, customers, and critical stakeholders. 

The book provides practical guidance to help you move from project manager to 
service-based project leader. Detailing a framework for developing and refining 
leadership skills, it explains how to build a leadership competency pyramid 
and then execute a self-directed plan for building leadership competencies. The 
leadership competency pyramid includes an intuitive model that will be helpful 
to project managers at any level. 

The book elaborates on the components of each layer of the pyramid and how each 
layer relates to the others. A chapter is dedicated to each layer of the pyramid, 
with supporting evidence for the necessity of each of these layers, as well as 
practical advice on how to build and practice these component layers.
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Foreword

There are seven words that any sponsor wants to hear from the project 
manager at the completion of any project, small or large. Those seven 
words are, “on time, on budget, according to specs.” Having a career 
both in academia and as an executive in a public company, I have seen 
how our businesses succeed or fail with the success or failure of our 
project teams. But all too often, critical organizational projects fail, and 
as Jack Ferraro states in this book, people fail. Those projects that are 
completed are frequently late, over budget, or deliver less than prom-
ised, reducing business value. The cumulative impact of poor project 
performance has a devastating impact on shareholder value and on 
customers and employees. In my career, I have seen students, faculty, 
and shareholders negatively impacted by projects gone awry through 
poorly thought-out processes, inept leadership, and organizational dys-
function. As global competition, the speed with which business must be 
done, and attention to costs all increase, project management has never 
been more central to the success of any business. And the need has 
never been greater for Jack Ferraro’s The Strategic Project Leader, and 
his approach of service-based project leadership. I have sponsored mis-
sion-critical projects run by Jack and have seen how project  leadership 
can work when it is done correctly.

The second edition of The Strategic Project Leader builds on the first 
edition’s competency and self-directed leadership models to guide not just 
project managers but anyone in a leadership role on projects to master 
service-based project leadership. This new approach to project leadership 
delivers results for all stakeholders when applied to delivery teams and 
project offices. I have seen it in action.

The evolution of flat, matrix organizations that use temporary work 
teams to advance projects requires a different type of leader. The traditional 
academic research on leadership applies to formal organizational report-
ing structures, repeatable work, and stable worker relationships. Many 
knowledge workers spend at least part of their time in temporary matrix 
organizational team structures and execute unique work that involves a 
lot of ambiguity and risk. As a result, project management is no longer 
the luxury of professionals whose sole responsibility is providing expertise 
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in the methodologies of project management. Instead, the author argues 
for a concept of transformative, service-based project leadership in which 
the emphasis is no longer on procedures and rules but instead focuses on 
being a service provider who initiates and sustains transformation start-
ing with people and, through them, affecting their institution. This is not a 
lofty philosophical speculation but a nuts-and-bolts method for reinvent-
ing and reinvigorating the business of project management. Jack tells us 
that for project management to remain relevant we must redefine project 
management leadership through the alignment of our values and convic-
tions to create significance in our project work so that, at a minimum, it 
serves the best interest of all stakeholders through better decision making.

The service-based project leader embraces efficiency, customization, 
foresight, and connectedness to make project management more scal-
able in organizations overwhelmed by too many project priorities and 
too few resources. A service-based project leader achieves their goals 
while creating a meaningful experience for team members, customers, 
and stakeholders.

This is not a book for professional project managers alone. Jack under-
stands that in today’s Lean and Agile environment, those businesses that 
succeed need to unleash the creativity, initiative, and energy of their 
employees. Therefore, leaders, sponsors, champions, and C-level employ-
ees all need to understand these concepts. This book provides a framework 
to rethink how we can use project management not just to accomplish 
work but to transform and energize our businesses. Like most executive 
sponsors, I also measured by “on time, on budget, according to specs,” but 
I agree with Jack’s premise that we need to look beyond these traditional 
measures—not ignoring them, but ensuring that valuable project invest-
ments are initiating and sustaining business transformation.

On a personal note, I have been privileged to sponsor project work led 
by Jack. One of the projects we worked on together involved more than 
90,000 active users and involved hundreds of stakeholders with a lot to 
gain or lose by the outcome. This project involved great expense. It had 
dozens of vocal, cross-functional teams and many demanding milestones 
and took 17 months to complete. Through Jack’s service-based project 
leadership, he helped us define our parameters and articulate our vision 
for the future, and in the process, he energized our team. When it was 
completed, we not only had met our objectives but had gained a very dif-
ferent understanding of our business and where it was headed. Nothing is 
more important than that. By using the tools in this book, not only will 
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your organization’s projects have a greater chance of coming in on time, 
on budget, and according to specs, but your organization will sustain the 
continuous transformation required to remain competitive.

Dr. Frank B. Mccluskey
Provost and Executive Vice President (retired)

American Public University System
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Introduction: Introducing 
a New Kind of Project Leader

It’s time to rethink project managers’ roles and responsibilities, whether 
you are an executive or a practitioner. Instead of coordinating, admin-
istrating, and reporting, project managers should be providing quality 
 services in project management and change management to team mem-
bers, customers, and all other stakeholders. Project managers’ value prop-
osition increases when they can facilitate good decision making, enable 
critical human connections, customize project processes to meet the 
unique needs of stakeholders, and grow the capabilities of their team—
and their organization. Project managers will be more valued when they 
consistently serve the best interests of all stakeholders.

If you are an executive relying on projects to deliver results and have 
become frustrated with delays, cost overruns, and dissatisfied customers, 
it’s time to reconsider the role of your project management office (PMO) 
and practitioners. Rather than a process, governance, and reporting entity, 
frame the PMO as a service provider to all of its stakeholders. Projects 
tell us much about who we are as individuals and how well we work with 
 others. Projects don’t fail; people fail! People are the common denomina-
tor across all projects.

If you are leading project teams for executives, you need to know this: 
Project management is now for everyone—engineers, functional managers, 
analysts, all stakeholders. Project management knowledge has been dis-
bursed among project teams and customers at a rapid pace. The role of the 
professional, career-oriented project manager is being rapidly  redefined. 
Increased organizational project management maturity has resulted in 
project management vernacular and process becoming ingrained in stake-
holders, reshaping the role of the project manager into either a  coordinator 
or a leader. And the difference between these two roles is vast.

Although organizations will still have a need for coordinators, their value 
will continue to diminish. Some organizations already require “project 
aware” team members such as engineers and analysts to coordinate among 
themselves, eliminating the project manager role all together.
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Leadership on projects, however, continues to be in great demand. 
Organizations struggle to find the right mix of technical and people skills 
to shepherd complex strategic projects and programs. With the pace of 
change hastening, complexity increasing, and project failure rates still 
unacceptably high, old paradigms and constructs are being cast away and 
new approaches are being sought.

When executives and practitioners view project management as a ser-
vice, the focus changes from staying within the lanes of a methodology with 
its processes and templates, to driving stakeholders’ experiences within the 
project environment to accelerate the accomplishment of something signifi-
cant. Yes, project management is a service comprising processes, tools, 
and techniques. This service must be aimed at all stakeholders in pursuit 
of the common good rather than the particular needs of a select group of 
stakeholders.

This opportunity that awaits organizations, PMOs, and practitioners is to 
separate from the pack, to move from coordinating to leading and trans-
forming; from departmental projects to strategic enterprise projects; from 
routine processes and outdated tools and techniques to facilitating decision 
making, empowering and growing people, building meaningful relation-
ships, and accomplishing significant results. If the profession of project 
management is to remain relevant, we must redefine ourselves—before oth-
ers do it for us—as critical components to our organizations and industry.

There is a new role for us: the service-based project leader. This role 
serves the entire project organization by creating a meaningful experi-
ence for team members, customers, and critical stakeholders. This experi-
ence initiates the transformation of people—including yourself—and the 
transformation, through people, of systems and organizations. This ser-
vice encompasses a duty to initiate and sustain transformation, because of 
our unique position as a spearhead of change.

Do not assume that a project leader is less critical now that organiza-
tions flatten their structures as they attempt to increase knowledge shar-
ing and collaboration. Many organizations are unaware of the need for 
this critical servant leadership role, although others have been aware for 
quite some time. Standard processes, methodologies, and technology do 
not ensure good project decision making, clear factual reporting, or the 
development of team members for leadership roles.

Temporary project teams are central to an organization’s ability to drive 
change and achieve specific business results. Teams working in tempo-
rary organizational structures devoid of the stability and consistency of 
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work are increasingly asked to pull off strategic projects that involve a 
 tremendous investment of financial, material, and human resources that 
positively or negatively impact the future of the organization’s health.

An organization’s health is deeply impacted by teams’ ability to produce 
positively disruptive, mission-critical implementations of technology, 
business processes, and change management initiatives. Success requires 
unprecedented collaboration across an organization’s lines of business, 
and even across the entire enterprise.

What we have been doing is not working, or isn’t working as well as it needs 
to. We need fresh, bold ideas and courageous service-based project leaders.

If you feel the urgency to create this transformative service-based 
 project  leader in yourself and in your organization, self-directed leader-
ship development, as described in this book, will be required. Self-directed 
leadership development is an intentional change process by which an 
individual, inspired by personal convictions and a purpose, develops and 
 carries out a plan to improve his or her leadership competencies in a safe, 
supportive environment. Executives play critical roles in creating this sup-
portive environment.

Although self-directed, this kind of journey is not taken alone. Of 
course, you must help yourself to truly change, but self-directed project 
leadership is an avenue through which you grow internally through your 
project life with your team members, sponsors, and even customers.

Today you have the opportunity to combine your project management dis-
cipline with leadership competencies that allow you to serve your sponsors 
and customers with distinction, creating greater value for them and increas-
ing your career growth and satisfaction. If you can make this dramatic leap to 
being a service-based project leader, you will find a much more  meaningful—
and lucrative—career in driving successful change in organizations.

As people who are passionate about project management, we are obli-
gated to unleash the potential power of project leadership to reshape our 
organizations into better ones that serve society and their employees. We 
all benefit greatly from the combination of authentic leadership capability 
and competent project management. Whether it’s a home project or the 
transformation of an entire business, project management is an essential 
life skill as well as a valuable skill for any C-level position. Continued, 
meaningful leadership development experiences starting within the proj-
ect management ranks can enhance and accelerate your career, and pro-
vide substantial benefits to your organization as global markets continue 
to accelerate organizational change.
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Unfortunately, although many leaders in charge today talk about 
 leadership, they are still taking the safe route of focusing solely on 
 processes, not people. Certifications have been devalued, and there is no 
credible leadership formula for project managers to adopt quickly and eas-
ily. We must develop ourselves as service-based project leaders if we are to 
grow professionally and fully realize our individual and collective poten-
tial to impact the world around us.

My goal for this book is to instigate change through you by providing a 
practical guide through which to move from project manager to service-
based project leader, using self-directed leadership development. My hope 
is that you will take ownership of the tremendous potential of combining 
project management capability with a purpose you believe in. I hope that 
this will lead you to move beyond project management knowledge and 
tools to true service-based project leadership and to position yourself for 
greater leadership opportunities within and outside of project manage-
ment. In the end, this is a call to action for project managers to mobilize 
into customer-focused, service-based leaders who will leave a legacy of 
positive change in the world.



Section I

The New Project Leader
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Leadership in Project Management: 
A Defining Moment

INTRODUCTION

Consulting in project management has left numerous impressions on me. 
One is that many project managers today don’t seem very satisfied. 
Sometimes I am not very satisfied. Some project managers are experienc-
ing doubt as to whether this career is for them. Others are permanently 
changed from being caught up in an extraordinary project that went sour, 
ruining careers and reputations. Surprising? No, we know the statistics 
and witness the extraordinary sacrifices project teams and project man-
agers sometimes have to make to deliver projects. On the other hand, 
projects often positively influence the lives of project managers, their 
customers, and their extended communities. Those projects seem to have 
moments when a few people make remarkable contributions that posi-
tively alter the direction of the project. Their unique fingerprints cover the 
project, and they have left their individual, personal mark and influence 
behind. A forensic project scientist can see the positive, indelible impact 
these leaders have had.

My Story

Success is a wonderful thing in any discipline; success on projects is 
unique in the number of people it benefits in various ways. I began my 
career with some relatively straightforward system integration projects. 
I was young, had lots of energy, took on anything thrown my way, and 
quickly established myself as a project manager with a proven reputa-
tion. I took a hands-on approach to my projects and managed every 
detail. My customers seemed very satisfied, which meant they paid their 
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invoices  on time. My management was content because my projects 
delivered revenue and better-than-expected profits to the bottom line. 
I quickly won praise from my peers and gained additional responsibili-
ties for large projects and new customer engagements. For me, it seemed 
that success bred success. As demand for my skills grew, my projects 
grew in size and number, and I poured more energy into managing the 
details of each project, which together spanned time zones from Europe 
to California to Australia. As time passed, stress levels grew, energy  levels 
sank, and I became frustrated with customers, teammates, and manage-
ment as I began to lose my prized control. Project profits failed to meet 
expectations, and customer acceptance turned into an arm wrestling 
match. Success had stopped breeding success. I became so stressed, angry, 
and temperamental that eventually I lost the confidence of my customers, 
management, peers, and myself.

ARE WE BETTER OFF?

Before considering what went wrong for me, let’s consider the  industry. 
Almost anyone in project management is aware of the enormous 
growth, maturity, and recognition that have swept the industry over 
the past 20 years. Certifications of project managers have skyrocketed; 
the Project Management Institute boasts of more than 500,000 Project 
Management Professional (PMP)® certifications,1 and project manage-
ment offices (PMOs) are finding their footing after the Great Recession. 
Educational activities, professional communities, and social media 
groups have sprung up around the world, making project management 
a globally recognized skill for individuals and organizations of all sizes. 
But project management in most organizations remains a challenging 
profession, if not a brutal one. There is no clear career path from proj-
ect manager to C-level  positions; project management responsibilities 
are being bundled into other job roles such as analysts, engineers, and 
business managers, diluting the value of the practitioner. The pace of 
organizational change is relentless and the pressure to manage costs 
requires one to juggle multiple projects. Executives may view project 
management as strategic to execution but often view project manag-
ers as a tactical component rather than a strategic component of their 
organization.
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Why would anyone sign up for this?
I hope you can find the answer to that question in this book. If you are 

tired, maybe burnt out from the project management grind, I hope this book 
will give you a lift and help you define a purpose behind the long hours, 
organizational conflicts, and struggles in managing organizational change.

As long as there is a need for organizations to change, project managers 
will operate in a treacherous environment, have accountability but little 
authority, and simmer in complexity and information. Project  managers 
must balance the daily stress of project management and demonstrate 
value to stakeholders while also managing their personal lives.

TWO TYPES OF PROJECT MANAGERS

When writing the first edition of this book in 2005, I stated: “Increased 
standardization of project processes, codification of tacit  knowledge, 
 globalization of project management, enhanced technologies,  information 
overload, and greater project complexity are driving increased 
 specialization of project management functions. The industry is poised 
for dramatic changes in how it views project practitioners.”2 Let’s look 
at what has happened. The trend to specialization has occurred, with 
more focus on speed and the Agile methodology. The project management 
researchers are now embracing complexity and chaos theories in research 
and practical applications.

Many customers require specialized experts in areas such as risk, sched-
uling, budgeting, procurement, and so on. Others require experts in con-
trol and reporting, while still others need leaders. Specialization increases 
competition within the profession. Some skills will be viewed as more valu-
able than others, depending on customer needs and project characteristics.

What I failed to see back then was how these specialized functions 
around projects are being absorbed into non-project-management func-
tions. Project management is not for just for project managers anymore. 
For instance, an executive assistant is asked to administrate procure-
ment records, a PMO manager controls the schedule based on capacity, 
and accountants maintain the budget. These traditional command and 
 control project management roles have been obliterated and scattered over 
 various positions in the organization now that standard project processes 
are in place.
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This leaves the stakeholders less dependent on the project manager to 
be the glue holding it all together and driving change. In Agile Scrum 
methodology, there is no project manager but a scrum master. This will 
lead to a defined split in the types of project managers organizations need: 
coordinators and leaders.

Project managers who coordinate. These individuals provide manage-
ment with a place to get information and disperse instructions. They help 
push and retrieve information across enterprise silos. They have no author-
ity and, often, little accountability. They work in continuous-flow systems 
of projects and tasks, tracking, coordinating, and reporting to manage-
ment where things stand and why. Hence, they are rewarded as such.

Project managers who lead. Project leaders spearhead the unique 
solution to extraordinary organizational problems.3 They make it 
 happen and bear the burden of expectations about results. Of course, they 
 motivate, communicate, set examples, plan, set goals, listen, persuade, 
align, adapt, create, and so on, within a temporary work organization. 
But the crucial activity of a project leader is facilitated decision making. 
Decision making drives momentum and good decisions drive toward 
 success. A project leader’s connection to the sponsor’s vision and the 
 reality of the work being performed by his team makes the project lead-
er’s role as decision facilitator of utmost importance to all stakeholders.

The project leader is arguably a unique animal—operating within a tem-
porary organization, with limited authority and much accountability—and 
requires skills related to personal effectiveness and project management. 
Project leaders also require intuition about the situation at hand and fore-
sight to understand the future. The project leader’s value proposition lies 
in leading projects and programs that do not have ready-made solutions.

You are probably reading this book because the role that is most relevant 
to you, now or in the future, is the project leadership role.

UNDERSTANDING LEADERSHIP

What is project leadership and how do we achieve it? There is no  simple 
answer, but the first step is to understand the various leadership  theories 
and how they relate to project management. It is common for senior 
 management to ask an ordinary manager to take a leadership role in 
a  corporate strategic initiative, often overlooking a project manager 
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poised to lead. This usually requires an individual to dedicate a  significant 
 portion, if not all, of his time to the initiative. Most  project  managers 
would love to be dedicated to just one project. The downside of this 
situation is that everyone from the CEO to the administrative assistant 
knows who is driving the initiative and whose reputation is at stake. 
Consequently, the outcome of the initiative is likely to have a significant 
impact on the individual’s career.

Carol’s Story

Such was the case with Carol, a vice president who was tapped to lead 
an organizational change initiative associated with a new business model 
and technology. The project would affect more than 5,000 employees. 
Readiness required significant changes in job functions, consolidation 
of positions, restructuring of geographic territories, and $50 million in 
new  technology. To meet senior management’s benefits expectations, 
Carol would lead a team in implementing new processes and change 
the ingrained mindset of the business unit managers who had operated 
independently for years. In defining the readiness activity, management 
offered Carol some needed coaching to help her adjust to this new, high-
profile leadership role. In my first conversation with Carol, she said, “Jack, 
I know my strengths and weaknesses; I have taken a 360-degree and vari-
ous other assessments. Besides, there are thousands of books on leader-
ship available—who is to say which one is better than any other?”

Carol’s point is a valid one: Who is to say which expert holds the answers? 
So I asked her, “Which ones do you like? Which authors do you gravitate 
toward: Bennis, Lencioni, Blanchard, or Goleman? Which theories make 
the most sense—the trait, behavioral, participative, situational, or trans-
formational? Maybe we can discuss them.” Carol stumbled a bit, and then 
confessed she had not read much on leadership, but felt she did need some 
help. The point is, anyone serious about project leadership must have a 
broad base of leadership knowledge because it will allow a better under-
standing of oneself and one’s environment, and help define the kind of 
leader one aspires to be. Just as project managers must continuously build 
project management knowledge, skills, and experience, if one desires to 
become a project leader, one must continuously build leadership knowl-
edge, skills, and experience. This base allows the sharpening of awareness, 
application of natural or learned skills, and experimentation with leader-
ship skills on projects you lead today.
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Effective Leadership

Extensive research is available on how one becomes an effective leader. 
All of the competing theories flow from either the trait theories or behav-
ioral theories.

The trait theory states that leadership is inherited. Many people still 
believe that leaders are born with innate qualities that make them more 
likely to be good leaders. The behavioral theory of leadership takes the 
position that by observing the actions and behaviors of leaders and 
 mimicking them, one can learn to be an effective leader. Behaviorists 
attempt to  measure the actions and behaviors of leaders by observation to 
determine how they lead.4 Then, aspiring leaders can mimic or learn these 
actions and become effective.

But these theories are really just the beginning of understanding lead-
ership. The Appendix covers many of the leadership theories applicable 
to project management. Project managers must also have insight into 
an extended project environment. They must have keen insight into 
a  situation and how it impacts their customers, team members, and 
 themselves. Some environments foster top-down decision making while 
 others support consensus-driven decisions. Either one will influence and 
impact the effectiveness of the project leader. The unique circumstances 
of the situation play an enormous role in leader effectiveness and team 
behavior. What is at stake? Who is impacted by the outcome? Who is 
accountable? What are the perceptions of influential stakeholders? These 
questions and many more create myriad circumstances that influence a 
project leader.

Leadership is complex; there is no set formula, and project  leadership 
is uniquely problematic due to the lack of authority inherent in the 
 project manager title. Success is often temporary at best. Attempting to 
lead in project management requires knowledge of self, awareness of 
 stakeholder preferences and their messages, and the ability to quickly 
interpret, synthesize, and act upon the continually changing situational 
dynamics of the project environment.

Leadership itself is changing. It is becoming more dynamic due to 
greater reliance on interdependent workers instead of a dominant 
leader-and-follower model. Leadership competencies are also chang-
ing; decisiveness, resourcefulness, and “doing what it takes” are being 
replaced by participative management, relationship building, and 
the creation of an environment in which teams flourish. Leadership 



Leadership in Project Management: A Defining Moment • 9

is being viewed as a collective and shared process rather than as a 
 top-down one.5 Leading  by  serving a stakeholders’ best interest, not 
one’s own   interest,  has been identified as a top 10 trend of project 
management.6

A practitioner once asked me after a presentation where the practice 
field for this stuff could be found. I answered, “It’s in your office or place of 
work, Monday through Friday. There is no real practice field; we learn this 
by experiential, on-the-job-training.” You have to create your own class-
room for leadership experiences.

Time is too scarce to randomly try quick fixes or the latest leadership fad. 
Leadership is learned from the inside out as you absorb the  outside—
your environment—into your heart and mind.

CHALLENGES FOR PRACTITIONERS

Transforming yourself into a project leader is not a quick or easy process. 
The change must be thoughtful and intentional. The journey is unique for 
everyone, but the road is filled with common experiences. You must over-
come the reasons why you will not act to become a project leader. There 
are real challenges, but there are also excuses. These excuses are usually 
rooted in fear. Most of the excuses are related to the lack of authority, the 
inability to lead, and organizational resistance. Let’s discuss each excuse 
briefly and provide a rationale for dismissing it as a reason for you not to 
become a project leader.

“I Don’t Have the Authority”

I often hear, “Project managers don’t do that here.” Successful leaders do 
not attain their leadership positions by waiting for superiors to appoint 
them. Leaders don’t wait for someone to tell them to lead. They start the 
process; they reach for more responsibility and create opportunities for 
themselves by serving the interests of others.

There is often more implied authority in serving others, and it is some-
times easier to help someone else than it is to help oneself. But serving 
others can create fear. What if you cannot help them? What if they rebuke 
your offer?
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If you think you don’t have the authority to lead, start by reaching out to 
serve. Reaching for more authority can be done in subtle ways that positively 
impact the stakeholder community, as opposed to overt plays for power.

Opportunities appear every day in which a project leader can create 
a better experience for customers and team members. With openness 
to selfless service to others, opportunities for subtle positive changes in 
people,  systems, and your organization will begin to appear. Ask a team 
member, “How can I help?” One does not need authority to do that. On the 
contrary, overwhelmed, confused project workers are desperately waiting 
for your help.

“I Don’t Have the Ability”

Another common excuse is lack of leadership competencies. Some 
 convince themselves that their brain is not wired for leadership work. Fear 
is often at the heart of this excuse, unless one truly believes that leaders 
are only born.

Two situations are common. First, the project manager with a strong 
 technical skill set has convinced himself that leadership is not his sweet 
spot. Or, second, the project manager has tried to lead, found it awkward 
being out in front, had a bad experience, or maybe flat-out failed. His foray 
into project leadership may have resulted in the team resisting his leadership 
efforts, undercutting his authority, and working around him. This  failure 
reinforces the first situation, the mindset that speaks, “I am not good at this!”

Because leadership opportunities are abundant and come in all shapes 
and sizes, in all areas of our lives, developing leadership competencies 
should be a lifelong goal for any professional. It is not uncommon for 
the project worker who is stressed because their new role requires them 
to exert themselves and speak up in team meetings to have added stress 
in their chaotic home life where the occupants see no visible leadership. 
Leadership competencies can be improved through the proper feedback 
mechanisms and use of emotional intelligence skills. The journey is unique 
since everyone has different formation experiences.

Learning new ways of thinking is possible. Project managers, as indi-
viduals, have different learning styles—the optimum method of acquiring 
and retaining knowledge—just like everyone else. Through practice and 
repetition, we can learn to use our brain differently. A project manager 
whose strengths are technical in nature can learn to correlate these details 
into strategy, a competency of a leader. The fear of leadership can be what 
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creates a mental block. More often than not, project managers consciously 
choose to look away and not lead because it feels like the safe thing to do, 
rather than be limited by their lack of ability.

“The Organizational Culture Must Change First”

Some convince themselves that the organizational culture would not allow 
them to be a successful leader even if they had the authority. Many orga-
nizations follow dictatorial tendencies by sending messages to employees 
that they know what is best for you. “We have a career path for you—be 
patient.” “If we want you to speak, we’ll ask you.” “Be thankful you still 
have a job here.” “Never question anyone above you.”

In my experience, the employees who accept this dogma are the first to 
be shown the door during difficult cost-cutting measures. Waiting for the 
organizational culture to change is too risky. Opportunities are floating 
past you every day, and you must act upon them. Organizational cultures 
are changed by change agents, who first transform themselves. People 
transform organizations; organizations shouldn’t transform people, at 
least not in a free society. Project leaders are in the best position in the 
organization to initiate and sustain positive transformation.

Project managers often complain that their organizational culture will 
not accept project managers as leaders. They recite, “Project managers 
in our company only perform certain types of activities, take notes in 
 meetings, write a charter, develop a project plan, and schedule meetings.” 
If  you can’t change what a project manager does, then you can change 
your title, take your project skills, and start the journey as a project leader 
in the role of a functional manager or whatever title is needed to make it 
happen. Now the trend is moving away from the title of project manager to 
titles such as project leader, change leader, or business consultant.7

The reality remains that change is difficult. Personal change includes chal-
lenging existing thought processes that have been ingrained from early on 
in life. We must confront our own fears, which present serious challenges 
to one’s desire to change. And these challenges are unique to each indi-
vidual. A young professional raising and supporting three young children 
is at a different place in life than someone who has been in the workplace 
for 20 years and accomplished most of his professional and personal goals.

One can also slip too far into a sense of normalcy. Many jobs,  including 
project management, give workers a routine to rely on. This routine estab-
lishes a sense of normalcy, which is desirable, but too much normalcy can 
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dull the senses. Society helps create an expectation for people to accept a 
normalcy. Go to school, get a degree, go to work for someone, accept what 
is offered. Complete acceptance of these expectations dampens the practi-
tioner’s expectations of him- or herself.

Practitioners are also at risk of falling into the comfort trap. Corporations 
sometimes fuel this trap by providing long-term incentives to entice 
employees to stick it out, making it very unattractive to leave pension 
plans or stock options. Individuals propagate this by living beyond their 
means, taking on debt, not saving enough financial reserves, and restrict-
ing the freedom of career choices. Project managers, like others, become 
slaves to their own lifestyles. To be successful in self-directed leadership, 
one must understand how to go about the intention change process.

ANOTHER DEFINING MOMENT

in 2005, i said that there has never been a more important time for 
project leaders to develop project environments that are humane, chal-
lenging, and meaningful for their stakeholders.8 This is still true today. 
Project managers have an unprecedented opportunity to create leadership 
opportunities that will provide continual challenge and reward for them 
and their team members. The scarcity of project leadership talent shifts 
the balance of power from organizations to the hands of the practitioner.

Let’s return to my story. My rise to success initially generated further 
success. However, early in my career I did not adapt to my changing envi-
ronment and the new demands being placed upon me, guaranteeing that 
my career projectile could not rise indefinitely. Methods that were more 
than effective for a handful of small projects did not work well when I had 
several large, complex ones. My story can act as a microcosm of the entire 
project management industry: What has served the profession well over 
the past 10–15 years has proven inadequate. Executives are struggling to 
fill this talent gap. As the Great Recession leaves us, critical organizational 
project leadership positions are still very difficult to fill.

New methodologies, updated standards, and the continual addition of 
new certifications are valuable contributions to our industry, but it is up 
to the practitioner to seize the moment. Our collective ability to define, 
develop, and measure project leaders will be a dominant factor in the  ability 
to allow “success to breed success” in our industry. Otherwise,  we  risk 
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losing valuable customers and the opportunity to leave the world a  better 
place for our children. The response from you must be personal—a 
response that includes a choice to lead projects that transform our world.

SUMMARY

This is a defining moment in the industry. Project leadership is  desperately 
needed in organizations. It has become a strategic  component of  delivering 
results in an increasingly fast-paced,  information-intensive, competitively 
charged, global environment. Project managers must  understand the 
trends in their environments that are positively and negatively  impacting 
their careers, and then act to seize leadership growth opportunities to 
enhance their careers and, ultimately, better serve their stakeholders.
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The Rise of the Service-Based 
Project Leader

INTRODUCTION

The new value proposition of the project manager is to serve the  project 
organization, creating a meaningful experience for team members, cus-
tomers, and critical stakeholders. This experience is the fuel that ignites 
the transformation of people, systems, and organizations. Such service 
not only achieves successful projects on time and within budget, while 
 meeting the needs of stakeholders, but also places the project manager in 
a unique position as a spearhead of transformative change.

However, project leaders cannot bring about transformation on their 
own. Transformation requires willing participation. Transformation 
begins with the human and social needs of the project organization, the 
community of stakeholders, and their relationship to customers’ business 
needs. The project leader aligns personal aspirations, needs, transfor-
mative insight, and leadership to not only satisfy the overall objectives 
of the project, but also leave behind permanent benefits.

The new name for those who initiate and sustain transformation 
through the alignment of the human and social needs of stakeholders 
is the  service-based project leader. These individuals’ burning spirit to 
change themselves and the world communicates itself through human 
relationships characterized by mutual respect, honesty, and trust. Service-
based project leaders consider the purpose of project work and the value 
being created. They define their success not just by traditional project 
metrics and rewards, but by the net social outcomes and the intrinsic 
value of the work itself. Service-based project leaders create work that is 
transformative for the individual and the project organization; they lead 
work that illuminates individual identities and discovery of purpose. 
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Their service unites stakeholders, enabling their rapid self-organization in 
pursuit of a common goal because their mission is common good for all. 
Figure 2.1 illustrates the service model of the service-based project leader.

IMPORTANCE OF TRANSFORMATION

Transformation means “change” or “alter,” from the Latin word transformare. 
It’s a popular word in leadership today. Why? Maybe it is because modern 
life, with all of its conveniences, hastened pace, and constant disruptions, 
leaves us without the quiet internal experiences we need to reach our full 
potential. I truly believe that deep within ourselves, we long to become sig-
nificant contributors to society, rather than just cope with or survive our 
jobs and routines.

Though projects are temporary and unique, the results are meant to 
be meaningful; this is especially true of the larger, strategic projects that 

Purpose of  the 
Service-based Project 

Leader:
Serve the best interest of 

all 

Users

Community 
of 

Stakeholders

Team

Sponsor

FIGURE 2.1
Service model for the service-based project leader.
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are so critical to today’s organizations. Projects also require progressive 
elaboration, implying incremental change through planned, persistent, 
and coordinated steps. This progressive work is essentially transforma-
tional work: Projects instigate and drive change, creating results that alter 
appearance or form. And not only is the project positively changing the 
organization, but the project is also positively changing the people closest 
to it. Therefore, organizational change is more likely to succeed, take root, 
and be meaningful when the key stakeholders actively participate in their 
own transformational process. This transformation must be initiated by 
someone, and the position aligned with creating and sustaining transfor-
mation is the project leader. Stakeholders must be willing to participate, 
and conditions must be conducive to participation. These conditions are 
influenced by the leadership competencies of the project leader.

Service-based project leaders consciously initiate and sustain trans-
formation first through people, beginning with themselves, then 
through systems and processes, and finally through the organization. 
Only when approached in that order does transformational project work 
take root and grow. A service-based project leader lives in a continuous 
state of transformation.

SEPARATING FROM THE PACK

To step out of the role of project manager into that of a service-based 
project leader, a project manager must see herself as a professional whose 
primary purpose is to generate value through personal performance 
and services provided to customers. A service-based project leader has 
many customers: team members, critical stakeholders, sponsors, and 
end users. The key to value in services is creating a recognizable value 
proposition through performance, finding new creative services to sat-
isfy that proposition, and emphasizing quality and the experience of the 
service.1 These services fill the organization’s talent gap for executives 
and overcome the forces of commoditization associated with just being 
a coordinator. These new project leaders compete not on price but on 
quality, created through unique, customized services that provide 
meaningful experiences and initiate transformation. The next sec-
tions explore the qualities that differentiate these leaders from those of 
project managers.
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Efficiency

Service-based project leaders are consumed with achieving speed with 
quality. Speed satisfies the sense of accomplishment that teams need to 
stay excited about their work, while quality provides positive experiences 
to stakeholders that raise the performance bar for everyone. A sense of 
moral and ethical purpose, their primary motivation, differentiates these 
leaders and is at the heart of their efficiency. Individually, they create effi-
ciency by focusing on high-value work rather than becoming bogged down 
in repetitive tasks with low value or minimal impact on project goals. 
Instead, they quickly master those procedural, repetitive tasks and then 
coach, train, and promote other resources to do them, thereby elevating 
both themselves and others to higher levels of performance. These leaders 
have a sense of where high-value work rests. They invest their personal 
time in learning, comprehending, and mastering these tasks and situa-
tions. This efficiency creates a superior value proposition for stakeholders, 
without the need to work ridiculous hours.

A service-based project leader creates value that exceeds her cost by sev-
eral multipliers by maximizing the use of team members’ and customers’ 
time. Whether the acting leader is a contractor or a full-time employee, 
the customer normally has a sense of the accrued cost versus the accrued 
benefits to the project. For contractors, it may be as simple as the sum-
mation of their hourly or daily fees. A full-time employee’s accrued costs 
include salary and benefits, such as vacation, training, or other perks. 
Sponsors, team members, and customers quickly develop perceptions 
about the cost-to-value relationship of project managers.

Efficiency differentiates service-based leaders by their ability to make the 
best use of project resources, first by starting with their own time and talents. 
Service-based project leaders maximize workdays by keeping team members 
productive, aligned, and in sync with each other and by removing unseen 
barriers that impede progress. This creates critical psychological energy 
within the team and organization to see difficult organizational change 
through to its natural completion. This energy cascades throughout the proj-
ect organization, preventing lulls, spinning wheels, and half-hearted efforts.

One of the leader’s primary objectives is to develop and maintain healthy 
teams by allowing members to naturally organize into their best-of-breed 
roles and facilitate the free exchange of information. She is prudent about 
excessive meetings that provide little or no value to the customer. Her 
self-organizing teams stay connected, allowing accurate, meaningful, 
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just-in-time information to flow unencumbered. Frequent time- consuming 
status  meetings are not needed. This enables team members, particularly 
specialists in high demand such as engineers or analysts, to do their work 
while at the same time avoids increasing administrative costs.

To accomplish this, a serviced-based project leader uses the custom-
er’s peak interacting hours—time unburdened by distractions and daily 
demands—to execute high-value services. Services such as facilitating 
critical dialogue, seeking out concerns, listening intently, encouraging 
debate, and resolving conflicts not only enhance productivity and project 
speed but also lift the spirit. These services, which connect the discon-
nected, heal the wounded, inspire the uninspired, and free the encum-
bered, are rendered to stakeholders, team members, and customers with 
a selfless conviction.

Efficient services eliminate additional work to fix misguided project 
efforts that do not serve a customer’s best interests. Service-based project 
leaders leverage each customer dollar to its maximum potential because 
they understand that they are trustees of valuable resources that are com-
petitively sought in organizations. Their necessary administrative func-
tions are done in off-peak interacting hours—when opportunities for 
high-value services are limited—and are made more efficient through the 
self-organizing team’s unimpeded flow of information.

Customization

A service-based project leader doesn’t throw out the proven processes, 
tools, and techniques she used as a project manager, but rather finds cre-
ative ways to adapt these tools and discover new services. She customizes 
templates and tools to meet the needs of her customers and continually 
seeks to discover what is unique about her current engagement and the 
needs of her constituents. Because of her deep understanding and intense 
focus on her customers’ needs, she continually adapts deliverables to meet 
those needs and create a better experience for stakeholders.

To create this experience, the service-based project leader  recognizes 
and understands the progression of the economic value chain. Figure 2.2 
shows the economic value chain adapted from Pine and Gilmore.2 The 
natural progression of economic value requires basic goods and ser-
vices to be  customized to increase their value, differentiation, and price 
 margin. Along this value chain is continual pressure to commoditize 
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as the customization becomes more popular and features become more 
 similar, causing a service provider’s price margins to fall.

Deep within each stakeholder, service-based project leader, customer, 
and team is the aspiration to grow and change. Service-based project 
leaders seek to understand these aspirations and customize experiences 
to initiate and guide change in themselves and in their respective organi-
zations. Service value is increased when experiences meet or exceed cus-
tomer expectations, allowing change to become possible.

Project managers often operate at the service level of this chain; project 
leaders operate at the experience and service-based transformation level.3 
Service-based project leaders are competitively differentiated from their 
peers, get premium fees for their services, and have the greatest impact 
on their projects and programs. Their customized services are focused on 
current customers’ needs, enabling them to create experiences for the cus-
tomer and initiate and guide transformations.

Unfortunately, organizations with rigid project management struc-
tures, mandated processes, and procedures for all customers watch their 
 project managers oscillate between goods and services and struggle 
to deliver experiences. Some are able to develop and improve repeat-
able project processes and create goods and services faster, cheaper, 
and with better quality. However, practitioners in these environments 
find their work and  subsequent value being commoditized and at risk 

Adapted from Pine and Gilmore Value Chain
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for outsourcing. They are destined to be project coordinators, best case, 
working multiple low-profile, low-risk projects.

Customized services are most recognized by stakeholders when the 
leader takes on projects that have a high-value proposition to stakehold-
ers, but simultaneously carries uncomfortable levels of risk and uncer-
tainty. High-value-proposition projects and programs make stakeholders 
uncomfortable because they are characterized by a history of failure, have 
enormous process and technical complexity, or require traditional orga-
nizational silos to collaborate and truthfully face long-standing political 
strife. These projects and programs are center stage in an organization’s 
strategic project portfolio. These projects gravitate toward performers who 
have this differentiating skill of customization.

Service-based project leaders find themselves in more strategic, complex 
projects and programs where an underlying transformation is required for 
success. In these projects, repeatable processes and templates fail to pro-
duce results as they did when lower-value goods and services met stake-
holders’ expectations and needs.

This emerging role uses creativity to customize and sometimes 
invent new project management methods and services, which creates 
 experiences for stakeholders and initiates and guides transformation. 
These experiences are more than elaborate kick-off parties or milestone 
celebrations. customization is embedded into every project activity 
and ingrained in the mindsets of team members. Project leaders who 
understand how to create and execute these experiences will command 
premium  compensation because customers requiring transformation 
will pay for it.

Foresight

Foresight is the head start the project leader has over her peers; once she 
relinquishes this advantage, she is no longer leading but is reacting to 
events. She is a leader in name only, not by action. Events force her hand 
before she can muster the cognitive instincts to lead.4 Foresight doesn’t 
mean predicting the future, but it does mean becoming skilled at seeing 
trends in how people work both individually and collectively, listening to 
the mood and attitude of stakeholders, and recognizing the ebb and flow 
of events. This is not accomplished by sitting behind a desk or in excessive 
meetings. Foresight is accomplished by being close to the project’s work, 
its outputs, and their consumption, without disrupting it.
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A project manager works in the present with a plan for the future; 
a service-based project leader works in the present to bring about the 
future. Foresight is necessary to move project teams from reactive to 
proactive anticipation. When a project is in trouble, teams find them-
selves continually reacting to the latest crisis. The project plan becomes 
outdated as activities and tasks become disconnected from the plan. 
The  crisis comes and goes, thanks to heroic efforts of team members, 
but soon a new crisis erupts because monies were spent outside of the 
plan, and schedules and resources are out of sync, causing an array of 
potential new crises.

A service-based project leader’s foresight moves the team from  surviving 
crisis after crisis, which erodes trust and ignites fear, to executing with 
creativity and confidence.

Service-based project leaders distinguish themselves by simultaneously 
evolving two views of the project organization:

 1. They are embedded tightly in the organization and are accurately 
aware of its tendencies, including strengths and weaknesses.

 2. They see the big picture: the project organization and its related enti-
ties, the totality, as well as the movement and direction of its collec-
tive relationships, progress, and growth.

These two views give service-based project leaders valuable insight 
into the future. Although they cannot see these evolving conditions with 
100 percent certainty, they have better-than-average odds of being in the 
right place at the right time to add maximum value. Decisions made with 
uncertainty are easily second-guessed. Even with foresight comes the risk 
of making the wrong decision, but the courage and intention of her actions 
ultimately define the service-based project leader.

The motivation to act in decisive ways with this foresight becomes a 
matter of ethics for the service-based project leader, because her con-
science does not let opportunities for action slip away only to watch 
stakeholders pay the price for her inaction. The service-based project 
leader’s conscience is as alert and alive as her inner life and her ability 
to discern. By being mindful, a service-based project leader differentiates 
herself through the practice of quiet reflection, and listening to her own 
inner voice, enabling her to release fears and insecurities, comprehend the 
past, act confidently in the present, and visualize the future with keen 
intuition and genuine optimism.
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Developing this healthy inner life is critical for a project leader’s 
f oresight, as she must live on the edge of today looking into the future 
with the weight of team members’, customers’, and sponsors’ expecta-
tions upon her. Anxiety about future decisions, their timing, and confi-
dence in one’s information is mentally taxing and eroding to the health 
of one’s inner life. The service-based project leader must trust herself 
and have the self-esteem and humility to know that she cannot bear this 
alone. Rather, service-based project leaders have the foresight to seek 
help from others.

Connectedness

Work, particularly the temporariness of project work, can quench one’s 
deep internal need for connectedness with self and others and continu-
ally renew oneself. This internal yearning is rooted in the potential for 
new self-discovery. When one begins to feel the satisfaction brought on 
by new self-discovery, the constraints of reality seem to be lifted, however 
slightly, giving rise to life-giving energy. Service-based project leaders 
distinguish themselves by creating a transcendent connection between 
project team members, stakeholders, and customers to bring forth new, 
life-giving change. This connectedness displays itself as a kind of  intuition 
among participants.

Efficient, customized services, coupled with foresight, require the har-
mony of project teams and customers to enable rapid self-organization 
and the entrance into the zone of peak performance.

Whether working remotely or in a “war room,” each member radiates 
energy, positive and negative, that is contagious. When positive energy is 
radiated, participants bond together, seemingly anticipating each others’ 
needs and next moves. Negative energy, in contrast, disconnects people 
and accelerates their movement away from each other, creating isolation.

When project organizations are seamlessly connected, leadership is 
shared and distributed through the project organization, not based on 
experience, tenure, or status, but rather based on evolving conditions and 
needs. With connectedness, team members feel free to push beyond 
their comfort zones, because the fear of failure is overcome. With con-
nectedness comes the imaginary yoke of interwoven arms forming to 
catch those who courageously reach beyond themselves and momentarily 
fall. This yoke, symbolic of human resolve and purpose, strengthens with 
each stumble and subsequent recovery.
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Connected teams create results that are significantly greater than the 
sum of results achieved independently. That is why these service-based 
leaders work tirelessly to create connectedness among participants. Once 
a leader initiates and nurtures connection between two stakeholders, they 
become less dependent on the leader and more autonomous, creating effi-
ciency for all. These relationships do not need a micromanager or an infor-
mation intermediary. There is no formula for this natural phenomenon, 
the essence of system dynamics. Instead, it is allowed to occur naturally.

David Bohm, the architect of quantum theory, described the nonlocal 
influences of fields: “fields [which] are forces of unseen connection that 
are influenced by our intentions and by our ways of being.”5 The founda-
tion of this statement is Bell’s theorem, which Bohm argues is the most 
profound discovery in the history of science. It showed how two paired 
and spinning subatomic particles that were separated allowed one par-
ticle’s spin to be altered. Bell discovered that changing the spin of one 
particle also immediately changed the spin of its partner regardless of 
the distance between the two. Fields are connected through unseen 
forces that are influenced by intentions. Likewise, a field of connected-
ness among team members allows change to take place speedily, with-
out resistance.

Joseph Jaworski, founder of the American Leadership Forum, calls 
this “separation in the world without separateness.”6 People, whether 
 collocated or across the world from each other, can stay connected when 
certain conditions exist.

Service-based project leaders rise above organizational confines; they 
operate in an environment of principle, purpose, and connectedness 
that allows them to understand the influence of their intentions on the 
fields in their projects and programs. Rather than separating and manipu-
lating these project fields in the sterile laboratory of process and control, 
they allow these unseen forces to work together, connected across space 
through their energy, sense of purpose, and humanness.

One promotes connectedness first by observing the collective fields 
and becoming in sync with the environment rather than separate from 
it. Only by becoming a part of the environment can the service-based 
project leader propagate a vision and mission statement that accurately 
represents the collective will of the participants. The service-based 
project leader embraces the will of the project community, assisting 
or enabling a new, self-organizing environment that brings about new 
realities. The service-based project leader views the new environment as 
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connected parts of the unified project organization and society rather 
than disparate groups competing for their own interests.

Efficiency, customization, foresight, and connectedness are a service-
based project leader’s differentiating qualities. Once the leap has been 
made from project manager into the role of a service-based project leader, 
sustaining this differentiation is achieved by continual alignment of her 
core values with the purpose of her project work. Although her core values 
do not often change, they can shift; she must continually find commonal-
ity among her values and services.

FILLING THE ROLE OF SERVICE-BASED PROJECT LEADER

The debate goes on between standardization as the path to excellence and 
creating superior performers who themselves generate excellence. Most 
rudimentary projects benefit greatly from standardization, but we live 
in a project world of unprecedented complexity, interdependence, and 
uncertainty. At every level in society, traditional political, organizational, 
and social structures are being ripped apart and reformed by globaliza-
tion, technology, and conflicts that disrupt markets. An organization’s 
purpose, reflected in its products and services, must rapidly realign 
to these new structures. This alignment is riding on the backs of the 
projects and programs designed to create transformational change. 
These projects have a dire need for service-based project leaders who 
are unique, creative, and filled with purpose.

THE YOUNGER GENERATION OF WORKERS

Research on the younger generation, sometimes referred to as the entitle-
ment generation because of its desire for instant gratification, shows that 
this cohort has a sincere interest in more meaningful work. They have little 
interest in building long-term loyalty to an organization, but instead build 
loyalty toward causes. This generation has seen its parents exhaust themselves 
for their organization, often at the expense of personal fulfillment. Younger 
workers entering the workforce often have a broader base of experiences 
than their parents to focus their aspirations and goals for self-fulfillment. 
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Their need for self-actualization leads them to place less value on managing 
information, coordinating activities, or managing a process than on com-
pleting tasks or creating a process. Younger workers want more feedback 
from superiors; they put a higher premium on  satisfaction and enjoyment 
of their work than on title or even pay. They think of success as “not having 
a jerk for a boss.” They want to make a  difference now.7

The Volunteer’s Story

Before her junior year in college, a young undergraduate woman went 
overseas to study in Germany and Finland. She participated in many 
service projects during both high school and college, absorbing  various 
cultures while helping the poor and unfortunate put their lives back 
together. Experiences such as these are shaping the leaders of tomorrow. 
She reflects on these service experiences:

My generation has realized the value in generating change by address-
ing the issues they care most about directly, at their roots, with their 
own two hands. They camp out outside the Office of Student Volunteer 
Services to sign up for the service trips. All the trips are usually filled in 
a matter of minutes!

At the College of William and Mary, about 75 percent of all students 
participate in service activities, contributing more than 300,000 volun-
teer hours each year in the Greater Williamsburg, Virginia, area. These 
students find opportunities for service in one-time activities with cam-
pus organizations, ongoing volunteerism with local agencies, or as a com-
ponent of a class that helps to provide an experiential understanding to 
issues like citizenship, justice, and democracy. Students explore commu-
nity needs from a variety of perspectives while gaining an understanding 
and appreciation of complex social issues. In community engagement at 
the university, students and community partners develop mutually ben-
eficial, community-driven projects.8

The leaders of this new workforce spend their summers and spring 
breaks doing service project work, away from the comforts of home. 
They work with strangers in self-organizing structures that quickly 
come together with little supervision for the purpose of making 
an  impact and transforming people’s lives while simultaneously 
transforming themselves. They are seeking meaningful work now; 
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they  are not willing to work mundane jobs to pay their dues. These 
young  people are now leading organizations.

Consider Nir Zuk, head of Palo Alto Networks, who said, “We don’t 
have interdepartmental project managers. The people who actually do the 
work do that.”9

Zuk is a highly successful entrepreneur and technology visionary. He was 
listed as one of the 400 richest Americans at the age of 41.10 So what did we 
(project managers) do to Zuk? To summarize, in the past 10–15 years, this 
guy has been in one of most rapidly changing industries in the world—
Internet security—and he has been enormously successful. We can con-
clude from his comments that project managers were not enablers of project 
success, but roadblocks! For someone like Zuk to say, “Project managers 
will kill your company”11 may be an eye-opener for some. For me, it’s not.

When reading of Zuk’s blatant hatred for bureaucracy, it’s clear why 
project managers have no warm place in his heart. He has seen several 
small, entrepreneurial companies be purchased by larger companies, only 
to see average players infiltrate the company lineup, slowing down deci-
sion making and, ultimately, progress. He simply moved on and started 
another company, vowing to crush the notion that you need people to help 
coordinate among different departments. Zuk believes that bringing play-
ers on board who don’t do anything valuable, just coordinate, is the begin-
ning of the end for the organization. These players (i.e., project managers), 
have an interest in making sure there is always something to coordinate, 
so they start inventing problems that don’t really exist. A can-do attitude 
is replaced by can’t-do.

These beliefs by the founder of Palo Alto Networks have been around for 
years, maybe whispered in break rooms and corporate gyms. Now, how-
ever, they are openly discussed by a young, successful, entrepreneur CEO, 
and now they are printed.

Placing themselves as the central point of all project communication, 
managing and controlling information flow and coordinating activities, is 
not uncommon for project managers. Controlling scope, cost, and sched-
ule and managing communications are core competencies of project man-
agers. But now their value is being questioned.

Ultimately, project managers need to redefine ourselves not just as 
schedulers, coordinators, information hubs, meeting planners, and docu-
mentation specialists, but as people who increase the effectiveness of the 
organization to change. This begins with capabilities of the team members 
and organization to be more efficient and effective.
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It is easy for today’s hurried project managers to brush aside the 
 attitudes of the younger workforce moving into management. Some 
are stuck in the traditional paradigm of working in a transactional 
 society that rests with the contract mentality that says, “I agreed to do 
X for you for X price.” Competition for traditional project management 
jobs is  brutal because project management is no longer just for project 
 managers, and young, highly educated workers who want to create rather 
than  administrate continue to flood the markets from foreign countries.

An untapped opportunity exists for service-based project leaders to 
enable these younger workers and transform them into service-based 
project leaders who use project management skills and their personal aspi-
rations aligned with their core values to change the organizations.

SUMMARY

The new value proposition of the project manager is to serve the project 
organization by creating meaningful experiences for team members, cus-
tomers, and critical stakeholders that fuel the transformation of people, 
systems, and organizations. Service-based project leaders distinguish 
themselves through efficiency, customization, foresight, and connect-
edness. Younger generations are primed to fill management positions; 
through their experiences and their desire for meaningful work, they will 
impact how project managers are viewed and valued in organizations. The 
service-based project leader is critical to their perception.
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3
Project Management as a Service: 
What You Need to Know

INTRODUCTION

Projects exist to meet human needs!1 Through management decisions or 
the collective will of a group of human beings, a decision to fill this need is 
made and a project is born. These humans make up the heart of the proj-
ect. Some individual or group of individuals will benefit from this need 
being filled; they are customers, the driving force behind the sponsor. 
Various people are impacted by the work of the project or have a stake in 
the outcome; they are project stakeholders. The initiation of these projects 
to fill these human needs results in unpredictable integrations of human 
skills, emotions, and knowledge. This dynamic integration drives contin-
uous evolution of stakeholders’ expectations, their expectations of each 
other, and the project itself. The project leader, visible to the stakeholders, 
is at the center of all of these expectations and is called to provide a service 
to these stakeholders.

Plenty of people build successful careers in organizations by getting 
results through project work and serving stakeholders. These solo prac-
titioners use projects as launching pads and often are rewarded with 
accelerated career growth. But as organizations gain more control of proj-
ect portfolios and establish standard practices for initiating and execut-
ing their projects and programs, solo practitioners are being partnered 
with or even replaced by project coordinators working in matrix man-
aged teams processing a continuous flow of project tasks, coordinating, 
tracking, and reporting their progress. They use project management 
methodologies, tools, and templates to process project information and 
pass it up to superiors. A 2012 survey of a broad range of companies, pri-
marily in the United States, indicated that 87 percent have established 
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project management offices (PMOs); 34 percent of these are at least five 
years old.2 These project offices are now entrenched in organizations, and 
this partnership is mired in friction as the results-oriented and process-
oriented practitioners struggle with competing approaches to meet cus-
tomer needs. As PMO maturity increases, the solo, ad hoc practitioner is 
becoming a relic of the past. But two constants remain: The human element 
of projects has not changed, and sponsors and executives still want results.

GROWING EXPECTATIONS

The continual maturation of organizational project management  processes, 
along with the investment in PMOs, training, and methodologies, leads 
sponsors’ and executives’ expectations of project leaders higher. Since 
August 1990, the number of active Project Management Professional 
(PMP)®   certifications has grown from fewer than 500 to almost 600,000, 
and in higher education, more than 350 colleges and universities started 
offering master’s degrees in project management.3 In that same period, 
organizations have invested hundreds of millions of dollars in PM tools, cre-
dentials, and training.4 Yet the Project Management Institute (PMI) “Pulse 
of the Profession,” various audits by the US Government Accountability 
Office, and other reports by Gartner, Forrester, and the like continue to 
document poor project results. Changes to how organizations implement 
project management will continue to evolve because expectations of execu-
tives investing in project management are not being met.5

PROJECT MANAGEMENT AS A SERVICE

To succeed under increasing expectations of stakeholders, the project 
leader must view project management as a service. “A service is an eco-
nomic activity that adds value either directly to another economic unit or 
to a good belonging to another economic unit.” Consequently, a defining 
feature of a service is direct interaction between producers and consumers 
before the service can be rendered.6

How does this relate to project management and the project leader? 
The economic activity is the project—a temporary, unique endeavor with 
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specific objectives. Traditionally, project management was viewed as an 
economic activity consisting of the project team’s efforts to satisfy the 
direct needs of the sponsor and community of stakeholders. The primary 
economic unit is the sponsor whose need initiates the economic activity, 
or the project. Additional economic units also exist, such as the project 
team, project office, and support functions that respond to the customer 
need. There are also goods belonging to other economic units, a commu-
nity of stakeholders not directly involved in the project, but nonetheless 
impacted by the project.

Embedded in this model is a subsequent model for service. The  project 
leader’s economic activity is to add value directly to other economic 
units—the project team, its sponsor, the customers, and interested 
stakeholders. For the project leader to add this value, he or she must have 
direct interaction with them to understand how to best create that value. 
Figure 3.1 depicts this service model.

�e Project
An Economic Activity 

Adding Value Directly to 
Other Economic Units

�e Project
An Economic Activity 

Adding Value Directly to 
Other Economic Units

Service-based 
Project Leader
(Producer of 

service)

Service-based 
Project Leader
(Producer of 

service)

Team (Consumer)Team (Consumer)

Important 
Stakeholders  
(Consumer)
Important 

Stakeholders  
(Consumer)

Buyers/ Users 
(Consumer)

Buyers/ Users 
(Consumer)

Sponsor 
(Consumer)

Sponsor 
(Consumer)

Society 
(Bene�ciary) 

Society 
(Bene�ciary) 

FIGURE 3.1
Project management service model.
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The project leader must regard all of these human stakeholders as 
consumers of his service. to satisfy their expectations, the project 
leader must have a strong sense of their needs and expectations. Project 
management is a service that adds value to the work of the project, its 
team, and all of its stakeholders. Understanding the service model of 
project management helps a project leader understand other trends, often 
 invisible, that are forcing dramatic changes in the project  management 
industry. How practitioners react to these forces will influence their 
careers for years to come as professional project managers.

WHEN PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 
BECOME COMMODITIES

Services are economic activities that add value to economic units, driving 
interaction between producers and consumers. In the global environment 
within which we are now accustomed to operating, there are four ways in 
which this producer and consumer interaction is disrupted from the more 
traditional interactions between consumers and local service providers.

First, communication between producers and consumers occurs across 
international borders and continents through technologically driven 
means such as e-mail, the Internet, videoconferencing, or telephone. 
Transportation costs of information continue to decrease drastically. 
Expanded telecommunication capacity, computer networks, and standard 
interfaces allow information to move freely across the globe at a fraction of 
the cost of only 30 years ago. Even airline fares for US carriers have dropped 
50 percent from 32 cents per mile to 15 cents per mile from 1980 to 2011.7

Second, the producer relocates his organization to be in closer prox-
imity to the consumer. Organizations establish offices outside their 
own borders to serve new markets. Many foreign organizations set up 
US-based offices to serve the US markets; automobile production, travel, 
and entertainment services are a few examples. Similarly, US-based 
 organizations are extending operations abroad to serve emerging 
 markets, such as fast food.

Third, the individual service provider moves to the consumer’s country. 
Individuals may relocate to be closer to job-rich markets. In 2012, foreign-
born workers made up 16 percent of the US labor force, and 30 percent 
of those were management or professional.8 Individuals with technical 
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expertise have been coming to the United States for years. One of India’s 
largest companies, Tata, supplies highly educated skilled labor on a tem-
porary basis to US organizations from their local talent pool. These work-
ers enter the United States on temporary visas and perform functions at 
costs that are often substantially less than those of services attained by 
local service providers.

Finally, the consumer moves to the supplier’s location, typically known 
as outsourcing. These workers are not fast-food workers, nor are they just 
software programmers. The median salary for a project management pro-
fessional in India is $31,000 compared with the median salary of $107,0009 
made by a PMP® and permanent resident in the United States. So the cost 
incentive to outsource is significant.

Accompanying the decrease in the cost to move information and the 
associated interaction between producers and consumers of these services 
is the gradual reduction of protectionist measures, such as tariffs. These 
measures are fueling more opportunities for the globalization of services 
that drive down consumer costs and increase service quality through 
increased competition. This increased competition reduces profit margin 
on services and thus requires these organizations to reduce costs to stay 
profitable. This also drives cost-cutting measures in the producer’s busi-
ness model. These service providers can procure cheaper labor or reduce 
labor costs through automation to remain competitive, maintain service 
quality, and ward off reduced margins on services. However, to distin-
guish themselves and regain margins, they must create new services that 
serve niche markets, which have less competition.

The Optometrist’s Story

As an example of an established profession that has become commoditized 
in our lifetimes, consider the optometrist. By every definition, optome-
trists are professionals, trained and certified in a specialized discipline, the 
care of the human eye, one of the most complex organs in the body. And, 
like project managers, optometrists are in demand. The eye-care market is 
expanding as baby boomers age, increased use of computers strains vision, 
and the public becomes aware of the benefits of proactive eye care.

For years, the family practice was a mainstay in the eye-care industry, 
providing professional service providers with premium service fees and 
margins. However, this industry has undergone dramatic change. The 
family optometrist may not be completely extinct, but eye-care megastores 
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began popping up in the 1980s and now take a significant share of the 
 corrective eye-care market. Consumers walk into an eye-care superstore 
and get a safe, professional eye examination. The same is beginning to 
 happen with delicate niche eye-care services such as laser eye surgery. Only 
a few years ago, this was state-of-the-art surgery; now doctors  perform 
these surgeries in shopping malls.

Demand for optometrists’ services is projected to grow in the coming 
years. The average optometrist works 40 hours per week, but many work 
weekends and evenings to meet the needs of patients. Emergency calls, 
once uncommon, have increased with the passage of therapeutic-drug 
laws, expanding optometrists’ ability to prescribe medications. A doctor 
of optometry degree requires the completion of a four-year program at 
an accredited optometry school, preceded by at least three years of pre-
optometric study. In 2013, only 21 US schools and colleges of optometry 
offered programs accredited by the Accreditation Council on Optometric 
Education of the American Optometric Association.10 Increasing demand 
and restricted supply would typically increase optometrists’ income. 
However, median annual earnings of salaried optometrists were $94,990 
in May 2010.11 This is modest compared with earnings of most doctors.

What can we learn from this? Demand for optometrists would be higher 
if job efficiencies had not been gained, allowing optometrists to see more 
patients in a day through optical assistants and other personnel. How was 
this accomplished? The basic eye-care exam has not changed very much 
in the past 20 years, but eye-care services have been standardized and 
technology has been leveraged. Office assistants can process hundreds of 
people a day—checking in patients, managing paperwork, and completing 
purchases, allowing the optometrists to see as many patients as quickly as 
possible. These efficiencies are evident in large optical superstores.

Optical goods megastores control a significant portion of the corrective 
eye-care market. Optometrists often work in malls and shopping centers 
to better serve customers who find spare moments to fit examinations into 
their busy schedules. Even though demand is increasing for these services, 
commoditization of optometry services has disrupted the basic law of 
supply and demand. But there are still optometrists who run successful 
 private practices. How do they survive? They distinguish themselves by 
the service they provide. They know their patients by name, fix frames 
on the spot when possible, and create an experience that customers desire.

The project leader should not take much solace in the globaliza-
tion and commoditization of services, although it may have helped 
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the  project management industry to grow. This commoditization will 
benefit  professionals who have a steadfast commitment to improve 
themselves through self-directed training and leadership development. 
Project managers who do not commit to such self-improvement will see 
their services commoditized; they will be coordinators.

Information Technology Case Study

A study of other industries that have been impacted by the availability of 
reduced communication costs, free-trade policies, and the availability 
of low-cost, highly educated labor provides insight as to why project prac-
titioners urgently need to invest in self-directed training opportunities to 
enhance their skills.

The information technology (IT) industry is a recent example of such 
alarming trends for professional services. Growth of IT jobs seemed 
unstoppable in the 1990s; in 2000, there were 500,000 unfilled IT jobs in 
the United States. But by 2002, 500,000 IT jobs were lost, 200,000 of which 
were software engineer positions.12 Certainly the recession and  dot-com 
bust were significant contributors, but other factors also contributed. The 
automobile industry had a similar experience between 1970 and 1990. 
Both industries experienced similar situations:

• Rapid increase in demand for a product or service
• Foreign competition that emphasized cost and quality
• International competition’s early adoption of US-developed  quality 

methods

Since 2005, the IT industry has been growing, but the number of jobs in 
the computer and mathematical category in the United States increased 
by only about 625,000.13 US demand for software expertise is constant, 
but the growth is occurring overseas due to the availability of English-
speaking, technically literate, and low-cost workers who are enabled 
by the adoption of international software quality standards, such as 
Capability Maturity Model (CMM), Personal Software Process (PSP), 
and Team Software Process (TSP).14 Researchers in 2012 predicted 
that 270,000 IT  jobs would be offshored from the United States and 
Western Europe to developing nations in the next four years. A total 
of 1.1   million IT jobs will have gone offshore by 2016 since the trend 
started in the 1990s.15
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The project management industry is in this cycle:

• Rapid increase in demand for project management services is evident 
(growth of project management certifications and project offices).

• A supply of highly-educated foreign workers that emphasizes cost 
and quality (growth of certifications outside the United States in 
places such as India, China, etc.).

• International competition has quickly adopted standards and qual-
ity methods (A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge 
[PMBOK® Guide], International Project Management Association 
[IPMA] IPMA Competence Baseline (ICB), and organizational proj-
ect management and governance methodologies).

Project management work by contractors is on the rise. Contractors  manage 
projects and programs in 61 percent of companies today, a 5  percent 
increase since 2010. Use of contractors to manage some or all of  companies’ 
PMO operational functions has also grown by 5 percent since 2010, from 
19 to 24 percent.16 At the same time, a large number of project management 
professionals work in finance and telecommunication organizations or in 
internal information technology jobs. These certified project  managers are 
working in nonbillable pay structures, as opposed to professional services 
such as consulting and systems integration, where project management 
services are billed to the customer with a multiplier that includes over-
head, benefits, and profit margin. These nonbillable project managers are a 
cost of doing business for organizations. In difficult economic  conditions, 
management typically seeks cost reductions of nonrevenue activities before 
they tinker with revenue-producing activities.

WHAT VERSUS HOW WORK GETS DONE

Project management growth has been predominantly centered around 
the it industry, which gives a practitioner more reason to take service 
commoditization very seriously. When project management is viewed as 
a service, the work product is measured not by just the output or results, 
the what, but also by the experience created for the sponsors, customers, 
and team members, the how. Project office methodologies often limit their 
focus to the what, such as requirements, specifications, and work product. 
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The creation of these outputs can be standardized and even automated to 
some extent, for example, software test results.

When the focus is solely on the what, or project output, the stakeholder’s 
experience, the how, of the leader’s service is not measured. But finding 
opportunities to enhance this experience creates distinction and separa-
tion. These experiences set a project leader apart from a potential influx of 
project managers who have certifications and some practical experience. 
The ability of practitioners to define, create, and measure these experi-
ences will substantially increase their value to the organization.

Unbundling of Project Management

Project management is being branded as critical for organizational  success. 
A  trend toward unbundling all of the responsibilities of the project 
manager is evidenced on large projects and programs. In time, these 
conditions for disintegration of project management services will begin to 
appear in the more typical organizational project work that most project 
managers wake up to every day.

For example, organizations are beginning to rely on specialists to  create 
complex integrated project schedules, conduct estimating sessions to 
identify program costs and budgets, or perform quality checks on project 
deliverables. Procurement specialists are used to define vendor statements 
of work with payment milestones, proper language for requirements, and 
service descriptions to ensure the risk of procuring these services from 
outside the organization is properly mitigated.

NEW MANAGERIAL WORK

In the early 1990s, leading management authors began to write about the 
“new managerial work” being brought about by information technology. 
The trend is no longer new, but its impacts are still being felt across man-
agement, as evidenced by technology companies’ inventing more personal 
information gadgets that allow an abundance of information to follow 
workers everywhere they go. Traditional decision-making theory promotes 
a rigid, hierarchical approach to decision making in which management 
makes all the decisions because average employees have insufficient capac-
ity or information to make them.17 But today’s information technology 
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has led to information overload; management has access to an abundance 
of information that it cannot process quickly enough for effective deci-
sion making. The constraints are not the information itself, but the human 
brain and its capacity to process information. This constraint drives the 
decentralization of decision making, since one person alone cannot pro-
cess all the information.

In order to deal with this situation, companies have spent millions of 
 dollars to combine knowledge-based job functions and processes in mas-
sive centers, striving to push decision-making capability out and down to 
knowledge workers in all areas of the “flattened,” decentralized organization.

Technology has successfully enabled centralization only where the 
tasks and decisions are relatively simple. Take, for instance, Mrs. Fields® 
Cookies, with shops in malls and highway restaurants all around the 
country, whose growth without using a franchise model was a tremen-
dous success. Mrs. Fields® Cookies controls all decision making from a 
central headquarters using information technology to disseminate critical 
decisions and information to workers in stores across the country.18 This 
is effective because the work is relatively straightforward. Compare this 
with processing a mortgage, which could have thousands of variables for 
each transaction.

As projects become more strategically aligned with organizational 
 objectives, they inherently become more enterprisewide as well. Strategic 
projects can span many or all of an organization’s business units,  impacting 
more stakeholders, both internally and externally. Thus, projects are more 
like complex mortgage transactions than cookie-cutter initiatives. Within 
the context of the new managerial work, more and more decisions are 
made at the project or team level, and project leaders must act less as mere 
employees and more as liaisons between project knowledge  workers and 
executives who need project realities translated into high-level, actionable 
information nuggets. This requires more business knowledge and mana-
gerial skill than the traditional project manager role.

INFORMATION OVERLOAD

The project leader, of course, also suffers from information overload. After 
spending much of the day in meetings, practitioners have to work grueling 
hours that cut into their personal lives in order to catch up on e-mails, 
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review the latest revisions to specifications or requirements, approve 
time sheets, incorporate the latest PMo templates for the next round of 
budgeting, or read meeting minutes that are 24 hours old and already 
out-of-date.

This is the life of a project professional trying to hold on to the old 
managerial methods without embracing the new managerial work. The 
new managerial work trumps the “first law of scientific management” that 
states the superior must have complete knowledge of the work that needs 
to be done and prepare detailed instructions for its completion before the 
work is started. Instead, negotiation and salesmanship characterize the 
new managerial work.19

NEW WORK, OLD MODEL

Successful leaders in knowledge-intensive jobs create structures and 
 processes for information that flows freely so workers can use the informa-
tion to do the job as they see fit. These leaders then provide incentives for 
good decisions. Unfortunately, many project management consultants 
and trainers still promote the old-fashioned “scientific management” 
view: They train project managers to control decision making and plan 
out every detail of the task so workers can complete it in a timely manner 
without asking questions. Although this style of management, appropri-
ate to the early industrial age, has been largely discredited in the informa-
tion and knowledge era, project management literature has traditionally 
emphasized such centralized control and decision-making structure for 
project processes. However, the evidence suggests that a program or project 
 manager is limited in the ability to process all the information available, 
assess its accuracy and relevancy, and determine the best course of project 
action in a timely manner. This model, when applied to strategic, complex 
projects, results either in indecision or in poor-quality decisions, leading to 
frustration among team members, customers, sponsors, and stakeholders.

As projects get more complex, the project manager’s ability to pro-
cess all the information required to make good decisions can be 
severely  limited, making this type of performance criteria unrealis-
tic. Project leaders of the future will best serve stakeholders’ expecta-
tions when they facilitate good decision making by creating distributed 
information channels; developing team members and making them 
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more autonomous and more capable, allowing them more time to 
focus on efficiency; creating customized experiences for stakeholders; 
 connecting people; and anticipating the future.

SUMMARY

The adoption of a service view of project management offers practi-
tioners the opportunity to distinguish themselves from their peers. 
But a  practitioner must be aware of the trends that are reducing the 
value of  project management services and of the profession as a whole. 
Globalization, the commoditization of services, the natural disintegra-
tion of services, the explosion of information and its ability to overload 
project  managers are all risks to a project manager’s value proposition to 
stakeholders. These risks, if ignored, will surely impact the careers and 
lives of many project practitioners. Leadership is the one  competency 
of project managers that cannot be standardized, codified, or commod-
itized. So what should you be concentrating on?
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4
Project Management Certifications: 
The Leadership Angle

INTRODUCTION

Project managers continue to face strong, chaotic undercurrents in the 
project management industry and require a compass and craft to keep 
their careers afloat and heading in the right direction. A once common 
approach was to reach for certifications to safely navigate these turbulent 
waters. Certifications are a point-in-time measure of one’s knowledge and 
intent to apply that knowledge. But several factors devalue these certifica-
tions and their ability to provide buoyancy in the real world of project 
job performance.

VALUE OF CERTIFICATIONS

Make no mistake, certifications provide great value in knowledge- 
intensive industries where the knowledge possessed by the workforce 
is the industry’s greatest asset. Many of today’s most popular certifi-
cations are technical in nature and serve the information technology 
industry, in which many project management practitioners can be 
found. Practitioners, as well as vendors and organizations that employ 
knowledgeable workers, certainly benefit from these certifications.

Organizations benefit from certifications because they inform employ-
ers about the knowledge they are acquiring when they employ or contract 
human capital. Organizations compete vigorously for this knowledge, 
and certifications allow workers’ knowledge to be formally recognized, 
giving them an advantage in competitive job markets, particularly in 
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knowledge-based services. A certification can mean the difference in 
a hiring decision where most other qualifications—experience, edu-
cation, and references—are equal. Certifications motivate knowledge 
workers to increase their formal and tacit knowledge. Benefits such  as 
advancement opportunities, increased pay, and job security accrue 
through the increased availability of knowledge-based certifications. The 
presence of a respected standard of knowledge lends much status to a pro-
fession. A survey from a certification magazine aligned with Microsoft® 
showed that 45 percent of respondents indicated their salary increase was 
positively affected by their Microsoft® certification.1

Vendors also benefit from certifications. Vendor-sponsored IT 
 certifications ensure they have enough talent to install, configure, and 
maintain their technologies across industries and thousands of client 
sites. With rapid changes in technology, vendor certifications allow 
human capital to keep pace, and technical certifications in the hardware 
and software industry have increased significantly over the past 15 years.

For instance, changes to security and wireless technologies have 
driven additional certifications, both vendor independent and vendor 
sponsored, through their broad implementation and commercialization. 
Many of these certifications have been promoted by the vendors with 
a dominant market share, such as Microsoft®, Cisco®, HP®, Oracle®, 
and Certified Wireless Network Professional (CWNP®), or by vendor 
independent organizations such as Computer Technology Industry 
Association (CompTIA), Open Group, ISACA, and International 
Information Systems Security Certification Consortium, Inc. (ISC)2®

PROJECT MANAGEMENT CERTIFICATIONS

Project management certifications are similar to technology certifications 
in that they attempt to measure a project manager’s knowledge, skill, and 
experience. The most popular industry certification by sheer numbers is 
Project Management Institute’s (PMI’s) Project Management Professional 
(PMP)® certification. Many PMPs work in information technology, which 
is not surprising, since the project management industry has grown up 
alongside the information technology industry.

Project management certifications have been beneficial to both practitio-
ners and employers. Many practitioners are motivated by the competitive 
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edge presented by certifications, as they can lead to  advancement, a formal 
career path in project management, increased pay, and job security.

The trade organizations that actively promote project management 
 certifications estimate that 15.7 million new project management roles 
will be added to the project-intensive sections of finance,  manufacturing, 
oil and gas, construction, information services, business services, and 
utilities.2 Project management certifications all use a body or framework 
of knowledge as a basis for the certification. However, some certifica-
tions focus on knowledge and level of experience, while others include 
more emphasis on assessments and performance-related criteria. In other 
words, some certifications focus not only on what a practitioner knows but 
also on how he or she performs.

Australian Institute of Project Management

The Australian Institute of Project Management (AIPM) has three  levels 
of certification for project managers. These levels are aligned with the 
Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and are based on individual 
assessments:

• Qualified Project Practitioner
• Registered Project Manager (RegPM)
• Master Project Director

The primary certification is a RegPM, which takes 3–12 months to 
achieve. The RegPM is a competency assessment completed by a qualified 
assessor and based on a compilation of documentation and the assess-
ment of an individual’s project management competency. Project docu-
mentation and interviews with team members and peers are taken into 
account. The assessment is done under the guidance of the Australian 
National Training Authority and National Competency Standards for 
Project Management developed with input from AIPM. The AIPM has 
adopted PMI’s PMBOK® Guide and its 10 knowledge areas as a struc-
ture for the knowledge-based components. The assessor deems the can-
didate competent or noncompetent and provides documented feedback 
to the  practitioner. After certification has been achieved, it must be 
renewed every three years. More than 3,000 RegPM certified practitio-
ners are in Australia.3
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International Project Management Association

The International Project Management Association (IPMA) has four  levels 
of certification:

• Certified Projects Director—Level A
• Certified Senior Project Manager—Level B
• Certified Project Manager—Level C
• Certified Project Management Associate—Level D

Level A, certified projects director, must have at least five years of recent 
experience with strategic relevance and core competence in managing 
portfolios or programs. Level B, certified senior project manager, must 
have at least three years of experience leading complex projects, five years 
of project management experience, and core competence in managing 
complex projects. Level C, certified project manager, must have at least 
three years of project management experience and core competence in 
managing projects with limited complexity. Level D, certified project 
management associate, should have some general project experience and 
core competence in knowledge of all competence elements.4

The associate exam is purely a knowledge-based certification. The remain-
ing certifications combine technical project management knowledge, con-
textual experience, and personal effectiveness as the criteria for certification. 
The certification process includes a variety of mechanisms including self-
assessments, written examinations, proven experience, and independent 
assessments. IPMA certification is growing rapidly around the world, with 
approximately 200,000 certified professionals in 55 countries as of 2014.

Project Management Institute

The Project Management Institute has expanded to four levels of certifica-
tions plus added specialty credentials. The entry level certification is the 
CAPM®, a certified associate in project management. To be eligible for the 
CAPM, one must have 1,500 hours of project team experience or 23 contact 
hours of formal project management education.

The most popular certification by pure numbers is the PMP®. PMI has 
more than 580,000 registered PMPs around the globe.6 The PMP credential 
demonstrates education and project experience, the completion of an exam-
ination, and a commitment to a professional code of conduct. To maintain 
an active credential, one must meet continuing education requirements. 
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PMPs must earn 60 professional development units (PDUs) every three 
years. Table 4.1 depicts PMI’s current and future certification plans.

PMI also offers the Program Management Professional certification 
(PgMP®). Program management is the management of a collection of proj-
ects, and this certification requires benefit management and stakeholder 
management as core competencies. The PgMP requires a practitioner to 
have four years each of program and project management experience and 
to complete an examination. The number of PgMP credential holders, 
approximately 1,000, is relatively small compared with the PMP.7

The fourth project management certification option from PMI is the 
Portfolio Management Professional (PfMP®). Portfolio management is 
focused on selecting and measuring the performance of project and pro-
grams aligned with an organization’s strategic objectives. The certification 
should demonstrate one’s proven ability in the coordinated management 
of one or more portfolios to achieve organizational objectives.

Specialty credentials introduced by PMI include risk management, 
scheduling, and Agile.

PMI’s Risk Management Professional (PMI-RMP®) credential addresses 
the increasing growth, complexity, and diversity within project manage-
ment. The PMI-RMP recognizes an individual’s expertise and compe-
tence in assessing and identifying project risks, mitigating threats, and 
capitalizing on opportunities, while still possessing a core knowledge and 
practical application in all areas of project management.

TABLE 4.1

Bloom’s Revised Taxomony of Learning
Remembering: Can the student recall or remember the information? define, duplicate, 
list, memorize, recall, repeat, reproduce state

Understanding: Can the student explain ideas or concepts? classify, describe, discuss, 
explain, identify, locate, recognize, report, select, translate, paraphrase

Applying: Can the student use the information in a new way? choose, demonstrate, 
dramatize, employ, illustrate, interpret, operate, schedule, sketch, solve, use, write

Analyzing: Can the student distinguish between the different parts? appraise, compare, 
contrast, criticize, differentiate, discriminate, distinguish, examine, experiment, 
question, test

Evaluating: Can the student justify a stand or decision? appraise, argue, defend, judge, 
select, support, value, evaluate

Creating: Can the student create new product or point of view? assemble, construct, 
create, design, develop, formulate, write

Source: http://ww2.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/Bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm.
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PMI’s Scheduling Professional (PMI-SP®) credential demonstrates skill 
and competence in the specialized area of project scheduling. The sched-
uling specialist role on project teams is becoming more important to an 
organization’s success as stakeholders demand more certainty in commit-
ment dates in order to make business decisions effective.

Many organizations are adopting Agile approaches to project manage-
ment for IT projects. The PMI-Agile Certified Practitioner (ACP®) cre-
dential recognizes knowledge of Agile principles, practices, and tools and 
techniques across Agile methodologies. The PMI-ACP does not reflect the 
need to manage projects; application is open to individuals with experi-
ence working on Agile project teams.

Another type of qualification, the certificate, has a more academic spin. 
Many academic institutions offer certificates in project management, which 
require the participant to attend and pay for a series of educational sessions 
that meet predetermined learning objectives. If these learning objectives 
are met, usually measured by an exam at the end of the class, the partici-
pants receive a certificate. Unlike certifications, certificates do not com-
municate any level of experience, quality of performance, or assessment of 
capabilities.

Certifications are continuing to adjust to market demands. In addition to 
measuring a practitioner’s knowledge, skill, and experience, performance 
and personal effectiveness must be taken into consideration. Without an 
accurate assessment of one’s capability and actual job performance, certi-
fications will continue to be subject to criticism.

PROBLEMS WITH CERTIFICATION

The standards represented by a certification give an employer a quick 
reference to a job applicant’s raw skills and knowledge and can make all 
the difference in landing highly competitive positions. However, as cer-
tifications grow in popularity as a measurement of knowledge, their 
potential for abuse also grows. certifications are limited in what they 
can tell an employer or a practitioner. Multiple-choice tests can evalu-
ate knowledge and comprehension of methodologies, but they struggle 
to measure how a person will perform in the future.

In 1956, Benjamin Bloom created a taxonomy for categorizing learn-
ing skills by level of complexity (see Table 4.1).8 The taxonomy, recently 



Project Management Certifications: The Leadership Angle • 51

revised, provides a useful structure through which to categorize what a 
student is learning based on the characteristics of the questions.

Knowledge certifications use Levels 1 and 2 to validate  learning. Questions 
may ask students to recall information by  identifying and listing information. 
More advanced certifications also use Levels 3 and 4 validation techniques in 
their questions. Exam questions may include problem solving, calculating 
things such as earned value, or solving the critical path of a network diagram. 
However, most of these questions are simple in that potential variables are 
controlled to fit the constraints of testing. These questions validate whether 
a student understands the concept, but do not necessarily validate whether 
he or she can apply it in a more complex project environment. Levels 5 and 6 
are associated with advanced degrees and  graduate-level learning and often 
require an extensive assessment of performance. None of these measure the 
personal effectiveness associated with leadership success.9

With the explosive growth of certification came innumerable handbooks 
and guides on passing the test, opening up the issue of “brain dumping,” 
a phenomenon in which the participants transfer test material to a written 
format after they complete the actual exam.10 Regardless of the legality or 
illegality of this action, brain dumping devalues certifications by mak-
ing them easier to obtain. A legitimate series of questions can be pur-
chased from a vendor or materials claiming to be similar or even actual 
test questions can be obtained by illicit means. Vendors sell their promise 
of success by using their tightly refined tools to increase the certainty of 
passing the certification exam on the first try with minimal effort. This 
eventually reduces the credibility of the certification.

Certifications are popular because the demand for knowledge-based 
expertise moves practitioners in droves to earn the hottest  certification 
in the hopes of making more money or increasing job security. As the 
sheer number of certified practitioners increases, the probability that 
lower-quality candidates will be certified also increases, diluting the 
expectations of employers and further eroding the appeal of certifi-
cations.The PMP certification has experienced this phenomenon: the 
growth of the certification has led employers to question its value when 
they hire or contract a practitioner with a PMP but have a poor expe-
rience with him or her. PMPs don’t normally come cheap—an aver-
age PMP salary in the United States is in excess of $100,000.11 When 
these expensive hires do not work out, the impact on the projects 
and programs plus the overhead of handling performance improve-
ment plans and human resources processes is significant. This leaves a 
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poor impression on executives and also does significant damage to the 
 certification and all those who have it.

Associations or vendors administrating certifications continually renew 
their content and apply strict quality guidelines to ensure the integrity of 
their certifications. But even when these precautions are taken, they still 
risk dilution.

Not only are employers questioning the value of the PMP, but practitio-
ners are as well. Many practitioners let their certification lapse, perhaps as 
many as 4 in 10. The cost to keep it is nominal, so this decision is based not 
only on finances but also on value.

Jacque’s Story

Jacque, a consultant and certified project manager, reflects on her certifi-
cation process:

After working on projects for about eight years, I became sick and tired of 
them.  I enrolled in a few project management courses sponsored by my 
employer and  came to learn what project management was really about. 
Learning about the discipline opened my interest in project management. 
Maybe there was more to projects than just gloom and doom. I attended  several 
project  management courses and digested the theory, tools, and  applicability 
of them in my job. After two more years of contemplating whether I should 
choose to make projects my career, I decided to invest in a certification. 
Feeling like I had found work that suited my strengths, a community, and 
best practices that could support me, I eagerly applied for  the exam. Once 
accepted, I  traveled out of state to take a prep course for the exam.

The first day of class, an IT professional from a large corporation was 
sitting next to me. I remember vividly, as I sat waiting for the instructor to 
begin, hearing him state emphatically that he was there for one thing and 
one thing only. All he wanted was to learn enough to take the exam and 
pass. No more, no less. ever since, i have been leery of what these other 
practitioners really know.

SUMMARY

Certifications empower workers with the opportunity to have their 
knowledge formally assessed and recognized. They are popular and allow 
workers to distinguish themselves. However, a certification’s  ability 
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to measure future  job performance is limited, and certifications risk 
 dilution through legal and illegal brain dumping. Certifications are big 
business and, like any business activity, subject to having their original 
intentions warped by inappropriate pressure from the profit motive.
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5
Professionalism and the 
Leadership Void

INTRODUCTION

Projects are an invitation to change the world we live in—and ourselves! 
This potential for individual and community transformation crystallizes 
the difference between just having a job and having a profession.

To certify is to confirm formally as true, accurate, or genuine, or to 
guarantee as meeting a standard.1 Food products are certified as safe; 
nurses are certified as competent. Project managers may be certified, 
but how does this relate to the notion of project management being 
a profession?

A professional project manager is a source of expertise to customers, 
sponsor, and teams, and should be an invaluable aid to the execution of 
critical projects. Professional project managers supply the knowledge, 
planning, and execution tactics, along with the energy to inspire team 
members to great achievement in the midst of ambiguity. They are known 
for both technical excellence as well as their personal effectiveness. Are all 
certified project managers also professional project managers?

The National Association of Workforce Development Professionals 
provides a working definition of “professional” against which the project 
management industry can examine this question. According to this defi-
nition, the following qualities are what together make up a professional:2

• A commitment to advancement of knowledge
• An organized and systematic body of knowledge
• Standards of excellence
• A “higher purpose” or public interest
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• A responsibility of the practitioner to the profession and the client
• A common bond based on abilities and commitment
• Public recognition as a profession

The first two requirements are easily satisfied by industry standards and 
frameworks such as the Project Management Institute’s (PMI’s) Project 
Management Body of Knowledge. Responsibility to the profession and 
 client is seen within a code of ethics and a common bond that can be 
found among practitioners. Public recognition is enhanced by the mere 
existence of professional associations such PMI, International Project 
Management Association (IPMA), or Australian Institute of Project 
Management (AIPM). However, a higher purpose and standards of excel-
lence seem to be left unaccounted for.

Certifications attempt to ensure technical competency, but cannot 
ensure the leadership competency but cannot ensure the leadership 
competency necessary to influence, achieve excellence, or serve a higher 
 purpose. Striving for professionalism encourages project managers to 
align themselves with a higher goal, intent, and purpose, and to pursue 
excellence in themselves, their project teams, and their fellow project 
managers. Self-imposed standards of excellence and pursuit of a higher 
purpose determine whether a practitioner can become and remain 
truly professional.

individual professionalism can be pursued independently from 
trade professionalism. Superior performers rely less on organized profes-
sional associations because they create their own professional brand. For 
example, Tiger Woods is a member of the Professional Golfers’ Association 
(PGA), but does he need the PGA or does the PGA need him? NBC  ratings 
for the broadcast of the PGA tournament soared 120 percent in 2012 when 
Tiger returned to the game following his injury.3 Most average perform-
ers or newcomers will benefit more from this professional trade asso-
ciation, but superior performers like tiger do not.

The question remains whether or not project management can be a pro-
fession, similar to other recognized professions such as doctors, lawyers, 
registered nurses, or teachers. More than 65 percent of PMI members 
identify project management as a profession.4 The reality is that proj-
ect management scored less than 34 out of a possible 100 points when 
assessed against 22 attributes of what defines a profession, reaffirming 
the conclusion reached by Zwerman and Thomas et al. (2004, funded 
in part by PMI that “project management is not now a profession and it 
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is unlikely in the  foreseeable future to become one.”5 Professions-to-be 
must  convince the public and government entities that it is in the long-
term public  interest to grant this status in exchange for the guarantee of 
increased  standards of practice and better service to the public.6

OBSTACLES TO PROFESSIONALISM

Significant obstacles stand in the way of project managers claiming the 
privileged status of a profession. Most project managers work in large 
organizations or in organizations that contract with large organizations 
to provide professional services. These organizations traditionally align 
their thinking with short-term goals, such as quarterly profits or revenue. 
They often do not think in terms of long-term social benefits, although 
more organizations are becoming socially conscious with green initiatives 
or local community development projects. Project managers normally 
don’t have individuals as clients like a doctor would, but rather work for 
large groups of stakeholders. These stakeholders often relate the project 
initiative to a sponsor rather than a project manager.7 Organizations with 
a mature project management capability now operate project portfolios 
as a continual flow system of people and projects. Project managers are 
more likely to work multiple projects in this continuous flow system of 
project tasks in a matrix management structure. These conditions sepa-
rate the project manager from the specific outcomes of the work, unlike 
the close accountability of a doctor or lawyer for the clients’ well-being 
or success.

To achieve professional status, the industry must also gain control over 
use of the names “project manager” and “project leader.” As we know, 
anyone today can be called a project manager or leader. The industry 
must define exactly where the casual project manager transitions to 
the professional project manager. What specific services distinguish 
 professional from casual project services? How do quality, price, and 
customer satisfaction define these services that are intended for long-
term public good?

For project management to become a recognized profession, a body 
of knowledge must clearly exist to unite all professionals and hold them 
accountable to a standard of best practices. But the industry is fragmented 
even though international frameworks are similar.
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The reasons supporting project management as a profession are as 
 numerous as the reasons skeptics say this status cannot be achieved. 
Education in project management is growing at a strong rate as  evidenced by 
the  recognition of advanced degrees in project management. Associations, 
growing in numbers and strength, actively promote project management 
as a competency applicable to every organization and walk of life. But does 
the practitioner—the project coordinator or project leader—really want 
this organized professional status?

Along with the cachet of belonging to a profession, practitioners 
must accept the burden of regulation and potential liability claims. 
In  addition, although professional associations bring benefits, they can 
also be self-limiting when they too narrowly define a profession or when, 
by establishing salary guidelines, they inadvertently impose a cap on 
 compensation growth.8

To establish project management as a profession, governments, asso-
ciations, consumers, and practitioners must unite and define the long-
term common good associated with achievement of professional status. 
We cannot predict whether or not this will happen, but project managers 
should not wait for it to happen.

Anyone working in project management today has the opportunity 
to align their own profession with tangible benefits to society. The key 
to this accomplishment is self-driven initiative to brand one’s project skills 
as professional and back it up with measured performance that is aligned 
with a moral purpose and the common good.

But today’s environment that produces mass certifications has been 
both beneficial and detrimental to the profession. The presence of a 
respected standard of competency lends much status to the profession. 
However, organizations such as local chapters sponsor and train indi-
viduals to become certified and focus their training on passing an exam, 
rather than training project managers in how to manage and lead. There 
is a gap between this training for the certified project manager and the 
advanced degrees offered by academia. not every certified project man-
ager has the life situation to pursue an expensive advanced degree in 
project management. However, many practitioners do desire to learn 
and grow to make valuable contributions to their organizations and 
society. There is a great need for resources to help bridge that gap and 
teach practitioners to lead more effectively in their organizations.

in project management, certifications that boost the status of 
practitioners offer an excellent method for testing basic proficiency. 
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They provide a useful tool for people and organizations interested in 
acquiring and developing technical knowledge. However, one should 
remember the associated limitations and avoid confusing  certifications 
with  professionalism. A certification in project  management does not 
measure one’s ability to lead in today’s project management envi-
ronment. Leadership competency is a critical component of the 
true professional.

THE LEADERSHIP VOID

At best, project certifications and project professionalism have three 
 common traits. Both require continual accumulation of knowledge of 
project management, relevant experience in the profession, and demon-
strable skills. But these traits fall woefully short of solving the crisis in 
project management today.

Organizations undervalue project management and are not focused on 
developing talent in this area. Not coincidentally, project failure rates are 
increasing. Since 2008, the percentage of projects that project manag-
ers say have met their original goals and business intent has declined 
10 percentage points, from 72 percent to 62 percent. At the same time, 
few organizations are investing in project manager competency, develop-
ment, maturing project management processes, or project management 
tools and techniques.9

In most organizations, successful project execution is the responsibil-
ity of the Project Management Office (PMO). A 2010 study indicated that 
84 percent of companies have PMOs.10 However, the same study showed 
that 50 percent of PMOs failed or closed from 2006 to 2010. After years of 
 trying to standardize project management practice and investing  heavily 
in PMOs and certifications, executives are rethinking this strategy at 
a minimum, if not completely abandoning it.

Projects like this one do not help: Known as Umoja, a Swahili term 
for unity, an enterprise resource planning system was intended to seam-
lessly link the sprawling procurement, staffing, and other functions of the 
United Nations and cut down on waste and fraud. But as of January 2012, 
Umoja was already three years behind schedule and its anticipated cost 
had risen from $285.6 million in 2008 to $348.2 million by 2015—with 
true completion not expected until 2018.11
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Numerous factors contributed to the project’s spiraling out of control. 
Reported costs and progress for the project lacked transparency, and the 
organization does not routinely prepare consolidated information on 
departmental budgets and spending. The project’s budget was not linked 
to milestones and deliverables— in fact, such linking is not a require-
ment under the United Nations (UN) system accounting standards. Data 
required for the system are not available in a consistent or usable format 
in UN legacy systems. Many departments have failed to assemble a local 
information and communications technology (ICT) committee to help 
determine the needs and issues this new system could address.12

Finally, according to the UN auditors’ December 2012 report, “The 
United Nations operates more like a network of organizations, rather 
than a  single, global and homogenous entity.” Therefore, any “global 
ICT strategy for the United Nations is unlikely to be successful unless 
these fundamental managerial and structural issues are understood and 
addressed.”13

Surely, this state of crisis cannot all be laid at the feet of project manag-
ers; the lack of active sponsor leadership is the main contributing factor 
to project failure. Organizational project maturity, management support 
of project management, and myriad other factors contribute to this crisis. 
Getting out of this crisis is going to require leadership at all levels—
including the practitioner level.

A sponsor initiating a strategic project or program is aware of future 
career opportunities associated with the results. A project team member 
realizes his reputation will be tied to the outcome of the project. What 
kind of project manager does he want leading the initiative?

These stakeholders want relevant knowledge, experience, and skill, but 
they need attitudes and behaviors that enable team performance. They need 
a leader anxious for new challenges, not one with a play-it-safe  mentality, 
seeking a comfortable work environment.

A highly visible project with complexity, constant change, diverse 
 personalities, demanding deadlines, shrinking budgets, and constrained 
resources creates a stress-filled environment that people will naturally 
move away from to protect themselves from being associated with failure. 
These projects need courageous project managers who reach for leader-
ship opportunities, put aside their own self-interests, and focus on the 
communal and societal benefits for all. If you are not extending yourself 
to grasp these opportunities to lead, you are a contributor to the leader-
ship void that produces the miserable project failure rates.
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PERFORMANCE AND EXPECTATIONS GAP

Project management is still recognized as a core competency for organi-
zations. Sponsors of project management either recognize the opportunity 
to reduce risk and increase benefits using better project management, or 
they recognize the wasted investment of resources that failed to produce the 
expected benefits using poor project management practices.

In either case, the expected performance of a project management 
 practitioner, group of project managers, or project management office is 
greater than the actual perceived performance. This gap creates an impe-
tus for an investment in project management resources including training, 
education infrastructure, and methodologies. This investment increases 
performance expectations of a practitioner, group of project managers, 
or performing organization.

Figure  5.1 shows the hypothetical performance and expectation gap, 
which creates the impetus for an investment in project management. 
As  project management maturity increases through the investment of 
methodologies, training, software, and infrastructure, stakeholder expec-
tations increase correspondingly.
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FIGURE 5.1
Investment in project management creates higher expectations.
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The challenge for practitioners and performing organizations is to 
 overcome this gap in light of the challenges of increasing social and tech-
nical complexity, shortened deadlines, limited and constrained resources, 
information overload, and increased workloads. Among all of these chal-
lenges, increasing the investment in project management may result in 
the performing organizations and practitioners improving their actual 
performance, as represented by the dashed line, but not enough to reach 
the stakeholder’s expectation. Failure to overcome this gap will result in 
another impetus to change. Sponsors of project management may with-
draw their investments, and practitioners may become burnt out. To over-
come this expectation gap, fresh approaches to practitioner development 
are needed. The new approach must ignite the dramatic leap to overcome 
performance expectations in today’s challenging environment.

A study in 2011 showed that organizations investing in project manage-
ment training reported a 25 percent improvement in project performance 
measures as a result of training, most likely not enough to overcome the 
performance expectation gap.14 The monies being spent on training, cer-
tifications, project methodologies, and project offices fuel management 
expectations. But the tremendous growth of knowledge, experience, and 
skills-based certifications alone do not fill the leadership development and 
professionalism void experienced in today’s demanding environment.

CONTRIBUTORS TO THE LEADERSHIP VOID

Many project management industry constituents have some accountability 
in the creation of this leadership void, and it is certain that all constituent 
groups—practitioners, sponsors, organizations, associations, customers, 
vendors—have a huge stake in its resolution.

Organizations

Organizations have propagated this void by attempting to build mature 
project organizations solely through process and methodology. They resist 
investing in project management leadership development for a variety of 
reasons. Sponsors view project managers as tacticians with little business 
knowledge, who use institutionalized project management knowledge and 
best practices to complete their duties. Leadership is costly and the results 
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are often suspect. Good leadership is hard to hold onto; with today’s 
 free-market mentality, knowledge workers will leave if they can earn 
more money elsewhere, particularly when economic conditions become 
more favorable. Project managers roam from project to project, without 
recognition from management, because they are not permanently aligned 
with a traditional functional group, such as operations, marketing, or 
sales. Many functional managers outrank project managers and do not 
value project management. They believe it adds time and cost to the 
process.15 They associate practitioners with “coordinating,” rather than 
getting work done. If project managers are aligned with a cost  center, 
like the IT department, their leadership is likely unstable due to turnover 
every few years because executives are frustrated with the expanding cost 
 center’s inability to keep up with business demands. This leaves project 
managers without a champion in their organization.

Thus, project managers struggle to achieve par status with functional 
managers or vice presidents because these managers are entrenched in 
established departments that have a legacy of reporting relationships 
with executives, leaving project managers with the knowledge but not 
the  influence to change their organizations. At the same time, functional 
managers are becoming more aware of project management and investing 
in training for their staff, not in workers who bear a project manager title, 
as project management becomes a skill set for everyone.

Practitioners

Many practitioners fuel this void, reaffirming management stereotypes 
by not knowing their own customers’ business, isolating themselves 
in technical jobs, and passing up opportunities to stretch themselves. 
Practitioners also tend to focus more on technical project management 
skills rather than soft skills; a vast majority of projects are in IT, finance, or 
telecommunications, which lend themselves to practitioners with techni-
cal backgrounds.

When certified practitioners pursue continuing education by looking 
for the cheapest means to stay certified or for take-aways they can use the 
next day at work, they are selling themselves short on their full potential 
as leaders. The certified practitioners tend to focus on planning, execution, 
and control rather than on initiation and closure processes. Planning, 
executing, and controlling are important project processes of which 
a project manager must have a solid grasp; they are the nuts and bolts 
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of project management. But initiation and closure are critical  processes 
that require leadership skills: the ability to conceptualize the project 
vision, clearly define customer needs, and achieve measurable results.

Some practitioners view certification as the end goal of project man-
agement development rather than the starting point. Leadership training 
requires more commitment and control from the participant because it is 
personal and deepens one’s understanding of the self. In 2011, most train-
ing was still either for basic project management (67 percent) or inter-
mediate project management skills (61 percent) and Project Management 
Professional (PMP)® certification (38 percent). Although leadership and 
communication and interpersonal skills (52 and 45 percent, respectively) 
are common project management training topics, most are taught in a 
classroom without a means for practicing and experimenting with new 
attitudes and behaviors in the 9-to-5 workplace.16

Trainers

Project management training vendors contribute to the void by  promoting 
quick and easy classes to pass certification exams. These organizations 
advertise claims, such as guaranteeing that an individual will pass the 
PMP exam in one week. The certifications accumulate huge revenues and 
profits for training vendors, who offer packaged materials that allow them 
to pass hundreds of people through their seats and never see them again. 
The leadership development model is different, since it requires a relation-
ship, ongoing support, and a continuous dialogue. For the certified project 
manager, not a lot of quality training is offered to enhance their leadership 
capabilities. Over the past several years, the continuing education market 
for the PMP has become filled with free webinars, lunch meetings, and 
chat rooms. In 2013, PMI was offering professional development units to 
its members if they wrote a blog.17 Maintaining a PMP certification can 
be done at no cost, which is great for unemployed project managers, but 
doesn’t serve the profession well.

The dilution of the profession has become such a problem that some 
certified project managers have removed their designation from their 
business cards. Many constituents are seriously concerned about the dilu-
tion of the profession surrounding these certifications, and curative action 
is under way. The biggest change was on the part of PMI, which made a subtle 
but profound change to the PMP application. For the experience require-
ment, PMI used to require that the applicant complete a certain number of 
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hours in “leading and directing project tasks.” Now the  application reads 
“experience leading and directing projects.” Concern over the dilution of 
the credential has seemingly reached the highest levels in PMI.18

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Many project management practitioners have a hunger to learn and grow. 
They have mastered the basics and intermediate skills of project manage-
ment. They attend conferences searching for something new, bold, and 
exciting from which they can learn and grow, only to leave disappointed 
at hearing the same project, program, and portfolio concepts reiterated 
under different titles.

The void between service-based project leadership and project man-
agement must be defined in such a way that it can be quantified. Once 
it is defined and quantified, one can begin to plot a strategy to fill the 
leadership void. The gaps between general practitioners and service-based 
 project leaders are as follows:

confidence—Project leaders must exude confidence to be given the 
opportunity to lead. Project leaders have confidence in their  ability 
to lead others, even those who may be more experienced and tech-
nically knowledgeable. Project leaders translate their knowledge, 
skill, and experience into confidence, which bolsters courage to 
confront the personal risks associated with leadership. They do not 
fear failure, but rather learn from failure and rebound with even 
more confidence.

Purpose—Project leaders, through the actions that represent their 
beliefs, work with a purpose. They internally align themselves con-
tinually to the purpose of their project work. When a project has 
significance, leaders move on. Project leaders sense the importance 
of their work and are able to better handle the unpleasant or tedious 
work associated with projects in order to experience deeper meaning 
in their efforts.

integrity—Project leaders live with integrity, both personally and pro-
fessionally. They are consumed with doing what is right, rather than 
what makes others happy. Project leaders do not seek comfort or 
the easy way out by compromising their own values and convictions. 
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Instead, they set clear boundaries on what is and is not acceptable 
for themselves, their team, and their customers, and live by those 
boundaries.

Relationships—Project leaders build productive, meaningful rela-
tionships with stakeholders. Trust is the cornerstone of these 
relationships. Without meaningful, trust-based relationships, 
sponsors, stakeholders, and team members have little motivation 
to collaborate; a project manager’s foresight is impaired; and the 
knowledge, experience, and skill of each individual are  isolated. 
With meaningful relationships, everyone has more at stake. The 
emotional investment created through trusted relationships 
endows the professionalism of the practitioner.

Self-knowledge—Project leaders thirst for self-knowledge and have a 
desire to continually grow in this knowledge. Project leaders renew 
themselves, continually changing both internally and externally to 
adapt to personal and professional situations. Situations that trig-
ger visceral reactions become less intense; fears that drove unhealthy 
behaviors in the past are proactively managed.

Self-direction—Project leaders take the initiative to direct learning 
activities for themselves in areas of project management, leadership, 
and personal effectiveness. They view their jobs as a “living labo-
ratory” and embrace experimentation that increases learning and 
comprehension.

communication—Project leaders make a serious investment in life-
long learning of versatile communication skills. Effective project 
managers spend up to 90 percent of their time communicating; thus 
those who are not lifelong students of communication skills, includ-
ing listening skills, are content with potentially doing 90 percent of 
their job poorly. Communication is the single most important aspect 
of any project. Project leaders excel at creating open, effective com-
munication channels and actively engaging these channels. Leaders 
consistently find opportunities to open new channels and enhance 
existing ones.

This is not to say that certified project managers lack these skills, or 
cannot attain these skills, but rather that certifications are limited in 
their ability to ensure the development of these traits. Coupled with the 
dynamic environment in which a project leader must operate, measuring 
these traits must be done over extended periods of time. Because project 
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situational dynamics change and resources are interchanged within and 
across projects, the right marriage of the situation and a project leader’s 
traits is often happenstance and short-lived.

These leadership topics are familiar themes in projects and general man-
agement. However, in today’s project management environment, the lead-
ership void is growing at an alarming rate. Projects are becoming more 
strategic, more complex, and more global, requiring greater leadership.

SUMMARY

Project managers aspiring to become project leaders should not overes-
timate the value of their certifications. Certifications in project manage-
ment, while providing a beneficial harmonization of terminology and a 
knowledge framework among project workers, often leave a leadership 
void fueled by many project management constituent groups that ulti-
mately leads to stakeholder expectations going unsatisfied. This gap can 
be filled by opportunistic project leaders who have the personal desire and 
motivation to increase their leadership competencies. Their ongoing com-
mitment to enhance themselves and their confidence to seek leadership 
opportunities on projects distinguish them from certified project manag-
ers and make them project professionals.
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6
The Case for the Service-Based 
Project Leader

INTRODUCTION

The service-based project leader has an antidote to the crisis in project 
management. Customer focus, portfolio project management,  increasing 
project management maturity, project management in academia, and 
focus on transparency and ethics will require project managers to trans-
form themselves into leaders who serve with confidence and purpose.

CUSTOMER FOCUS

Customers have a sense of their needs but do not always understand the 
full implications of their needs. The project team must go to great lengths 
to understand real customer needs.

Nothing can cripple a project more quickly than a project team or 
customer who does not understand the real need. A “need” emerges, is 
formally recognized, and then fully articulated, all prior to gathering 
requirements. Customer education is essential to discovering the real 
need. Too often this “needs life cycle” is truncated or the entire process is 
skipped, and the customer is assumed to know the needs and the impli-
cations of them within the context of the organization and project.1

Poorly defined requirements are often cited as a major cause in proj-
ect failure research. Project teams now realize that poor requirements 
are based on a lack of understanding of customer needs, which often is 
a symptom of a distant relationship between project teams and custom-
ers. Focus on the customer and the real needs is a significant value 
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proposition for a project manager. it pushes the project  manager 
toward the customer and provides project managers with opportuni-
ties to differentiate themselves. Agile leadership helps push project 
teams and customer together, but it hasn’t eradicated the problem. 
The project manager taking the role of a service-based project leader can 
provide knowledge, insight, and experience in the needs life cycle. She 
becomes an advocate for the customer, recognizing the importance of a 
complete needs life cycle in conducting further project initiation, scope, 
and planning activities. When customer needs are articulated properly, 
project planning and execution become more logical and intuitive.

As project failure rates remain unacceptably high, customers also real-
ize they need more direct involvement in these initiatives. Customers 
who have tasted failure realize they can no longer blindly turn the reins 
over to project teams. The increased focus on the customer’s real need 
and their increased involvement in the project are opportunities to 
add new value to traditional project management activities. This new 
value rests in the management of customer relationships. Project lead-
ers skilled at listening, sorting, and articulating multiple customer 
needs can develop the project vision into a meaningful language using 
 pictures and concepts that unite stakeholders. The subsequent conver-
sion into workable plans is a project leader’s value proposition. In fact, 
the trend toward a more customer- centric project manager promotes the 
value of the project manager, because a customer-centric project leader 
is  recognized and valued by the customer by her alignment of services 
with customer’s needs. She cares to understand the customer’s business 
in detail, and aligns her actions toward customers’ rational and emo-
tional needs. She shares the view of the business opportunity. In short, 
she acts as a service-based  project leader.2 Table 6.1 illustrates customer-
centric behavior.

Customers are keenly appreciative of a project leader whose team tailors 
project deliverables to their needs, rather than simply using the confines 
of templates or reusing previous client deliverables. They will resist if she 
does not show interest in their business or is motivated by forces other 
than their priorities. Customers embrace her when she manages the com-
peting needs of all interested parties. Being customer-centric in project 
management means being stakeholder-centric!

Stakeholders perceive value when they sense the project team is work-
ing in their best interests, dedicated to creating quality outputs, and not 
wasting time or money. Value is perceived when customers become 
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co-creators in the project or are at least deeply involved in decisions and 
review cycles. Attentiveness to the demands on their time by providing 
user-friendly, accessible documents makes it easier for customers to digest 
the relevant information and become co-creators. The necessary but often 
voluminous documentation of requirements, specifications, and designs 
rarely provides this sense of comfort and value to stakeholders. Making 
these artifacts meaningful is an art that creates value.

These customer-focused behaviors, although culturally influenced, are 
often the result of project leaders’ attitudes and behaviors toward their cus-
tomer. With advancements in technology, project leaders can find innova-
tive means to increase the involvement of customers and stakeholders in 
projects. Project plans can be built to maximize customer involvement, 
address competing needs, and allow for project deliverables to be assimi-
lated faster into their organizations.

TABLE 6.1

Customer-Centric or Short-Sighted

The Service-Based Project Leader’s 
customer-centric Behaviors Short-Sighted Behaviors
Your entire team, not just the analysts, is 
interested and can articulate the customer 
need.

Only business analysts or selected 
members understand the customer need.

Your team members learn the details of the 
customer’s business, even if not directly 
related to the project.

You focus only on customer needs related 
to project deliverables.

You create a holistic picture of past, 
current, and future needs of the customer.

You focus only on the current need, with 
little concern for the future or historical 
information.

You allow customer need information to be 
available to all team members on a 
need-to-know basis.

You promote customer need information 
to be held by a few with limited access to 
other team members.

You incorporate customer education 
activities into project plans that enhance 
the definition and articulation of the 
customer need. 

You leave customer education up to the 
customer with a “buyer beware” mentality.

You see all interested parties as an 
integrated value system.

You focus on particular stakeholders who 
exert power and influence.

You make decisions considering the values 
of the customer and their own values. 

You make decisions without regard to their 
own values or the customer’s values.

Your team looks for opportunities to 
provide new services to enhance the 
customer experience.

You rely on replicating processes and value 
propositions of previous efforts.
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Customers are reshaping project management because of their need for 
better execution strategies. Their voice is influencing the  development of 
methodologies, training, and leadership development of  practitioners. 
You must be customer-centric, serving all interested parties, and  leading 
your customer as cooperative creators. Are you listening?

INCREASING PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT 
RETURN ON INVESTMENT

Two other needs for service-based project leaders are the alignment of 
organization strategy with projects and programs and the  improvement 
of project portfolio execution. Executives realize project portfolios have 
strong linkages among other projects that require constant  reporting 
and tracking. Decisions that are made on one project often impact other 
projects.

A decision to unfreeze legacy software code to satisfy the needs 
of  a new regulatory guideline may seem like a simple decision; how-
ever, other teams using that code in a test environment must be aware 
of these code changes and update their test plans, schedules, and 
resource assignments. The downstream effect of these seemingly simple 
 decisions grows exponentially in large organizations. These organiza-
tions require leaders who can grasp the big picture and still execute 
tactically.

Executives are realizing the potential for gaining a competitive advan-
tage in today’s rapidly changing, chaotic environment by taking an 
offensive strategy and embracing an organizational project management 
methodology. The associated knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to 
organizational and project activities are then used to achieve the aims of 
an organization through projects.3 Organizations with mature project 
management practices put fewer project dollars at risk: Mature benefit 
realization processes, portfolio management, and high organizational 
agility all reduce the financial risk exposure.4

A service-based project leader is a critical lynchpin in organizational 
project management maturity through her educational and advisory 
services. When she embraces these services, executives will value her con-
tributions to organizational project maturity.
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Increasing Project Management Maturity

Project management organizational maturity is rising in organizations. 
In 2004, a survey using a five-level model found that the majority of 
organizations surveyed were operating at Level 1 (sporadic use of proj-
ect management), Level 2 (initial basic project management processes, 
limited application, not standard across all projects), or Level 3 (project 
management methodology is developed, approved, and used). In contrast, 
by 2012, the survey found that the majority of organizations (62 percent) 
were operating at Level 4 (uses integrated project life cycle with strategic 
alignment and benefit tracking) and Level 5 (optimized project manage-
ment processes are continually analyzed and reviewed for continuous 
 improvement).5 As this maturity increases, executives will become more 
confident about executing strategy with project portfolios. The need for 
service-based project leaders to drive ambitious change projects will 
increase as coordinators push through the tactical projects.

As project management matures, a greater percentage of projects become 
strategically aligned with organizational objectives. However, as the align-
ment increases, so do technical and social complexity. The number of inte-
gration points increases exponentially between the number of projects and 
programs aligned with organizational strategy, creating a gap. This gap 
between maturity and complexity offers service-based project leaders the 
opportunity to add value through the integration of projects and programs 
across these portfolios.

The list of industries relying on project management skills is increas-
ing. In the US health industry, 30 percent of job openings in 2013 were 
Information Technology (IT) analyst, project-based positions. In India, 
IT spending in 2013 was US$71.5 billion, a 7.7 percent increase over 2012. 
European Union renewable energy sector employment has risen 25 per-
cent since 2009, and China is creating 40 percent of the global infrastruc-
ture demand.6 All of these practitioners will need to be led and served.

The Project Management Office (PMO) has become more strategic 
after seeing high failure rates from 2006 to 2010. A 2010 study indicated 
that 84 percent of companies have PMOs, but the same study showed 
that 50 percent of PMOs failed or closed from 2006 to 2010.7

Organizational project methodologies are evolving, and organizations 
must strive to implement effective project management  methodologies 
that can be a strategic tool to increase revenues, cut costs, and react 
to regulatory changes. Transparency is required by boards, investors, 
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and regulators to disclose large investments, such as major projects, 
and  accurately report how they impact the organization’s financial 
performance.

Mature PMOs focus on issues that matter to executives, including align-
ment with business objectives and strategy execution. They also conduct 
performance measurements on projects and focus on resource planning 
and forecasting.8

The increased use of projects to implement organizational strategy 
makes project managers more visible to C-level executives, as does the 
elevation of the PMO out of the individual divisions (IT or R&D) to 
the enterprise, or strategic, level where it can most effectively oversee the 
enterprise portfolio of projects. The level of visibility will require mak-
ing the transition from project manager to service-based project leader, 
performing tasks such as integrating silo organizations that do not tradi-
tionally work together but must cooperate on strategic investments. This 
cooperation is achieved by service-driven leadership rather than just by 
coordinating tasks and following procedures.

ACADEMIA IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT

The roots of modern project management can be traced back to World 
War  II and the Manhattan Project, the US government’s code name for 
developing the atomic bomb. Imagine the application of today’s formal 
project management processes to this highly secretive project that created 
the city of Oak Ridge, Tennessee, practically overnight and spent $2 billion 
over the course of just over three years. The Manhattan Project relied on an 
expansive network of universities and contractors across several states, the 
expertise of foreign scientists, and 140,000 civilians (project team mem-
bers) who worked under less-than-ideal conditions against unrealistic 
deadlines. Imagine the complexity of managing stakeholders such as the 
1,000 families that were suddenly displaced from their quiet farmlands in 
Tennessee, aligning workers with a project vision that was held in secret, 
or conducting a comprehensive risk assessment of the project’s handling of 
plutonium.9 Was the Manhattan Project a success? It achieved its goal of 
developing a nuclear weapon before Nazi scientists were able to do so, but 
the positive and negative impacts of the project are being felt by generations 
in local communities such as Oak Ridge and others around the world.
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Project success factors and their net social outcomes, whether at the 
magnitude of the Manhattan Project or an IT project, must be continually 
researched if we are to get better at using projects to drive positive change. 
Research in project management has increased dramatically. These con-
tributions are adding volumes of intellectual capital to the industry as 
organizations and professionals strive to understand what makes a project 
successful. Success is becoming more objective, and the various factors 
that contribute to success and failure are coming into focus thanks to sci-
entific analysis and study. This research assists practitioners, teams, and 
sponsors in practice and raises the industry’s stature among its customers.

The need for formal education in project management has also 
increased  tremendously in the past 25 years and the industry has 
responded. The evolution of standards and the various  applications 
of these standards across different types of projects create  endless 
 opportunities for education. While credentials support project manage-
ment, the field is also in the process of transforming into a  legitimate 
academic  discipline, but it must be subject to academic  quality and integ-
rity. Academic  quality, especially at the graduate level, requires faculty 
with credibility and commitment that can legitimize and  sustain project 
management. What distinguishes true academic faculty, in  addition to 
sharing knowledge, is service on editorial boards and  linking of academic 
research with industry needs. Faculty members’ success  distinguishes a 
world-class program and differentiates a passing training fad from an 
enduring  academic discipline.10

Worldwide, a trend is emerging to enhance the quality of these project 
management educational programs. The Project Management Institute 
Global Accreditation Center for Project Management (GAC) is the govern-
ing body for the policies, procedures, and standards for the accreditation 
of university degree programs related to project management. The GAC 
accreditation serves to instill quality in project management degree pro-
grams and promote professionalism in project management.11 At the end of 
2013, there were 42 GAC-accredited project management degree programs.12

The substantial growth of project management education in academia 
will continue to fuel project management research and legitimatize proj-
ect management leadership as important work for a new generation of stu-
dents already in the workforce.

The growth of project management education allows customers to rec-
ognize the science and art behind project management. The easy access 
to affordable online project management educational material allows 
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more stakeholders to gain exposure to project management knowledge. 
The  more knowledgeable the customer, the more they will demand a 
 quality leadership experience.

ETHICS IN PROJECT LEADERSHIP

Ethics in leadership is a topic of huge interest in business and government. 
The topic involves more than newsworthy ethical lapses. From local poli-
ticians to university presidents to project and program managers, adher-
ence to strict ethical guidelines is becoming critical, and failure to do so is 
becoming very risky. Failure to align project requirements with audit and 
regulatory guidelines can jeopardize projects, sponsors, and a practitio-
ner’s career.

Consider the pressures to deliver new software for a financial  services 
industry under increasingly strict customer data protection laws. The 
behavioral and cultural changes required to meet these regulations com-
bined with new requirements for applications can require significant invest-
ments in programming, testing, and training that may require adjustments 
to scope, time frames, and cost. How does a project  manager react when 
management either dismisses or ignores the importance of meeting these 
regulations?

Ethics are a systematic combination of values and morals that guide 
our decision-making processes and our actions.13 To look closer, values 
are internal themes we possess that resonate within a practitioner’s belief 
system. Morals are deeply held convictions that set guidelines as to which 
behaviors practitioners deem acceptable. The marriage of values and 
morals creates ethical standards that guide one’s decisions and actions. 
However, not all values and morals remain bonded or linked, and when 
a practitioner’s values and morals are fractured, unethical behavior usu-
ally results.

The opportunity for values and morals to fracture appears often in 
projects. Practitioners who consider integrity and honesty a part of their 
value system sometimes do not translate them into deep moral convic-
tions that drive their behaviors.

For example, a project manager spends three weeks with her team creat-
ing a detailed 13-month project plan to implement a new system for her 
sponsor. The sponsor says the delivery date is not acceptable and demands 
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completion within six months. What is the practitioner ethically bound 
to do? Sponsors often cut schedules without changing scope because they 
feel the schedule has been padded. What if the project manager did pad 
the schedule and budget? Is there an ethical problem with this? Are they 
stealing money from other important projects?

Or, consider a project manager driving to a close-out meeting with her 
customer, seeking formal acceptance and final payment. Unbeknownst to 
the customer, the project manager gets a phone call and is informed by her 
software engineer that an undetected bug in the software is corrupting a 
very small percentage of the data records in their database. The project has 
made some money for her company, and the fix is likely to be difficult and 
expensive to replicate, jeopardizing her profitability-based performance 
bonus. What actions are ethical or unethical?

Practitioners commonly report pressure to alter status reports, backdate 
signatures, and mask the reality of project progress. Telling the truth can 
lead to people getting into more trouble than if they kept quiet. Service-
based project leaders do not hesitate to speak truth to power, but more 
important, they realize that within every communication is an opportu-
nity to ethically succeed or fail.

Awareness of ethical dilemmas in project management is increasing 
rapidly. Opportunities for unethical behavior arise due to a leadership 
void. This continues to be highlighted as a significant issue for the profes-
sion, and the Project Management Institute (PMI®) has begun develop-
ing an ethical decision-making framework to support its Code of Ethics 
and Professional Conduct, which defines a practitioner’s duties toward 
responsibility, respect, fairness, and honesty.14 The framework involves 
a standard outline of steps such as assessing the dilemma, considering 
alternatives, identifying a decision and testing its validity, applying ethical 
principles to the chosen decision, and committing to making the decision. 
Remember, service-based project leaders have convictions that align with 
their values and their actions—actions that consistently remind people of 
the leader’s values.

This trend is a positive force for practitioners. Professional certifications 
require knowledge of and adherence to ethical guidelines. These ethical 
guidelines, along with guidelines upholding the integrity of the certifica-
tion testing process, are being toughened. More responsibility is being 
placed on the practitioner to provide honest and accurate information 
to stakeholders and not knowingly make false statements or fail to dis-
close facts about the true status of a project. The code of professional 
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conduct also places social responsibilities on the certified practitioner to 
manage relationships in a positive manner, avoid abusive behavior, and 
not reciprocate destructive behavior that jeopardizes project objectives.

This strengthening of ethical standards and professional codes of con-
duct provides service-based project leaders with leverage in serving all 
stakeholders, credibility in the eyes of customers, and the opportunity 
to align their behaviors with professional codes of conduct by making 
ethical conflicts visible to stakeholders in a way that raises the level of 
professionalism.

SUMMARY

The service-based project leader must focus on understanding real 
 customer needs and managing customer relationships. With  expanding 
and improving higher education in the field and a strong ethical commit-
ment  supported by certification, the project leader can advance an orga-
nization’s project management maturity, help align the organization’s 
strategy with projects, and improve portfolio project execution.
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7
Discovering the New 
Project Leader in You

Yet every day somewhere the sun does shine,
So don’t tell me it is too late,
To believe a little bit in yourself.

—nils Lofgren, “Believe”

INTRODUCTION

A service-based project leader transforms people, systems, and ultimately 
organizations. To pursue this inner journey of leadership, and its accompa-
nying risks and rewards, he must be committed in body, mind, and spirit.

A Commitment Story

The movie The Cinderella Man tells the story of James Braddock, a former 
heavyweight champion whose luck runs bad during the Great Depression. 
Braddock seeks to provide for his family and reclaim his dignity by  coming 
out of retirement and taking on the great German champ Max Baer, who 
was known for having killed two boxers in the ring with his ruthless use 
of power.1

Braddock’s fall from the top was far, as he needed public assistance to 
provide for his family. His hard times during the Depression in New Jersey 
are marked in the movie as he struggles to meet the basic needs of his 
 family, stripping away his dignity but not his belief in his ability to box.
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These basic needs are the foundation of Maslow’s hierarchy of human 
needs (see Figure  7.1).2 The lowest level of human needs are physical 
needs: breathing, eating, sleeping, etc. In Braddock’s case, the next 
level of Maslow’s hierarchy—the need for safety and basic shelter—is 
threatened by the turmoil of the Depression. His love for his  family 
and his needs for self-esteem and self-actualization (striving to be 
the best that he can with his unique abilities) are the remaining lay-
ers of the pyramid. These needs for love, belonging, status, and self- 
actualization are the higher-level needs that drive Braddock to get back 
in the boxing ring.

The lower-level needs are often referred to as basic needs, while the 
upper-level needs are referred to as being needs. In Braddock’s case, the 
basic and being needs seem to have a relationship; to fulfill his basic needs, 
he is directed toward the fulfillment of his being needs.

Maslow’s hierarchy is commonly used as a model for human needs. Viktor 
Frankl, a psychologist, extended Maslow’s highest level  (self-actualization) 
with purpose needs—the need to find meaning in one’s life. Drawing 
on his research and personal experiences from the Nazi concentration 
camps in World War II, Frankl observed that prisoners in the camps who 
had a burning desire to live were more likely to survive. Their focus on 

Self-
Actualization 

(level of 
integration

of body, mind, 
and soul)

Self-Esteem (recognition, project 
results)

Love and Belonging (personal 
relationships, community)

Safety (shelter, freedom from abuse)

Physiological (food, air, water)

FIGURE 7.1
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. (From Arthur G. Bedeian and William F. Gleuck, 
Management, 3rd ed. Chicago: Dreyden Press, 1983, 139.)
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the future, such as a vision of being reunited with loved ones, influenced 
their  attitude toward their horrific situation.

Frankl discusses three criteria for finding meaning in life in his book 
Man’s Search for Meaning. The first is through experiential values such as 
love for another person. The second is creative values: finding meaning in 
activities such as work, projects, artistic endeavors, etc. Finally, Frankl dis-
cusses attitudinal values, critical to a healthy outlook on life, such as com-
passion, courage, and humor.3 Finding meaning in life eventually results 
in a higher-level experience, called transcendence. Transcendence has a 
spiritual underpinning through which a person’s meaning in life is not 
dependent on others, their projects, or professional life, but rather a super-
natural relationship that stretches beyond human logic.4 transcendence 
allows one to see the world differently and involves a level of integration 
of body, mind, and soul. it is characterized by peak performance and 
removes limitations associated with people and environment. The result 
is more serenity and inner peace.5

In the final scene of The Cinderella Man, Braddock has outboxed Baer 
and appears to be certain to win the heavyweight title as a long shot. 
Braddock pursues Baer around the ring in an attempt to a knock him 
out, risking getting knocked out himself by the stronger Baer. Maybe 
Braddock’s desire to knock out Baer represented an integration of body, 
mind, and soul and a breakthrough to a new life without the limitations 
of his past.

Braddock’s basic needs appear to awaken his higher needs. The return to 
the boxing ring provided food and shelter for his family, but the fight with 
Baer is driven by the need to reclaim his lost dignity. Braddock’s journey 
came to symbolize the common man’s struggle through the Depression. 
He transcends himself as a representative of the people of his time and 
rises to a superior level of performance. James Braddock is a story of 
commitment and transcendence, an inspiration to millions during the 
Depression—and his story continues to inspire.

COMMITTING TO PERSONAL CHANGE

Self-actualization and self-transcendence are important concepts in 
the commitment process of becoming a service-based project leader. 
Leadership training often produces temporary, superficial results that do 
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not make lasting changes to individuals. The hectic pace of project life 
makes it difficult to focus on personal change and higher-level needs.

Project managers are paid well enough to meet physiological and safety 
needs, and belonging to a project organization may meet some of their 
higher-order needs. A project manager who is dealing with constant 
demands must develop a burning desire to meet his higher-level needs, 
even though his basic needs are satisfied. These high-level being and pur-
pose needs cannot be ignored in this commitment process.

This poses huge challenges for practitioners. When basic needs go 
unmet, it is physically and emotionally obvious to one’s psyche. But 
when higher needs remain unfulfilled, their absence is not always 
obvious. These needs are neither mandatory to sustain life, nor are they 
common. They must be pursued as Braddock pursued Baer.

Coupled with a desire to fulfill higher-order needs, practitioners must 
be aware of their natural abilities, strengths, and qualities, which when 
called into action bring joy and satisfaction. For Braddock, it was his 
 boxing skills. But where did Braddock find the belief in himself to take on 
Max Baer even after hitting rock bottom, losing everything including his 
dignity and being forced to rely on handouts to feed his family? How does 
a project leader come to believe in himself?

One thing that does seem to be observable in the commitment to 
 personal change is that when lower-order needs are threatened, the shock 
and trauma seem to awaken higher-order needs. Often in the wake of 
a failed project or downsizing people ask themselves, “Why am I doing 
this? Is it worth it? Am I living the life I desire? What does happiness 
mean to me?”

UNFULFILLED NEEDS + NATURAL ABILITIES = 
INITIATION OF PERSONAL CHANGE

Here are some questions to ask yourself to determine if these higher-order 
needs are being fulfilled in your life and work:6

• Did I wake up excited about today?
• Did I laugh today?
• Did I contribute to something larger than myself?
• Did my relationships at work energize me today?
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• Do I look forward to tomorrow?
• Do I feel optimism about the future today?

These personal questions require reflection and contemplation to determine 
if higher-order needs are being met. A leader serious about professional 
growth must evaluate who he is today and who he really desires to be.

OWNERSHIP: WHOSE CAREER IS IT, ANYWAY?

A practitioner who seeks to satisfy these unmet needs must first make a 
conscious decision to take ownership of his career. This ownership rests 
in a combination of choices and decisions concerning what he desires in 
a career. These decisions are made with regard for the truth of his present 
state of being. Life choices about who he desires to be lead to continual 
decisions and subsequent actions to reach his ideal state of being. These 
decisions result in an alteration of his reality, which in turn impacts his 
future choices. This process is illustrated in Figure 7.2.

For example, a busy project manager may choose family life over a pro-
motion that would require significant travel. This decision leads to an 
altered state of being: working more conventional hours in the same office, 
a similar routine, and the same people. The truth may be that he misses 
the excitement of project work, meeting new people, and the constant 

Freely Chosen
Attitudes

Life Choices
(Desired Reality)

Decisions
(Actions)

Truth
(Reality)

FIGURE 7.2
Ownership of your choices, decisions, and outcomes.
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challenges. This truth may lead him to conclude that there is conflict in 
the choice between family and work, which may lead to revisiting the 
initial decision. These decisions must align with the person he really is. 
Unfortunately, many are too busy to even think about this, while others 
spend a lifetime trying to figure it out.

Life Choices

A life choice commits a person to a state of being. This choice is the 
 foundation upon which other choices are made. In order to make good 
life choices, a person must be true to himself in thought and action, regard-
less of feelings and surroundings.7 People who have been  successful in 
a technical career and then accidentally become  project managers 
often find that the additional responsibilities  preclude an evaluation 
of whether these new decisions are in tune with their desired state of 
being. The new demands inherent to a project  manager role include con-
stant social interaction, dealing with ambiguity, delegating to others, and 
leading a team in spite of a lack of authority. These demands may not align 
with life choices and higher-order needs, even though more money or a 
new title initially created a feeling of  satisfaction. Clayton Christensen, 
a Harvard Business School graduate and professor,  encourages his stu-
dents to develop a management strategy for their lives. When a com-
pany’s resource allocation process is not managed well, what results 
from it can be very different from what management intended, and the 
same applies to people. Christensen impresses on his students how he 
has seen the lives of his Harvard Business School  classmates unfold over 
the years. More and more of them arrive at reunions unhappy, divorced, 
and alienated from their children. Surely, not one of them graduated 
with the deliberate strategy of getting divorced and raising children 
who would become estranged from them. And yet a shocking number 
of them implemented that strategy. The reason? They didn’t keep the 
 purpose of their lives front and center as they decided how to spend their 
time, talents, and energy.8

Decisions

Decisions are actions required to fulfill the life choice of being true to 
 oneself. They range from momentous decisions to daily, unnotice-
able ones. How a person decides to allocate his personal time, energy, 
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and  talent ultimately shapes his life’s strategy. A decision to become a 
 certified  project manager is not a life choice but rather a decision to fulfill 
a life choice. If a person’s life choice is not clearly made, the decision to 
invest in a certification may be misguided. In applying the concept of life 
choices and decisions, he might include choosing to

• Work with people (on teams or as a liaison with management)
• Contribute to society
• Share the experience of creating new products or services

As an example of a decision made to support one of these choices, he would

• Be a project manager
• Improve interpersonal skills
• Become a service-based project leader

Everyone desires to have a rewarding career that brings joy, happiness, 
and a sense of purpose. A theory that gives great insight on finding happi-
ness in careers is from Frederick Herzberg, who asserts that the powerful 
motivator in life isn’t money; it’s the opportunity to learn, grow in respon-
sibilities, contribute to others, and be recognized for achievements.9 When 
life choices and decisions align with these motivators, the real leader 
within a person is more likely to emerge.

Truth

Truth can mean conformity to fact or actuality. But in the context of 
commitment to a service-based project leadership career, truth is more 
about fidelity to an original or standard. This fidelity is measured by 
the discrepancy between present reality and one’s desired state of being. 
This fidelity is achieved through a pursuit of an inner calling, until one’s 
 present career is aligned with the desired state.

Many practitioners—not just project managers, but doctors, lawyers, 
and others—work backward. They make decisions about their careers 
before making a life choice about being true to themselves. The external 
journey of choosing a career or profession is too often made before the 
internal journey—the serious consideration of one’s calling. The result is 
years of hard work, often producing results but not fulfilling one’s poten-
tial or higher-order needs.
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It is not too late to start your second career as a service-based  project 
leader. Consider the impact you can have on a project team member 
who is driving home to her family, her self-esteem stripped away after a 
long, 10-hour day, feeling unappreciated, frustrated, underutilized, and 
demeaned. What if you were able to have her leave with greater self-
esteem, feeling that she had learned a lot, been recognized for valuable 
achievements, and played a significant role in the success of the important 
initiative you’re leading? Think how that could positively impact a person 
as a spouse and a parent. If done well, service-based project leadership is 
a noble career.

Many successful business people reach their peak at 45 years of age. 
After doing very much the same kind of work for 20 years, their learn-
ing and contributions wane. Job satisfaction and challenges diminish. Yet 
they still have to face another 20 to 25 years of productive work.10

PERSONAL CONFIDENCE

Confidence is the bridge between expectations and performance. The 
leader’s primary task is to build this bridge to attract the resources, atti-
tudes, and discipline required for success.11

A service-based project leader must first instill inner confidence and 
belief in himself before attempting to build the bridge for others. Fear 
wages  its battle against confidence. A constant stream of new projects, 
players,  subject matter, and political dynamics all contribute to unknowns, 
which contribute to fear, which undermine confidence. Fear has a  powerful 
smell; like easily spooked mustangs, team members recognize a lack of 
confidence in their project leader. A project leader must be sure of him-
self in spite of this ambiguity. A service-based project leader’s confidence 
stems from his ability to make relationships work, more so than knowl-
edge or processes. This ability to build confidence through the constancy 
of project relationships is a critical success factor to his leadership efforts.

Every organization seems to have projects that people fear. A project 
embroiled in controversy, continually criticized behind closed doors, and 
steeped in high turnover ultimately breeds a lack of confidence. Although 
off-site meetings and pep rallies can give some short-term elation, often 
the root cause is a lack of self-confident project leaders, which limits the 
confidence of the team and customer.
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GROUP CONFIDENCE

Whether in sports, politics, or business, success seems to breed success. 
It takes a dramatic overhaul of attitudes and behaviors for losers to turn 
themselves around. Both visible behaviors and internal habits of thought 
prepare a team for success. confident teams share a passion for account-
ability, collaboration, and initiative. They form around a worthy purpose 
that is attainable and objectively measurable. They demand accountabil-
ity because they understand interdependence; they collaborate openly 
and freely because there is no time or room for blame; their relationships 
embody trust. They act with decisive initiative because they have purpose 
and time is of the essence.12

A leader’s attitude drives his behavior and his behavior drives others’ 
attitudes, which in turn ripple into their behaviors. Group moods and 
emotions are contagious, and projects are no exception. Establishing group 
confidence is a critical part of any project leader’s performance appraisal.

PSYCHOLOGICAL BARRIERS

Belief in oneself sounds nice, but putting it into practice can be difficult, 
particularly with the psychological background a leader carries forward 
in life.

A simple model describing how life experiences impact one’s confidence, 
self-esteem, and ability to take risks is Eric Berne’s transactional analysis. 
Berne’s theory is that each individual has three life states (or ego states): the 
Adult (the only rational state), the Parent, and the Child. These states are 
played out in interactions with others externally, or internally within one’s 
mind. The Parent state derives from authority figures or events that are 
imposed upon a person, and normally focuses on what is acceptable behav-
ior and what is not. The Child state reflects one’s feelings when exposed to 
external events. The brain records and stores these events and feelings, and 
later, the Parent and Child states play themselves out in Adult life, often 
without being recognized as irrational responses to the present situation.

Berne concludes that, when children are continually subjected to 
 correction from parents, they form the attitude, “I’m not OK; you’re OK.” 
This is not to imply that parents should not correct their children. 
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However,  Berne’s research concludes that many people do not emerge 
from this state. As adults, they feel that they live at the mercy of others, 
which leads them to continually seek approval.

Some children move out of the “I’m not OK; you’re OK,” and into a 
 second life position of, “I’m not OK; you’re not OK.” This comes about 
when parental correction is applied without supportive, positive rein-
forcement. The child develops an attitude that life is difficult, troubling, 
and must be survived alone, and carries this into adult life.

Other children move into an attitude of, “I’m OK; you’re not OK,” which 
can be carried into adult life as the feeling that life is very challenging 
because of the incompetence that surrounds them.

It’s the fourth attitude of, “I’m OK; you’re OK,” that represents the 
healthiest position. This state requires a balance of self-confidence that 
allows the establishment of healthy relationships and self-esteem with 
control of the negative, blaming responses that fuel the sense that other 
people are “not OK.”13

The adult “I’m not OK” or “You’re not OK” attitudes are not conducive 
to projects, their managers, or leaders. The temporariness of the project 
environment, with its lack of a stable structure and ambiguity, can fuel 
these attitudes, undermining one’s confidence and ability to lead, making 
it easier to be resigned to a less than successful outcome, or even to fail.

However, with confidence, a project manager is more likely to transition 
into the behaviors of a leader. These behaviors include anything from con-
fidently strolling through the office to fostering open communication, to 
knowing project team members as people, not just as workers, and treat-
ing them with respect.

The service-based project leader’s self-confidence leads to personal trans-
formational experiences. By instilling confidence in the team and customer, 
the initiation of transformation begins. The first step is to build the bridge 
of confidence. This may sound overwhelming to a busy professional settled 
into a career and life position, but it is never too late to believe in yourself.

SUMMARY

Commitment begins with a desire to fulfill the higher-order needs 
described in the works of Maslow and Frankl, paired with an awareness of 
one’s natural abilities, strengths, and qualities.
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Practitioners who seek to satisfy these needs must first make a conscious 
decision to take ownership of their destiny. This ownership rests in a combi-
nation of life choices and decisions concerning what one desires in life and 
a career. A service-based project leader must first instill inner confidence in 
himself before building a bridge of confidence for others.
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8
Finding Meaning in Creating, 
Rather than Problem Solving

INTRODUCTION

Project management literature often refers to the need for project 
 managers to be good problem solvers. Unfortunately, problem solving 
on projects is not as binary as solving a mathematical equation, which 
either can or cannot be solved. In the cases when it can be solved, there 
is usually one way to do so. Problem solving in projects is more complex, 
offering a variety of solutions with myriad results. Those solutions are 
often temporary and result in the problem being transferred in disguise 
to someone else.

It is common for problem solving in project management to become a 
consuming task for project managers in organizations that share resources 
across projects. The lack of clear prioritization of project tasks in matrixed, 
managed environments creates constant task switching, which devas-
tates productivity and schedules, leaving a host of problems to be solved. 
Creativity, strategy, and visioning all become lost in a fog of continual 
crisis management and problem solving.

Project managers work to solve problems and coordinators work to 
report the status of problems, but project leaders work to create energy 
to bring visions to reality. Creating involves changing the underlying 
structure or root cause of a problem, while at the same time bringing new 
realities into existence. A project leader’s problem-solving focus is on the 
removal of barriers to allow the creative process to flourish.

When vision and creativity are lacking in projects, project teams 
tend to recycle previous problems or move from one version of a prob-
lem to another. Without a project vision, they focus on solving the 



94 • The Strategic Project Leader 

current problem. A strong vision is necessary to change the attitudes, 
behaviors, and processes associated with today’s projects, particularly 
information technology projects. Technology can enable these changes, 
but too often a project team’s focus on technology obscures the achieve-
ment of the vision.

An installed system is a milestone to achieving the transformation in 
people, systems, and organizations that is necessary to achieve strategic 
results. Consider a redesign of a web form application for smartphones 
and mobile devices critical to new customers and revenue generation. 
The project team focuses more on the technology underlying the process 
than on the customer experience. Customers reject the new application, 
not because it doesn’t work on a smartphone, but because it fits the old 
paradigm of customers sitting at computer. Marketing wants more data 
collected during the application. Sales wants it to be a better experience for 
customers to increase pull through—including not asking for extraneous 
information. Executives just send an edict saying, “We need to be mobile 
by year end.” Led by a tactical project manager, project teams miss con-
necting a vision with their work. This is due to a leadership failure to see 
how fundamental changes in customer behaviors, i.e., mobile computing, 
need to be artfully expressed in a compelling project vision. This compel-
ling vision requires a service-based project leader to resolve competing 
interests among stakeholders during the visioning process.

STRUCTURE FOR CREATING

In his book The Path of Least Resistance, Robert Fritz uses a basic law 
of nature to help articulate how organizations function. The law is that 
energy will travel along the path of least resistance determined by its 
underlying structure. If organizations or teams are not structured prop-
erly, they will likewise take the easy, familiar path, often failing to achieve 
their desired results.1 A common structural problem is organizations 
 trying to execute strategic projects within their multiproject systems. 
In the  personal growth realm, taking charge of one’s project management 
career and becoming a service-based project leader requires the proper 
structure to support this endeavor.

Fritz identifies two main structures: a conflict-resolution system that 
tends to oscillate, producing temporary results but ultimately failing  to 



Finding Meaning in Creating, Rather than Problem Solving • 95

achieve lasting results; and a tension-resolution system that tends to 
 produce success and permanent results.

Problem-solving efforts in organizations, as well as in one’s personal 
life, often employ a conflict-resolution system. The desire for change yields 
initial results, but because the underlying structure does not support these 
results, instability occurs and the structure seeks stability through resist-
ing the change. Anyone who has tried to stop smoking or drinking real-
izes the potential to replace one vice with another: You give up cigarettes 
but wind up overeating instead. The same is true in organizations and 
project teams. Organizational problems may be temporarily “solved” but 
in reality are dispersed to other areas. A process-improvement effort to 
reduce the cost of operations may create customer satisfaction problems 
for sales and marketing, and end up costing the organization more in the 
long run.

Creating is important to project management because it involves more 
than mere problem solving that tends to lead to temporary results. The act 
of creating, inspired by a compelling vision, leads to permanent results. 
The creative project leader and team address underlying issues and 
tensions to create new solutions rather than temporarily adjusting the 
same old situations.

PERSONAL VISIONING

A leader’s purpose and vision—what she stands for and who she is— 
precedes the team purpose and vision. A service-based project leader 
must create a personal purpose and vision and be en route to achieving 
results prior to leading others. Her purpose is a statement regarding her 
life’s meaning: “Why do I exist?” The vision embodies how she is to live 
out this purpose.

An example of a purpose is, “to equip and motivate project managers to 
make the world a better place.” The personal vision of how to achieve this 
purpose may be, “by developing and delivering quality educational mate-
rials, writing articles and books, and speaking at conferences or seminars.”

A purpose provides a feeling of significance, not just success. Values 
such as justice, peace, harmony, and recognition along with strengths 
such as creativity, public speaking, and analytical capabilities will impact 
an individual’s purpose.
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Some examples of a purpose and personal vision are as follows:

Purpose—Improve public education
Personal vision—Implement cost-effective technology in public schools 

K through 12 to prepare children to participate in a digital, mobile 
workforce

Purpose—Improve healthcare system
Personal vision—Implement policy that maximizes patient value by 

achieving the best patient outcomes for the lowest cost
Purpose—Improve research and development effectiveness
Personal vision—Implement policy and tools to improve cost- 

effectiveness of publicly funded research and development

It is easy to imagine how these personal visions align with an individ-
ual’s core values, such as assisting others, creativity, health, and equality, 
and how each vision could translate into several projects.

A personal vision should conjure up mental images of one’s ideal self. 
This image should be appealing to both the individual and to those 
around her: family, co-workers, friends, etc. A personal vision must be 
attainable and have achievable stretch goals with enough clarity that deci-
sion making toward the goals is facilitated. The vision should not be too 
rigid, which prohibits flexibility in the face of changing circumstances. 
Personal vision statements can reference self-image, health, relationships, 
work, personal pursuits, and community aspirations.

A personal vision is created by two components: one’s current reality 
(where you are) and ideal self (who you want to be). The discrepancy 
creates tension that must be resolved at a personal level.2 Only then 
can one’s personal vision be aligned with the larger, more inclusive group 
vision, which is critical for creating the energy to achieve this vision.

A personal vision is preceded by a calling: a deep understanding of 
 identity and purpose, or as some might say, an assignment from above. 
A leader’s calling, personal vision, and career can be tightly connected. 
Although one’s personal vision may be shared by others, a calling is 
more unique to the individual. A calling is heard uniquely through an 
individual’s own perceptions of her strengths, the environment that 
attracts her, and the needs of humanity. When she has found her  calling, 
it is revealed through the reinvigoration of energy, steadfast belief in 
oneself, and satisfaction. Callings are not easy to find, nor at times are 
they easy to accept.3 One’s calling can be uncomfortable, as reflected 
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in Mother Teresa’s statement, “I know God will not give me anything 
I can’t handle. I just wish that He didn’t trust me so much.”4

GROUP VISIONING

Organizations, whether they are multinational corporations or small 
 project teams, exist for reasons beyond financial gain. Of course, they 
intend to prosper financially, but generally they also have a more inspir-
ing purpose that is usually found in their mission or vision statement. 
A service-based project leader asks whether the organization is being true 
to its moral purpose and helps hold organizations and their management 
accountable for being truthful with themselves. The best  compliment 
I received was when an executive said, “Thank you for helping us be  honest 
with ourselves and not letting us believe we can shortcut this  project.” 
Pushing work over the finish line is rewarding, but keeping customers 
grounded and true to themselves is significant.

Similar to a personal vision, a group vision should conjure up mental 
images of the team’s ideal self-image and purpose. This image should be 
appealing to all individuals and interested stakeholders. A group vision 
must be attainable and have enough focus that enables the delegation of 
decision making toward its purpose. Does the team want to be a high-
performing team? What types of behaviors, relationships, and energy 
does the team want to reflect? How does this compare to what the team is 
today? Service-based project leaders facilitate these questions and answers 
because they are accountable for the results.

An example of group vision is, “Our project team will value our cus-
tomers, represent all interested parties, and provide the highest quality 
project deliverables, including analysis, process definition, and software 
deliverables that satisfy our stakeholders’ needs to the best of our ability. 
We will accomplish this by listening to, comprehending, and believing in 
our customers’ goals and objectives. We will use open, honest communi-
cations with customers, stakeholders, and other team members; do what 
we said we would do; value other’s contributions; offer assistance without 
expectations; and hold our team objectives over any personal ambition.”

Notice that the vision focuses on quality, best efforts, and a com-
mon good but also calls out specific project deliverables. It is important 
to include all stakeholders in this team visioning process. For instance, 
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customers may value speed over quality in certain situations. The vision 
does not include caveats about resource availability or scope changes. 
It  also puts a premium on customer focus and establishes group values 
and norms by which behavior can be aligned.

INITIATIVE VISIONING

Project leaders must be able to articulate, in a concise manner, the 
essence of what a team is trying to create. This initiative visioning, 
a collaborative process, yields a shared vision, with linkages to personal 
visions. This requires project leaders to work closely with sponsors and 
key stakeholders to assist them in resolving the ambiguity and conflicts—
the disconnects in the management’s edict. These disconnects become 
apparent to team members, interested parties, and ultimately customers, 
leaving the impression that the outcome of this tremendous effort will be 
mediocrity at best! Initiative visioning is how service-based project leaders 
not only transform processes and systems, but also initiate the personal 
transformation of themselves and others.

Beginning with the end in mind by using pictures, graphs, and diagrams 
is critical to sparking imagination and achieving shared visions. The cre-
ation of mental images and shared visions creates energy and hope that 
precedes the physical creation. An organization that is honest with itself 
has a healthy tension between reality and the future. The service-based 
project leader, with her core team, defines the current reality of the team 
as truthfully as possible, and then creates a compelling vision for where it 
wants to go or what it wants to become.

A certified project manager should know that team development is a 
high priority, and she should understand the conflicts inherent in a matrix 
organization. In the early stages of the project, often the team is not a high-
performing team. Project teams often struggle with unclear goals and unde-
fined relationships, which can generate tremendous negative energy.

The shared vision enables a team to generate positive energy. Team 
 members sense when critical communication needs to happen and they 
understand each other intimately enough to know when someone needs 
help. Team members contribute equally; there are no hidden agendas or 
turf battles and everyone is excited about the customer, not just about 
what is in it for them. A project leader must define this initiative’s 
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vision and the current reality and allow the tension to resolve itself. 
if the  underlying structure is built on mutual trust, respect, and open 
dialogue, energy will naturally be generated toward that vision, and a 
high-performing team will emerge.

A team defined by self-interest, fear, and a lack of trust may exhibit 
 periods of high performance when everyone’s interests and moods align, 
but more often will fall short of being a high-performing team because the 
underlying structure is flawed. For example, the leader’s personal vision 
doesn’t align with the group’s vision, the group’s vision is undefined or not 
compatible with achieving the initiative’s vision, or the initiative’s vision 
is vague, unrealistic, or missing.

A catalyst to building a shared vision is trust. Trust becomes an enabling 
factor that resolves the tension, allowing movement toward a vision of a 
high-performing team. Trust-based relationships are instrumental in 
resolving ambiguity, conflicts, and risks.

THE CREATIVITY IN ALL OF US

Creativity is often regarded as an elusive talent or gift inherent in one’s 
makeup. Although research does tell us that differences exist between 
the neural connections of highly creative people and less creative people, 
creativity must be appreciated and understood by project leaders who 
bring forth change and transformation. Leadership success factors are 
becoming more situational as accelerated change in organizations drives 
increased competition and organizational complexity. Thus leadership, 
particularly in projects that destabilize traditional processes and intro-
duce dramatic change, has no preset formula. Service-based project lead-
ership must use the awareness of self, the environment, and followers to 
execute leadership on the fly. This requires creativity, both planned and 
unplanned.

“Creating a work or doing a deed,” according to Viktor Frankl, is a vital 
part of finding purpose in life.5 A service-based project leader, called to 
journey deep within and pursue important personal questions, illumi-
nates these creative values when she interacts with the external environ-
ment and brings about a new order to it.

Humans are uniquely creative by nature. Not only is each of us unique 
in our own bodies and minds, but we create events and circumstances as 
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a result of our mere existence. Our bodies create carbon dioxide, our skin 
regenerates, and we procreate.

Different kinds of creativity happen within people as well. Some may be 
more inclined to revolutionary forms of creativity that inspire lateral or 
out-of-the-box thinking.6 Others may be better at evolutionary  creativity, 
such as incremental improvement. Each has a place in project teams. 
The good news is that project leaders do not have to be the sole  provider 
of creativity; rather, they must understand its purpose and how to 
 leverage it in their teams.

Even if the project leader is not highly creative, at a minimum she can 
become skilled at creating a climate that encourages creativity. With 
knowledge of how creativity works, what accelerates it and impedes it, a 
project leader can use her influence on the project climate to foster the 
right mix of elements that allows team members to be creative. This  climate 
must embody trust and accept failure as part of a learning process.

CREATIVITY IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT

As we know, a project is a temporary undertaking to create a unique prod-
uct or service, having a defined start and end point and specific objectives 
that, when accomplished, signify completion.

Creators have a high tolerance for discrepancy; and the greater 
the discrepancy, the greater the forces at work.7 This is the heart of the 
creative process. This is why a project leader needs to be comfortable 
with ambiguity. However, as a planner, risk manager, executer, and con-
troller, project managers are continually trying to eliminate  ambiguity 
in order to get things done. Coordinators use assumptions, statements 
that appear to dampen ambiguity. Project leaders learn how to use 
ambiguity to create discrepancy between the current reality and the 
initiative’s vision. But the truth is, the greater the clarity and tension 
between the current (reality) and future state (vision), the more effi-
cient the team will be in defining tasks, durations, and risks and in 
helping the project manager execute the plan. Project leaders who are 
not comfortable with this discrepancy between current reality and 
future vision are often easily discouraged.

Traditional thoughts on project visioning were confined to aligning 
team members, helping manage expectations, and creating common 
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understanding. A more advanced take on project visioning is that a 
well-crafted, articulated vision that creates discrepancy will create posi-
tive energy to fuel creativity.

Exploiting the Creative Process in Project Management

The creative process is filled with tension, anxiety, and doubt. These seem-
ingly uncomfortable feelings are signs of a fertile creative environment. 
Service-based project leaders using the creative process to their advan-
tage learn to apply steady pressure to their conscious efforts toward a new 
reality and outcome until the pressure fails to produce any new move-
ment or insight. Then they release that pressure, relax, and wait alertly for 
fresh insights.8

When a vivid discrepancy exists between current and future states of 
the project, the spark of creative energy sets the project team’s imagi-
nation in motion. Creating involves making specific choices about the 
 project results that the customer and the project team want to create. 
At the  organizational or strategic level, project managers may be left out 
of this process or only involved at the end of this initial creative process.

This illustrates the need for service-based project leaders to be 
 customer focused, with strong relationships that enable them to get 
involved earlier on in the process. The earlier the involvement in this 
step, the greater the energy the service-based project leader can  generate 
within the team.

However, at the initiative level, the service-based project leader has a 
tremendous opportunity to initiate and facilitate the germination of cre-
ativity. This would include well-facilitated brainstorming sessions, team 
building exercises, assessments, etc. The more clear outcomes a leader 
can define and cast to enhance creative energy in the current state of 
the project plan, the faster the project train will pull out of the station.

Once started, the creative process becomes a learning process through 
experience and assimilation of knowledge back into the project team. 
The project team must digest what is experienced in carrying out the work 
of the project and reprocess it into new knowledge.

On an initiative level, a service-based project leader recognizes the need 
for team members to continuously process the results of the project. Just as 
important as the project plan is a climate that allows project team members 
(creators) to experience, process, and learn in a time-compressed envi-
ronment. This accelerated creative process—getting work of the initiative 
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done—can reach an impasse, but then a breakthrough occurs after a 
period of feeling like no progress is being made. Astute leaders understand 
this process and patiently wait for breakthroughs. Their main concern is 
maintaining a healthy environment for the creative process to work.

A service-based project leader uses milestones, lessons learned, and 
communication plans to assist individuals in assimilating their efforts 
back into her team and deliverables into the larger organization. Project 
plans that allow the creative process to begin earlier and the use of simula-
tions, prototypes, and pilots enhance the learning and assimilation curve 
for everyone. Organizations trying to improve project management matu-
rity sometimes allow creativity to be siphoned out of the plan, and project 
plans become mirror images of previous plans.

A service-based project leader knows when she is finished, sensing a 
total accomplishment of the results the project team wanted to create. The 
project plans include refinement activities to touch up the final results, 
and include steps to verify results with customers. The keys to completion 
are keeping the energy alive by continually projecting the discrepancy 
between current reality and the project vision, verifying work product 
results in the project plan, and acknowledging accomplishments.

The creative process aligns very closely with the project management 
processes (see Figure  8.1). A service-based project leader considers the 
creative process when developing work breakdown structures, tasks, 

• Creative Process
– Germination 

• Energizing
– Assimilate

• Learning
– Completion

• Acknowledging

• PMBOK® Guide Process Groups
– Initiating

• Charter
• Kick off

– Planning 
• Scope, risk plans
• Cost and schedule estimates

– Executing 
• Prototypes
• Creation of deliverables
• Scope verification

– Monitoring & Controlling
• Feedback processes
• Lessons learned

– Closing
• Acceptance
• Lessons learned

�e Creative Process is
adapted from Fritz, chap. 11.

FIGURE 8.1
Creative nature of process in A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge 
(PMBOK® Guide).
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and activities. The more a project plan enhances the creative process, the 
more likely positive results will be achieved.

The project leader always focuses on measurable results to verify and 
confirm project completion. Even though the outcome may require refine-
ment, a project leader’s clear vision allows the team and customer to say in 
unison, “We are finished when…”

At the tail end of projects, team members are tired, and many begin to 
be pulled on to newer, more exciting projects. Creating tasks and activi-
ties to keep the vision alive and allow the team members to experience 
the results of what they have created is the ultimate recognition of their 
individual growth and accomplishments.

The focus on creating is an important element of leadership, particu-
larly project leadership, where creation and transformation are necessary 
to bring about lasting results.

SUMMARY

In the past, much focus has been placed on project management 
 problem-solving skills. However, this focus tends to lead to a project 
team getting bogged down in viewing their project as a set of problems 
that  have to be solved. When the service-based project leader is able 
to bring the project team and all stakeholders to a shared vision based 
on resolving the tension between the current reality and the desired 
state, she is able to turn the project process into a creative process. 
This creative process infuses the project with the energy needed for 
lasting results.
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9
Finding the Energy to Make 
the Commitment

INTRODUCTION

Why are project managers not growing into C-level management 
 positions?  The reasons may be many, including the lack of financial, 
marketing, or specific technical skills that may prove a project manager 
unworthy of C-level positions. However, a more salient reason is their 
unwillingness to get out of their comfort zone of schedules, tools, and 
templates.1 You must be courageous to be a service-based project leader. 
Courage carries a price but offers a meaningful return.

BARRIERS TO COMMITMENT

Fear of Change

Attitudes and behaviors must grow from confidence, not fear. One’s atti-
tude drives the action to start on the road to service-based project leader-
ship. Getting started is not easy and should not be taken lightly. Many 
people have trouble keeping commitments to themselves and others. The 
commencement of an inner journey to follow a calling is impeded not just 
by excuses but also by fear and stress.

Status and recognition can restrict the compelling need to stretch in 
new, demanding ways. (Many have worked their way up a long difficult 
road to their good salary, nice benefits, predictable environment, and 
sense of control.) Any change—even in the direction one feels called—
can be destabilizing.
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Any project manager looking to make a leap to project leadership must 
develop a courageous attitude that encourages decision making based on 
reality and the needs of stakeholders. Staying in the comfort zone prevents 
him from transforming himself and his environment.

Stress

Getting out of one’s comfort zone takes energy—energy that often does 
not exist. Project managers and project leaders work in an environment 
laden with causes of burnout. Simply put, burnout occurs whenever energy 
becomes deficient. One of the leading causes of burnout is stress, which 
has serious physiological effects on the body and diminishes psychologi-
cal energy from the heart and mind. Stress is experienced when a person 
 perceives that demands exceed the personal and social resources the individ-
ual is able to mobilize. The impact of stress on health is well researched and 
documented. Symptoms such as exhaustion, irritability, anger, and physical 
problems, headaches, or weight gain impact one’s health, mental ability, and 
emotional resilience.2

Stress in the workplace is reaching epidemic portions. According to a 
2013 survey, 83 percent of Americans feel stressed by their jobs. Pay was 
the biggest source of stress for 14 percent of workers, as was having an 
unreasonable workload. Working in a job that is not in the person’s chosen 
career was the largest source of stress for 8 percent of respondents.3 Most 
project managers endure heavy workloads, would like to earn more money, 
and did not originally envision project management as their career.

Stress is associated not only with work that exceeds one’s capacity or 
skills but also with having too little work or work that is uninspiring.

Not all stress is bad. Studies have indicated a potential positive outcome 
to properly regulated stress that can be very beneficial to improving perfor-
mance. The physiological arousal associated with this “eustress” can be 
channeled into performance energy, heightening awareness, and con-
centration for short periods of time. However, over an extended period of 
time, this type of physiological arousal becomes harmful to the body and 
tends to bring about behavioral patterns that can negatively affect a team.4

Impact of Stress on the Heart and Mind

Stress, both environmental and task induced, has always been rampant 
in project management. It attacks a leader’s heart, the resting place of 
desires and goals. Environmental stress stems from relationships and 
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organizational culture. A primary source of burnout is the inability to 
manage the difficult relationships that cause stress levels to escalate very 
quickly in a project environment. The establishment of a healthy environ-
ment minimizes environmental stress and is essential to protecting the 
heart and fighting the erosion of talent.

The second attack on a leader’s heart is task stress, which deals with 
the work being attempted and the capacity of the project manager or 
his team to deliver or just keep up. Having too much work or work that 
is too difficult leaves one overwhelmed, frustrated, and laden with feel-
ings of incompetence. Having project deadlines and a team incapable 
of meeting them intensifies feelings of hopelessness and dissonance. 
Eventually, the project manager reaches the point at which he is only 
going through the motions, with low expectations of himself, others, 
and the project outcome.

Task stress also attacks the mind, the resting place of one’s creative 
 capability. A more subtle kind of task stress is that which arises from 
uninspiring work or work that is not connected to the project manager’s 
core values. Uninspiring work obviates creativity and slowly deadens the 
mind. Job design research indicates that highly standardized, repetitious, 
and routine work all tend to be uninspiring, as is any work in which one 
finds no value or purpose.5 The inability to see and experience the results 
of one’s work can also lead to emotional numbness. People need to be 
challenged, but not beyond their capability. Fatigue in the workplace can 
be due to too much work or to a lack of meaningful work. Managing both 
environmental and task stress is a critical component of long-term profes-
sional development.

Durable Energy

A project manager journeying toward service-based project leadership 
must be able to recharge his energy.

Consumable energy is gained through sleep, proper nutrition, exer-
cise, and general care for the body. This kind of energy depletes relatively 
quickly and must be regularly replenished. Durable energy, however, 
builds a connection between the mind and the heart that resists deple-
tion. The ability to connect to work emotionally and find a driving pur-
pose for that work can reduce both environmental and task stress and 
become a force for change. Reduced stress helps ignite the heart with 
passion for the tasks that must be done. This energy then moves toward 
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the mind, where it works to inspire creativity. Simultaneously, if work is 
inspiring and fascinating, the mind is active and thriving, durable energy 
moves toward the heart, and contributes to the additional discovery of 
purpose. When these forces are simultaneously flowing and interacting, 
durable energy is created. Generating durable energy enables the project 
leader to sustain professional growth.

to allow the heart and mind to remain disconnected and to continue 
working without growth and inspiration is to do a disservice to yourself 
and your profession. Project leaders who create durable energy can more 
naturally exercise fundamental leadership skills associated with senior- 
and executive-level positions. This energy becomes a force for change in 
project work; change in people, processes, and systems. Project leaders 
then can witness the transformation of their community through their 
efforts, generating even more energy for themselves and others.

ELEMENTS OF COMMITMENT

Alignment

Commitment to self-directed leadership growth requires alignment of two 
important areas:. The first is one’s convictions, the strongly held beliefs 
that guide an individual’s actions and decisions. These beliefs evolve over 
time and can strengthen or weaken, but generally stay intact over the 
course of a lifetime. The second is one’s purpose or significance. Purpose 
or significance is about one’s calling, which drives the self toward a per-
sonal destination of fulfilment. It answers the question, “Why am I here?” 
It implies a greater, even a spiritual, reason for one’s existence.

When one has perfect alignment, the sum of his convictions and 
 purpose equals expenditure of time and effort. A simple equation to illus-
trate strong alignment is shown in Figure 9.1. In this situation, a leader’s 
efforts are in complete alignment with what he feels strongly about and 
what outcomes he wishes to accomplish. This alignment is evident in all 

(Convictions + Purpose) 

Leader’s E�ort Expended 
= 1 

FIGURE 9.1
Alignment equation.
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aspects of a leader’s life, such as work, relationships, and physical and 
spiritual health.

Unintentional misalignment is found in many lives. For instance, a 
 project leader’s convictions about drug abuse causes him to educate young 
people about the dangers of alcohol, yet their employer glorifies these  products 
to the younger generations in a marketing campaign. Or a   project leader 
with convictions about human rights may work for an  organization that lob-
bies governments to open trade barriers despite human rights concerns.

But often, project leaders work on projects that simply have no relation-
ship to their true beliefs and convictions. No matter how deeply they dig, 
they cannot find any significance to their efforts. Especially in monolithic 
organizations whose operations and projects have become far removed 
from the primary mission of the organization, project workers cannot 
connect their work with tangible redeeming value to customer, stake-
holder, or society.

Achieving and maintaining this alignment is neither simple nor easy. 
As  leaders apply their efforts, feedback occurs that can strengthen or 
weaken convictions or purpose. Readjustments are common. High-profile 
leaders who achieve success move on to other challenges, adjusting their 
efforts to more closely align with their convictions and purpose. Bill Gates 
moved from being the CEO of Microsoft® to expending much of his time 
and substantial resources on philanthropic efforts. Project leaders should 
view their careers in a similar fashion, albeit on a smaller scale. Success on 
one project should encourage a project leader to recalibrate his alignment 
to ensure that his efforts are as closely aligned with his convictions and 
purpose on future projects as possible.

Without strongly held beliefs and core values, a leader has faint direction 
and little reason for personal change. Trying to change behavioral patterns 
without these will only leave one feeling frustrated, lost, and confused.

Direction

The destination is not as important as the journey. Choosing a destination 
is important because it allows a project manager to orient himself for the 
journey. His destination determines the direction—the types of projects, 
people, and the nature of the work with which he will engage in order to 
become a service-based project leader.

Should service-based project leadership be the destination of all  project 
managers? Maybe not. In that case, what criteria should one use to 
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determine if this is a proper destination? The criteria for service-based 
project leadership are few:

A desire to transcend the past. To start over, begin fresh, experience 
uniqueness, creativity, achievement, unlimited potential and, of 
course, all of the challenges these bring.

A desire to serve and help others. Embody an attitude of unselfish con-
cern for the welfare of others.

These criteria may resonate at different volumes within each of us. However, 
evidence exists that this need for renewing oneself, being unique, express-
ing creativity, desiring achievement, and intending to serve is inherent in 
human nature.

our nature is to transcend the past, understand the present, and 
adapt to the future. A hopeful attitude in approaching life is needed to 
reach beyond oneself, one’s identity, and circumstances, using actions that 
create new opportunities for a life with purpose.

Altruism, unselfish concern for the welfare of others, is found in many 
of the world’s religions as a natural way to fill the human need to love and 
be loved. Giving freely provides deep satisfaction and happiness. Albert 
Schweitzer said: “The only ones among you who will be really happy are 
those who have sought and found how to serve.”6

A practitioner’s direction or plan to move toward service-based project 
leadership should be natural but flexible to allow him to try different types 
of projects with different people. The journey must be feasible, have man-
ageable steps, fit smoothly into his life, and capitalize on his strengths.

Authenticity

The project manager must attempt to remain true to himself throughout 
the journey. It is through this process that the leader begins to discover his 
authentic self. Authenticity is often misunderstood, not least by leaders or 
managers trying to become leaders. A definition of authentic is, “verifi-
ably an original.” The key goal behind becoming a service-based project 
leader is to align convictions with core values, discover those values that 
are focused outwardly on others, and consistently demonstrate behaviors 
that reinforce these values to help establish authenticity. In doing so, the 
leader is serving himself first. A leader must enjoy the journey. If the steps 
are authentic, it is refreshing and invigorating.
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But what if the “original,” the leader, is damaged? What if being 
 authentic means being a self that others do not appreciate? Some take pride 
in their combative, argumentative style, believing this is just the way they 
are. This “take it or leave it” approach to being authentic— verifiably an 
original—leaves one as a verified imposter.

Hence, the classic misunderstanding of authenticity. Being authentic is 
not an innate ability that one is given from above. A leader is not the judge 
of his own authenticity. It is not what one sees in himself, but rather, what 
others see in a person. If authenticity is based on others’ perceptions, then 
one can learn to manage it, control it, and disclose it on his own terms.7

Authentic leaders have strongly held beliefs, make these beliefs known, 
and act consistently with these beliefs and values. These strongly held 
beliefs are aligned tightly with the ethical standards and concern for the 
well-being for others, not oneself! Ethics and service to others are com-
mon denominators to establishing a true vision of oneself relative to 
 others. This true vision will guide the direction of a project leader’s jour-
ney toward service-based project leadership.

The journey proceeds uninhibited toward service-based project 
 leadership when the leader does not polarize events, people, and condi-
tions, but rather finds common ground with the team and customers 
without compromising personal beliefs. Expressing beliefs is reserved 
for the proper moments, but actions consistently display the authentic 
leader’s service orientation, often at critical moments when progress is 
stopped, despair has descended, or crisis has engulfed the project. The 
journey is made in confidence when leaders practice what they preach, 
and the practice is more visible than the preaching. These beliefs are 
common to the masses, and when carefully and thoughtfully articu-
lated, they create unity, not division.

Often we see co-workers acting predominantly in their own self- interest. 
This may be considered as being true to oneself, in the vein of “survival 
of the fittest.” For others to see his true self, a leader needs to be willing to 
display what he believes in. Unfortunately, some cannot get beyond their 
own self-preservation to discover what they truly believe. These peo-
ple often struggle or simply fail to effectively lead others. Their career 
growth direction becomes a crooked, self-destructive path.

The journey to project leadership is less traumatic when the individual 
engages all of his senses, plus intuition and a firm foundation of values to 
process unconscious and conscious feedback from peers. A finely tuned 
antenna for feedback processes it internally, without significant biases based 
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on emotions, fears, or delusions. When he picks up signals that sponsors, 
customers, and team members really appreciate a comment, behavior, atti-
tude, or leadership style, his direction is reinforced and momentum is gained.

RARE OPPORTUNITY

Every project leader has personal convictions about what is important in 
life. These convictions range from beliefs in life and work balance, edu-
cation, religion, relationships, family, childrearing, politics, ethics, etc. 
However, for the project manager seeking to become a service-based proj-
ect leader, there are three mandatory convictions:

 1. He must be fully convinced that leadership competencies are critical 
to project management career success.

 2. He must be completely committed to project work and to developing 
leadership competencies.

 3. He must believe that withholding his leadership competencies is of 
greater risk to his customers than his personal risk of failure.

Strongly held beliefs and core values become alive when they are combined 
with a purpose. Finding a purpose makes work meaningful, and if some-
thing is meaningful to the leader, it is more likely to be so for the team as well. 
Projects leaders who have a purpose create enthusiasm that affects everyone 
they work with. Work with a purpose affects lives in a meaningful way.

Project leaders have a rare opportunity, and in some situations an obli-
gation, to merge their powerful project management knowledge, skills, 
and experience with their convictions and purpose to change the world.

To begin your own process of understanding your convictions and com-
mitments, take time to explore your answers to the questions provided at 
the end of this chapter.

SUMMARY

Service-based project leadership requires serious, conscious commitment 
on the part of the project manager. In order to begin the commitment 
process, one should align core values and convictions with their purpose, 
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which supplies energy to drive behavioral changes. The project leader 
must then decide the direction of his leadership journey and what types of 
projects and people he desires to devote himself to. Finally, he must estab-
lish a connection between his mind and heart relative to project work in 
order to generate durable energy.

SeLF-DiRecteD PRoJect LeADeRSHiP: eStABLiSHinG 
coMMitMent tooL
 1. List 5–10 dream jobs you wish to experience. (Consider ath-

letics, entertainment, religion, politics, medicine, etc. Consider 
working in other parts of the world; let your imagination go.)

 2. Choose 2–3 jobs that seem most exciting, and describe what 
about them makes them so appealing.

 3. Try to identify your value system by evaluating your convic-
tions. Below is a list of words. Use your hand or something 
suitable to cover the words and uncover one word at a time. 
Read each word out loud and take a few minutes to record the 
thoughts, places, people, images, and feelings associated with 
each one. Make a list of the  values that generate the strongest 
thoughts, images, and feelings.

Adventure Assisting others Belonging Challenge
Comfort Competitiveness Conformity Control
Creativity Economic security Equality Physical security
Freedom Health Independence Improving society
Integrity Intellect Order Peace
Power Recognition Respect Spirituality
Success Wealth

 4. Make of list of 10 or more things you wish to do or experience 
before you die. Don’t worry about the practicality or priorities.

 5. Your ideal life: Do some free writing on what your ideal life 
looks like 10 years from now. What people are you around? 
What does the environment look like? What are you doing? Do 
not worry about the feasibility.

 6. What themes arise in each of these exercises?
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 7. Begin drafting a personal vision statement and enhance it over 
the next 30  days. Include your values (convictions) and pur-
pose (outcome). (See Chapter 8 for examples.)

 8. Make a list of people needed to help you achieve this vision or 
people who are impacted by your personal vision.

 9. Commit to action: What action can I take in the next 30–60 
days to move toward my personal vision?

 10. Name three people you will tell about your new commitment to 
your personal vision.
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Competence: The Foundation 
of Leadership

INTRODUCTION

Committed service-based project leaders are the fuel that will ignite the 
project management industry, making it an indispensable profession and 
enabling practitioners to fill the leadership void. Technical competence 
and experience will not guarantee success; it takes skills rooted within 
the individual’s values to effectively unite and lead a group of people over 
whom they have minimal authority.

The art of leadership itself is undergoing changes in today’s highly volatile 
professional environment. Someone who was an excellent leader 5 or 10 years 
ago today may need a new set of leadership skills to continue succeeding.

During the last half of the twentieth century, business leadership was 
dominated by managers who ruled their organizations and teams from 
the top down. Influenced by two World Wars and the Great Depression, 
 organizational hierarchies were structured along military lines, with 
multilayered structures to establish control through rules and processes. 
People climbed the ranks in search of power, status, money and perquisites, 
as described in William H. Whyte’s 1956 classic, The Organization Man.1

The hierarchical model simply doesn’t work anymore. The craftsman-
apprentice model has been replaced by learning organizations, filled with 
knowledge workers who don’t respond to top-down leadership. Today,  leaders 
must align workers to a shared mission and goals and empower workers to 
meet self-imposed standards of excellence, serving customers and enhancing 
collaboration across organization business units, suppliers, and customers.2

in project management where temporary, diverse teams are the norm, 
leadership is desperately needed—leadership that is adaptable,  perceptive, 
timely, meaningful, authentic, and unselfish. The success of this new type 
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of project leadership is critical, because the impact of poor leadership on 
today’s strategic projects and programs is too great for society to bear.

Consider the impacts to society of the Paul S. Sarbanes Silver Spring 
Transit Center outside Washington, DC. An important part of the revital-
ization of downtown Silver Spring, Maryland, with expected use by nearly 
60,000 people each day, the project was on the drawing board for 20 years.3 
Builders broke ground on the center in 2008 and expected to complete it in 
2011. But by 2013, the project was two years behind schedule, tens of millions 
of  dollars over budget, and in need of extensive repairs before it could open to 
the public. The transit center was intended as a hub for local, commuter, and 
intercity buses, trains, and the commuter line. At the heart of the problems 
was the discovery that 60 percent of the concrete in the decks was poured so 
that it was too thin in some places and too thick in others. These errors led 
to a public display of finger pointing between government offices,  politicians, 
and contractors.4 The lack of leadership—leadership to serve the best  interest 
of all parties—is evident in a four-month chronology of events:

April 7, 2010: County building inspector asks whether design will cause 
concrete to crack at the edge of the bus deck.

May 11, 2010: Design engineer says cracking is not expected, but con-
crete contractors should be consulted before proceeding.

June 3, 2010: Concrete contractor says transit center’s unique design 
means that past experience is no guide to cracking at edge of deck; 
county must rely on analysis by design engineer.

August 2010: Concrete pouring begins.5

No one was truly in charge and leading the initiative to serve the best 
interest of all.

Another four-month chronology shows how, without leadership  holding 
all parties accountable, parties began to ignore reality.

October 28, 2010: Cracks seen at edge of concrete deck.
November 2010: Workers report to county and transportation body 

that concrete is too thin.
November 16, 2010: County says construction is “still on track” and 

transit center will open in October 2011.
December 2010–January 2011: Concrete pouring continues through 

winter, with inadequate attention to special curing requirements in 
cold weather.6
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it then took another full year to disclose concrete problems to the 
public, the primary customer of this project. The latest projected date 
for opening the transit center is 2014,7 and the project is nearly $50  million 
over  the project’s original $75 million budget.8 Ironically, in 2008, 
the  county executive cut planned features from the project due to bids 
coming in well over the planned budget.9

The cost of poor leadership on today’s strategic projects and programs 
is too great for society to bear. The starting point for leadership is com-
petence in the project’s area of application, competence in handling the 
social dynamics of powerful stakeholders, and competence in facilitating 
good decision making for all stakeholders.

COMPETENCE

Competence is generally referred to as the quality or condition— 
knowledge, attitudes, skills, and experience—to succeed in carrying out 
a task.10 Competent project managers consistently apply their knowledge 
of project management and their behaviors to increase the likelihood of 
project success.11

Personal competence, the core of project management, integrates a 
practitioner’s behavioral qualities (which flow outward) and attitudinal 
qualities (which flow inward) to affect how one works with others. Project 
manager competence includes project management and project context 
knowledge, skills, and experiences that affect how well a project  man-
ager executes project management-related activities.12 Project leader 
 competence not only encompasses both project manager and  personal 
competence but also includes the ability to lead others in the project 
 environment as shown in Figure 10.1.

BACKGROUND ON PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT COMPETENCIES

Project manager competence is not a new concept; it has been around 
for years with continual evolution of its definition. However, project 
 management competence is not the same as project manager competence. 
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Project management competence involves everyone in the  project 
 organization: the project manager, the sponsors, the customers, the 
team members, the project office, and key stakeholders.13 Project 
 management  competence is associated with organizational behavior 
and  organizational project management methodologies and maturity. 
The  journey to project management competence is long and requires 
serious  organizational commitment.

Project manager competence is specific to the individual acting in the 
capacity of project manager. Both project manager and organizational com-
petence are required to achieve repeatable project management success.

Today, with increased complexity, accelerated change, and specialization 
of project management functions, project leadership is becoming its own 
competency. Leadership is situational and dynamic; therefore, the coor-
dinator role of a project manager will become increasingly commoditized 
because those tasks are more generic and repeatable. Organizations will 
struggle to find competent leaders to provide quality project management 
services. Not all project managers have the ability or desire to act as 
 leaders; nor will they accept a coordinating role.

Project leadership competencies are the most challenging to thor-
oughly define, develop, and improve since leadership success is hard 
to predict. A  framework for project manager leadership competence 
cannot be solely dependent on an organization’s project management 

Project Leader 
Competence

Project Manager 
Competence

Personal 
Competence

FIGURE 10.1
Competency relationships of a project leader.
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maturity, even though organizational maturity influences the results. 
Project managers can develop leadership competencies regardless 
of the organizational state of project management competence. 
Job  descriptions for senior project and program managers require 
proven leadership competence.

Today, project leadership competencies are embedded within project 
manager competence models.

The Project Management Institute (PMI®) has the Project Manager 
Competency Development Framework, now in its second edition. The 
International Project Management Association (IPMA) has published 
Version 3 of their competency baseline. Some organizations have their 
own proprietary models that align with career development. Other models 
exist that combine the measurement of knowledge, skills,  problem  solving, 
analytical thinking, and psychometric testing. Some  organizations  simply 
rely on a certification as a measure of competence, even though most 
 realize the limitations of this measure.

Project Manager Competency Development 
Framework Overview

The PMI’s Project Manager Competency Development Framework, Second 
Edition, is tightly aligned with A Guide to the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) and its process groups. The frame-
work breaks down competencies as follows:

• Project Management Knowledge: What the project manager 
knows about the application of processes, tools, and techniques 
for project activities

• Project Management Performance: How the project manager applies 
project management knowledge to meet project requirements

• Personal Competence: How a project manager behaves when per-
forming project activities within a project environment14

PMI’s framework is focused on performing the activities associated with 
the five process groups—initiating, planning, executing, monitoring and 
controlling, and closing—in the PMBOK® Guide. The framework empha-
sizes competence as a driver of performance; a competent project man-
ager will be able to consistently achieve project goals. Emphasis is placed 
on traditional project performance metrics, such as scope, cost, schedule, 
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quality, and processes associated with initiating, planning, executing, 
controlling, and closing projects.

The framework identifies the performance competencies a project 
 manager must have regarding each process group and distills them into 
competencies with evidence to support the competence.

For example, a performance criterion is ensuring that stakeholders are 
identified and their needs are understood. This criterion would be sup-
ported by documented evidence of a stakeholder list with description of 
their needs and objectives, position, and influence; feedback from stake-
holders  acknowledging their needs were understood; and a communica-
tion plan.15

The framework also has a personal competence section that describes 
the personal competencies, ideal core traits, personality, and behaviors 
of a project manager. They include communicating, leading, managing, 
 cognitive ability, effectiveness, and professionalism.16

IPMA ICB Standard

The IPMA Competence Baseline (ICB), Version 3, published in 2006, is the 
basis for IPMA’s four certification levels. It defines three  components 
of competence—technical, behavioral, and contextual—in its “Eye of 
Competency.”17 The technical competence range contains 20  elements, 
which focus on fundamental project management elements such as risk, 
scope, quality, time, cost, procurement, and communication. The  behavioral 
competency range contains 15 elements, which focus on a project manager’s 
attitudes and interpersonal skills. Leadership is a behavior  competency ele-
ment and is listed as one of the most important behavior competencies for 
individuals; others include negotiation, self- control, openness, creativity, 
and assertiveness. Third are 11 contextual  competencies that relate to the 
context of the project, including  managing relationships within the lines of 
business; understanding the  business,  program, and portfolio relationships 
to the project; and  executing  financial, legal, and system responsibilities.

ICB 3.0 Competence Baseline has increased its focus on behavioral 
competencies in both its standard and certification process as a result of 
demands to define adequate professional behavior for practitioners and the 
recognition that these skills are becoming more critical to organizations as 
projects have become more numerous, complex, and varied in nature.

The weighting of the technical, behavioral, and contextual competen-
cies varies depending on the level of certification. In general, technical 
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competence weight is greater with the lower-level certifications and weighted 
less in the higher-level certifications. Conversely, weight of behavioral 
 competencies increases as certification level increases.18

LACK OF FOCUS ON BEHAVIORAL LEADERSHIP

These PMI® and IPMA standards, used by project management practi-
tioners and organizations all over the world, have done much to develop 
and improve project managers’ knowledge and process skills. Even so, less 
attention has been paid to improving the behavioral leadership aspect of 
project management competencies.

Although both organizations recognize the importance of  leadership 
 competencies, trainers, organizations, and practitioners have yet to 
develop rigorous methods to improve these competencies and measure 
them  uniformly. Challenges in this regard are significant for industry and 
 practitioners alike. Any attention to behavior is usually associated with 
generic psychometric assessments that provide general information about 
one’s styles or preferences. But these assessments are not tailored to the 
unique challenges of the project environment and the critical nature of the 
stakeholder relationships.

Virtually all aspects of project manager competency and organizational 
project management competency have been met with industry standards 
and tools for improvement except the leadership aspect. Although IPMA’s 
and PMI’s standards include behavior constructs to define competency, 
the industry has failed to develop a workable framework for project leader-
ship competencies that creates positive energy on project teams, enhances 
performance, and creates leadership opportunities.

Why? First, many sponsoring organizations of project management 
are not demanding such a framework, probably because they still believe 
they can achieve a high level of project management performance without 
measuring the behavior requirements of the project leader. They believe 
that continual refinement and standardization of processes and a knowl-
edgeable, experienced project manager with a methodology are all they 
need to achieve project success.

Another reason organizations are not demanding a behavioral  leadership 
model for project managers is because they view project manager 
 behavior as a general responsibility of the human resource  department. 
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If a  project manager’s behavior is detrimental to the organization, then 
human resource processes are initiated to formally write up performance 
 deficiencies or assign a coach or mentor. This is rarely adequate for the 
behaviorally or attitudinally challenged project manager, particularly 
since by the time it has reached the attention of human resources, signifi-
cant damage has been done to the team’s  performance and their attitudes.

Finally, practitioners are not jumping over each other to measure their 
behavioral leadership competence. Although project managers cite lack 
of leadership, communication, and teamwork as observed deficiencies 
among their peers, they are not rushing to adopt a behavioral frame.19 
The  reason is fear associated with holding themselves accountable for 
their own behaviors. Now the importance of the commitment process 
associated with becoming a serviced-based project leader becomes clear: 
To be committed to leadership competencies, project managers must first 
recognize the need for them—and then desire to transform themselves.

SUMMARY

Leadership is undergoing changes in today’s highly volatile profes-
sional environment. People skills, the ability to unite others in pursuit 
of a  common vision, and participative management are the future of 
 successful project leadership. Project leader competence is becoming its 
own  specialized area and includes both personal competence and project 
management competence. Although IPMA’s and PMI’s standards include 
behavior constructs to define competencies, the industry has failed to 
develop a workable framework for project leadership competence that 
 creates positive energy on project teams, enhances performance, and 
 creates leadership opportunities.
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11
Customers’ Perception of Your 
Project: Stakeholder Management

INTRODUCTION

To succeed as a service-based project leader, it is essential to focus 
 realistically on the project environment and stakeholders’ needs. Decision 
making becomes clearer when based in reality and on the needs of others.1 
This is the basis for our leadership competency framework.

Most project management textbooks use terms or phases such as 
“unique,” “temporary in nature,” or “has not been done before” to describe 
project characteristics. They also describe how projects have a need or a 
problem statement, which is translated into project goals and  measurable 
benefits. These project goals are the goals of sponsors, key stakehold-
ers, end users, team members, and other interested parties. Stakeholder 
 interest in a project includes the impact of success or failure on their lives, 
careers, and reputations.

All stakeholders are customers of the service-based project  leader. 
These  customers inherently understand that the achievement of the 
 project’s  goal entails risk. The more strategic the project is to the orga-
nization, the  greater the risk associated with the project and the greater 
the stakes are for all involved. Thus, stakeholder management is a critical 
 success factor for a service-based project leader’s project or program.

Another key characteristic of all projects is that they require resources, 
particularly human resources, that must work together. These resources 
assigned to participate in and accomplish the project’s goals are normally 
drawn from various parts of the organization. These stakeholders often 
have other jobs; the project is an additional responsibility.

Strategic projects are filled with ambiguity and uncertainty. This 
 uncertainty about the future ignites the human condition that drives 
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behavior: fear. Nobody likes to fail, or even worse, to be associated with 
a failure over which they have limited or no control. Participants worry 
about how uncertain outcomes may affect them personally. These project 
characteristics influence the customer’s view of the project, particularly 
the paying customer.

Paying Customer’s View

The service-based project leader has many customers, but the paying 
 customer should be of greatest interest. Often in large organizations, the 
paying customer is invisible. Many times the sponsor can be considered 
the paying customer, particularly if the project budget is coming out of her 
cost center. But often projects get funds allocated from a central  executing 
office, such as the project office or information services  department. 
Sometimes the project costs are not easily billed back to the business units, 
or the allocated amount is not felt by the customers who are receiving 
the project’s benefits. Large organizations struggle to make the project 
 expenditures feel real, leaving the paying customers and project manager 
emotionally disconnected from each other. But when a customer pays for 
a service, he quickly gets a sense of whether he has received value.

Achieving a financial relationship with customers is difficult for 
 project managers. Many project managers do not desire this relationship; 
it adds stress, particularly in the case of underperforming project teams. 
But   service-based project leaders demand a financial  relationship, 
because this relationship allows a discussion based on reality to occur.

Service-based project leaders treat every dollar of the paying  customer 
like it’s their own. They find the paying customers and establish an 
 emotional relationship with them. Paying customers greatly appreciate 
this care; if they do not, either they do not feel the real cost of the project 
or the project is not important to them.

STRATEGIC PROJECT CHARACTERISTICS

Project characteristics take on even more meaning for both the 
 service-based project leader and the project customers in strategic  projects 
and programs. Customers do not typically have much experience in 
 managing or participating in large strategic projects, and often they do 
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not understand the full implication of their needs. Their risk tolerances 
must be fully understood and managed. These strategic characteristics 
require the application of extraordinary leadership competencies.

Uniqueness

Every project is unique, but the more ordinary the project, the more 
 stakeholders are conditioned about what to expect. They have a sense of the 
type of documentation that gets produced, what the expected results are 
likely to be, who must be involved, and when their participation is needed.

Strategic projects and programs are anything but ordinary. The  templates 
and processes used on ordinary projects often break down on strategic 
initiatives unless the organization has reached a high level of project 
 management maturity. Expectations vary widely in strategic projects and 
programs. The enterprise nature of a program requires unprecedented 
and often uncharted collaboration between important constituents, 
both internal and external to the project.

The uniqueness of strategic projects and programs creates a challenge to 
the visioning process. The ability to create a unified vision for a  strategic 
effort that is shared by everyone is difficult due to the size and complex-
ity of the endeavor. Most participants have not seen or experienced the 
intended results of the effort, and getting them to visualize, imagine, 
and align the practical applications of the strategic outputs to their world 
requires skills more common among artists than managers.

Integrating the various deliverables to suit the needs of competing 
interests among stakeholders often creates tension, rework, and conflicts. 
Getting a shared vision of program deliverables takes extra effort from 
the leader and team since many customers will only be able to view the 
result from their own vantage point. The unique nature of strategic proj-
ects and programs creates the need for more education in  managing 
 stakeholder relationships. It is a substantial effort to change what has 
existed for years—even generations in some cases—into a new state 
through the transformation of people, processes, and systems.

Risk

All projects involve risk, but strategic projects and programs have more 
uncertainty. This uncertainty is difficult to identify or even imagine due 
to the new relationships and paradigms created by the strategic effort. 
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The magnitude of transformation in these projects is on par with the risk 
magnitude. Failure of a strategic initiative has an impact on an  organization 
similar to that of a natural disaster. Risk is difficult to  quantify because 
organizations are not accustomed to executing transformational projects. 
The subjectivity of strategic project risk calculations does not accurately 
capture the impacts on revenue, goodwill, reputation, or market share, 
causing decision making to be problematic.

The fallout from failure is nothing less than a perfect storm  combining 
the impact of the unrealized transformation and its associated ben-
efits with the lost opportunity cost associated with the mobilization of 
 significant financial and human resources. This perfect storm leaves the 
organization in a woefully weak competitive position.

The irony is that strategic initiatives often have less tactical accountability 
due to the size and complexity of the temporary program organization. The 
necessary day-to-day accountability can be difficult to find, even though the 
risks are much greater than those found among ordinary projects. Ultimately, 
the accountability rolls up to executive levels, but by the time it has reached 
that level, the storm has left permanent scars on the organization’s landscape.

Temporary in Nature

Strategic projects seem to take on a life of their own, and transformation 
often does not have a clear end. This ambiguity causes several challenges 
for leaders and customers. The program tends to become  operationalized. 
Team members begin to focus more on a constant stream of activities as 
opposed to focusing on clear milestones and deliverables. Urgency wanes 
and cynicism builds the longer the initiative goes on without  visible 
 transformation to make all customers and team members feel good 
about what is transpiring. Since the transformation is so monumental on 
 strategic projects, people’s careers are impacted and the political maneu-
vering for job security in the new, transformed world begins to play out, 
motivating people to make the project more than a temporary endeavor. 
The resistance to the transition of program outcomes into operational 
processes impedes progress and ultimate completion.

Expanded Playing Field

The leader’s playing field increases dramatically for strategic projects and 
programs. The typical project may have a finite set of customers who 
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intend to use project deliverables to achieve a particular goal related to 
their functional area. Strategic projects transform many aspects of the 
enterprise, and changes to one area have ripple effects on others. The goals 
of one unit may conflict with the goals of another unit. Thus, the service-
based project leader must work both sidelines and on the entire area of the 
playing field.

Leaders and their organizations taking on strategic projects for the first 
time cannot see the sidelines without first exploring all perimeters of the 
playing field. Since strategic initiatives are aimed at accomplishing  strategic 
goals established by executives, boards, and shareholders, the  service-based 
project leader must also tend to their needs. Since these projects transform 
the inner workings of organizations and their interpersonal relationships, 
the human aspects of the project must also be nurtured. The  behavior 
of everyday users and employees must be managed. This  change in the 
 management aspect of programs expands the playing field.

Decision Making

Customers, particularly executives, must be accustomed to making fun-
damental decisions about the organizational change upon which they are 
embarking. Since conflicts become more visible in these initiatives, strate-
gic decision making must be facilitated by the service-based project leader, 
which requires both education and recommendations. Decisions on strategic 
projects must be made at all levels of the organization, but  executives must 
make the fundamental choices to drive the transformation in the direction 
they wish. The position of the service-based project leader allows them to 
facilitate good decision making throughout the duration of the initiative, 
but particularly early on, when stakeholders’ influences and decisions have 
the greatest impact. Poor decisions in the initiation and planning stages will 
hinder or even cripple the strategic initiative for the duration. A service-
based project leader understands the strategy of setting up strategic projects 
and programs and helps get it organized and structured properly.

Measuring goals on strategic initiatives is challenging. It is difficult 
to determine if permanent transformation has occurred in the midst 
of changing business conditions. Metrics can play a vital role, but often 
changes in market conditions or regulations must be factored out of the 
numbers. This makes striving for interim victories a common technique 
in strategic and organizational change initiatives, and an important but 
risky proposition for the leader’s credibility.
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Distance and Diversity

Like projects, strategic initiatives require resources, and most involve 
matrixed resources that come out of various organizations to assist the 
core project team to accomplish the goals. On strategic projects and 
 programs, resources are often much more diverse and located in distant 
offices or foreign countries. Key team members may never even meet one 
another in person on one of these projects. Diversity is a huge asset for 
a service-based project leader, but it must be managed. These resources 
 create their own perspectives, over which a project leader has little control 
compared with the project leader who has direct interaction with his team 
on a daily or weekly basis. The leader must find a means to disperse the 
realistic view of the project to these distant members.

WHAT CUSTOMERS REALLY WANT

A service-based project leader must understand the customer’s perspec-
tive and inherent needs. The paying customer, often the  sponsor, has 
a  financial investment in the project, which creates a deep  emotional 
commitment to the endeavor. Their career and reputation and the over-
all health of their organization may be riding on its success. With mini-
mal or no similar experiences to rely on, many executives allow the 
initiative to join the project office queue to undergo the usual, cookie 
cutter  process. What the customer is first looking for is guidance from 
a savvy leader who is just as excited about the initiative. The customer 
wants to know how to get started, what critical events need to happen, 
and what she specifically needs to know, do, and decide. This type of 
information needs to be laid out in a constructive manner for the cus-
tomer to act. Ultimately, the customer is looking for advice and recom-
mendations from a competent individual with whom she can trust her 
reputation or career.

Second, customers want a relationship with a leader who really cares. 
They want the leader to have their best interests in mind when making 
tactical decisions or communicating to constituents. They desire a rela-
tionship that will build on mutual respect and trust. This relationship is 
based on needs of both the project leader and the sponsor or customer. 
Both must have something of value to give and both must have needs 
that must be satisfied. Because the position of the customer or sponsor 
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outranks that of the project leader, the onus falls on the leader to justify 
both the value being offered and the needs of both parties. This is a funda-
mental principle of the leadership competency framework outlined in the 
following chapters: the ability to achieve a trust-based relationship with 
the customer. It is only when trust is established that the ability to provide 
advice and recommendations emerges.

Ordinary stakeholders also want a leader to be an advocate for them. 
They may not have as much on the line as the paying customer, but if 
the strategic change is not appropriately carried out, or if the leader 
ignores or overlooks key parts of the business, the impact could be severe 
to these stakeholders. These customers may not need the same level of 
advice and recommendations as a sponsor, but they do need a strong, 
trust-based relationship to ensure that their interests and concerns are 
being properly voiced in a manner consistent with their needs. These 
trust-based relationships will often lead to customers’ soliciting advice, 
insight, or recommendations from the service-based project leader as the 
project progresses.

Team members are customers to a service-based project leader as well. 
They want a leader who believes in them and cares for their well-being. 
This occurs only after a strong relationship has evolved between the leader 
and team members and the leader has built confidence in the eventual 
 success of the endeavor. Team members want meaningful work and the 
ability to control their work to some extent, while not being  micromanaged 
or overridden at every critical juncture. They need coaching, advice, and 
recommendations, but none of these are effective until this trust-based 
relationship first exists. Trust is the bridge by which a project manager 
becomes a service-based project leader.

When we look at the basic characteristics of a project and how they 
resonate in a customer’s mind on strategic projects, we can conclude that 
a service-based project leader must be adept at three critical leadership 
competencies:

• Relating to stakeholders and all customers. This applies specifically 
to the development of trust-based relationships.

• Leading without authority. She must be able to lead through consul-
tative skills aimed at serving the best interests of others.

• Accepting the risks associated with the first two. This is courage, 
the  courage to transform into a self-directed leader who desires 
internal transformation as a part of the larger transformation.
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Losing Control

The term management is traditionally understood to mean directing 
and controlling the resources and assets within one’s span of control. 
Managers have budgets and resources to carry out the processes needed 
to run organizations. The term project manager implies some level of 
control and authority, although temporarily granted by a project charter. 
Project managers who use this granted authority to get things done in the 
same manner associated with a traditional manager find marginal success 
at best.

A leader accomplishes goals through other people by aligning, moti-
vating, and setting them in the right direction. A leader is accustomed 
to having little or no control.2 Thus, the title project manager or program 
manager is a self-defeating label that orders the individual to direct and 
control this temporary, unique initiative with resources over which she 
has little or no authority, pushing project managers into more tech-
nical administrative roles with minimal strategic recognition from 
executives.

The sooner practitioners exchange the title manager for leader and 
approach programs and projects as if they have absolutely no control or 
authority, the more likely they will be able to understand this framework 
for leadership competencies and apply it practically.

SUMMARY

To build leadership competencies to succeed as a service-based project 
leader, it is essential to focus on the realism of the program environment 
and stakeholders’ needs. All of the stakeholders are customers of the 
 service-based project leader. The more strategic the project is to the orga-
nization, the greater the risk associated with the project, and the greater 
the stakes are for all customers involved. The characteristics of strategic 
projects and programs subject participants to a human condition that 
drives behavior: fear.

Because of this fear of failure, sponsors, team members, and critical 
stakeholders who are worried about uncertain project outcomes have 
the need for guidance and a trust-based relationship with the program 
leader. This establishes the major leadership competencies for strategic 
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project  and program leaders: relating to stakeholders, leading without 
authority, and accepting the risks associated with these relationships and 
the lack of authority.
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12
Project Leader’s Competency 
Framework: Service-Based Project 
Leader’s Competency Pyramid

INTRODUCTION

Service-based project leaders are different from project managers. 
Certainly, not everyone may be called to this type of leadership, but 
for those who are disenchanted with their project careers, becoming a 
 service-based project leader may just be the answer. In embracing service-
based  project leadership, one needs to embrace a framework. A  frame-
work is a real or conceptual structure intended to serve as a support or 
guide for the building of something that expands the structure into some-
thing  useful.1 A   framework should provide guidance and  structure for 
 building service-based leadership qualities and a level of  assessment for 
evaluating  progress. This framework is focused on building the following 
qualities:

Competence in project management tools and techniques
Competence in project application area
Trust
Shared leadership and decision making
Action

With these qualities, one is now adept at combining a variety of situational 
factors using intuition, good judgment, and experience to make positive 
events occur.

The reward for customers, stakeholders, team members, and society 
when the leap from project manager to service-based project leader is 
 successful is a changed world, one project at a time.
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OVERVIEW OF SERVICE-BASED PROJECT 
LEADER’S COMPETENCY PYRAMID

The Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid (see Figure 12.1) 
is designed to enable project leaders to bring passion, compassion, patience, 
persistence, and new ideas into their projects, instead of just program 
evaluation and review technique (PERT) charts, critical paths, input mile-
stones, or parametric estimates.

Why a pyramid? Because the size of a pyramid is dependent on its base. 
The height and width of a structure must be matched to the base to ensure 
that its structure can be supported. The pyramids of ancient Egypt are 
mystical and wondrous creations. People marvel at these structures and 
wonder how they were built. A leadership competency pyramid should 
create similar experiences of wonder and awe—a “wow” effect at which 
stakeholders including team members, customers, and peers can marvel.

Knowledge, Skill, and Experience

The base of the pyramid is a leader’s project and program management 
knowledge, skill, and experience. These three elements exist in the form of 
certifications and experience on various types of projects and with various 
tools, methodologies, and systems. Knowledge, skill, and experience are 
tightly integrated; turning knowledge into tangible skills requires action, 

Project & Program Management
Knowledge, Skill, Experience

Subject Matter Expertise

Consultative
Leadership

Trust-based
Relationships

Courage

FIGURE 12.1
Service-based project leader’s competency pyramid.
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and building experience requires execution of those skills. The presence of 
a certification is not the completion of the base—the base must continually 
expand if the pyramid is to grow wider and taller. From this base, project 
managers can launch successful service-based project leader careers.

Subject Matter Expertise

The second layer of the pyramid is subject matter expertise. Subject  matter 
expertise is domain expertise and knowledge of particular industries, 
applications, or processes. The debate concerning the areas in which a 
 project manager needs subject matter expertise is long-standing. Some 
argue that a project manager needs to understand software technology 
to manage a software project. Others contend that project managers 
should be able to manage any project if skilled at project management—
that  project managers can apply the same cookie-cutter processes to any 
 project, thus eliminating the need for subject matter expertise. This argu-
ment applies only to project managers, not strategic, transformational 
service-based project leaders.

A service-based project leader’s customer focus and transformational 
intent requires that he understand the business of his customers—all of 
his customers. Customers are willing to pay for domain expertise because 
they are looking for insight and expertise from an objective party. If the 
customer is not looking for this insight, they are either getting it from 
somewhere else or they are not ready to create or sustain strategic change 
in their organization. Complexity and compressing time frames require 
project leaders to gain credibility quickly; customers do not have the 
patience to educate a project leader on their business.

Another critical part of both foundational layers in the pyramid is a 
well-rounded knowledge of leadership. Expanding leadership knowledge 
is just as important as project and program management knowledge, skill, 
and experience and subject matter expertise.

Trust-Based Relationships

The third component of the pyramid is trust-based relationships, which 
must be formed with all types of customers—team members, sponsors, 
and important stakeholders. Trust is a cornerstone for leadership; sadly, 
studies show that lack of trust is reaching new heights. As global competi-
tion and organizational change accelerate, it is obvious why trust is low 
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in organizations. People tend to trust less when more is at stake; strategic 
projects have much at stake. Of Americans looking to change jobs, nearly 
half attribute this desire to a loss of trust in their employer and lack of 
transparency in communications, according to a 2010 survey.2 The insta-
bility created by constant organizational change and ambiguity makes 
trust building difficult. These conditions hold for strategic initiatives and 
may even exacerbate the erosion of trust-building conditions.

Trust is not magic. People decide to trust. Entering into trust-based 
 relationships takes time; they are more than relationships based on  rational 
mutual business interests. Instead, these relationships are both rational and 
emotional.3 Trust-based relationships flow from a strong base of  project 
and program management knowledge, skill, experience, and customer 
insight that provides a foundation for the remaining layers of the pyramid.

Consultative Leadership

The fourth layer of the pyramid is consultative leadership. This emerges 
directly out of trust-based relationships. Consultative leadership is the  ability 
to lead others without direct authority. Also rooted in servant  leadership, 
consultative leadership combines strong advisory skills with compassion 
and service to enable strategic project leaders to achieve meaningful results 
through others. The demands of stakeholder management in strategic proj-
ects require a mixture of advisory and consultative skills to keep everyone 
moving of their own free will toward project objectives. Since strategic proj-
ects’ results are often ambiguous and difficult to visualize and define, the 
service-based project leader provides consultative assistance that aligns the 
growth of the project organization with the desired results.

A successful service-based project leader is one who leaves his team 
members more autonomous, capable, productive, and generally better 
off than before their interaction with him. Consultative leadership skills 
are ultimately about getting people to commit to actions that drive project 
results and illuminate opportunities to achieve others. Service-based 
 project leaders are dedicated to giving themselves to others to achieve 
something greater than themselves.

Courage

Courage is the mortar that keeps the bricks of the pyramid together. 
The  higher one works up the pyramid, the more courage is required. 



Project Leader’s Competency Framework • 141

Trust-based relationships require the courage to know oneself better and 
to speak articulately and passionately about subjects in front of  customers. 
It takes courage to develop a relationship that reaches beyond the safe 
rational level to the less predictable emotional one. Courage is required to 
serve others with no expectations of receiving anything in return. Asking, 
“How can I help you?” takes courage; a carefully planned day may be 
thrown into chaos.

Drawing the line between serving and enabling also takes  courage. 
Many aspiring leaders do other people’s work to avoid having to con-
front them with their deficiencies. It requires courage to be honest 
with people, but honesty without compassion is brutality. A service-
based leader’s behavior demonstrates honesty and sincerity through a 
 commitment to improving the lives of others. Turning promises into 
actions requires courage. Leaders need courage to simultaneously trans-
form themselves and to create and sustain change in the  environment 
around them.

BALANCING THE PYRAMID’S LAYERS

The service-based project leader must learn to correctly balance all 
 components of the pyramid to lead transformational projects. Most 
 project managers have traces of each layer in their competency makeup. 
The  challenge is to develop the proper layers of leadership  competencies 
in order to address their unique situations. Balancing the strengths of 
each layer against the others builds a stable pyramid. If certain layers are 
 disproportionate to others, effectiveness is diminished.

For instance, a leader with a large base of knowledge, skill, experience, 
and customer subject matter expertise, but a minimal ability to develop 
trust-based relationships, will struggle to be effective at consultative lead-
ership. A project leader with many years of experience managing large 
complex projects, detailed industry knowledge, and refined skills is likely 
to be a high-cost resource to the project. Without the developed layers 
of the competency pyramid, the leader does not create the value com-
mensurate with his cost. A project leader’s value is associated with the 
ability to develop positive human relationships: the ability to lead without 
authority to achieve project results. This leader will potentially become 
frustrated with the lack of results, or alternatively become comfortable 
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and complacent in his role. The latter often occurs as valuable knowledge, 
skill, and experience go wasted due to either a desire to stay within a com-
fort zone or an inability to assume the risks associated with  leadership 
competencies.

Another, more hazardous imbalance in the pyramid is a leader who 
has tremendous courage, consultative leadership skills, and the ability to 
align and motivate others. Such a leader may also have the  personality 
and  people skills to quickly develop strong, trust-based relationships. 
However, if he lacks the base of knowledge, skill, and experience, the 
resulting  imbalance weakens trust. Some leaders may be capable of over-
coming these  deficiencies through salesmanship and self-confidence that 
force direction and commitment. Nonetheless, this imbalance results 
in potentially excessive risks for customers and stakeholders due to the 
 leader’s lack of knowledge, skill, and experience.

A leader’s intuition and self-knowledge are paramount in  discovering 
the right balance of leadership competency layers for a given  project. 
One  must be careful not to skew intuition and self-knowledge with 
extreme risk-seeking or risk-aversion attitudes.

Building a leadership competency pyramid is not a finite task, but 
rather a lifelong endeavor. The following chapters focus on how to build 
a  leadership competency pyramid that will be the framework for your 
 service-based project leadership experiences.

When I have presented these leadership competency concepts to  project 
management practitioners on various continents, they have been met 
with overwhelmingly positive responses. Practitioners are accustomed 
to  developing analytical skills, but developing these soft leadership 
skills requires a desire to change by the practitioner. It requires persis-
tence through an often discontinuous process of intentional change, and 
quick take-aways from seminars and presentations are not sufficient. 
Practitioners are craving practical methods and techniques they can use 
successfully in their projects. They desire to be a unifying influence rather 
than an irrelevant or divisive one, and they recognize the need to find 
meaning in their project work.

As the spearhead of change in their organizations, why aren’t more 
practitioners reaching to get more out of their careers or demanding 
tools from training providers? Part of the reason may be the lack of a 
meaningful way to internalize these concepts and make them a reality. 
The Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid is meant to do 
just that.
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SUMMARY

The Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid is a framework 
to build project leadership competencies. The base of the pyramid is a 
 leader’s project management knowledge, skill, and experience. The next 
layer is subject matter expertise, or contextual expertise and knowledge of 
particular industries, applications, or processes. The third component of 
the pyramid is trust-based relationships, which must be formed with cus-
tomers, team members, sponsors, and important stakeholders to enable the 
fourth layer, consultative leadership, to emerge. Courage is the mortar that 
keeps the bricks of the pyramid together. The service-based project leader 
must learn to correctly balance all the pyramid’s layers. Building a leader-
ship competency pyramid is not a finite task, but rather a lifelong endeavor.
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13
Building Your Base—Knowledge, 
Skills, Experience

INTRODUCTION

“Knowledge is power,” when integrated with skill and experience and then 
acted upon. However, knowledge, skill, and experience must be tightly inte-
grated to enable leadership competencies. To have success leading a strategic 
project, service-based project leaders must be able to weld their knowledge, 
skill, and experience to create a strong value proposition for customers.

Knowledge without skill leaves the leader without the confidence to 
execute project strategies that may appear routine to leery  customers 
and sponsors. Knowledge and skill without experience leaves the leader 
 stagnating without content to build credibility. Building the base of 
the pyramid should be viewed holistically, with knowledge, skill, and 
 experience each complementing the other.

BUILDING PROJECT AND PROGRAM 
MANAGEMENT KNOWLEDGE

Building project and program management knowledge is easier today 
because of the accessibility of books, websites, and training programs. But 
it is challenging because so much material is available; it is difficult to 
know where to start.

For a newcomer to the project management environment, one with 
just a few years of experience working on project teams or managing 
smaller projects, the first step is to establish a baseline of knowledge, pref-
erably with a formal education and certification. The value of this step 
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is often disregarded by project managers who rush into the certification 
 process, ignoring the skills and experiences to be gained along the way. 
Many   certifications require a certain level of experience, but the accu-
mulation of knowledge associated with the certification should be done 
in a manner that allows the project manager to apply the knowledge to 
her job. This makes the knowledge more meaningful and easier to retain. 
The  integration of knowledge and experience begins to build skills.

A Certification Story

A project manager was unsure whether a certification would provide any 
meaningful value to her career. In the meantime, she built knowledge by 
taking project management courses and then reevaluated the value of the 
certification. After a few months, she determined that she was unable to use 
any of her newly acquired knowledge on her projects, because projects were 
run differently at her company. Of course, her company did care about man-
aging costs, schedules, and risk, but project management was more ad hoc 
in her company, and management viewed the Guide to Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide)1 processes as too costly and bureau-
cratic. The company had hired some Project Management Professionals 
(PMPs)®, but they didn’t fit in the culture nor were they  particularly effective.

Although this person went on to get her certification several years later 
at another company, the real issue was that she was unable to translate her 
knowledge of basic project management processes to her job. She failed 
to integrate her knowledge with experience and with her attempt to build 
new skills to improve her capability and the project management capabili-
ties of her company. Candidates for project management job positions and 
newcomers to project management make similar mistakes by missing the 
integration of the knowledge, skill, and experience and simply expecting a 
certification to boost their resume.

For newcomers, the recommendation is to build up a base of project 
 management knowledge by taking a few courses on the basics of project 
management, courses that introduce processes and knowledge  components. 
Reading some books that cover project management from a broad perspec-
tive is also recommended. I wrote Project Management for Non-Project 
Managers2 for managers new to project  management. This book demys-
tifies the jargon and processes, encouraging managers to jump into the 
project management arena and arming them with strategies for increas-
ing business value of their organization’s projects. Managers can fuse their 
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vast organizational knowledge with project management fundamentals by 
switching gears from passive bystander to active owner of projects.

At a minimum, someone in a leadership role on a project should be able 
to apply basic project management concepts and begin to build skills and 
experience on the job. The basics of planning and executing projects using 
scope definition, work breakdown structures, budgets, schedules, and 
change control processes are necessary. Also encompassed in the basics are 
knowledge of risk management, quality techniques, communication skills, 
resource management, procurement activities, and team  development, all of 
which must be understood and then experienced in real projects.

A project manager who is ready to supplement this basic knowledge of 
project management and recognizes the demand for and value of stra-
tegic change in organizations should focus on organizational behavior 
and change management literature. Change management has become a 
 mainstream topic at project management conferences. Change manage-
ment is the process, tools, and techniques to manage the people side of 
change to achieve the required business outcome. Change management 
incorporates the organizational tools that can be used to help individu-
als make successful personal transitions, resulting in the adoption and 
realization of change. The delivery of a product, service, or result is not 
enough: project managers fail their customers when they focus only on the 
output of the project and ignore the transition that needs to occur within 
the organization or its partners.

Senior project managers with a PMP certification should focus on 
 expanding their base of program management knowledge and  integrating it 
with experience and skills by pursuing a Program Management Professional 
(PgMP) certification. Program management requires stakeholder manage-
ment, communication, benefit justification recognition, and general leader-
ship skills that encompass project leadership skills. The challenge for many 
is lack of time. Making the leap from project manager to service-based proj-
ect leader requires a serious commitment. A senior-level project manager 
may be managing a program or multiple initiatives, traveling, and trying 
to balance work and family obligations. Another certification obligates one 
to participate in a certain amount of continuing education to maintain the 
credential, but this continuing education is not designed to fuel the leap 
from project manager to  service-based project leader. For that, additional 
self-directed educational  activities are required.

The senior project manager must continue to read project  management 
literature. She must expand her project management knowledge base to 
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include more technical depth and specialization, particularly in the areas 
in  which the project management industry recognizes a deficiency. 
One  such area is resource management. A 2010 study indicated that 
84  percent of companies have Project Management Offices (PMOs), and 
their  biggest challenge is resource management, specifically resource 
 conflicts. For  the mature PMO, resource management stands out as 
the most significant problem area. Only 37 percent of mature PMOs 
(24   percent of all PMOs) have a resource management process for opti-
mally estimating and  allocating resources. Resource contention issues and 
conflicting authority are, by far, the greatest resource management chal-
lenges for mature PMOs.3

For practitioners to seek out root causes and solutions to  pressing 
 modern-day project management issues, such as resource  utilization and 
scheduling, increasing productivity of PMOs helps transform the prac-
titioner from a contributor to common problems to a solution  provider, 
serving the best interests of all stakeholders.

As project managers broaden their base of project management knowl-
edge, a critical component is understanding the  transformation of self, 
 others, systems, and organizations. Thus, it is appropriate to build knowl-
edge on leadership, personal growth, emotional literacy, and  organizational 
behavior.

A concept that is taking hold in business schools is the use of  classic 
 literature in leadership. In works such as Joseph Conrad’s The Secret 
Sharer or Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, students explore the lives 
of the characters in these stories. These efforts help students understand 
the turmoil that exists inside a leader’s mind and inner life so as to bring 
about an awareness of these challenges to future leaders. Literary conflicts 
are rarely black and white with clear answers; the protagonists often face 
moral dilemmas that must be worked through, just as today’s leaders face 
many moral and ethical dilemmas.4

The senior project manager must continually seek to extract knowledge 
from books, journals, and other sources and attempt to find areas in their work 
experience and social lives to implement mindfulness meditation, focused 
preparation and recovery from setbacks, continued attention to the learning 
curve, and positive emotions and connections. These help them improve 
habits, add new skills, and sustain excellence.5 They should not ignore books 
or research journals related to other  industries, such as organizational devel-
opment, psychology, or management. This information increases the oppor-
tunity for practical applications of new ideas and concepts.
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Participation in research projects and authorship of articles can be 
 translated into continuing education for certification renewals; plus, 
such  contributions provide the industry with a dose of reality from 
 practitioners who live and breathe project management.

Other practical suggestions for enhancing a project management 
 knowledge base are as follows:

• Volunteer to increase project management knowledge in your 
 company. Hold brown bag lunches on various topics, present a case 
study, or summarize a book you read and feel compelled to share.

• Write an article for a journal or publication.
• Present a speech on a project management topic at a local chapter or 

conference.
• Apply project management principles to a nonprofit organization or 

community project.

In summary, the practitioner’s base of project management  knowledge 
must continually grow. In order to build leadership competencies essen-
tial for service-based project leaders and transformational  leadership, 
one must be an expert with broad, deep knowledge in project and  program 
management.

BUILDING PROJECT MANAGEMENT SKILLS

Project management skills are essential to leading a project team. These skills 
grow out of project management knowledge and a practitioner’s engagement 
in the continual, routine practice of project management in real-life projects. 
As Malcolm Gladwell noted, elite performers in many disciplines achieve a 
total 10,000 hours of practice to reach their level of excellence—that of an 
outlier.6 But treating every project the same creates stagnation and inhibits 
growth, which becomes apparent to customers. Tools used to create deliver-
ables take on a normalcy that encourages creators to gloss over details. The 
focus shifts the deliverable from its practical use in  achieving the overall 
 project goals to just “getting it done,” faster, cheaper, or even worse, filling a 
spot in the governance binder. A common mistake is to jump into writing 
detailed functional or technical requirements before understanding what 
the project really is trying to accomplish. Sound business process analysis 
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is ignored in order to meet the urgency of completing a deliverable for the 
project office dashboard. Many of these expensive project deliverables, par-
ticularly planning deliverables, sit idle in binders, project web portals, or 
e-mail in-boxes, adding minimal value to the project and becoming obso-
lete before the ink dries. They are the results of project managers  lacking 
skills to make deliverables meaningful and useful to customers.

Real Needs

A skill lacking in many project managers is the ability to find and  articulate 
the real customer need. This skill is associated with the initiation of 
 projects, which is often left to sponsors, but a project manager must play 
an important role in this process if she is expected to be a project leader.

Project managers often spend too much time studying requirements 
without exploring the real need, and this can result in the project plan 
being fundamentally flawed from the beginning. Customers have a sense 
of their needs but often do not understand their full implication.7 Sponsors 
and executives know the benefits they want, but often do not fully under-
stand the details of how to get them. This is where the project manager’s 
role is crucial. She must able be to translate the sponsors’ vision into real 
needs, potential solutions, and process changes.

A project manager expands her skill base by seeking and validating the 
real customer need by first listening to the customer. The presumption of a 
plan or solution does not precede the real need. The art of questioning is a 
key skill that project managers should seek to continually improve. The art 
of questioning includes the articulation of the question, use of open-ended 
questioning, use of logical sequencing, reading of verbal and facial expres-
sions, use of active listening techniques, and a tolerance for silence—the 
willingness to wait for others to formulate thoughtful responses.

Articulating the need correctly is critical to delivering results and 
 providing the desired benefits. The skill of articulation takes  practice, 
a strong command of the language, business acumen, and project 
management knowledge. Failure to pinpoint the need accurately will 
likely result in a plan or solution that does not truly fit.

Understanding the real need of the project and its customer is a  discovery 
process. This discovery involves continual dialogue and collaboration, 
which implies that a relationship must exist between the project manager 
and the customer. Conducting diligent research and investigation of simi-
lar projects are practical ways of beginning this process.
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This dialogue is supported by the service-based project leader’s 
 establishment of credibility and mutual trust. The leader must justify the 
importance of the needs identification and articulation process. She asks 
such questions as

• Why does capacity need to increase or cost need to decrease?
• How much does it need to increase?
• How is it measured?
• What if this need is not met? What happens? Who is at risk?
• Who ultimately benefits from having these needs met?

The questions must be pursued vigorously and answered if everyone is 
to comprehend and buy in to the mission.

The service-based project leader must validate the articulated need 
with team members, stakeholders, and customers to gain agreement and 
then create the response to the need, a clear project mission statement. 
Too often, project managers react to what is handed to them, accepting 
what is written in the charter at face value. Such documents often are writ-
ten hastily to meet a governance requirement and usually do not convey 
the true mission of the project. Every project needs an elevator speech, and 
the mission statement is just that—it keeps the project manager connected 
at the hip with customers and key stakeholders throughout the project. 
It also helps them begin to identify and comprehend the impacts and risks 
that will affect the project strategy.

With answers to the above questions in hand, the project leader can 
complete the following critical steps:

 1. Create a compelling project mission statement.
 2. Create a meaningful current state and future state.
 3. Achieve a common understanding of success.

Articulating the future state tells everyone when completion has been 
reached and the real need has been satisfied.

How to Create a Need Statement

Leadership is a bit more simple when there are two clear statements: a 
need statement and mission statement that create a sense of urgency and a 
vision. The first is the need statement that addresses why the organization 
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must change or react to circumstances. The second is the project mission 
statement that addresses how the organization will act. An  organization’s 
need is met by a mission and this mission resolves the need.

The need statement should be truthful, specific, and eye-opening. 
It should articulate what is needed and why. The paragraphs below explore 
how to use need statements to crystallize the project mission.

Need statement: “The Manufacturing Division of ABC Company needs to 
reduce per-unit production cost by 20 percent, expand  production  capacity 
by 40 percent in two years, and increase market share by 12  percent annu-
ally to deliver acceptable return to investors and provide our  employees 
with long-term career growth opportunities. These needs are critical to the 
future health of our company and will require  extensive commitment, col-
laboration, and innovation from our employees and partners.”

This need statement clearly identifies a group or organization that 
is responsible for accomplishing the mission and specifies attainable, 
 measurable goals. A good statement aligns with stakeholders’ long-term 
interests rather than short-term personal goals. It should acknowledge the 
challenges and risks associated with the undertaking and recognize the 
potential sacrifices the organization may need to incur to satisfy the need. 
This is especially important because many people will be taking on extra 
duties beyond their normal jobs to accomplish it.

Need statements are essentially the same as goals and objectives; 
 however, stating the need implies more urgency and focus. Goals and 
objectives often become wish lists that fade over time. Need statements 
must sustain urgency with unity and remind stakeholders that the current 
state is no longer acceptable.

Crafting the Project Mission Statement

A strategic organizational need is met by action—a project mission. 
This  mission attempts to resolve the need, and the statement of the 
 mission aligns the project with organizational strategic goals. A  project 
mission  statement should be short, precise, and bold. The format is, 
“This project will create deliverables to be used by a customer(s) to achieve 
specific objectives.” First, specific project objective statements address the 
need by explicitly stating what the project is creating, who is using it, and 
what benefit they hope to achieve. The following examples walk through 
the process of evaluating need statements and  crafting   corresponding 
mission statements or project objective statements.
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Example

Need statement for XYZ Associates, Inc., may be expressed in this 
 manner: “XYZ Associates is facing new regulations that go into effect in 
four months; these regulations require changes to how credit card data 
are protected. Failure to comply will result in substantial fines, negative 
publicity, and loss of customers.”

The mission is primarily one of protecting customer credit card data 
and could include dozens of systems and processes that spin up an entire 
 program of projects. But the focus should remain on the company’s 
 function: protecting credit card data. The company’s partners— shipping 
companies and wholesalers—rely on customer credit card data. The 
company must update the electronic commerce systems that send and 
receive information to these partners to be compliant with a new secu-
rity  standard and ensure certain customer credit card data are protected.

To create the project mission statement, the project manager fills in 
the blanks in this template mission statement: “This project will cre-
ate      (project’s main deliverable) to be used by     (primary customers) 
to achieve     (specific timed objectives).”

The resulting statement may look something like this: “This project will 
create a new method for managing customer credit card data,  including 
using a new encryption standard on all XYZ websites (project’s main deliv-
erable) to be used by our customers (primary customers) to achieve compli-
ance with federal regulation by December 31 (specific timed objectives).”

The objective is very clear: compliance by a certain date. The project’s 
product, a new method for managing customer credit card data, including 
using a new encryption standard, is still general but clearly focuses the 
effort on the technology and less on the process. The primary  customer is 
clearly identified: those whom it is meant to protect. This is a good start. 
But these statements are the basis for scrutiny, which is needed for the 
project to succeed. For example, a stakeholder from a new e-commerce 
partner who produces and ships expensive inventory items purchased 
from XYZ is required to run fraud detection services on purchases over 
a certain amount and needs access to unencrypted credit card data. 
Other e- commerce partners do not need the customer credit card number, 
but without the transaction clearing the fraud detection process, they will 
not ship the product. This is a business process that will be impacted by the 
new method for managing customer credit card data by XYZ Associates. 
The project is no longer purely a technology project.
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Similar to many projects, different customers begin to emerge early in the 
project life cycle with different needs. The project is starting to  encompass 
not only a new method for managing and encrypting  customer credit card 
data, but a new process and possible contractual and insurance changes 
between XYZ Associates and some of their partners. The challenge is  trying 
to capture all of this in one clear, concise mission statement that identifies 
potential competing interests of primary and secondary stakeholders. This 
is not easy nor should it be shortchanged. This statement must convey real 
meaning and imagery to the project team and stakeholders.

A mission statement that embodies all of these components may look 
something like this: “The Customer Data Security Project will create new 
business processes and technology to manage customer information, 
including credit card data (project’s main deliverable), to be used by our 
website customers and e-commerce partners (primary  customers) to com-
ply with new federal security standards, eliminate existing supply chain 
data vulnerabilities, and reduce e-commerce operations maintenance and 
support by 3 percent by December 31 (specific timed objectives).”

The project manager must work closely with primary and  secondary 
stakeholders to refine this mission statement until everyone under-
stands it. It is not science; it is art.

Leading with Work Breakdown Structures

Another underutilized skill is the effective use of work breakdown 
 structures (WBSs) in project planning and scope definition. The WBS is a 
fundamental element of project planning but is often misunderstood and 
incorrectly used.

A WBS Story

A presenter at a project management conference discussing the  effective 
use of WBSs asked a room of about 150 project certified practitioners 
if  a WBS was created by inputting a series of tasks into a scheduling 
tool. Because of the way the question was asked, the audience was led to 
think this was a normal standard practice. Ninety percent of the audi-
ence agreed and raised their hands. This is strong evidence that practi-
tioners do not understand the power and purpose of the WBS. Another 
telltale sign is whether practitioners involve the customer in creating a 
WBS. When workshop attendees were asked, roughly 9 out of 10 said no. 
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Many project managers think creating a WBS is a technical process, a task 
done as a means to facilitate scheduling or satisfy a project office require-
ment. Others completely skip the step of creating a WBS.

A WBS can be considered a portrait of the work. In partnership with 
customers, service-based project leaders must be effective in creating this 
 portrait—preferably with graphics—that aligns with the real need and mis-
sion of the project. This planning document is built with and for the cus-
tomer and team members. It should be a natural outgrowth of the  mission 
statement and is essential for defining a credible, stable scope of the project.

A WBS with the appropriate level of detail for the situation is invaluable. 
If it has too much detail, the stakeholders will get lost; if it is too vague, 
it will be a waste of time. Each major deliverable should have obvious value 
to the project or program, its processes, and, ultimately, its end result.

Project managers frequently make the mistake of focusing too much 
on technology; stakeholders then follow that lead and fail to think 
 strategically about the change being proposed.

Consider an organization creating a new business-to-business  website 
so that all of their customers can conduct transactions over a Web  portal 
instead of placing orders by phone. The customers (wholesalers) purchase 
large volumes of financial transactions and many have long-standing rela-
tionships with the individuals who service them. These relationships pro-
vide customers with a level of assurance and personalized service even 
though technology is revolutionizing the speed at which these financial 
transactions take place. The current process is slow, prone to errors, and 
costly. In the initial work breakdown  structure of this project, depicted 
in Figure  13.1, the project leader’s goal is to convince stakeholders that 
the project requires not only clearly defined current and future state pro-
cesses, but also a sustained  communication  initiative with the wholesal-
ers to get buy-in to the new processes. Customer  acceptance of the new 
process will accelerate adoption and the recognition of tangible benefits.

Every customer and project team has a right to understand why valuable 
resources are being expended to create project deliverables. Projects that are 
driving change often require deliverables that help to continuously clarify 
the ambiguity of the change as it occurs. Writing a clear objective for each 
major deliverable helps the team and stakeholders understand what it is 
being used for and how best to manage the quality of the  deliverable. Once 
stakeholders agree on deliverable objectives, the leader can begin to define 
acceptance criteria with stakeholders. Questions about definitions and 
measurement are ones for the leader to ask during the creation of the WBS. 
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The WBS can drive these discussions to reduce scope creep while allowing 
stakeholders to actively participate in the creative process of planning.

Ultimately, deliverables translate the project mission statement into 
actionable realities.

Stakeholder Management with Simple 
Project Network Diagrams

Using simple network diagrams to illustrate and highlight key dependencies 
and the associated decisions and risks is critical to managing customer and 
team expectations. But this does not refer to detailed precedence diagrams; 
detailing finish-start, start-finish, start-start, or finish-finish relationships; or 
calculating a critical path. The critical project management leadership compe-
tency is the ability to build a user-friendly, logical sequence with the customer 
and team that brings the entire organization to an understanding of the logi-
cal model of the project. This then becomes the basis for the project schedule.

The project leader must enhance the WBS by developing the high-level 
dependencies between project workstream deliverables. This model tells 
the story of the work: how it plays out, what work must be done before 
other work can start, and what the critical relationships are between 
deliverables. The WBS is an input to this story of the work. The story 
of the work illustrates critical decision points for primary and second-
ary  stakeholders and shows where customer acceptance or sign-off 
occurs. It also provides insight to risks: If this deliverable is not done 
properly, how will it impact the quality of these downstream deliverables?

Sequencing project work can be complex, but keeping it simple and 
 telling a story to the stakeholders is essential. For project managers, 
a  common mistake is sequencing the details of the work without input 
from the primary and secondary stakeholders. Often, project managers 
believe this is a purely technical task of working through the dependencies 
of project work, which only they can figure out. This is wrong on many 
 levels—and it is dangerous!

The solution is to create simple, high-level flow diagrams that depict 
the major relationships between the significant deliverables defined in the 
WBS. See an example in Figure 13.2.

Using simple flow diagrams to illustrate and highlight key  dependencies 
and the associated decisions and risks is critical to managing  expectations 
of stakeholders and the project team. The project leader must first 
 construct a model and achieve buy-in—and avoid getting bogged down 
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in the details of precedence diagrams and the complexities of finish-start, 
start-finish, start-start, or finish-finish relationships and critical path. 
This user-friendly, logical flow of deliverables using simple finish-start 
 relationships brings the entire project organization to an understanding 
of the logical progression of the project.

Consider the dependencies associated with building a golf course. 
Determining which tasks are dependent on each other may initially 
seem a like technical exercise: first develop a land use plan, then conduct 
 an environmental assessment, then develop a course design, then get 
 permits, and so on. However, this may not take into account the roles 
of the  primary stakeholders and customers. The sponsor may indicate 
that no work beyond the environmental assessment should begin until 
after a  membership drive has secured 100 members with cash depos-
its. Other customers—potential members—may demand course design 
prior to putting money down on a membership. This highlights the fact 
that the customers must be highly involved in the sequencing of major 
activities and understand the risks associated with them.

Another benefit of getting the story of the work in front of primary stake-
holders early is the ability to successfully negotiate scope, schedule, and cost. 
Sponsors tend to drastically cut schedules without wanting to compromise 
scope or quality. Involving the customers and sponsors in creating the deliv-
erable structure allows the project leader to use a  simple flow diagram to high-
light the risks of compressing timelines. This art form—giving sponsors the 
noose to hang themselves—has little to do with the technical aspects of proj-
ect network diagrams and everything to do with stakeholder management.
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“Model of the Work” 

FIGURE 13.2
Translating WBS into a project model.
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Risk

Another misunderstood skill is the articulation of risk. Project  leaders 
must understand risk management processes: risk identification, quanti-
fication, subsequent response plans, and controlling activities. But proj-
ect  managers are notorious for capturing issues, assumptions, and risks 
around projects, and aggregating them into lengthy lists that get little 
attention and quickly become outdated. Articulating these risks as impacts 
to strategic objectives that can be quantified, acted upon, and monitored is 
a valuable skill that service-based project leaders need to lead programs.

Articulating risks with clarity makes them real and manageable. A risk 
statement should be a description of an event or condition and the result-
ing impact. If the engines fail, the airplane will crash. The event is clearly 
identified, which allows root causes or sources of risk to be identified and 
the impact quantified.

Let’s revisit our data security project again: “The Customer Data Security 
Project will create new business processes and technology to  manage  customer 
information, including credit card data, to be used by our  website customers 
and e-commerce partners to comply with new federal security standards, 
eliminate existing supply chain data  vulnerabilities, and reduce e-commerce 
operations maintenance and support by 3 percent by December 31.”

The project leader’s first task is to revisit the stakeholder analysis to get a 
sense of key issues, success criteria, and risk tolerances of key  stakeholders. 
In the case of an e-commerce partner, the CIO has since implemented pro-
cesses, technology, and policy to prevent fraud. To get one of these poli-
cies or processes changed within the e-commerce environment is highly 
uncertain. One solution being considered is to have the e- commerce cus-
tomer implement technology to decode credit card information to perform 
their fraud detection. The complexity of the solution, as well as availability 
of resources to get this accomplished within XYZ’s project time frame, is 
very uncertain.The project manager is concerned that this approach may 
add significant time to the project. The risk statement may look like this: 
If the e-commence customer cannot implement new encryption technology 
within two months, then they will be required to manually execute fraud 
detection processes, slowing the delivery of high-dollar orders, increasing 
customer support calls, and reducing XYZ customer satisfaction.

Now a discussion can occur about the probability of the risk event, 
sources of risk, and decisions about acceptance, mitigation, and subse-
quent planning activities. Too often, risks get documented as generic 
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issues or assumptions, or—even worse—they are pushed under the table. 
By properly identifying the risk event or condition, probability, and 
impact, the sources can be rooted out and mitigation plans built into the 
project plan. Confident, rational discussions can take place with custom-
ers, sponsors, and key stakeholders, allowing them to make decisions to 
accept or mitigate the risk. A project manager who does not aggressively 
pursue risk management dialogue with her customers sees her schedule 
and costs continually slip with no concrete evidence as to why. She is left 
holding the bag of project waste.

Well-developed risk statements capture the attention of customers and 
allow for risk quantification, mitigation, and response planning  activities to be 
defined, supporting reality-based decision making. Maybe the e- commerce 
partner has to reprioritize its project portfolio if XYZ’s business is critical to 
their bottom line. Or maybe XYZ needs to manage  customer’s expectations 
for delivery times with certain orders. Either way, more work is likely to be 
defined. As with identifying real needs, open and honest dialogue on risk 
must be pursued by the service-based project leader.

Pushing the risk discussion requires relationships with customers 
( trust-based), their willingness to give the project manager the authority to 
lead (consultative leadership), and confidence (courage) to discuss risk.

BUILDING PROJECT MANAGEMENT EXPERIENCE

The application of knowledge and skills produces experiences. Every effort 
to apply skills from knowledge generates experiences from which the 
 project manager can learn. For this reason, she should seek out a variety of 
project management experiences. This could mean moving from one line 
of business to another, from information technology to more business-
related projects, or into new industries. Varying experiences broadens the 
base by exposing the project manager to different project processes and 
acquiring experience with a variety of people.

It is also a good idea to participate in both large and small projects. 
Being a project manager on a small project is a different experience than 
being one of many project managers on a very large project. Building lead-
ership competencies requires project management experience outside of 
one’s regular job. Leading projects in the local community is great soft-
skill training for everyday project management.



Building Your Base—Knowledge, Skills, Experience • 161

SUMMARY

The base of the Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid 
is project management knowledge, skill, and experience. Expanding 
this base is critical for leadership competency development. Knowledge 
 without skill leaves the leader without the confidence to execute project 
strategies. Knowledge and skill without experience leaves the leader 
 stagnating without content to build credibility. The project manager 
must continually seek means to extract knowledge from books and jour-
nals and to attempt to find areas in her work experience and social life to 
implement these  concepts. Key project management skills that help build 
leadership competencies are associated with real customer needs and the 
proper use of work breakdown structures, project network diagrams, and 
risk statements. Project managers should seek a variety of project expe-
riences, broadening the base of the pyramid by dealing with different 
 project  processes and a variety of people.

GRoWinG PRoJect MAnAGeMent KnoWLeDGe, 
SKiLL, AnD eXPeRience tooL
The important factor in personal growth is awareness of your current 
knowledge, experience, and skills and how they match your ability 
to  satisfy your customers’ needs and the transformational work you 
desire to do in the future. Create a plan to continue to grow the base 
of your leadership competency pyramid. Begin by asking yourself 
some questions:

• What knowledge, skills, and experience can I acquire that ben-
efit my project team and customers?

• What knowledge, skills, or experience would make my job 
more fun or exciting?

• What can I do immediately in the next 30 days to acquire 
needed knowledge, skills, or experience?

Use Figure 13.3 to begin your plan of expanding your base.
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14
Building Subject Matter Expertise

INTRODUCTION

Developing subject matter expertise is the most misunderstood com-
ponent of the leadership competency pyramid. This does not mean a 
project leader must have expertise in every aspect of the project work. 
Although having experience with the type of work team members are 
doing is  certainly helpful, it is often impractical. Subject matter exper-
tise is not about  having the ability to master all aspects of the project 
work and tasks; rather, it  means understanding one’s customers, their 
 business, and the project goals, and linking the project team to those 
goals. A  service-based project leader has many customers, including team 
members. To drive  transformational change in them, he must know what 
they are  experiencing—and what they want to experience.

Service-based project leaders are experts at project management but also 
need to demonstrate knowledge and familiarity with the customer’s need. 
Customers attempting to create unprecedented strategic change desire 
a relationship based on mutual respect and common understanding. 
The risk of failure may be so great or the benefits so important to the orga-
nization that their personal association with this endeavor is  irrevocable. 
These projects increasingly make up organizational project portfolios as 
the value of project management in achieving strategic objectives becomes 
apparent. Savvy sponsors, customers, and team  members recognize that 
these projects are anything but standard. These projects can carry a  legacy 
of failure or at least diminished expectations from previous strategic 
efforts; and sponsors, customers, and team  members approach these ini-
tiatives with trepidation.

The goal of the service-based project leader is to quickly demonstrate to 
the customer that he has a genuine interest in and a solid understanding 
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of their needs. This understanding is based on strong relationships—the 
kind that evolve out of mutual respect and trust.

Think about the last time you were a sponsor of a strategic project—a 
project that generated transformational change in your life. This might 
have been renovating a home, purchasing a home, settling an estate, or 
transitioning the lifestyle of an elderly parent. These are all transforma-
tional changes that must be dealt with in a manner that serves the best 
interests of numerous parties. They are strategic endeavors that involve 
significant risk and, if not done properly, will likely result in a long-term 
problem that may prove more difficult to resolve. Would you want some-
one to help you who understands your situation, has knowledge and rel-
evant experience, and has attempted similar projects? Someone who has 
your mutual respect and shares a common understanding?

A service-based project leader understands this customer and sponsor 
perspective and learns how to quickly recognize the key components of the 
customer’s business and need, and at the same time, shows a genuine inter-
est in helping them. The interest is genuine because the leader has aligned 
himself with work that is interesting, relevant, important, and significant 
to people. Customers place a premium on a leader’s objectivity and recog-
nize and appreciate his expertise in project management and his familiar-
ity with their need, which paves a path for explicit value to be rendered.

Stakeholders sometimes mistakenly think project leaders must have 
many years of experience in the industry to be able to lead a strategic project. 
This is wrong. Such people often make ineffective project leaders because 
they are often too transaction focused. They cannot see the overarching 
processes that are associated with creating transformational change and do 
not know how to create value in team members who do not have years of 
similar industry experience. Human resources (HR) or staffing functions 
of a strategic project commonly believe the leader must have 15-plus years 
of experience in their business to be credible. This causes a predicament: 
Industry and organizational veterans have plenty of subject matter exper-
tise but may not be ready to lead this type of initiative. I have seen veterans 
replaced or moved aside when it becomes apparent they do not have what 
it takes. A university knew for several years that it had to replace its learn-
ing management system that served more than 100,000 students, 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week. The sponsor of the initiative was convinced the 
current system was going to crash, potentially damaging the university’s 
 reputation—and his career. As the urgency grew, executives began to 
search the industry far and wide for an expert in online learning, pedagogy, 



Building Subject Matter Expertise • 167

learning  management systems, information systems  management, and 
instructional design. When they found one with many credentials and cer-
tifications on his business card, including Project Management Professional 
(PMP)®, they created a director-level position for him. Three months after 
the new director arrived, the project was in disarray, stagnating, and losing 
the confidence of key stakeholders. Subject matter expertise doesn’t mean 
being an expert in every matter of the project. It means being an expert in 
understanding customer needs and how to satisfy them.

Savvy sponsors will not waste resources on teaching the strategic leader 
about the business because they have people with numerous years of experi-
ence who can fill in specific knowledge gaps. In conjunction with this,  service- 
based project leaders must quickly gain subject matter expertise about the 
customer and demonstrate a genuine interest in the business need prior to 
moving up the pyramid to the next critical layer, trust-based relationships.

WHY LEADERS NEED SUBJECT MATTER EXPERTISE

A service-based project leader must develop meaningful, trust-based 
relationships with strategic stakeholders, including sponsors, influential 
parties, and team members. This trust begins with the leader’s credibility, 
which encompasses his project management expertise and its applicability 
to the present situation.

A sponsor’s trust is crucial. She must delegate to the service-based proj-
ect leader authority to act on her behalf. A lack of trust is a barrier to this 
delegation. A lack of knowledge of the sponsor’s business is a barrier to 
trust. She will not delegate leadership, only managerial tasks, to someone 
who does not thoroughly understand the urgency, complexity, and deli-
cacy of the situation.

A good sponsor will initially sell the vision of the strategic initia-
tive, particularly during its funding. But sponsors are usually very busy 
people, and the vision must be continually communicated throughout the 
endeavor. The transformational change vision is often undercommuni-
cated by a factor of 10, 100, or even 1000.1

A service-based project leader must continually project the vision 
of the initiative to influential stakeholders, particularly those more 
 distant or those possessing a distorted view of the initiative. These stake-
holders can generate chaos by their complacency, lack of support, or even 
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active resistance. The projection of the vision can only be done effectively 
if the leader has a thorough understanding of the situation, its uniqueness, 
urgency, and hidden implications to the larger community. Through this 
deep knowledge of the customer situation, he becomes fully entwined in 
the endeavor, making it difficult to escape his leadership duty.

Finally, subject matter expertise is critical to developing credibility with 
team members. Team members are customers of a service-based project 
leader. In addition to wanting assurances that a sponsor’s needs are being 
met, they desire a leader with knowledge of their work. He must be able to 
relate to the efforts of his team in a meaningful way. Through his expertise 
in understanding the real work that his team must perform to satisfy the 
paying customer, his team will grant him opportunities to develop trust-
based relationships that lead to consultative leadership opportunities. Does 
he need to be a resident expert in all aspects of project work? No. He must 
possess enough knowledge of his customer’s business that he can articulate 
it in a manner that enhances credibility quickly.

MASTERING THE ACQUISITION OF 
SUBJECT MATTER EXPERTISE

The ability to quickly learn the business of one’s sponsor and customers 
is an art. Mastering the acquisition of subject matter expertise requires 
dedication to the project work, a fascination with how organizations 
function, tenacity, and mental toughness. Small missteps can be devas-
tating and require months of recovery. First impressions are often deter-
minative, even if a project leader has a long-standing reputation with his 
sponsor. He must prove himself time and time again.

Pierce was an eight-year veteran of his organization. Stuck in the role of 
analyst, he was searching for a way to move in a more prominent, customer-
focused role within his organization’s IT department. After he successfully 
navigated the interviews, the organization gave him the opportunity to be 
a director with responsibility for the large department’s technology initia-
tives. Pierce felt confident moving into the role; his  experience  working 
across the organization as an analyst helped him feel secure about know-
ing his customer, how they operated, and what they needed.

In his first few meetings in his new role with the organization’s power 
players, he opted to keep to himself, letting others do the talking and 
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drive the agenda. The leadership quickly became unsettled and concerned 
about Pierce and his ability to lead. Their first impression of him was that 
he “did not know our business” and was “not willing to battle for us.” 
It may take months for him to recover, if he ever does.

But if the initial steps are properly executed, the project leader will have 
earned the opportunity to develop deeper trust-based relationships, and 
authority subsequently will be delegated to execute on the initiative’s 
vision. He can use tactical methods to acquire subject knowledge expertise.

Follow the Money: Revenue and Cost

The best way to understand the business and the resulting impact of a 
strategic initiative is to understand the basic financial processes of the 
organization. How does it make money and where does the money get 
spent? Once a project leader understands this, he can quickly see how his 
strategic project or program relates to the financial landscape of the orga-
nization and, more important, he will understand how critical  decisions—
both good and bad—are made.

Having a solid background in accounting and financial analysis is 
important. Leaders who have a Master of Business Administration (MBA) 
degree have an advantage due to the nature of the curriculum of this 
degree, but not having an MBA is not a limitation for a leader who is a 
committed lifelong learner. Community colleges offer courses that are rel-
atively inexpensive compared with the cost of earning a master’s degree, 
or one can acquire knowledge through the dozens of available books on 
accounting and financial analysis.

The revenue portion of the financial structure is usually easier to quickly 
figure out than the cost structure. Practically speaking, the service-based 
project leader should attempt to understand the revenue structure’s stabil-
ity or instability. If the organization is public, the certified financial state-
ments are a start, but they are often polished with good news for public 
consumption. The leader must dig deeper into the key metrics the orga-
nization uses to measure performance. These are often leading indicators 
of the ultimate revenue picture. Metrics that measure sales efficiency are 
important, as are the market conditions that influence these numbers.

Financial statements can identify an organization’s customers who con-
tribute to revenue, how aggressively labor is capitalized, and the pressure 
to manage expenses that affect the bottom line. Without access to  financial 
statements, an understanding of the organization’s structure and basic 
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purpose is the next best thing. By studying organizational charts, one can 
piece together a picture of a business unit performing income-producing 
work and business units performing operational work.

It is necessary to understand changes in customer or market conditions 
that change revenue or margins and to identify which products or  services 
are related to the core business and which are ancillary. Knowing how 
the organization recognizes revenue is important, as product and service 
companies often have different accounting rules for revenue recogni-
tion. Table 14.1 lists practical information to discover how revenue flows 
through an organization.

The cost picture of organizations is usually more difficult to discover, 
mainly because management protects this information. Again, public-
certified financial statements are a start but are not user-friendly unless 
read by an auditor. Detailed cost information is often buried in aggregated 
numbers for public consumption. The leader must dig deeper into key 
metrics the organization uses to measure performance. These are often 
leading indicators of the ultimate cost picture. Productivity metrics are 
very important, as are the factors that influence them.

An overlooked component of cost is charge-backs, monies returned to 
customers. Most organizations have charge-backs in one form or another, 
and acquiring knowledge of them and their root causes is an important 
aspect of the cost structure that reflects the quality of the organization’s 
processes. Table 14.2 lists practical questions to help understand how costs 
flow through an organization.

The simplest way to acquire a basic financial picture is to document 
each unit’s primary purpose in the organization and its key perfor-
mance  metrics. This gives a project leader the overall view required to lead 

TABLE 14.1

Revenue Information to Be Discovered
Identify which organization operating units are sources of revenue.
Discover the organization’s primary and secondary customers.
Distinguish between revenue that is irregular versus standard operating revenue.
Discover the characteristics of operating revenue. One-time revenue (i.e., sale of primary 
goods and services) or recurring revenue (i.e., maintenance or annual licenses).

Investigate if returns or warrantees must be taken into account.
Distinguish the actual receipt and financial recognition of revenue.
Determine the companies’ operating margins.
Investigate revenue associated with investing activities.
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a  strategic initiative. Acquiring this information is sometimes easier for 
 outsiders than for insiders. Sponsors feel compelled to give the consultants 
whatever information they need if it will help remove the pain that they 
promised to alleviate. Senior internal leaders are expected to know this 
information, particularly if they have been employed at the organization 
for several years. Others have trouble getting this information because their 
peers don’t trust them, and still others do not have the courage to ask for it.

A leader tapped to head a strategic project makes his information needs 
immediately known to the sponsor, and explains the importance and 
the intended use of this information. Acquisition of this information is 
an early test of his credibility. Efficient project leaders exhaust means of 
acquiring this information on their own before making formal requests. 
Asking for information that is publicly available is equivalent to walking 
around the office with a blindfold on.

Business Process Mapping

Another method of acquiring subject matter expertise quickly is the  ability 
to mentally construct basic business processes. This mental construct pre-
cedes formal documentation of business processes and facilitates scope defi-
nition and requirements gathering. A project leader does not have the time 
to document an organization’s business processes in their entirety, but these 
processes are usually documented or can be constructed at a high level that 
creates linkages between major processes, and identifies inputs and outputs 
across business units.

Having a strong business process background is helpful in a similar 
way that having an accounting background is helpful for discovering the 
financial picture.

Business process knowledge is critical for a leader to understand 
the inner workings of an organization. The challenge is that the people 

TABLE 14.2

Cost Information to Discover
Discover if the cost is associated with revenue, i.e., cost of goods sold.
Discover if the cost is nonoperating or extraordinary, i.e., write-downs.
Distinguish investment activities and associated financing costs from other costs.
Discover if the cost is fixed or variable.
Determine if the cost is associated with sales, administration, or overhead.
Determine organizational cash flow.
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involved in these processes often don’t speak in business process terms but 
rather in transactional terms. The people are typically so close to the day-
to-day work that they cannot see the bigger picture. However, an astute 
project leader will ask questions using terms that people understand, 
quickly translate responses into process terms, form a mental picture, then 
validate any assumptions or clarify outstanding questions. Table 14.3 lists 
practical questions to ask to quickly gain knowledge of a business process.

To achieve the benefits that sponsors expect, the leader, project team, 
and customers must understand with confidence the changes to business 
processes surrounding the overall change. Comparing current processes 
with a desired future state process builds subject matter expertise and 
helps secure team credibility.

Creating is an important aspect of leading strategic projects: The act of 
creating, inspired by a compelling vision, leads to permanent results. With 
a firm knowledge of current state processes, policies, and infrastructure, 
the leader can address the underlying issues and tensions to create new 
solutions in these current- and future-state processes, rather than tempo-
rarily adjusting the same old situations.

A service-based project leader’s knowledge of his customer’s current real-
ity and desired vision creates a discrepancy that gives way to a structural 
 tension that must be resolved by primary stakeholders. Then the organiza-
tion’s needs can begin to be addressed through the project mission with the 
willing participation of secondary stakeholders, users, and other partici-
pants because the leader has acquired subject matter  expertise about his 
customer and framed it in a manner that provides insight to the customer.

The action of creating current- and future-state processes helps unite 
primary and secondary stakeholders and uncovers potential resistance 
areas and opportunities. At the same time, it may bring up political issues 
that are uncomfortable to discuss. It may expose stakeholders’ lack of 
understanding of the business. When leaders do this well, they are creating 

TABLE 14.3

Business Process Information to Discover
Identify the major process activities of each organization and relationships between them.
Document major inputs and outputs to each process.
Identify the customers (internal and external) of the processes.
Identify the suppliers of the goods or information into the process.
Discover why certain activities are performed.
Identify the key metrics (actual and desired) of major processes and activities.
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new insights, a level of abrasion, and even some confusion. But this is the 
critical work of leading strategic projects. Laying out current and future 
processes next to each other creates discrepancy, which generates tension 
that must be resolved at an organizational level. Comparing  current and 
future states creates energy to bring about the desired state.

Research and Networking

Finally, a leader acquires subject matter expertise through diligent research 
and the maintenance of a network of practitioners who have experience in 
particular industries or with particular types of projects.

A practical way to research a customer’s business is to read the trade 
magazines the sponsor reads. These publications are often sitting out on 
desktops or housed in corporate libraries. They can provide a quick over-
view of competition, industry trends, regulatory changes, and a who’s who 
of the industry. The leader can tactically use the Internet, social media, and 
other published sources to gain industry or process application insight. 
Vendors offer case studies on customers who have accomplished similar 
projects with their product or services.

Trade associations also offer insights into an industry. Joining the asso-
ciation and attending local meetings is a commitment a service-based 
project leader can make to gain critical subject matter expertise.

Maintaining a healthy network of practitioners allows a leader to quickly 
tap into experiences that can shortcut hours of research. The organization 
of the network is just as important as the building of it. Peers move in and 
out of projects, and keeping abreast of their experiences is a challenge. 
Social media tools such as Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn provide ways 
to quickly tap into others’ subject matter expertise. A strategic project 
leader must recognize the accelerated pace of change of information and 
stay connected as change increases. Medical knowledge is doubling every 
three years and by 2020 is expected to double every 73 days.2 Social media 
tools are now essential to keep up. The stereotype of social media being 
a tool for teenagers is dissipating. Academic researchers have incorpo-
rated social media into their research techniques. The four-stage model of 
research identification (knowledge, creation of knowledge, quality assur-
ance, and dissemination) is supported by a variety of social interactions 
and forms of collaboration. Each stage is important to the research com-
munity’s ability to produce knowledge and learn from the work of others. 
Social media tools have the potential to contribute to each of these stages.3



174 • The Strategic Project Leader 

When the first edition of this book was published in 2007, Facebook 
had 50 million users; in 2013 it had 1.15 billion! Twitter was launched on 
March 26, 2006; 554 million people used the service in 2013, and almost 
half are active monthly users.4

A customer’s strategic project is serious business; the leader’s ability to 
quickly master subject matter expertise creates value and opens the rela-
tionship to trust building. Customers are often willing to pay a premium 
for this expertise; thus, the sooner one can acquire it, the better. A com-
mitted service-based project leader will get a head start, knowing that 
even if the project fails to survive, he has gained insight and subject matter 
expertise for future endeavors.

SUMMARY

Strong relationships evolve out of mutual respect and a common 
 understanding. Customers attempting to create strategic change and 
transformation desire a strong relationship. The goal of the service-
based project leader is to quickly demonstrate applicable knowledge 
and interest in the customer’s business, providing the customer with 
a sense of understanding of his needs and communicating a genuine 
interest. Gaining financial cost and revenue knowledge of customer 
business operations, gaining knowledge of their business processes, and 
conducting research on similar projects using social media are means 
to acquiring subject matter expertise quickly.
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15
Trust-Based Relationships

INTRODUCTION

Developing trust is a core competency of leaders, and service-based 
 project leaders are no exception. Failures of project leadership are nor-
mally accompanied by a breakdown of trust. Trust is an emotionally 
charged topic and has various interpretations. Trust has many dimen-
sions: trust of others, trust of self, integrity, competence, and communi-
cation. Project environmental characteristics create a mutual need for a 
fiduciary relationship between customers and project teams, sponsors and 
project leaders, and team members and leaders—and even between team 
members quickly. The challenge is that the project environment charac-
teristics of temporariness, ambiguous hierarchies, changing work teams, 
and heterogeneity of team members hamper trust and create difficulties 
in developing group cohesiveness, coordination, and communication.1 
For this fiduciary relationship to be legitimate, it must grow from mutual 
respect and a common understanding.

The absence of trust creates underperforming project teams guided by 
self-preservation and defense mechanisms. Perceptive stakeholders sense 
this dysfunction and aim their “project death bullets” at the project. Naive 
customers allow substantial investments to be wasted and eventually con-
vince themselves that any output from the project is better than none at all.

Trust-based relationships must be mutual. They require active par-
ticipation by both the service-based project leader and the stakeholder.2 
To  engage in a trust-based relationship, the trusting party must recog-
nize value. These relationships are sought after by many project managers 
but only develop for those who can demonstrate a need for the relation-
ship. A service-based project leader must demonstrate ample reason why 
a team member, customer, sponsor, or critical project stakeholder should 
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even consider entering into this relationship. Service-based project leaders 
demonstrate they are worthy of this relationship by bringing into play the 
base of the leadership competency pyramid: knowledge, skill, and experi-
ence, plus subject matter expertise about their customer.

Organizational culture can impede trust-based relationships, but it 
should not be used as an excuse. If the culture is dysfunctional to a point 
that efforts to create these relationships in projects are met with resistance 
or even ridicule, and the leader has adequately evaluated and corrected her 
own failings in this process, then she should consider moving on. The best 
way to change organizational culture is to create leaders with a leadership 
mentality that embodies a healthy culture. Healthy cultures use trust as 
a centerpiece, and service-based project leaders can play a critical role in 
changing cultures.

COMPATIBILITY

The service-based project leader can influence other obstacles to trust 
building. Compatibility, or the lack thereof, can be a significant hindrance 
to trust-based relationships. Leaders identify behavioral styles in them-
selves and others and seek to adapt their behaviors to those around them. 
Establishing compatibility is critical for managers and leaders, and good 
ones make it a tactical part of their routine, including consciously adapt-
ing their behavior to others.

Even with knowledge, skill, experience, and subject matter expertise, 
a  lack of compatibility can be a huge barrier to developing trust and 
becoming a service-based project leader. Leaders who cannot adapt their 
behavior to the needs of others find that conversations with stakeholders 
quickly fizzle. People find reasons not to engage with them. The awkward-
ness and discomfort of interacting with incompatible parties create ten-
sion that most prefer to avoid.

This awkwardness usually occurs when people have conflicts in place, 
the speed that characterizes their work, interactions, and priorities. 
Awkward situations arise quickly when people are unaware of their own 
tendencies. For instance, a task-oriented project manager trying to get a 
commitment from an engineer demands a completion date in front of 
the project team. The engineer, who has not completely assimilated all 
the requirements and technical nuances, feels pressured to guess and fears 
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overpromising and underdelivering, believing his work will eventually be 
criticized. The inherent preferences make this relationship incompatible 
unless they adapt their behavior.

Someone who is more slow paced and task oriented will need addi-
tional time to comprehend the details before committing to a date. 
A versatile project manager will understand this need. Style incompat-
ibilities exist all over project organizations, creating awkward moments 
that impede trust building. Fast-paced “director” personalities who 
focus on achievements will clash with project managers who labori-
ously wade through details of project issues. Creative people clash with 
 structure-oriented people, team builders clash with those who prefer to 
work alone, and so on.

A service-based project leader is aware of her level of compatibility with 
others and strives to maximize it. Those who wait for others to adapt to 
them often remain incompatible; service-based project leaders educate 
team members and stakeholders on compatibility techniques, but only 
after they have mastered the process for themselves. To establish compat-
ibility quickly in project environments, service-based project leaders can 
take the following steps:

• Become aware of your natural relationship tendencies or social style
• Use a model with the appropriate psychometric rigor to assess 

your style
• Learn the characteristics of your style
• Become perceptive of others’ natural relationship style
• Learn the characteristics of other styles
• Practice adapting behaviors to others to achieve compatibility

Compatibility is a stepping-stone to forming a trust-based relationship.

BUILDING TRUST ON PROJECTS

Trust-based relationships provide a project manager with an  extraordinary 
capability to carry out the duties of the project. Trust-based relationships 
are not self-serving, but rather serve the project organization by generating 
the energy needed to drive change within change-resistant cultures. Trust 
can be a powerful, contagious source of emotional energy.
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When trust exists at this level with sponsors and stakeholders, they begin 
to ask the project manager for input and recommendations. They follow 
her recommendations or at least give them consideration in the decision-
making progress. Sponsors drive the early stages of the project,  securing 
funding and defining high-level objectives, but they rarely have the 
time or knowledge to organize project stakeholders into a healthy, high- 
performing temporary project organization. This is the role of the project 
leader, but trust must exist for this to proceed properly. Sponsors expect the 
leader(s) to have the competence, professionalism, and technical skills to 
simply get the job done, and this includes developing the necessary trust-
based relationships. The development of trust between a project leader and 
sponsor is the first level in the multilevel trust-based relationship between 
the project team and the customer and beneficiaries, who bear the risk of 
the strategic initiative to achieve the expected benefits.

The service-based project leader facilitates the development of a trust-
based relationship between the provider and the customer, creating an inte-
grated project organization. This organization produces benefits because 
trust exists throughout the levels of the provider-customer relationship. 
Before trust can happen, the leader must exhibit actions and behaviors early, 
often, and at critical times that cultivate trust in these relationships. A con-
scious and consistent effort to exercise trust-building actions and behaviors 
contributes significantly to success across a project leader’s career.

When a project manager says she was able to develop trust with key 
stakeholders, ask how she did it. If she seems to search for answers, most 
likely she was lucky but did not have a systematic plan to nurture trust 
early on in a project life cycle and keep it growing.

After you understand and become experienced with the steps and pro-
cess of building trust in temporary organizational structures, you start the 
transition from project manager to project leader.

BUILDING BLOCKS OF TRUST FOR PROJECT LEADERS

Value Proposition

Service-based project leaders recognize that trust building is a mutual 
 process and establishing a value proposition is the first step. Sponsors, 
stakeholders, and team members have plenty of demands on their time. 
To start the process, the other party must see a reason to engage with 
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the project manager who desires to lead, not just manage, the strategic 
 initiative. This reason is justified through a value proposition. The project 
manager must create the perception of her value to the critical  stakeholders. 
This value is the sum of the stakeholder’s need plus the credibility of the 
project manager. When a sponsor’s “waking” need (a strategic project) is 
coupled with a project manager’s compelling role to satisfy this need, a 
value proposition begins to emerge that can be parlayed into a trust-based 
relationship. Without these two elements, project managers struggle to 
achieve leadership stature in the eyes of their superiors.

Understanding the stakeholder’s needs, including emotional and infor-
mation needs, is paramount.

Team members, sponsors, and stakeholders have a variety of needs at the 
beginning of projects. Sponsors may want to see industry comparisons of 
similar projects, risk assessments, or the estimated completion date of the 
project. A team member may prefer a certain type of work or desire to learn a 
new skill set. A critical stakeholder may want to know how the project is going 
to impact his resources. At the beginning of any strategic project or program, 
the needs far outweigh the ability of any one person to satisfy them. A project 
manager must be selective and pick topics that maximize value by evaluating 
the importance of the need and strength of her credibility related to the need. 
Each need provides an opportunity for her to gain or lose credibility.

The strength of the need is commensurate with the power associated 
with a stakeholder. A common method for prioritizing these relationships 
is to use a stakeholder analysis, which ranks stakeholders by influence, 
control, concern, etc. The stakeholder analysis is an input to a leader’s rela-
tionship priorities. With a clear focus on critical stakeholders, a leader can 
evaluate need strength with his knowledge, skill, and experience.

Trust must be earned by demonstrating competency with the proper 
intentions. A project manager wishing to lead must be willing to provide 
evidence of being trustworthy by demonstrating credibility, being reli-
able, being intimate with stakeholders, and showing concern for others.3 
Figure  15.1 illustrates the building blocks of trust in the Service-Based 
Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid.

Credibility

Credibility is based on one’s content knowledge and use of this content at 
the right moment to provide explicit value to stakeholders. Stakeholders 
will evaluate the project manager on her thoroughness, how well she can 
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articulate herself, and the judgments she makes with this knowledge.4 
The more  developed the leadership competency pyramid base, the more 
content one has immediately available, allowing credibility to build faster 
on projects.

However, content knowledge, although critical, does not satisfy every-
one. Strategic projects and programs often involve executive and senior-
level organizational leaders who put a premium on the ability to articulate 
content knowledge succinctly and accurately. Busy team members do 
not have the patience to unravel rambling, unstructured, aimless con-
tent. Good articulation of content leaves the stakeholder feeling confident 
about the discussion; poorly articulated content often leaves more ques-
tions than answers.

The five keys to articulation are as follows:

• Precision—use concise, affirmative sentences. Avoid vagueness.
• Accurate and complete information—provide information that is 

referenced and tell the complete story, not just the part of the story 
that justifies one position.

• Honesty—avoid exaggerations and admit when you don’t know 
something. Don’t guess.

• Kinesthetic experience—match emotions to the importance of the 
conversation; understand how and when to use social and personal 
space and facial expressions to convey meaning.

Project Management Knowledge,
Skill, and Experience

Subject Matter Expertise

Consultative
Leadership
Trust-based

Relationships

Courage

Trust-based
Relationships

Credibility Reliability Intimacy Low Self-
Orientation

Adapted from Maister 2004, chap. 8.

FIGURE 15.1
Building blocks of trust-based relationships.
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• Sensitivity to the listener—maximize audience’s time, arrange 
 topics in a logical order, talk in terms of risks and benefits, and 
create a conversation, not a lecture.5

Continual practice articulating content is required since the complexity of 
projects and programs makes articulation difficult to master. When ner-
vous or unsure of their content, some project managers speak with extra 
words. When relaxed and confident, content arrives more concise and 
meaningful.

Timely, well-articulated content about one’s mastery of project manage-
ment, skills, and specific experiences in addition to knowledge of the cus-
tomer’s business is how a project leader creates credibility.

Reliability

Reliability reinforces credibility. Reliability is driven by a project man-
ager’s actions. Making commitments and following through generates a 
sense of confidence and fulfillment. Project managers are evaluated on 
their consistency and timeliness.6 When successful, stakeholders view the 
project manager as dependable. By making promises and linking them to 
actions, a project manager creates a consistent track record.

Completing expected tasks, status reports, schedules, and project meet-
ings is not the most critical aspect of reliability. The project manager must 
focus on what is not generally expected of her. A sponsor may ask for a 
schedule, a budget, and resource requirements at the beginning of a proj-
ect. Good project management practices will produce them. But a project 
leader will also identify ambiguity, concerns, or other details that inter-
est stakeholders but lack clarity, and will resolve the ambiguity, filling 
emotional needs. Projects, particularly strategic initiatives, are filled 
with ambiguity and therefore with uncertainty, risk, and fear or at 
least concern. These all weigh on executives’ and stakeholders’ minds. 
Ambiguity of interest to a sponsor might include risks, expert opinions, 
another’s willingness to commit resources, or the amount of coordination 
required between related projects. Validated by the sponsor, the service-
based project leader will make a commitment to satisfy these needs and 
quickly establish expectations for the outcome including time frames and 
quality of work. By focusing on clarifying the ambiguity, the project leader 
begins to tap into the emotional needs of the stakeholder. Table 15.1 lists 
potential stakeholder needs that create opportunities to build reliability.
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The link between credibility and reliability is strong. A conscious plan 
and practice will allow a project leader to quickly build them simultane-
ously early in the project initiation stage.

The leader must also build credibility and reliability with team  members. 
Team members have concerns during the start-up phases of  projects. No 
one desires to be on a poorly performing team or a project that is designed 
for failure. Team members can sense ambiguity and either take actions to 
protect themselves and their reputations or reach for additional responsi-
bility, potentially challenging the project manager’s authority. A project 
leader’s focus on establishing credibility and reliability quickly with key 
team members will enhance role development and team performance. 
Time is limited and opportunities cannot be squandered.

Tips for Creating Credibility and Reliability with Customers

Find out something about your customer that they would not expect you 
to know. Research and network with peers to bring forth new rel-
evant information. If it is a new customer, read the last year’s worth 
of press releases and an annual report. Find the CEO’s latest speech 
to the industry on the Internet. If it is an internal project, talk to 
managers about their biggest frustrations, take them to lunch and 
find out their key performance metrics and if they are meeting them 
and, if not, why not. Find out what team members accomplished on 
previous projects, learn about their capabilities, and recognize pre-
vious efforts. Show a command of the customer’s needs. Good team 
members want to make sure their efforts are going to produce results 
and satisfy a real need.

TABLE 15.1

Stakeholder Needs That Offer Opportunities to Build Reliability
Crystallizing ambiguous benefits and performance measurements
Discovering hidden risks
Clarifying dependencies, synergies, and impacts of related projects
Capturing lessons learned, internally and externally
Agreeing with customer needs and outcomes
Clarifying user and customer expectations
Defining who is responsible for what
Defining major deliverables and objectives
Defining immediate next steps
Uncovering opposing requirements and needs
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Look for good opportunities to articulate content knowledge. Timing is 
critical; sensing when conversations drift off track or when a lack 
of clarity stymies participants is a prime opportunity to inject con-
tent with commanding presence. One-on-one meetings are usually a 
safe place. Large meetings entail more risk, but if the timing is right, 
go for it.

Make a commitment to act. When sensing frustration or discomfort, 
probe with open-ended questions, such as, “Why is this unclear?” 
or, “Why is the answer elusive?” Seek opportunities to resolve the 
ambiguity and make a commitment to do so. Set clear expectations 
on outcomes and time frames and follow up in a convenient man-
ner with the stakeholder within a few days with an update as to its 
resolution or status.

Run great meetings. Project leaders must be able to run productive 
meetings, particularly early on in projects. Focusing clear objec-
tives, setting expectations around specific outcomes, building a 
shared agenda with participants, defining actions to achieve spe-
cific outcomes, and organizing the meeting’s content in a logical 
manner will increase credibility and reliability. Valuing input, 
encouraging participation, asking good questions, building con-
sensus, offering to help others, and maintaining control are essen-
tial and create opportunities for the more challenging aspects of 
trust building.

Let others promote you. Avoid listing your credentials or past project 
successes, as they will probably already know what you have done 
or will find out through others. Focus on your actions in the present 
moment and do not rest on your reputation: it must be earned again 
and again.

Nothing will damage a leader’s credibility more than running unpro-
ductive meetings, particularly with more senior-level stakeholders in 
the meeting. Research indicates that priming one’s attitudes toward an 
approach-oriented mindset before the meeting helps one to gain status 
in groups and improves negotiating and speaking skills. An approach-
oriented mindset—one of promotion, power, and happiness—activates 
the left frontal region of the brain, reducing the stress hormone cortisol 
and increasing optimism and confidence. Priming attitudes before the 
next kick-off meeting could involve focusing on grand life ambitions 
and dreams (promotion), recalling an event in which one had power 
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over others (power), and times of joy and excitement (happiness). 
Controlled studies show that people who prime their attitudes are more 
likely to be recognized as the leader of a group and speak earlier and 
more assertively during meetings.7

Intimacy

Intimacy is about connecting with stakeholders’ inner sanctuaries where 
their deep beliefs and values reside, driving convictions and emotions. 
Intimacy is a source of private project intelligence. It is often lacking on 
projects and cannot be purchased on an expense account; intimacy must 
be genuine. Only after a clear value proposition exists for both parties and 
the roots of credibility and reliability begin to take hold should a project 
manager seeking to lead initiate efforts to build intimacy. Stakeholders 
evaluate the project leader on her open honesty and the discretion she uses 
with this additional information.

Maister calls intimacy “a game of mutually increasing risk,” which 
must be initiated by the project leader.8 The opening up of one’s beliefs 
and values is risky; not everyone wants to participate. But there are tre-
mendous benefits to establishing intimacy; the leader will be able to 
address topics usually barred from discussion, which improves deci-
sion making and builds camaraderie. Anyone leading a strategic proj-
ect or program is handicapped if she cannot broach project topics that 
are critical to the success of the initiative but are kept off-limits due to 
politics, discomfort, or naiveté. The ability to discuss these difficult and 
sometimes painful topics can give new life to an entire project orga-
nization. Most important, intimacy gives a project leader more infor-
mation from which to lead the initiative and make decisions based on 
reality and the needs of others. How the leader handles this informa-
tion and what decisions are made with it will impact future efforts to 
develop intimacy.

Intimacy allows the project leader to influence the organization in 
ways that others cannot. Intimacy is also a weapon against the tradi-
tional challenge of having project status modified from red to yellow 
to green as it moves up the management chain onto the executive’s 
desk. As people tend to manipulate the truth about a project’s status to 
protect themselves, intimacy can provide an advantage. An organiza-
tion’s tolerance of employees telling their superiors what they want to 
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hear, rather than what they need to hear, is symptomatic of a sterile, 
 unproductive culture, making intimacy even more critical.

Tips for Building Intimacy on Projects

Get to know people as individuals. Begin by acquainting yourself with 
people as if they were your parents, spouse, or children instead 
of merely as analysts, programmers, engineers, etc. Get to know 
stakeholders’ spouses and children by name and ask about them. 
Learn about their hobbies, spiritual interests, and social con-
cerns; and show each of them respect. Learn what challenges they 
are facing both inside and outside the workplace. Acknowledge 
feelings about their successes, failures, and ongoing challenges. 
Empathy can be communicated by simply stating, “That situ-
ation must have been difficult for you.” These simple gestures 
help you to connect with stakeholders as individuals. It is just as 
important to let them know you as an individual and not just a 
project manager.

Take a personal risk. Lead with a weakness. Often project leaders 
attempt to lead by demonstrating power or strength. Create inti-
macy by taking a personal risk. Share a personal failure and a lesson 
learned with an important stakeholder once you know them as an 
individual. This disclosure must be done with prudence. Too much 
information given too fast will turn people off, but sharing a failure 
or lesson learned on a previous project may enlighten both parties. 
It is critical that leaders take accountability for the failure and not 
place blame on others, and clearly state the lesson learned. This dem-
onstrates a willingness to be open, honest, transparent, and a lifelong 
learner who can take something positive away from a failure.

Visualize the moment. When attempting to create intimacy, repeat-
edly envision the conversation, its progression, and desired outcome. 
Visualize facial expressions, emotions, words, and reactions before 
starting this process. In other words, have a plan; don’t randomly 
begin to initiate intimacy without visualizing the process and the out-
come. Take a deep breath to relax the upper body. Relaxing helps you 
stay within your normal behavioral spectrum. To practice, attempt 
this with a significant other or close friend. Initiating intimacy is 
risky and can produce undesirable results. But the benefits are real.
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Once intimacy is seeded, project leaders will have more  opportunities to 
bring up difficult topics that appear disguised as issues and assumptions 
no one is willing to challenge or deal with. When looking for diffi-
cult topics, find the project issues list, risk journals, or assumptions 
list. Most of these issues find dark, dusty resting places in databases, 
 portals, or templates because no one likes to tackle them. Leaders can 
tactfully bring up these issues by acknowledging their difficulty, taking 
full responsibility for bringing them up, and then making a direct state-
ment of the issue.9

Intimacy can be particularly lacking in virtual project teams. However, 
choosing phone conversations over e-mail and writing personal thank-
you notes to others for their contributions are simple steps to start the 
process. It is easy to make excuses for not getting to know remote team 
members or stakeholders, simply because they may live in different parts 
of the country or the world. The project leader should be sure to bring 
out her personality, some humor, and sincerity in the virtual meetings. 
The process for establishing intimacy remains the same, but with fewer 
opportunities to establish it. Planning activities to create opportunities to 
meet face-to-face with key stakeholders is critical. If credibility is estab-
lished, chances improve that one will get these opportunities. However, 
without a strong foundation on the leadership competency pyramid base, 
and insufficient credibility, the request will more than likely be turned 
down, making the development of intimacy among critical virtual stake-
holders difficult, if not impossible.

Low Self-Orientation

Low self-orientation means one is more oriented toward others than 
oneself. A project leader with low self-orientation does not think less of 
herself, but rather thinks about herself less frequently. People with low self-
orientation love to learn. Realizing they don’t have all the answers, they 
are great listeners. They realize the value of others’ opinions, and enjoy 
watching others succeed around them—acknowledging that they can’t 
do it all themselves. Service-based project leaders may naturally have low 
self-orientation or may train themselves to act with low self- orientation. 
Intimacy and low self-orientation reinforce each other just as credibility 
and reliability reinforce each other.

Today’s leaders do not lead by power or fear, but rather by demonstrat-
ing competency and keeping their ambitions in check.10 Therefore, low 
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self-orientation coupled with intimacy reins in a leader’s ambitions as he 
demonstrates competency through credibility and reliability.

Low self-orientation is aligned with good listening skills. Listening is a 
life skill that requires constant attention and regular feedback on how well 
one listens to others. Service-based project leaders engage with others not 
to talk, but rather to listen. Good listening leads to great communication, 
and leaders must be great communicators.

Leaders with high self-orientation leave others with a feeling that they 
care only for themselves. Service-based project leaders communicate 
that they care for the team member who is concerned about demands 
on his time, for the sponsor whose reputation is on the line, and for the 
stakeholder who has little control but is highly impacted by the project 
results.

Listening and Disengaging

Learning to listen takes practice and patience. Good listeners probe for 
more information when appropriate, listen for the story within the mes-
sage, empathize, and connect with and acknowledge others’ feelings.11 
Good listeners pay attention to body language and facial expressions that 
send emotional clues about what someone is feeling. They remove visual 
distractions such as computer screens and focus solely on the conversation 
at hand. These are challenges for project leaders who must process mas-
sive amounts of information in short periods of time and have incredible 
demands on their schedules. Getting to the next meeting often interrupts 
fruitful conversations just as they begin.

The art of disengaging is almost as important as that of listening. 
Cutting off a conversation can be awkward, leaving a stakeholder feel-
ing empty or not worthy of the leader’s time. These situations have to 
be evaluated quickly, but disengaging can be done tactfully by saying 
something like, “May we continue this at 4:00 p.m.? My status meet-
ing is going to start in two minutes.” Asking permission and making 
a commitment to continue the conversation while giving a truthful 
explanation are the keys to disengaging. If the person does not grant 
permission, the responsibility then falls to them to justify the impor-
tance of finishing the discussion there and then. Nine out of 10 times, 
the stakeholder will gladly grant permission to disengage. When done 
properly, disengaging provides opportunities to demonstrate reliability 
and low self-orientation.
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Tips for Low Self-Orientation

Practice being a great listener. Read books on listening techniques and 
practice them. How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale 
Carnegie12 is a classic.

Connect actions to words that demonstrate your commitment to others. 
Convincing others you care for and support them requires action, 
not just words. Ask someone every day on your team, “How can I 
help?” and follow through.

Create opportunities for informal discussions. One-on-one time with 
sponsors, team members, and stakeholders is well worth the effort 
if a proper stakeholder analysis is done. Lunches and dinners cost 
money and can be worth it, but walking the halls before 8:30 a.m. 
and after 5:00 p.m. creates valuable informal opportunities with 
stakeholders. It is the service-based leader’s responsibility to find 
such opportunities, not wait for them to seek you out.

CUSTOMER AND PROJECT TEAM TRUST-BASED 
RELATIONSHIPS

The development of trust between a project leader and sponsor or several 
key stakeholders is not the end game. As mentioned earlier, this is the first 
level of the multilevel, trust-based relationship between the provider and the 
customer. Service-based project leaders also must take the responsibility of 
creating a trust-based relationship between the project team they are leading 
and the customer they are working to serve. In particular, when a strate-
gic project changes the way a customer’s business will operate, project teams 
must develop strong, trust-based relationships with the customer organiza-
tion. Yes, change is constant, but some of the fundamental change that sur-
rounds strategic initiatives causes great concern for many stakeholders and 
rank and file employees who are impacted. The key is creating a culture in the 
project team that views the initiative from the perspective of the customer.

The first step toward building trust within an integrated project organi-
zation is to understand the components of such an organization. Although 
traditional project management literature uses project team to include an 
array of stakeholders with the sponsor at the top, to be successful as a 
service-based project leader one must clearly distinguish the project team 
or provider from the customer within the project organization.
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A project organization is defined as a temporary organizational struc-
ture that is unique to a specific project. This organization includes mem-
bers of the project team, various key stakeholders, customers, users, 
advisors, and sponsors.

The project team is group of individuals who are ultimately responsible 
for delivering the project deliverables. Those may consist of a new software 
system; system enhancements; a new product; or a new business process 
with systems, organizational changes, training, etc. Leading the project 
team is the service-based project leader.

The advisory team comprises individuals who must be consulted to 
ensure that the change being introduced by the project is acceptable. 
Members of this team may include regulatory advisors, legal experts, 
and other functional managers whose processes are impacted by the 
project.

Then there is the customer team. This group consists of those individu-
als responsible for using the project deliverables in a manner consistent 
with the organization’s business practices to achieve the defined benefits 
that led to the project being initiated in the first place.13

To build credibility, the project team must reach out to the customer 
team and conduct trust-building activities. This includes creating project 
plans that allow the customer to easily verify that the project team is doing 
what was promised.

Building credibility and reliability can be done in planning sessions or 
workshops that involve the customer. Provide the outputs immediately at 
the end of the session so participants feel that the session truly accom-
plished something. Get the customer involved as a part of the solution by 
allowing customers to define barriers and solutions, thereby enabling the 
project team to more genuinely see the project through the eyes of the cus-
tomer. At a minimum, the project leader must do what she said the project 
team would do.

Becoming familiar with a customer’s processes and terminology, dedi-
cating serious analysis to their business metrics, providing regular status 
reports, responding to inquiries quickly and thoroughly, and taking inqui-
ries seriously—all of these enhance credibility and reliability. Establishing 
strong quality processes assists in all aspects of trust. Survey the custom-
er’s attitude on whether project team and customer meetings and work-
ing sessions were prepared and meaningful. Leaders of project teams who 
initiate self-examination of team behaviors and conduct rehearsals of 
 customer-facing activities have more success at creating trust.
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The project team builds trust by asking open-ended questions,  listening 
effectively, and helping stakeholders define the problem before offering 
 solutions. A project team loses trust when it presents solutions before 
convincing the customer that the team understands their need. A project 
team gains trust by showing more interest in the customer’s thoughts than 
its own views.

To get a sense of your ability to build trust quickly on projects, use the 
checklist at the end of this chapter. Then see the guide that follows for 
questions to consider in developing stronger trust-based relationships.

SUMMARY

Failures of project leadership are normally preceded by a breakdown of 
trust. A trust-based relationship is a commitment based on emotions 
not to be treated carelessly. Compatibility is a stepping-stone to form-
ing a trust-based relationship. Service-based project leaders recognize 
that trust building is a mutual process and establishing a value propo-
sition is the first step. The building blocks of trust-based relationships 
are credibility, reliability, intimacy, and low self-orientation. Credibility 
is based on one’s content knowledge and the articulation of content at the 
right moment to provide explicit value. Reliability is driven by a project 
manager’s actions. Intimacy is about connecting with stakeholders’ inner 
sanctuary, where their deep beliefs and values reside, driving convictions 
and emotions. Low self-orientation is convincing others of their impor-
tance. Service-based project leaders also must take on the responsibility 
of creating a trust-based relationship between performing organizations.

eViDence oF tRUSt-BASeD ReLAtionSHiPS tooL
 1. You have talked to your sponsor in the last seven days.

True False

 2. On your current project(s), the client or sponsor has involved 
you in pre-initiation project vision and strategy discussions for 
your  current assignment.

True False
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 3. On your current assignment, you have found out indirectly that 
the client or sponsor is considering new approaches to address-
ing the business need of the project.

True False

 4. In the past month, your client or sponsor has asked you to jus-
tify cost and schedule status.

True False

 5. You know the name of your sponsor’s or client’s spouse.

True False

 6. In the past month, a significant stakeholder has called you in 
the last week just to talk, with no specific agenda.

True False

 7. In the past month, a project team member discussed awkward 
or bothersome situations with you.

True False

 8. In the last week, a team member approached you to discuss a 
concern or problem.

True False

 9. In the last week, a team member, customer, or sponsor has 
solicited your advice.

True False

 10. On your last project, users of the project’s product personally 
thanked you for your involvement.

True False

Increasing Trust-Based Relationships Tool
What is the status of my relationships with key project team mem-

bers and customers? Do I have positive, healthy, and trust-
based relationships with key customers?
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16
Consultative Leadership: Becoming 
a Service-Based Project Leader

INTRODUCTION

Leadership achieves goals through others. Consultative leadership 
achieves shared goals through others’ willing participation, for mutual 
benefit. A  consultative leader understands and aligns the relation-
ship between the common goal and stakeholders’ personal interests. 
Consultative leadership helps project managers address the predicament 
of having substantially more responsibility for the project outcome than 
authority. consultative leadership is granted through trust-based 
relationships.

In The Human Organization: Its Management and Value, author Rensis 
Likert presents four types of leadership behavior that will help clarify 
what is meant by consultative leadership in the context of this book: The 
exploitive authoritative leader has no concern for people and uses fear to 
achieve compliance; the benevolent authoritative leader has some regard 
for people and uses reward systems to influence behavior but holds on 
to critical decision making. The consultative leader reaches out to follow-
ers and encourages an upward flow of information, but decisions are still 
made centrally. The participative group leader engages both followers and 
peers, and fosters collaboration and shared decision making.1

For the purpose of the Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency 
Pyramid, a consultative leader can be defined as a leader who reaches 
out to followers and encourages an upward flow of information; this 
type of leadership is a participative form of leadership that engages 
both followers and peers and fosters collaboration and shared decision 
making.2 Consultative leadership places a strong emphasis on advising 
and serving stakeholders. The success of consultative leadership comes 
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through the creation of supportive relationships based on mutual trust 
and respect including the recognition of the personal worth of others. 
Decision  making incorporates the “linking pins” relationships that bind 
the entire group or organization.3 Stakeholders participate freely because 
of the anticipated benefits.

Most leadership theories are based on the assumption of a stable organi-
zational environment. However, organizations are required to swiftly adapt 
to change and use of temporary organizations such as project and programs 
teams require different, unique leadership approaches. Getting stakehold-
ers to participate freely and willingly is good in any organizational environ-
ment. But in a temporary organization, the urgency to produce an outcome 
or product, the nonroutine processes, and the uncertain working conditions 
require the leader to encourage a participative form of leadership. This must 
engage stakeholders to foster collaboration and shared decision making 
while purposefully advising and serving stakeholders—“consulting”—to 
overcome issues and obstacles to satisfy the urgency of the customer need.4

ADVISORY NATURE

The term consultative is used as an adjective and means giving advice. 
Leadership is a noun that means guidance or direction. The project leader 
must use advice, not demands, to provide guidance and direction due to 
the missing or ambiguous hierarchies in the temporary organization and 
the potential authority gap of the project leader.

Advising helps to inform stakeholders of the best course of action 
through education and collective knowledge sharing, but allows stake-
holders, including team members, to make their own choices. Advising is 
not telling stakeholders what to do; it is helping them satisfy their needs 
including expressing why something needs to be done (aligning a stake-
holder’s interest with the common goal), and how to do it (educating 
stakeholders on the process). A service-based project leader acts as an 
advisor because he seeks to serve the best interest of his stakeholders.

Trust creates opportunities for consultative leadership (see Figure 16.1). 
Customers who recognize the base strength of a project leader’s leadership 
competency pyramid will pull that individual into a consultative leader-
ship position. This requires a conscious decision on the part of the proj-
ect manager to accept this invitation to actively advise and serve others’ 
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best interests. This is a jumping-off point for the project manager into the 
role of a service-based project leader, who now becomes emotionally and 
rationally connected to achieving the project outcomes.

Serving versus Coaching

Service-based project leaders use advisory skills to serve the best interests 
of others. An important aspect of consultative leadership is servant lead-
ership. Servant leadership starts with an inherent desire to serve others 
first—then a conscious choice to lead.5

Personal coaching is a popular trend in project management. However, a 
service-based project leader’s use of consultative leadership is not the same 
as coaching. Coaching uses a process of inquiry and personal discovery to 
enable one’s level of awareness and responsibility. A coach provides their 
client with tools, structure, support, and feedback. The coaching process 
helps an individual define and achieve professional and personal goals 
faster and with more ease than would be possible otherwise.6

Professional coaching techniques may be valuable for project leaders, 
since both coaches and leaders provide advice. But coaches are not project 
leaders and project leaders are not professional coaches. Project leaders are 
accountable to deliver results to customers through a temporary organi-
zational structure. Coaches act as an independent third party helping an 
individual but do not bear the burden of leadership.

Trust-based
Relationships

Credibility Reliability Intimacy Self- 
Orientation

Consultative Leadership

Advising and Serving

FIGURE 16.1
Trust-based relationships encourage consultative leadership.
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POWER

As with any leadership style, consultative leadership requires power. 
The traditional types of project power are listed below7:

• Legitimate—formal or title based
• Reward—incentive based
• Coercive—fear based
• Expert—knowledge based
• Referent—relationship based

Consultative leadership relies heavily on expert power and referent power. 
It also relies on deferent power, or the power to grant power to others. 
Deferent power requires the courage to trust others. A service-based proj-
ect leader grants power by prudently leaving it in the hands to which it 
belongs. This right to grant power is earned through the base of a leader’s 
competency pyramid. Once granted, the service-based project leader uses 
advisory skills and serving actions to enable the power invested in others. 
This is consultative leadership. Figure 16.2 illustrates the use of different 
types of power to create consultative leadership opportunities—a critical 
leadership paradigm for project managers attempting to become service-
based project leaders.

Creates
Opportunities

Consultative
Leadership

Advisory and Service PowerKnowledge, Skill,
Experience

Expert Power

Trust-based
Relationships

Referent Power

Courage
Deferent Power

FIGURE 16.2
Power associated with consultative leadership.
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Every opportunity for consultative leadership must be earned by the 
 service-based project leader, since it is not inherited. consultative lead-
ership is not forced upon stakeholders; rather, stakeholders grant the 
opportunity to project leaders to use consultative leadership. Consultative 
leadership opens communication, enables the exchange of ideas, emboldens 
creativity, instills ownership of project tasks, enables leadership opportuni-
ties for others, and generates positive project team energy.

Consultative leadership distributes decision making. Team members 
closest to the work are entrusted with local project decisions. This allows 
the project leader to seek out high-value-proposition project work for his 
customers and to practice foresight, including gathering information for 
future decisions and improving the decision-making process.

NEED FOR ADVISING

Stakeholders are not as familiar with the project environment as the 
practitioner and typically have some “skin in the game”—reputation, 
bonuses, or even their careers. Practitioners should never underestimate 
the trepidation and anxiety a person may have concerning a project, 
including team members, customers, and particularly the sponsors. 
Sponsors often have a handful of other issues, and neither need nor want 
another.

A practitioner will likely see additional complications and barriers to 
success because of his familiarity with the project environment (technical 
issues, lack of resources, constrained budgets, etc.). He should be careful 
not to unnecessarily add to the stakeholders’ anxiety. Often, project man-
agers bring up issues, assumptions, and poorly stated risks that inevitably 
compound anxiety! From the stakeholders’ perspective, they want some-
one who can take away anxiety, not add to it.8

The service-based project leader’s role is to provide information and 
reasons as to what needs to happen and why. This can be done by provid-
ing recommendations for how to mitigate, reduce, overcome, or eliminate 
threats to achieving the project’s objectives. Drawing from his base of 
knowledge, skills, and experience, the project leader should get the spon-
sor to commit to a recommended course of action, showing the project 
team that they have been granted consultative leadership to move the 
highest levels of management to action.
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Education is a great temporary anxiety reliever, but education alone is 
not enough; an executable plan of action is required to permanently reduce 
anxiety. This plan of action is best developed with input from stakehold-
ers, which provides an excellent opportunity for project managers to use 
consultative leadership.

Tips for Advising

A service-based project leader works to earn the right to be a consultative 
leader. Once earned, team members, sponsors, and stakeholders will grant 
opportunities, but the leader must listen for clues. Clues from involved 
stakeholders may be statements such as the following:

• Do you agree?
• What are your thoughts?
• Do you have experience with     ?
• What information are we missing?

These are clues that a service-based project leader is earning the right to 
begin to use consultative leadership. The key to advising is serving with 
good intentions coupled with the proper attitude and language.

A service-based project leader seeks input, not just acceptance. Using his 
pyramid base, he constructs meaningful straw models of plans and begins 
a dialogue with the stakeholders, allowing them to fill in the blanks. How 
this input is solicited is critical. Stakeholders know when they are adding 
value and not simply going through a tedious exercise of project planning.

Below are some methods for helping to ease stakeholder anxiety.

• Focus on deliverables and why the deliverables are important to 
overall plans.

• Focus on educating stakeholders on the sequence and timing of events.
• Allow stakeholders to make meaningful contributions to the plan.
• Be positive and sincere.
• Use stakeholders’ time wisely, be well prepared, and have clear 

objectives and outcomes that can be accomplished in the time frame 
allocated.

• Confirm outcomes and decisions within hours or a day, not days 
or weeks.
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A general approach to advising is allowing the stakeholders to think an 
idea is theirs, with the leader assuming the role of helping them ver-
balize it. List the potential options and ask if any have been missed. 
Then discuss the benefits and drawbacks of each option, reducing the 
probability of misunderstandings. The desired outcome reduces stake-
holders’ anxiety—and therefore reduces resistance. The stakeholder 
should not feel he has been forced down a path. Finally, make a rec-
ommendation but let the stakeholders make the decision or make a 
joint   decision  as appropriate. The desired outcome is a shared vision 
with joint ownership of the actions required to complete the work 
assigned.

Courage plays a significant role in making recommendations. A service-
based project leader leads with, “I would recommend…” and then explains 
his rationale. He uses consultative leadership to help invested stakeholders 
decide what to do but avoids taking a stand early, thereby short-circuiting 
the buy-in process. Being mindful of balancing decisiveness with letting 
the advising process mature to allow stakeholder buy-in is important, but 
service-based project leaders who are unwilling to commit to a plan of 
action will quickly lose the right they have been granted to use consulta-
tive leadership.

A challenge for some leaders is the ability to let go of some decision 
making. A leader with substantial experience may see more direct paths 
to an end result and may become frustrated with stakeholders’ lack of 
speed or their interim steps that may seem to be waste of time. Being 
flexible is important; stakeholders must rationally and emotionally be 
ready to act and commit to a plan. Thus, they may need more time or 
require more interim decision-making steps. This is acceptable as long 
as significant delays are not accruing. If the stakeholders are comfort-
able with the process, they will be more forgiving of minor delays. 
Keep decisions in front of stakeholders and maintain a healthy sense 
of urgency.

Some stakeholders will never commit to a critical decision; they may 
ask the leader to choose for them. Ensure that the information and educa-
tional needs of stakeholders have been met by asking them what informa-
tion they lack to make a decision. If stakeholders choose a path that the 
leader cannot work with, he may withdraw. A project leader who is willing 
to step aside when fundamental differences exist is a true service-based 
project leader.
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CONSULTATIVE LEADERSHIP PROCESS

The process of consultative leadership involves aligning the actions of 
stakeholders with the strategy of the program or project. This process is 
aimed at getting customers and team members committed to the proj-
ect or making tactical project decisions around how to plan and execute 
the work of the project. The process can be used at a more strategic level 
to align critical stakeholders such as sponsors, and is particularly useful 
for achieving sponsor support and keeping them active in their role as a 
 sponsor. Figure 16.3 depicts the consultative leadership process, adapted 
from The Trusted Advisor.9

Five-Step Process for Consultative Leadership:

• Engage—Initiate meaningful dialogue with stakeholders based on a 
foundation of trust.

• Listen—Earn the right to explore ideas with the stakeholder.
• Frame—Crystallize and clarify complexity involved in the project.
• Vision—Collaborate with team members, customers, and sponsors 

to define the future.
• Commit—Remove barriers, including fears, to get stakeholders to 

commit to action.

This process engages stakeholders and fosters the collaboration that rein-
forces existing trust-based relationships. The process recognizes stake-
holders’ potential for contribution and considers the intrinsic value of 
the work. Stakeholders, particularly team members, experience greater 
rewards because the service-based project leader is allowing the work to 
be defined in part by them. Thus, the trust-based relationship and con-
sultative leadership layers of the pyramid work in tandem, reinforcing 
each other.

Consultative Leadership Process

ListenEngage CommitVision

Advising & Serving

Frame

FIGURE 16.3
Consultative leadership process.
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Engage

Engaging the key stakeholders is an art that service-based project leaders 
must master if they are to exert the proper influence on the programs they 
lead. Project managers fail to make the leap to project leadership when 
they are unable to engage with the key stakeholders, such as executives, 
senior managers, and even senior team members. Without a strong base 
to their pyramid and trust-based relationships, they are unable to create 
meaningful dialogue with these resources.

The challenge begins with a project leader’s usually long list of issues 
needing attention. He must focus on a topic that has strength from a 
stakeholder’s perspective. Successful engagement of stakeholders is tied to 
sharing the same vision.

Avoid jumping to the latest, hottest issue without first ranking its 
strength through the eyes of the stakeholder. Asking for help is fine, 
but the leader must demonstrate that he has pursued several courses of 
action and is willing to act as a catalyst to help drive the issue to closure. 
transferring the issue to senior management weakens one’s right to use 
consultative leadership. Senior management does not have time to distill 
all the data and facts. These are opportunities to provide recommenda-
tions and use consultative leadership.

Seeing the importance of a topic in the eyes of a stakeholder means 
understanding the risk to the stakeholder (not the leader) if no action is 
taken and understanding the amount of information available and the 
complexity associated with the topic. The leader seeking engagement 
defines the reward the stakeholder will experience and the amount of 
 relevance and influence the stakeholder claims over the topic.

When a stakeholder grants a leader time to discuss critical project 
 topics, he should focus on a key project issue that needs their attention, 
add value to the discussion, research everything possible, and listen well.

Listen

Service-based project leaders engage with stakeholders not to talk but to 
listen. Listening is tightly aligned with low self-orientation, a key building 
block of establishing trust-based relationships. Listening is a lifelong skill. 
The consultative leadership process requires proper preparation to ensure 
that the right questions are asked to get the stakeholder talking. Project 
managers often go into these discussions with too little information, not 
giving the stakeholder enough data to be able to even discuss the topic. 
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Service-based project leaders anticipate the need for these  discussions 
long before they occur and are able to research, document, and share the 
proper information with the stakeholders to allow them to begin to formu-
late their ideas.

A Story about Listening

Catherine, a project leader, continually presented to the steering commit-
tee critical decisions about which the committee members had little or 
no information to make a rational decision. Members did not have time 
to sift through the information and comprehend all the implications of 
decisions. The more she pressed for a decision, the more uncomfortable 
the meetings became. Some members pushed back, others’ body lan-
guage showed uneasiness with the program direction, and still others 
tuned out and responded to e-mail from their smartphones. Catherine 
would respond with answers before members could fully express their 
thoughts. She always left unsatisfied because she did not get a decision 
and her project faced new delays. Steering committee members became 
frustrated because they felt pressured to make a decision without all the 
facts to reduce project slippage. Eventually, Catherine and others were 
stripped of their visible leadership roles, replaced with more customer-
focused leaders.

Short-cutting the consultative leadership process heightens frustration. 
Articulate in a compelling fashion well-documented facts to reinforce 
credibility; then listen to the stakeholders. Ask open-ended, probing ques-
tions to get them to expand their opinions, concerns, and feelings. Allow 
stakeholders to pool their institutional knowledge to create a valuable 
input into the decision-making process. First, listen reflectively by stating 
back stakeholder concerns and opinions; then listen for opportunities to 
follow up and resolve ambiguous issues. This reinforces the reliability and 
low self-orientation aspects of trust building.

Frame

People often use the expression, “Think outside the box.” But it’s hard to do 
that unless one recognizes what box he is in! Like a picture frame, framing 
an issue states the parameters of existing assumptions or of possible new 
ways of thinking. Framing issues for stakeholders involves crystallizing 
numerous complexities and emotions into a concise opportunity statement. 
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It provides insight and a new way of thinking about the issue or identifies 
the centrality of the issue that generates a host of other issues. Framing for-
mally recognizes these new insights. For example, the following are framing 
statements:

Our falling revenue isn’t a matter of poor sales performance; it’s the customer 
perception of our lack of quality.

Our cost overruns are not due to scope creep, but to our inability to 
communicate effectively with our customers.

Increasing funding for the R&D staff to shorten time to market may 
help in the short term, but to sustain this, we must improve our pro-
cess of collecting product requirements from our field technicians and 
customers.

Each of these statements combines both facts—cost overruns, falling 
revenue, increased funding—with hidden, fundamental, or critical root 
causes that are often emotionally charged. When framing, attempt to 
combine the facts with these hidden, emotionally charged issues. The goal 
is not solve the problem in framing, but to adjust the frame to allow others 
to see a new picture and then move on to creating a shared vision. Framing 
requires the strong, trust-based relationships and underlying layers of the 
leadership competency pyramid. Without them, attempts to bring new 
insight will feel awkward or even be dismissed outright. When these layers 
do exist, framing will feel natural and, at a minimum, give others a reason 
to pause to consider the new angle. Framing occurs over a period of time, 
normally with multiple conversations with various stakeholders until the 
picture begins to crystallize.

A Story about Framing

A company being audited by a federal oversight body was found to be 
out of compliance in numerous areas; management made the issue its top 
priority and enlisted senior managers to fix it. After several months of 
creating awareness programs and process changes, progress was minimal. 
Knowledge workers who were targeted with these changes became over-
whelmed, and a climate of fear began to set in.

What was lacking was a formal recognition of the impact of organiza-
tional culture. For years, the company and industry had not worried about 
the subtleties of these regulations. The operational culture was instinctively 
sales driven: “Close the deal today, and worry about the rest tomorrow.”



206 • The Strategic Project Leader 

Formal recognition of these cultural issues led to fundamental cultural 
changes and a new vision, which removed pressure from the operations 
staff. Management recognized the culture but had to frame the emotional 
connection of long-standing relationships between the sales organiza-
tion and management. Only then was the consultative leadership process 
allowed to proceed to a shared vision and the actions required to achieve it.

Framing requires alignment of stakeholders’ logical and emotional per-
ceptions. The leader must rationally explain the complexities of the issue 
and uncover the emotional elements. Below are some tips for framing 
both the logical and emotional elements of the topics requiring action:

• Use logic and content knowledge to encapsulate the issue.
• Use diagrams, charts, pictures, and logic to distill numerous com-

plexities into a few key variables.
• Uncover the stakeholders’ hidden feelings.
• Recognize the personal risks involved—for both the leader and 

stakeholders.
• Summarize feelings and emotions regarding an issue.
• Take a risk to change the frame of stakeholders’ mental pictures.

Framing takes practice. Framing reinforces all aspects of trust and gives 
leaders the opportunity to add explicit value. The project leader must seek 
out opportunities to create this value. Common places for project leaders 
to look for framing opportunities are issues and decisions not obvious to 
stakeholders, such as a project’s competing objectives that are hindering 
performance. Framing opportunities may also exist in how a particular 
message is communicated or issues that relate to critical success factors, 
such as how the quality of deliverables may impact project performance 
and customer satisfaction. Framing of issues can be done at a tactical level 
around the execution of project tasks or on a more strategic level regard-
ing program or project initiation.

The goal of framing is not to blame others or solve the issue, but rather shed 
new light on it in order to create a joint vision that will create a new reality.

Vision

Once a leader has framed the issue satisfactorily and gained formal 
 recognition through articulating it in a concise manner, determining the 
essence of what is being created is the logical next step. Vision  is about 
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a destination that reflects a team’s real desires.10 Vision builds energy, 
and  leaders skilled at this process understand the usefulness of  pictures, 
 graphics, drawings, and illustrations for creating a compelling and 
 unifying vision. Keys to a great vision are easy comprehension, motiva-
tion, inspiration, credibility, and demanding or stretching goals.11

Athletes prime their brain with mental rehearsals to improve perfor-
mance, whether it’s a golfer rehearsing a putt in his head, visualizing the 
ball rolling off the putting face over a defined path and into the hole, or a 
basketball player seeing the ball float over the rim with a gentle rotation. 
A project leader should prime the collective brain of the team by facili-
tated conceptualization. Perhaps a mental rehearsal of project deliverables 
and detail work packages will prime their brains to create mental pictures 
of how the deliverable will be used, its objective, and how completion is 
determined. Leaders can also create mental pictures of customer experi-
ences desired in meetings, presentations, and workshops with their team.

Conceptualization must start with a clean sheet of paper to eliminate 
preconceptions that constrain creativity and hide unspoken differences 
in expectations. These preconceptions, known as assumptions and con-
straints, when removed, unleash the power to conceptualize. Stakeholders 
are unlikely to take the time to read thousands of words describing ideas; 
instead, a crafted, one-page concept picture can generate meaningful dia-
logue that contributes to a shared vision. A project team that works closely 
with customers to conceptualize new visions is more likely to arrive at the 
same destination.

The next step is to translate concept to vision. Project leaders facilitate 
this step by asking what specific results the customer wants to achieve. 
Stakeholders, including team members, are more interested in specific 
project results, not the process of achieving them. Success metrics, critical 
to visioning, provide objective truth to the vision becoming reality.

When the vision is clear and measurable, the process of defining the 
current state can be hindered by the implication of accountability toward 
incumbent management. When truth is evasive in visioning discussions, 
a service-based project leader uses observable experiences and docu-
mented facts rather than competing opinions to define the current reality 
that longs for transformation. He is not fearful in defining the current 
reality of a situation, because with truth comes the internal satisfaction 
of serving well. Trust plays a critical role in successful visioning of orga-
nizational transformation, major deliverables, work packages, and their 
detail tasks.
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Not until concepts have been translated to visions and current states 
have been defined can action begin. The consultative leadership process 
makes planning intuitive and simple for stakeholders. Project manag-
ers  who rush to define their plan before the consultative leadership 
 process is complete are wasting valuable resources, are at risk of encoun-
tering  considerable rework, and may leave the consultative leadership 
 opportunity to others.

Commit

Once the issue has been framed and a vision created, getting stakehold-
ers to commit to action completes the consultative leadership process. 
Without action from invested stakeholders, the consultative leadership 
process has failed. Strategic projects often require functional managers 
to take project team deliverables and begin to incorporate or implement 
them into their span of control. These business managers are critical not 
only to the completion of the project but, more important, to the recogni-
tion of the project’s benefits. Getting the business manager to commit to 
implementing change—one action at a time—is paramount.

To achieve commitment to action, stakeholders must understand the 
details and implications of the action. The service-based project leader 
explores these outcomes and gains emotional and rational commitment. 
Resistance to commitment is rooted in fear of the unknown, feelings about 
the topic or issue, past experiences, or just plain complacency. A service-
based project leader removes unknowns by decomposing and reconstruct-
ing them into feasible action plans. He is obligated to do this to overcome 
resistance, and allow accountability for complacency to find its proper 
resting place.

Getting commitment is directly related to how much information (facts) 
the party has about a situation and how they feel (emotions). The combi-
nation of both of these determines how one views the predictability of the 
outcome of the task. The facts may show that no one has ever been fired 
for a bad presentation or attempting to gain support from a department 
head, but if the individual feels uncomfortable, he is unlikely to  commit. 
A project leader should allow time and plan activities to help remove 
unknowns, generate facts to facilitate decision making, and remove the 
uneasiness.

The service-based project leader attempts to get the stakeholders to 
commit to perform certain actions that only they can do, which deepens 
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the commitment on both sides and allows them to feel emotionally 
 committed. In turn, the service-based project leaders commit to do 
something on behalf of the stakeholder. This is joint commitment, with 
both parties acting on behalf of one another. Below are tips for getting 
joint commitment:

• Make stakeholders aware of all steps of the plan of action and all 
possible outcomes.

• Clearly articulate what will and will not be done.
• Articulate what the stakeholder needs to do.
• Clarify boundaries of work.
• Agree on methods and frequency of communication.
• Make clear what the end product will look like.
• Make clear how it will be delivered.
• Make clear how success will be measured.

SUMMARY

Consultative leadership means achieving common goals through the 
 willing participation of others. The success of consultative leadership 
comes through the creation of supportive relationships based on mutual 
trust, free-willed stakeholder participation, and respect, including the 
 recognition of the personal worth of others. Consultative leadership puts 
an emphasis on advising and serving stakeholders. Advising not only helps 
to inform stakeholders of the best course of action through education and 
collective knowledge sharing, but also allows stakeholders, including team 
members, to make their own choices.

Stakeholders are not as familiar with the project environment as the proj-
ect leader and often have some vested interest, such as reputation, bonuses, 
or even their careers. Consultative leadership serves stakeholders’ interests 
before making a conscious decision to lead.

Every opportunity for consultative leadership must be earned by the 
service-based project leader; it is not inherited. The process of consultative 
leadership is engaging in meaningful dialogue with stakeholders, explor-
ing ideas with them, crystallizing and clarifying their complexity, collabo-
rating with stakeholders to define the future, and gaining commitment 
from them to take action.
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eViDence oF conSULtAtiVe LeADeRSHiP tooL
Use the questions below to self-evaluate your consultative leadership 
and develop a plan to increase opportunities to lead in a consultative 
manner.

 1. You have asked a team member today, “How can I help you?”

True False

 2. On your current project, a project team member personally 
thanked you for your support or guidance.

True False

 3. This week when walking the halls, a team member stopped 
what he/she was doing to ask for help or advice.

True False

 4. On your current project, a sponsor or client called you to ask 
for your assistance or opinion on a matter outside the scope of 
the current project.

True False

 5. This month, you heard stakeholders discussing delicate project 
topics that you were unaware of.

True False

 6. A project team member volunteered to work on your current 
project.

True False

 7. On your current project, you have evidence a team member has 
promoted your current project to others not directly involved.

True False

 8. On your current project, you heard someone else use nearly 
your exact words to frame (bring new insight) project issues.

True False
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 9. You have made two or more recommendations to team mem-
bers, sponsors, or customers this week.

True False

 10. A team member has made a decision on executing a project 
task this week.

True False

incReASinG conSULtAtiVe LeADeRSHiP tooL
Answer each question individually with regard to a project.

 1. How do I feel when I attempt to advise co-workers? (confident, 
nervous, I rarely advise)

 2. In what type of visioning activities do I want to participate?
 3. What advice can I provide today? To whom?
 4. What outcomes can I assign to my consultation?

Answer each question individually with regard to your experience of 
being a consultative leader.

 1. What can I do to improve my engagement process?
 2. What can I do to improve my listening skills?
 3. What can I do to improve my ability to frame complexity?
 4. What can I do to improve my ability to develop a vision for my 

team and customers?
 5. What can I do to improve my ability to get team members to 

commit to act?

Discuss each question below with a person with whom you have a 
supportive relationship.

On what topics have I been able to effectively consult, advise, and 
influence?

Whom have I served and what have I done to improve their 
well-being?

What new opportunities do I have to be a consultative leader?
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17
Courage

INTRODUCTION

Courage is a state of mind that enables a project leader to face uncertainty, 
fear, or vicissitudes with self-possession, confidence, and resolution. The 
Latin root of courage is cor meaning heart. Building a leadership compe-
tency pyramid requires courage and fortitude—strength of both heart and 
mind that allow one to endure adversity. Project leaders must be passionate, 
mentally tenacious, morally brave, and steadfast to succeed as transforming, 
service-based project leaders.

The top of the pyramid is the most challenging for some. In reality, 
courage is the mortar of the whole pyramid. It takes courage to enhance 
the width and depth of each pyramid layer. The course and extent of a 
project leader’s professional growth should be consistent with her state in 
life and commensurate with her risk attitudes. Emotions, behaviors, and 
attitudes are habits learned early in life. Stepping out of one’s old self can 
be difficult, particularly when projects have their usual amount of politics 
and conflict.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS ON COURAGE

One organizational barrier that impedes a project leader’s progress in 
leadership competency development is an environment that rewards dys-
functional behavior. The project leader juggling numerous projects and 
the associated demands is often soured by cynical, highly political man-
agement whose philosophy is focused on short-term political gains and 
financial results to the exclusion of all other issues.
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The organizational culture impacts emotion, attitude, and behavior. 
But leadership has a great influence on culture. Project workers will often 
conform to workplace attitudes. Professional behaviors are often learned 
through co-workers and the organizational environment.

A positive project environment for professionals is characterized by 
these statements:

• Customer satisfaction is the top priority.
• Personal agendas are not permitted.
• Rewards are given to those who contribute the most to success.
• Management gets performance out of everyone.
• Employees must learn new skills.
• Investment is made in the long term.
• Everyone respects each other.
• The quality of supervision is high.
• Professionalism is high.1

In a positive environment, positive attitudes dominate and drive behaviors. 
Thus, a leader’s attitude toward personal development, risk taking, and team 
development will dominate her behaviors and have a greater influence on 
the attitudes and behaviors of the team. The organizational environment 
can be unique to the entire organization or specific to the project or program 
organization. It is not uncommon for large programs to develop a distinct 
culture from the rest of the organization.

A healthy environment allows everyone to be approachable; diplomacy 
and courtesy are evident. Everyone’s contributions are recognized. When 
this occurs, attitudes are more likely to be positive; and those positive 
 attitudes, coupled with a leader’s strong conviction of leadership compe-
tency development, enable the intentional change process.

A hostile environment tends to neutralize one’s attitudes, and the envi-
ronment tends to dominate behaviors. Characteristics of a hostile project 
environment are as follows:

• Abuse of power
• Coasting
• Disrespect
• Gossiping
• Blaming
• Hiding from accountability2
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Hostile environments can do serious harm to employee attitudes and 
morale. It is difficult to get excited about growing leadership competen-
cies in a hostile environment where power is tightly held by a few people. 
Even highly motivated project team members’ and leaders’ convictions 
will wear down; personal growth will stagnate or motivated individuals 
will seek to leave the environment.

Project workers rarely find themselves in overtly positive or hostile 
project environments. Most project workers find themselves in an uncer-
tain environment, one that is neither overtly positive nor hostile. This 
project environment is characterized by evidence of both positive and 
hostile characteristics, and a lack of clarity from leaders as to what is 
acceptable and what is not. Leadership that does not actively manifest the 
culture it wishes to breed creates uncertainty in the eyes of team mem-
bers and project leaders as to the reception and success of their efforts to 
pursue a leadership growth agenda.

In this situation, a project leader’s risk attitudes, in combination 
with her convictions toward leadership competencies, will determine 
whether her leadership ability stagnates or grows. A leader who is risk 
averse is more likely to stagnate, while a leader who is more open to 
risk will act on opportunities to grow. Figure 17.1 illustrates the role of 
risk attitudes in leadership competency development in an uncertain 
environment.

Uncertain
environment

Risk attitude 
drives

behavior

Convictions?

Weak

Neutral to
risk

Risk 
Attitudes?

Adverse to
risk

Strong

Stagnate

Likely to Grow
Leadership

Competencies

FIGURE 17.1
Impact of risk attitudes in an uncertain environment.
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RISK ATTITUDES

There is no broad consensus on the definition of risk.3 The term is  common 
and widely used in personal circumstances, business, and projects. 
However, the term risk does universally imply the characteristics of ambi-
guity or uncertainty. Although many situations can entail  uncertainty, the 
notion of risk does not always come to the forefront. For example, when 
lying on the beach during a summer vacation without a watch, one may 
be uncertain of the exact time. With no pressing commitments, the time 
probably will not matter. Thus, one’s vacation can continue risk free. When 
uncertainty is present and consequences are perceived, the risk becomes 
very relevant. Thus, risk is uncertainty that matters.4

As previously discussed, attitudes are a mental disposition, therefore 
representing a choice. Some attitudes are deeply rooted and tied to one’s 
value system, while others are more temporary. But attitudes are not fixed 
and can be changed. Thus, a project leader’s ability to manage risk attitudes 
is critical to intentional change and leadership competency development.

The project leader must understand her own risk attitudes toward 
the leadership competency pyramid, particularly trust-based relation-
ships and consultative leadership. Executing the behaviors of trust-based 
 relationships takes courage and involves uncertainty. Will the sponsor 
or stakeholder respond positively to credibility behaviors or intimacy? 
A negative reaction can certainly have consequences. Acting as a consul-
tative leader also takes courage. Advising team members or sponsors on 
possible options involves uncertainty. Will they accept the recommen-
dation? What if following the recommendation results in failure? This is 
uncertainty that matters to the project leader and potentially to the project 
stakeholders and extended project community.

To build the leadership competency pyramid, a leader who can manage her 
risk attitudes has an advantage. There are four general types of risk attitudes:

• Risk averse
• Risk tolerant
• Risk neutral
• Risk seeking5

Like general attitudes, these risk attitudes are not fixed and can be man-
aged. A risk-averse attitude is uncomfortable with uncertainty and has 
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a low tolerance for ambiguity. These people seek security and resolution 
when facing risk. Established procedures provide comfort and such people 
will make every attempt to minimize threats. A project leader with a risk-
averse attitude is likely to take aggressive risk response actions to avoid or 
minimize uncertainty that matters.

A risk-tolerant attitude takes uncertainty in stride, seeing it as a nor-
mal part of everyday life. These leaders do not show heightened aware-
ness or concern for threats or opportunities, nor do they take a proactive 
approach to managing risks. A project leader with a risk-tolerant attitude 
views risk as normal and may be entrepreneurial in nature.

A risk-neutral attitude seeks plans and tactics that have high payoff and 
uses creativity to address unknowns. A project leader with this attitude 
is likely to use a mature approach to managing uncertainty and focus on 
long-term goals.

Finally, a risk-seeking attitude enjoys challenges and seeks plans and tac-
tics that have a high payoff. This leader is adaptable and not afraid to take 
action. She may be seeking the thrill of a challenge, but may  underestimate 
risk’s probabilities and impacts. Project leaders with this risk attitude often 
have a casual acceptance of risks and may pursue opportunities aggres-
sively, sometimes at the peril of the team.

There is no wrong risk attitude; however, a risk attitude should match 
the type of project and its objectives. Most projects and programs would 
benefit from leaders that do not have extreme risk attitudes.

If a leader perceives that the personal outcome of her leadership action 
has a greater probability of being negative than beneficial, her growth 
will stagnate. In both hostile and positive environments, extreme 
attitudes become more important and the impacts of moderate risk 
attitudes are minimized. For instance, in a hostile environment, a risk-
seeking attitude may be able to overcome the negative perceptions of 
leadership competency development. A positive environment may be 
enough to overcome one’s extreme risk aversion. Uncertain environ-
ments maximize the importance of moderate risk attitudes in leader-
ship development.

Modifying Risk Attitudes

Risk attitudes are not hard-wired into the brain but rather are  developed 
over a long period of time. Behaviors that drive risk attitudes are influenced 
by upbringing, environment, and previous experiences. For instance, risk 
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attitudes of those who grew up during the Great Depression (the 1930s) 
are influenced by those events and experiences, and they tend to distrust 
banks. Children of the Great Recession may be more likely to save than 
spend, and less likely to purchase a home.

However, individuals can control some factors that influence their risk 
attitudes.6 Those relevant to project leaders include the following:

• Level of relevant skill, knowledge, or expertise
• Perception of the probability of occurrence and magnitude of impact
• Degree of personal control or choice
• Potential for personal consequences

Each of these factors can be positively impacted by the leadership compe-
tency pyramid (see Figure 17.2).

Level of relevant skill, knowledge, or expertise—The level of project man-
agement knowledge, experience, skill, and subject matter expertise 
in a particular domain can influence a project manager’s risk atti-
tudes. When she encounters a risk, she may know, “I have done this 
before,” or, “I understand this.”

Perception of the probability of occurrence and magnitude of impact—The 
trust-based relationships a project leader is able to build with custom-
ers, stakeholders, and team members can influence her perception of 
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Factors that modify risk attitudes adapted from Hillson, 2004, chap. 9. 

FIGURE 17.2
Modifying risk attitudes.
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how likely something is to occur and its impact. This allows a leader 
to delegate with confidence and distribute decision making. Because 
leadership competencies are people oriented, a leader’s risk is mini-
mized through trust-based relationships that increase awareness of 
others’ reactions to her leadership ideas and actions.

Degree of personal control or choice—The greater the depth of trust-
based relationships a project manager has attained, the more control 
over a situation she is likely to feel. She will know that she can trust 
people to perform. Also, the consultative leader’s ability to advise 
sponsors and team members enables a sense of control.

Potential for personal consequences—When consultative leadership is 
used effectively to achieve buy-in, the potential for personal conse-
quences can be positively influenced. The team will know, “We are 
all in this together.” The team members will feel more ownership.

EMOTIONAL LITERACY

A significant barrier to the modification of risk attitudes for some is their 
emotional literacy. Emotional literacy is a learned skill that involves one’s 
ability to understand, manage, and control one’s emotions in a positive 
manner. Emotions can have a negative impact on a leader’s courage and 
decision-making capacity if not properly understood and managed. For 
example, a project leader who has had challenging and upsetting experi-
ences in attempting to lead a team of highly trained technical engineers 
on previous projects may let her negative emotions lead her to disengage 
from them during critical phases of the project. These emotions, driven 
by previous experiences, can hinder decision making and ultimately the 
ability to grow professionally.

Emotionally savvy leaders see through the eyes of the emotion’s holder 
and appropriately express their emotions, allowing them to stay focused 
on their goal in a crisis or during conflicts. Stress management techniques, 
interdependent relationships, and general health help to manage emotions 
over the long term.

A key tool to bolster courage is the practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness 
is the capacity to be fully aware of all that one experiences inside the self—
body, mind, heart, spirit—and to pay attention to what is happening around 
us—people, our surroundings, environment, and events.7 When  a  leader 
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practices mindfulness, she is more likely to have a healthy state of  cognitive 
openness, curiosity, and awareness, giving her the ability to interpret stress-
ful, uncertain, and delicate situations in the project environment as they 
actually are, not worse or better than reality.

It is not uncommon for successful service-based project leaders to lead 
themselves into a state of dissonance, an inconsistency between the beliefs 
one holds or between one’s actions and one’s beliefs. The continued effort 
to serve others grows and can become taxing on one’s emotional and phys-
ical health, particularly if the service-based leader is not actively growing 
team members into leadership roles. Stress from being overwhelmed will 
cause a leader to feel agitated, resulting in the feeling of a loss of control 
and the perception of things people do or say as negative or threatening. 
This increases stress, leaving our minds, bodies, and emotions less resil-
ient and confident. The project leader is paralyzed, unable to act because 
of her own negativity and inability to properly interpret the environment 
around her. The constant demands of dynamic project environments 
require courage, flexibility, confidence, and tenacity. To avoid this slippery 
slope into  practicing mindless leadership, one should practice mindful-
ness as a means to renew the self and bolster one’s courage.

For successful mindfulness practice, the leader must first have some 
emotional literacy and ability to be self-aware of the warning signs of 
dissonance. She must be able to manage herself out of crisis situations 
involving herself and her stakeholders, while being aware of the social 
ramifications. Mindfulness is practiced through reflection, the quieting 
of the leader’s mind and body to listen to what it is telling her. This prac-
tice is nothing new. Ancient religions have practices that teach the faith-
ful to become more in touch with their inner selves, and today, this is 
mainstream leadership material. Leaders, on a daily basis, need to find 
quiet solitude to detach from the nonstop flow—information digestion, 
analysis, distractions, and decisions—to stop and slow down. Mediation, 
yoga, and music are tools to help one slow down the mind to allow one to 
listen to the body, mind, and spirit. Controlling one’s thoughts, reining in 
the racing mind of negative emotions and feelings, is critical to staying a 
healthy leader. It requires self-control, self-management, and discipline.

Try closing your eyes a few times a day in a quiet location and simply 
listening to your body and mind. Focus intensely on your breathing and 
note how you are feeling. Name the feeling, write it down if you feel com-
pelled, embrace it, and then release it. Allow the feelings to disappear into 
the environment.
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Mindfulness is also about being aware of the environment around 
you. Having trusting relationships with like-minded people with whom 
you can discuss these feelings is important. Not long ago, I found myself 
spiraling downward. I chose to continue to consult in a very stressful, 
political environment. Over time, I began to exhibit the same negative 
behavior I was trying to overcome with the team I was leading. Out 
of loyalty to my customer, I made a conscious decision to stay on and 
complete two critical projects. This would also ensure that I could get 
my son through college without him incurring a pile of debt. I began 
to notice that my attitude, behaviors, and relationships were becoming 
unhealthy, both professionally and personally. I was trying to hang on, 
just get over the hump and then leave. During this ordeal, I found myself 
at a conference, listening to South African mountain climber Cathy 
O’Dowd, the only female to successfully scale both sides of Mt. Everest. 
During her presentation, she described in detail the challenges and per-
ils of such an endeavor.

On the last climb of her career, her expedition faced severe conditions 
that threatened their lives as they were just a few hundred meters from the 
summit. As the expedition discussed the risks and rewards of traversing 
those final meters, she decided not to attempt to reach the summit. Two of 
her colleagues did attempt it, but only one returned alive. The other was 
found frozen on the mountain months later. Cathy’s message was about 
keeping perspective on your real goals: The goal is to “get off the mountain 
alive.” Sometimes leaders get caught up in “summit fever.” The goal of the 
expedition, project, or personal endeavor becomes the pseudogoal, deceiv-
ing the leader about what is really important. Thus, we lead ourselves into 
dangerous conditions, physically, mentally, and spiritually. I was fortunate 
to spend a few hours with Cathy over the course of the conference and she 
was able to help me unpack my real fears from imaginary ones, assisting 
me in getting off the mountain alive, or at least in one piece.

The goal of a service-based project leader is to apply courage rationally 
and with prudence. We need to be mindful of the reality of our situa-
tion, our attitudes and behaviors, the risk in front of us, and fear we are 
 facing. In some instances, the real danger may be greater than it appears; 
in other situations, the real danger or risk may be much less than we 
 imagine. For many, the perceived benefits and rewards of becoming a 
 service-based project leader are less than the perceived rewards of staying 
in their comfort zone, leaving them less likely to act. When the practitio-
ner perceives that withholding her leadership competencies presents a risk 
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to her stakeholders that are greater than her own personal risk of failure, 
she will accept and grow into her natural, service-based leadership role, 
with her courage leading her to action.

The leadership competency pyramid actually helps modify risk attitudes, 
but starting it takes courage. Below are tips for increasing courage to become 
a service-based project leader using the leadership competency pyramid:

• Find a more meaningful or “spiritual” purpose for your work.
• Find a neutral or nonhostile environment.
• Build a community around yourself.
• Determine your risk attitude.
• Strengthen emotional literacy.
• Practice mindfulness.
• Recognize extreme risk attitudes.
• Build your leadership competency pyramid.

Project leaders must have courage to properly handle the uncertainties in 
a life of project leadership.

Courage fuels the project manager’s journey to project leadership, and 
the magnitude of it reflects a leader’s conviction to initiate and sustain 
personal transformation for a purpose greater than oneself.

SUMMARY

Courage is a state of mind that enables a project leader to face uncer-
tainty. It is the mortar of the leadership competency pyramid. In 
 positive, healthy environments, attitudes drive behaviors. In negative, 
hostile environments, the environment tends to drive behavior. In 
uncertain environments, applicable to most project managers, indi-
viduals’ risk attitudes in combination with their convictions toward 
leadership competencies determine their leadership competency devel-
opment. To build the leadership competency pyramid, a leader who can 
manage her risk attitudes has an advantage. There are four general types 
of risk attitude: risk averse, risk tolerant, risk neutral, and risk seeking. 
Through mindfulness and building one’s leadership competency pyra-
mid, an individual can modify her risk attitude, but it takes fortitude 
and courage to begin.
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eViDence oF coURAGe tooL
Use the questions below to self-evaluate your courage and risk atti-
tude and develop a plan to bolster your courage.

 1. On your current project, you have shared a personal failure 
with a stakeholder and taken accountability.

True False

 2. You have performance incentives associated with your current 
project results.

True False

 3. A stakeholder has given you direct feedback on your perfor-
mance in the past 30 days.

True False

 4. In the past year, you have taken on new work that you have 
never done before.

True False

 5. In a meeting this month, you have initiated the discussion of 
difficult topics.

True False

 6. This past month, you have initiated a lunch, dinner, coffee, etc., 
with a “difficult to manage” stakeholder.

True False

 7. On a recent project, you have taken a position on an issue that 
upholds a personal value.

True False

 8. In the past year, a team member has been recognized or pro-
moted by someone other than you for work on your project.

True False
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 9. You have introduced new knowledge, concepts, or tools to your 
project team in past month.

True False

 10. You have initiated a self-assessment in the past year.

True False

RiSK toLeRAnceS—FActS AnD FeeLinGS tooL
When contemplating a risk, you can determine how you personally 
perceive the risk by answering two questions. On a scale of 1 to 10 
(1 being definitely and 10 being not at all), how certain are you of 
this event or change? And on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being definitely 
and 10 being not at all), how comfortable are you with this event 
or change?

This Facts/Feelings Model of Risk Taking shown below blends in 
the two key components of risk—an analytical predictability analy-
sis along with the emotional component of a belief in our ability to 
control the outcomes.

• On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 completely certain and 10 completely uncer-
tain), how well can I calculate with some certainty the outcome?

• On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being completely comfortable and 
10  completely uncomfortable), how comfortable am I with this 
choice?

Because the continuums are normally scored from high to low, the 
questions have been reversed to compensate and make it easier to 
plot (Figure 17.3).

Example: I will go skydiving this weekend.

If you are uncertain, (a score of 7) or high on discomfort (a score 
of 9), that would place you on the chart in the “Trust/Faith” Zone. 
In this zone, you are highly unlikely to skydive this weekend unless 
you have strong trust/faith in the outcome. Even if you chose a score 
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of 3, completely certain of the outcome but still high on discomfort 
(a  score of 9), this is still in the same “Trust/Faith” Zone and we 
would predict that you may show up but you won’t jump (unless 
pushed). Based on your answers, select where you generally fall on 
the Fact/Feeling Model of Risk Taking.

Determine Your Certainty and Comfort
Read each question and develop the specifics for each question before 
assessing your certainty and comfort.

 1. I will advise my customer to modify his approach or process to 
increase the chances of project success. Write down specifics.

 2. I will articulate specific content knowledge to my project spon-
sor that is relevant to a critical project issue next week. Write 
down specifics.

Facts/Feelings Model
of Risk Taking
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Fact/Feeling model. (Courtesy of Roberta F. Hill, copyright 1990, 1997.)
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 3. I will make a commitment to a team member to remove ambi-
guity from our project next week. Write down specifics.

 4. I will link my bonus to the performance of the entire project 
team. Write down specifics.

Feel free to generate additional questions that apply to your environ-
ment and current situation.

 1. Where did you tend to fall in the Fact/Feeling bands?
 2. What makes you uncomfortable about these choices?
 3. What steps can you take to increase certainty and comfort?
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Helping Children: Nemours Case Study

Susan Voltz and Elizabeth Allen
Susan Voltz, MBA, PMP, is senior director and 
Elizabeth Allen, PMP, is manager, both of Nemours 
Enterprise Strategy and Project Management Office.

COMPLEXITIES AND CHALLENGES 
BRING TRANSFORMATION

As overall program manager for the massive, multiyear project of building 
and opening a new specialty hospital, Susan Voltz was called upon to help 
spearhead transformative change. This meant ensuring that the experi-
ence and outcome of the project were meaningful for her team members, 
stakeholders, and the parents and children served by the new facility. Such 
an experience can lead to transformation and required Susan and her col-
league Elizabeth Allen to align their personal aspirations, needs, insight, 
and leadership.

In 2005, Nemours/A.I. duPont Hospital for Children in Wilmington, 
Delaware, made the strategic decision to open a second hospital in 
Orlando, Florida—a specialty care facility for the children of central 
Florida. At the time, Susan was information system director for the 
Application Support, Application Development, and Help Desk within the 
Nemours Information Systems Organization. Elizabeth was the supervi-
sor, Application Support.

Design of the facility began in 2008 and Nemours Children’s Hospital 
opened its doors to patients in October 2012, as scheduled. Today, Susan 
is senior director, Enterprise Strategy and Project Management Office, 
and Elizabeth is that office’s manager. As Susan described her transfor-
mational experience, “We at the PMO are at the table helping to develop 
and manage strategy now,” which is the result of managing the enormous 
complexity of operationalizing the new hospital. The brand new, 630,000 
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square foot building is Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) Gold Certified and required hiring 700 associates, who completed 
nearly 16,000 education courses. Approximately $32   million of medical 
equipment from more than 4,000 different suppliers was  procured, pur-
chased, and installed. And before opening, the project required approval 
from 32 regulatory organizations.

For the Nemours PMO, the four-year, $380 million  undertaking involved 
organizing the multiple facets of the project into distinct reported projects, 
ensuring integration of those distinct projects and their interdependent 
milestones, providing regular status communication to project sponsors 
and Nemours executives, mitigating risks and issues early in the process, 
and ensuring that expectations were being met. The successful project 
transformed the role of this PMO and the careers of Susan and Elizabeth 
from tactical and reactive to strategic leaders throughout the organization.

A STRONG BASE OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT 
KNOWLEDGE, SKILL, AND EXPERIENCE, 
PLUS SUBJECT MATTER EXPERTISE

Throughout this complex and challenging project, Susan and Elizabeth 
drew on what they perceived to be the necessary key components from the 
project management toolset, added what was needed based on their expe-
rience, and then customized these items to the specific situation. Susan 
led the creation of a project charter, scope statement, and objectives, to 
give everyone involved in the project “the same expectation about what 
we were setting out to do,” she said. The team also used these materials to 
create a project organizational structure “that helped us break up the areas 
of the project scope into digestible chunks.” This use of tools and their 
customization was successful in meeting the project’s needs with a diverse 
group of stakeholders.

Both women brought substantial project management knowledge and 
deep experience with the specifics of hospital projects. However, the 
building of a hospital is another matter and required them to acquire new 
subject matter expertise. For example, Susan’s background was predomi-
nately in IT, so she had to become aware of complexities related to medical 
equipment and architectural design. She was taken by surprise by the level 
of impact caused by changes to medical equipment. Building of the 2008 
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design didn’t begin until 2011, and in those three years, equipment had 
changed significantly. “We needed to go back to architectural drawings, 
look to make sure the equipment would still fit, and if it didn’t, make 
modifications to the drawings and potentially make modifications to 
actual construction that may have already happened,” Susan said. To gain 
the expertise to manage this component, she managed several full-day, 
sometimes grueling meetings about the equipment process with the con-
struction team, architects, equipment procurers, project managers, and 
operations. This was followed by “weeks and weeks and weeks of refining 
the equipment list,” she said.

Learning about the interdependencies within the project’s human 
resources and physician onboarding components was significant for 
Elizabeth. Of critical importance was getting the many new physicians 
and staff licensed and credentialed, “because if they weren’t there when 
we opened the doors, we couldn’t see patients.” The enormous staff had 
to arrive just in time for the opening of the hospital. The onboarding 
process included recruiting, interviewing, hiring, licensing, credential-
ing, and training staff of various levels with a wide diversity of profes-
sional backgrounds. Overseeing this process required that Elizabeth 
learn at a granular level about state requirements, US Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) requirements for prescribing, and much more. “It 
was humbling understanding how the folks in human resources (HR) do 
all that work and keep track of physicians who don’t turn around paper-
work when requested. It gave me a greater appreciation for how HR is a 
well-oiled machine,” she said.

TRUST-BASED RELATIONSHIPS

For this project to succeed, Susan needed a trust-based relationship with 
the CEO, her direct sponsor. According to Susan, “He made it very easy. 
Every time I traveled down to Orlando, he and I spent some one-on-one 
time, and our conversations went beyond just statistics on how the project 
was doing. He would say, ‘Now, tell me your gut feel about the project, Sue. 
I know what the project plan is saying and I hear you there, but what’s 
your gut telling you?’”

Susan’s second crucial relationship was with the new hospital’s COO, 
with whom Susan got along very well from the beginning. So great was 
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the trust in this relationship that, when facing health issues with the 
 potential to keep him away from the project for an extended period, the 
COO asked Susan to be prepared to handle his responsibilities. “It was 
huge; it just made me feel so good about myself and my job,” Susan said. A 
service-based  project leader’s success breeds more success through confi-
dence and  positive energy.

Elizabeth’s immediate sponsor, the vice president of human resources, 
placed great trust in her subcommittee. Working with her was “a great 
opportunity,” Elizabeth said. “She’d ask the hard questions, but she would 
say, ‘I trust you guys. How are you going to fix this?’ And she would put 
great faith in us to move forward and take care of it.” As the hospital 
neared its opening, the stress of the work began to take a toll as respon-
sibilities overlapped between the HR subcommittee and new hires in the 
new facility. Elizabeth worked to address this through direct contact and 
communication. “We asked them, ‘What can we do for you? And how can 
we help this to get better?’” she said.

Establishing and reinforcing trust relied on openness and transparency 
and presented challenges at times in working with high-level stakeholders. 
Susan said, “We tried to enforce the transparency as much as we could. 
As a  leader of the project management group, regardless of whether the 
key stakeholders wanted to talk about sensitive issues, we were able to 
bring up these sensitive topics, but we had to do it in a smart, tactical way.” 
This ability was afforded to Susan due to the level of credibility and inti-
macy she had developed with these executives.

CONSULTATIVE LEADERSHIP

With many personalities involved, getting the executive team members 
together and managing their different priorities required Susan’s skill in 
consultative leadership and her abilities to build relationships. “You think 
that as a team, they’re all on the same page, but each member of the team is 
focused on making sure their piece is successful, and sometimes there’s a 
huge push-pull,” she said. Susan recognized that, to resolve issues, “part of 
our role is to help people talk who normally don’t talk to each other.” She 
sees this as part of the value that project managers bring to a project. “We’re 
Switzerland,” Elizabeth said, referring to the neutrality of a service-based 
 project leader attempting to serve the best interests of  all  stakeholders. 
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The two exerted an ongoing effort to create an environment for people to 
communicate effectively.

In one example, the PMO sought to realign the project structure to 
have a greater focus on the training that was needed. Susan’s  consultative 
approach was to create some straw models of the organization— 
including her chosen model—and meet individually with each of the 
key stakeholders. She acknowledged that this may have been “a little bit 
of politicking on my side, but it helped me work with each person one-
on-one to kind of realign their thought process,” before bringing the 
group together. Achieving the group’s alignment around the new struc-
ture was not an easy process, but this was a group of executives “that 
really needed to be on the same page,” she said. Through the trust she 
had established and a consultative approach, Susan was able to bring 
the group together in agreement.

Elizabeth encountered the need to provide consultative leadership with 
a lead from the HR subcommittee, who dominated meetings with exten-
sive discussion of details, slowing the accomplishment of straightforward 
tasks and obscuring clarity on progress. This impacted schedule depen-
dencies. “He and I had to have some direct conversations,” Elizabeth said. 
She worked with the individual to orchestrate the meetings to meet both 
his needs and hers. She also asked his suggestions for other ways that they 
could make sure her needs were being met, which would allow her to 
deliver documentation that met requirements. When stakeholders have a 
tough time moving outside a particular mindset, consultative leadership 
can help move them from point A to point B.

In managing the conflicts, the team of project managers also relied on 
one another, bringing their problems and issues to team meetings and 
working through them together. Delicately enforcing a level of openness 
and transparency took courage for Susan. “It’s one of those things that you 
kind of have to build yourself up for. You have to think about your word-
ing prior to going into meetings, how you’re going to bring it up in a way 
that is not going to sound as though you’re trying to point fingers or pit 
one against another,” she said. Susan gave the example of a meeting where 
the goal might be to make sure all parties were aware of a delay in getting a 
contract signed and provided their input on how to move forward. “It’s not 
easy and takes a little bit of thought beforehand, and sometimes it means 
being a little bit more on the direct side than they are used to,” she said. 
Often such meetings went well, but when they didn’t, Susan did not let it 
set her back. “You take your hits and you move on,” she said.



232 • The Strategic Project Leader 

COMMITMENT TO SELF-DIRECTED 
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Both Susan and Elizabeth have a powerful connection to the Nemours 
mission. “What better purpose can you have than taking care of sick 
children?” Susan said. The project did have an impact on her personal 
life—with frequent travel from Wilmington to Orlando, she missed many 
activities of her daughter’s senior year in high school. But the connec-
tion to purpose and her feeling of providing value to a valuable organiza-
tion helped to balance this. The project brought her significant respect 
and recognition. “Our executive leader for the project management office 
continues to say that this hospital would not have happened the way it 
did without the PMO. Having that level of recognition is very rewarding,” 
Susan said.

For Elizabeth, seeing parents on their way to the cafeteria, with their chil-
dren with IVs and in wheelchairs, provides a constant reminder of her pur-
pose. “What can we do as associates to help make their visit a little bit easier?” 
she asks. She felt a great sense of contribution through her role in building 
the hospital, “hiring the people that are going to share the Nemours belief 
system, and building the technology to enable the staff to save a child’s life 
proactively.”

“Once-in-a-lifetime” is how Elizabeth described the opportunity to 
work on the Nemours Children’s Hospital project. And through the chal-
lenges, complexity, setbacks, and successes of the project, she and Susan 
grew from project managers to strategic project leaders. Success has trans-
formed the PMO to one that is enterprisewide, and the team gets more 
requests to lead strategic projects. “Right now, anything that’s strategic 
that’s going on in Nemours comes to our group for project management,” 
Susan said. The  team has changed the perception of the organization 
regarding  project  management. Elizabeth said, “I think people realize now 
that there’s so much more to it.”
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Instilling Transparency: Norwegian 
Cycling Association Case Study

Henning Vahr and Vibeke Binz Vallevik
Henning Vahr, MSCE, PMP, is associate director of Project 
Risk Management in DNV GL Energy Advisory.

Vibeke Binz Vallevik, M.Sc., PMP, is DNV GL’s 
group leader Quantitative Analysis in Project Risk 
Management and principal consultant.

“I think I can help you,” said Henning Vahr to the president of the 
Norwegian Cycling Association.

Henning had recently been project manager for a quality assurance 
audit on the costs for Norway’s application to host the 2018 Winter 
Olympics. His DNV GL colleague Vibeke Binz Vallevik was deputy proj-
ect manager, responsible for the cost uncertainty analysis. Brought in on 
the heels of a city selection process fraught with political nastiness, hid-
den agendas, and even a documentary exposé of the process, Henning 
and Vibeke’s audit revealed that the costs of hosting would be double 
the initial proposed costs. The application was scrapped. Not long after, 
Henning learned that Norway was considering an application to host 
the UCI (Union Cycliste Internationale) Road World Championship in 
2017, which would require another city selection. He knew that he could 
apply his project management service to the selection process and help 
the Norwegian Cycling Association avoid the disastrous outcome of 
the Olympic hosting application. So he picked up the phone, called the 
president of the Norwegian Cycling Association, and said, “I think I can 
help you.”

As a service-based project leader, Henning’s instinct was to serve 
the Norwegian Cycling Association and the nation. With foresight 
about the challenges associated with a potentially political, contro-
versial, and very public selection of a host city to bid on the UCI Road 
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World Championship in 2017, Henning and his partner summoned the 
courage to enter the ring of public scrutiny and debate. Any time an 
 organization—or the public, for that matter—has a bad taste in their 
mouth about the previous project or initiative, similar initiatives will be 
highly scrutinized by stakeholders.

Many would simply let such an opportunity to lead pass by, taking a 
safer path to more routine, less visible strategic projects. But Henning 
knew he had the capability to help, “to maneuver in such heavy water,” 
and that withholding his leadership skill and expertise would be a great 
risk to the president of the Norwegian Cycling Association, those in public 
office, and the citizens of Norway.

“It can get quite nasty with the media and people going quite far 
accusing each other,” Vibeke said in describing past city selection pro-
cesses. In  the case of the potential Olympic host city, a documentary 
film drew wide public attention and exposed how lobbyists pressured 
decision  makers in the sports world, reflecting very poorly on the whole 
process. With leaks to the media, the news that the cost would be dou-
ble the original estimate made the front page of a national newspaper 
the  same  morning as the press conference at which the audit results 
were announced and the report was delivered to the Minister of Culture. 
More than 100 members of the media attended the press conference, 
which was broadcast live across the nation. Shortly after the press 
conference, the president of the Norwegian Olympic and Paralympic 
Committee and Confederation of Sports withdrew the application to 
the ministry for a governmental gross guarantee for the 2018 Olympics 
in Tromsø, resulting in the cancellation of Norway’s application.

Kick-starting a highly political, scrutinized initiative with what Henning 
called a “jungle of meanings and agendas” that would likely play on news 
stations and newspapers is fraught with risk and self-doubt. Henning 
and Vibeke were required to lead with confidence as various skeptical 
stakeholders tried to pick away at their process. On the project for the 
Norwegian Cycling Association, Henning was project manager and Vibeke 
was in charge of the quantitative decision model; the two continued the 
project leadership collaboration that was very effective with the Olympic 
bid  quality assurance audit.

The team treated the city selection as a systematic procurement 
process. The goal was to establish credibility and confidence in the 
process and  demonstrate its reliability early on in the project to hold 
off the skeptics. The board of the Norwegian Cycling Association set 
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up a steering committee with the president as the leader. The other 
 committee members were selected based on complementary skills 
but mainly brought previous experience arranging cycling events in 
Norway. The president involved Henning and Vibeke as the secretariat 
and advisors for the committee. They helped the  committee establish 
an overall process for selecting a host city including communication 
principles and weighted selection criteria, and they brought in subject 
matter experts for specific evaluations. They emphasized transparency, 
 predictability, and equal treatment in communications with all con-
tender cities.

The result was a “sunshine project,” according to Henning, one in which 
the participants were satisfied with the outcome and delighted with the 
process itself. “We’re both the kind of people who are happy when we can 
help others bring a system out of chaos. And doing it in a way where we 
are fair and have our integrity intact, that is one of the best situations,” 
Vibeke said.

KNOWLEDGE, SKILL, AND EXPERIENCE

The pair brought to the table significant project and risk management 
knowledge and expertise, particularly in the area of procurement, and a 
very systematic approach to processes. “We looked at selecting the host 
city as a procurement of the host city,” Henning said. They applied the 
main principles of public procurement: “transparency, equality—all 
the competitors are equally treated—and predictability,” he said. These 
three principles formed the cornerstones of the project.

To this, they added subject matter expertise from outside specialists. 
They partnered with ÅF Advanisa, a company that manages construc-
tion projects that is part of DNV GL’s consortium for quality assurance 
of large public investment projects for the Ministry of Finance. “Olaf 
Melbø from ÅF Advansia was a cornerstone for us with his key exper-
tise in public procurement processes,” Henning said. They also included 
subject experts on the weather and climate, cycling, and TV and media. 
A TV production expert visited each city, viewed the track from likely 
camera perspectives, and even considered potential impacts on the 
broadcast from air traffic at nearby airports for some of the candidate 
cities. These experts reinforced the credibility of the process, which was 
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“what this was all about, proving that this has been done in a good way,” 
Vibeke said. “We simply gathered objective input and put it together in 
a  systematic way.”

TRUST BUILDING

Building trust with a range of stakeholders was crucial throughout the 
 process. Henning first had to establish trust with the president of the 
Norwegian Cycling Association, Harald Tiedemann Hansen, and convince 
him that he and Vibeke could make a difference. Thanks in part to their 
work on the Olympic application audit, DNV GL has a “very strong brand 
to be neutral, to be independent,” he said, which supported their compel-
ling value proposition. Henning and Vibeke were part of the meetings in 
the different cities, communicating with the major stakeholders including 
mayors, tourist offices, police, and fire departments. The pair built cred-
ibility by developing the transparent, fair, and predicable process. And in 
the course of the project, their process proved its reliability and reinforced 
the trust placed in the team. At one press conference, the president of the 
Norwegian Cycling Association was asked about one city’s advantage 
because a committee member was from that location. To this the presi-
dent responded, “If you haven’t noticed, that city was eliminated in the first 
round,” reinforcing their credibility as being fair and transparent and their 
reliability in doing what they said they would do: “Stick to the process.”

Over time, intimacy—connecting of values, emotions, and  convictions—
grew between Henning and Harald, and an important role for Henning 
was to visibly support Harald when he presented the results to his board. 
In the board meeting, “I explained to the whole board the results from this 
project. The president really wanted me to stand by his side and to explain 
in a professional manner the whole process and why we ended up with the 
Norwegian city of Bergen as the candidate,” Henning said.

How was Henning able to develop this trust-based relationship with 
the president and other key people? According to Vibeke, Henning’s 
humility, trustworthiness, and noncompetitive nature are very pow-
erful. “He’s just very eager about getting good results and that comes 
across; he’s not in it to make himself look good,” she said. “He has great 
enthusiasm and you can see that he really does burn for this and want 
this to happen.”
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CONSULTATIVE LEADERSHIP

The solidity of the trust led to very successful and involved consultative 
leadership from Henning and Vibeke as they reached out to engage the 
steering committee and other contributing parties to the selection pro-
cess and support the process of setting the selection criteria. The emphasis 
on transparency and equality set the whole project on a strong footing. 
Whenever a conflict arose or one committee member pushed too hard, the 
team would point back to the process the group had agreed on, and this 
served to eliminate conflict. The best outcome of the consultative leader-
ship process is a good decision—a decision that is owned by the stakehold-
ers, not forced upon them nor defaulted to consultants who can later be the 
scapegoat. Henning and Vibeke understood this and embraced the advi-
sory role with the desire to serve the best interest of all their stakeholders.

But human nature threatened the outcome. Once all the rankings were 
in, the top two cities were only tenths of a point apart. “There were subjec-
tive comments from some of the participants in the group. ‘Even though 
this city got a little bit higher score, I think we should go with the other 
one because…’” Henning said. He and Vibeke embraced their consulta-
tive role, providing additional testing and modeling to capture the most 
important ranking components. And the winning city remained the 
winner. “Instead of going away from the system just for other reasons, we 
ended up with the same results, the same bracket,” he said. Vibeke agreed, 
“Instead of us having an opinion, we just pointed back to that objec-
tive, fact-based process, and this is how it is and this is what we agreed 
on—and there were no conflicts.” With Henning and Vibeke  serving as 
 consultative leaders, it was the stakeholders—the cycling  association—
who made the decision in the end.

Through consultative leadership, the team was able to build trust in 
 people who might not see the value of the approach right away. “It is a 
challenge to convince someone to spend time and money before you can 
really start doing anything, and saying, ‘This will pay off later on, and you 
will see the value in your project, but not yet,’” Vibeke said. In the end, 
with the support, facilitation, and consultation from her and Henning, 
it was a good decision—the stakeholders’ decision, and they owned it.

Facing many aspects of this project required courage from both project 
leaders. In the initial Olympic site project, Henning and Vibeke demon-
strated their courage to speak the truth, no matter the outcome. On the 
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cycling project, the team displayed courage as they faced uncertainty, 
ambiguity, and new relationships. Vibeke described the first workshop 
with the project group from the cycling association—a group made up 
entirely of male ex-cyclists with plenty of years’ experience in the field. 
“I was walking them through this process of how to weight the criteria 
and so on, and they are all people who are really good at what they do, 
but in the beginning of this process, they were a little bit lost. I was quite 
confident that the system works, but I wasn’t sure about how they would 
react to it at first,” she said. Henning said, “Vibeke and I, we held each 
other up. Vibeke is the creative and very energetic person. I’m more calm 
and systematic and everything should be kept in order, and I think we 
have complementary skills, so that also makes a difference.” In spite of the 
highly visible and sensitive outcome, the processes were transparent and 
all communications were based on facts and objective truths, eliminating 
disagreement on the process and source of the decisions.

SELF-DIRECTED LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

This project aligned closely with Henning and Vibeke’s skills and values. 
“I’m quite interested in sports, and it’s nice to work with something that cre-
ates some energy in yourself,” Henning said. “And I like the thought of getting 
this event to Norway because it’s stimulating to have big events when people 
are cheering and having a good time; it’s important for people’s health and 
well-being, having such a big sporting event.” He knew he could contribute to 
accomplishing the selection with order and discipline “in the right way so we 
can have a fair chance to succeed in the international competition as well.”

For Vibeke, the project provided an opportunity for leadership growth 
and demonstrated her attitude of commitment. “Here is an area where 
we can really make a difference, applying something that for us is main-
stream. We’re very systematic. We use this ability in all kinds of projects 
every day. We saw the consequences of that [Olympic proposal] and we 
wanted to help the sports association of Norway not fall into that trap 
again,” she said. “It was a good feeling being able to give value and making 
it easier for them in this quite difficult process.” Both embraced and com-
mitted to the challenge of the project. “You could really see there’s a big 
knot here and we need to straighten this out—it’s a challenge and we love 
challenges,” Vibeke said.
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At the conclusion of the project, the response from all participants—
even from the cities that were not selected—was overwhelmingly positive. 
Henning said, “Their feedback was this is the best process they had ever 
seen. They said, ‘You have to go to the Norwegian sport association and 
tell about what you did because this is something that should be used in 
other types of sport.’”

And the outcome? The Minister of Culture has announced that the 
Norwegian government will support the bid to bring the UCI Road 
World Championship to Bergen with almost the amount that the 
Norwegian Cycling Association requested. This is quite unusual—it 
is the first time a sporting event other than the Olympic Games has 
received governmental funding in Norway. Henning also was the proj-
ect manager for an external quality assurance audit of the budget for 
this event on behalf of the Norwegian Cycling Association prior to the 
announcement of the funding. The nation’s hosting application has 
been submitted.

“It really was a sunshine project,” said Henning, describing how the 
project reinforced his confidence that “when you are [working with] a 
robust system, a fair system, fairness wins in the end.” The extremely posi-
tive feedback from the debrief meetings with all of the cities’ representa-
tives convinced him and Vibeke that the process was a valuable lesson for 
sports in the nation as a whole.

The two are putting their confidence to work and continuing their self-
directed leadership development on projects including the quality assur-
ance for Norway’s proposal to host the 2022 Winter Olympics in Oslo.
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20
The Consciousness of a Leader: 
Understanding Intentional Change

INTRODUCTION

“Consciousness precedes being.”1 Vaclav Havel spoke these words on the 
floor of the US Senate in 1990. At the time, Havel was the president of 
Czechoslovakia, but before the Cold War ended, he had been a dissident, 
political prisoner, and playwright. Havel was speaking about how the eco-
nomic philosophy of Communism failed because material realities are not 
the fundamental factor in the movement of history. Rather,  consciousness—
human awareness, thought, and spirit—is the  fundamental factor that 
defines history.2 Havel laid the blame for Marxist oppression not just on 
abusive dictators but also on the people who, through their own passivity, 
allowed it to happen.

Project managers working in organizations wade against a tide of 
skeptics, listening to the spoken and unspoken language that “those 
ideas are good, but they will never work here,” or “we just have to 
accept that this is the way our organization operates.” Project leaders 
run aground of the material realities of organizational constraints, such 
as resources, time, and budgets. organizations are full of “received 
wisdom” with no practical basis, such as beliefs about what informa-
tion project managers can access versus what they need, the way to 
work and not work, what can be discussed and what cannot. These 
 doctrines become ingrained in project managers as gospel truths that 
no one can question.

Measures that can only be calculated on paper are the material reali-
ties of a practitioner’s world. The heart and spirit of the endeavor are 
suppressed, but only to temporarily deny the reality of a leader’s conscious-
ness, thought, and spirit, which precede the material being of project costs 
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and schedules. Caving in to poor organizational leadership, an accepted 
 culture of dissonance, and leadership’s bankrupt morality eventually 
 creates chaos for project leaders and their organizations.

When Havel died in 2011, President Obama said, “His peaceful resistance 
shook the foundations of an empire, exposed the emptiness of a repressive ide-
ology, and proved that moral leadership is more powerful than any weapon.”3

Why should project managers care about Havel, the Cold War, and 
Marxism? For two reasons. First, if a dissident playwright can lead a coun-
try out of years of communist dictatorship into democracy, then a project 
leader—the spear of change in organizations—can positively impact lead-
ership by leading organizational change, replacing discord and despair 
with unity and hope, and restoring moral integrity to decision making. 
Second, Havel’s story is an example of intentional change. Havel repre-
sented people who desired sustainable change at many levels, including 
personal and societal.

For a project manager to move into service-based project leadership, 
he must understand intentional change theory (ICT) and have a compel-
ling desire to create a sustainable change on various levels, at a minimum 
 personally and organizationally.

UNDERSTANDING INTENTIONAL CHANGE THEORY

ICT is a complex system of components and processes that give way to 
desirable and sustainable change. For an individual, this change may 
affect one’s behaviors, thoughts, feelings, actions, habits, or  competencies. 
Such change is described as desirable because the individual wishes it to 
occur, and as sustainable because he wishes it to endure. A desired change 
can also entail maintaining a positive aspect of one’s life, knowing that 
sometimes good habits, behaviors, or relationships can drift into less 
desirable states.4

ICT is a complex system because its structure and function have multiple 
levels (hierarchy), a model of how components affect each other, and a high 
degree of integration and interaction between its levels. Complex systems 
operate in a nonlinear and discontinuous manner including tipping points 
and catastrophic changes. Emergent events affect the system by causing it to 
self-organize into stable or unstable states through the interaction of com-
ponents at different levels: individual, group, organizational, or society.5
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A practitioner who desires to change personally—to become a service-
based project leader—must recognize the complexity of this process. It is 
not a linear, simple process nor one that can be completely controlled. 
However, self-awareness and mindfulness can make this process happen 
more smoothly.6 Critical to the intentional change are emergent events that 
the practitioner may experience. These create experiences to be absorbed 
that, through mindfulness and self-awareness, create epiphany or discov-
ery. Such events might include being laid off or fired, a project failure, or a 
project success. They might be relationships that fracture or heal, a change 
in one’s health, or the passing of a co-worker, friend, or family member. 
Being highly self-aware allows one to absorb these experiences and poten-
tially harness the experience and use it to instigate desirable change.

Another aspect of complex systems that should bring practitioners hope 
and confidence in themselves is the idea of tipping points, popularized by 
Malcolm Gladwell in his book The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can 
Make a Big Difference. The relationship between individual characteristics 
and actions or behaviors of groups of people, in a complex system, can 
help explain the outbreak of a riot or a run on a bank. Up to a point, no 
relationship appears to exist between an individual’s ability and perfor-
mance. But when a certain point—the tipping point—is reached, small 
or marginal increases in a person’s behavior create dramatic results or 
changes.7

One principle of chaos theory is the butterfly effect, which attributes 
the power to cause a hurricane in China to a butterfly flapping its wings 
in New Mexico. The result may take a very long time, but the connection 
is real. If the butterfly had not flapped its wings at just the right point in 
space and time, the hurricane would not have happened. A more rigorous 
way to express this is that small changes in the initial conditions lead to 
drastic changes in the results. Our lives are an ongoing demonstration of 
this principle.8

This notion should energize practitioners fed up with organizational 
ineptitude. Organizations consist of individual people working on projects 
in temporary, matrixed teams pulled together to create a product, service, 
or result—chaos, to say the least. As the spearhead of change, a project 
leader should be exhilarated and perplexed by the notion that small or 
marginal increases in our behavior can create dramatic results or changes 
in our project, our organization, and society.

The intentional change process begins with one wanting to change.9 
I cannot know what is in another person’s heart, but I ask all practitioners 
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of project management, “What is the potential butterfly effect on you, your 
team, your stakeholders, and your organization?” The practitioner must 
mindfully consider whether this is sufficient for him to want change. If the 
answer is yes, then he must begin to self-direct his leadership development.

Self-directed leadership development is a rebuke to the false realities in 
organizations. Self-directed development frees the practitioner from these 
constraints and energizes one to work on projects with meaning and to 
work with dignity and passion. The goal of self-directed leadership devel-
opment is to dream and begin an inner journey directed by the heart that 
changes oneself and the world. Self-directed project leadership develop-
ment has the same goal—except a leader uses projects as the trade, project 
management as the tool, and his consciousness as the instigator.

Self-directed leadership development for project leaders must include 
work that has redeeming value. Unfortunately, not all practitioners are 
working on projects that seem to be changing the world in a positive man-
ner. Authentic, self-directed project leadership development will lead 
them to these projects. However, this most likely will require some change 
to how one lives.

A conscious desire to intentionally change self and community is 
the first and most important step for project managers and leaders. 
Project managers’ lives are continually getting busier as projects and 
programs become enterprise driven, increasing visibility and respon-
sibility. increased complexity and endless amounts of information 
overwhelm a project manager’s capacity, numbing the inner spirit. 
Although the routine completion of tasks and resolution of problems 
temporarily creates a sense of fulfillment, external progress on the 
 project does not guarantee, and may not even be related to, internal 
progress, the inner journey of the leader. Leaders can quickly succumb 
to the devastating effects of burnout, stress-induced health failures, and 
problematic behaviors that mask the inner problems.

OVERVIEW OF SELF-DIRECTED PROJECT 
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Self-directed leadership development is a process. It is about oneself, not 
about others. In other words, the results of this inner journey are not con-
tingent on others; there are no excuses. One cannot say, “Well, my boss 
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did not give me an honest review, so my leadership journey is stuck in the 
mud,” or, “Michael missed a deadline so my project is now in the red and 
therefore my leadership experience is failing.” These types of excuses have 
no place on this train.

This journey is also directed. To direct means to manage or conduct; to 
have control or take charge of an aim or goal. The self-directed journey is 
not solely the result of circumstances and random effects, but also of one’s 
consciousness, actions, and decisions about leadership transformation. 
No one is directing this journey for the leader. It is initiated and directed 
by an individual with the purpose to go deep within, and then outward to 
the world. However, the journey is not to be taken alone.

The journey is also about project leadership: the accomplishment of 
goals through others. Therefore, a leadership journey must involve other 
people, and there is no better way to learn leadership than on projects 
that require others’ willing participation to accomplish a goal. There is no 
better leadership crucible than a project. The relationships with project 
stakeholders are the result of one’s efforts to become conscious of oneself 
and others; the project leader becomes aware of how interdependent all 
human endeavors really are. This consciousness then leads to work that is 
not driven solely by materialistic needs, but by a consciousness to change 
the world in a positive manner.

The process is developmental in the same way that a child develops 
into a teen and then into an adult. Some periods involve continual 
change, such as the rapid growth of a toddler or awkward stretches as 
a teenager. Some periods display impaired or lapsed judgment, such as 
can occur with college students. There are stretches of incredible energy 
and brilliance, and periods of stagnation. Like all human beings, lead-
ers develop at different rates, influenced by environmental factors, and 
with unique talents (or sometimes disabilities). Sometimes the sustain-
able change to one’s thoughts, attitudes, emotions, or behaviors does not 
show until 6 to 12 months after the completion of the change effort—
a “sleeper effect.”10 Some discover their inner selves more quickly than 
others. As with any development process, it is experiential. The assimi-
lation of events through one’s senses drives the learning process, even 
if one is not aware of it. Any good framework is logical, easy to under-
stand, and practical. The Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency 
Pyramid must be combined with a personal transformation model that 
enables one to grow and learn while assimilating experiences and gain-
ing deeper self-knowledge.
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Service-based project leaders stand to gain in many ways from self-
directed leadership development. Taking control of one’s career and 
defining a future as a service-based project leader makes sense given 
the volatile project environment. Because the self-directed leadership 
development model is individualized, its general structure is basic. There 
are important things to consider before starting on the road to being a 
service-based project leader. Commitment is serious business. Without 
commitment, no growth will occur. The goal of this section is to provide 
the practitioner with a guide to become a service-based project leader 
using ICT and self-directed leadership development. This change process 
involves a sequence of discoveries that act as an iterative cycle producing 
sustainable change.

The first discovery is the practitioner’s ideal self and personal vision 
of who he wants to be as a person, professional, child, parent, friend, 
or  relative. A common approach to constructing this ideal self may 
be to look at role models or prominent figures in one’s life, but that 
can’t preclude the uniqueness of the true self. This is why unpacking 
deeply rooted  convictions within one’s true self is necessary. The prac-
titioner must avoid copying other people, organizations, or convic-
tions and  ideals into his heart. The world needs each person’s original, 
unique vision.

The second discovery comes from assessing the real self: the good, bad, 
and indifferent to the ideal self. This is a continual process for anyone 
desiring self-awareness. The assessment should be a combination of deep 
reflection, feedback from others, and use of tools to assist in discovering a 
discrepancy between the real and ideal self.

Discovering and defining a learning agenda to capitalize on strengths 
and overcome gaps between one’s real and ideal self is a continual explo-
ration for the lifelong learner. For others, learning may be just a shortcut 
to quick, superficial fixes or perhaps an interesting class that provides a 
honeymoon effect—some immediate improvement followed by a quick 
regression back to the real self.

A learning agenda must incorporate experimentation and practice with 
new attitudes that drive new behaviors. This experimentation provides 
feedback to new discoveries of one’s ideal self, the gap between the real 
and ideal self, and other new opportunities to learn and experiment. This 
iterative process of discovery must be done within a safe environment 
with supportive, trusted relationships who serve the practitioner’s best 
interest.11
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More and more people work in flat, matrix organizations using 
 temporary work teams to accomplish something that should be signifi-
cant. The opportunity for project managers to intentionally discover new, 
sustainable attitudes and behaviors that can accomplish significance more 
consistently and grow others with similar capabilities is a worthy cause.

A service-based project leader’s guide to intention change follows 
these steps:

 1. Establish direction and commitment. Be true to oneself, defining 
values and establishing convictions about the benefits of service-
based project leadership.

 2. Assess and acquire project leadership competencies. Learn key 
leadership competencies as defined within the leadership compe-
tency pyramid and build personal feedback mechanisms to assess 
them.

 3. Practice project leadership competencies. Define and execute real 
leadership experiences in projects that allow regular practice and 
experimentation with leadership competencies; use knowledge, build 
trust, demonstrate consultative leadership, and bolster courage.

 4. Serve a community. Lead by serving others’ interests, give back to 
the profession, mentor others, learn from others, and experience 
significance.

These four steps, illustrated in Figure  20.1, revolve around supportive 
relationships and are the brushstrokes of building a service-based project 
leadership career: a career that can change the world.

Practice

Supportive
Relationships

Assess & Acquire

Serve Commit

FIGURE 20.1
Service-based project leader’s Self-Directed Leadership Development Model.
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Becoming a service-based project leader is a continual process, a process 
that evolves and grows. All steps can be occurring simultaneously as one 
grows more aware of a true need for self-fulfillment, learns more about 
what makes one tick, adjusts to new seasons in life, and quietly listens to 
what is in one’s heart.

A commitment to continual discovery is at the core of self-directed 
project leadership development. The discovery of the real and ideal self 
includes the alignment of convictions and values with the work being per-
formed. The commitment process includes contemplating why one may 
want to change and become a service-based project leader who desires to 
transform people, systems, and organizations. Of course, not all service-
based project leaders need to be project managers, but having project or 
change management knowledge and expertise provides powerful oppor-
tunities to initiate transformational change.

Commitment also includes bolstering one’s courage through self-
confidence. The journey begins with assessments of one’s strengths 
and talents and becoming aware of limitations or gaps. The acquisi-
tion and   assessment step is a continuation of the commitment step. 
The  acquired self-knowledge aligns the service-based project leader 
with a destination that is congruent with his convictions. This provides 
the leader with an outline for personal growth, including enhancing his 
leadership competency pyramid. The third step is repeated practice of 
these leadership competencies, assimilating feedback to accelerate learn-
ing. Practicing means bringing these leadership competencies to the job 
and consciously executing them among sponsors, team  members, and 
stakeholders.

The final step is service. Service is the renewal of a service-based project 
leader’s commitment, whether serving the project community or creat-
ing external service projects aligned to the work one truly desires. The 
self-directed journey to service-based project leadership is not linear but 
iterative, discontinuous, and filled with emergent events and epiphanies.

NEW TRAINING METHODS

People learn in different ways, creating implications both for a leader’s 
own leadership development and for how he interacts with his  customers. 
Numerous books and articles have been published about learning styles 
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and how they affect business interactions. Learning styles can be  organized 
into simple categories: those who learn by analyzing, those who learn by 
doing, and those who learn by watching. Each of these styles has its own 
unique strengths, and the wise leader tailors tasks to an individual’s learn-
ing style. For example, an analytical learner hates making mistakes; 
 learning by trial and error is likely to cause great frustration and resent-
ment. For those who learn by doing, voluminous reading and research will 
be tedious and impede learning.12

Thus, a leader must understand his preferred style but use a variety of 
learning experiences and adapt the acquisition of leadership competencies 
to what suits his needs. Blending learning techniques and modifying his 
risk attitudes through the leadership competency pyramid enables him to 
capitalize on individual strengths and explore new areas of learning that 
will enhance his experience.

As organizations embrace and utilize project management, develop-
ing new methods for turning project managers into leaders who can exe-
cute strategic projects will be crucial to organizations that attribute their 
 success to project management.

Most project management training programs are aimed at the 
 neocortex, the part of the brain that is traditionally associated with 
learning and thinking. Teaching to the neocortex is appropriate if the 
desired achievement is memorization of facts or passing a knowledge 
test. However, if the goal is to transform a project manager into a leader 
from the inside out, learning must occur in the limbic portion of the 
brain, which is associated with emotions.13 In order to develop into lead-
ers, project managers must be ready to confront their own internal ideas, 
preconceptions, and thinking patterns.

The limbic part of the brain learns more slowly, requiring more commit-
ment and persistence, since it is centered on habits and patterns ingrained 
early in life. The cortex learns faster, but does not retain information for 
as long. New neural tissue can be generated in adulthood by training the 
limbic portion of the brain, which leads to permanent changes in how a 
person thinks, acts, and reacts. This stands against the popular belief that 
some people are simply born leaders.14

Continuous practice and repetition are essential to training the limbic 
brain. Unlike the cortex, this part of the brain cannot learn a new pattern 
in the course of a seminar. While a seminar may jump-start the process 
of rerouting the way attitudes influence behaviors, it requires conscious 
repetition and evaluative feedback.
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To bring the project management profession to the next level,  industry 
leaders, organizations, and practitioners must find the courage to go 
beyond the methodology, tools, and templates and focus on the  conscious 
inner journey required for bold leadership in a chaotic world. Self-directed 
project leadership development fills the project leadership void and 
builds organizational leadership bench strength.

Since these leadership skills cannot be learned strictly through traditional 
training methods, effort will have to be put into developing experiences 
(rather than courses) that will involve coaching, assessments, and commu-
nities in which practitioners feel safe to practice leadership competencies.

Achieving success in training and education has always been somewhat 
driven by the trainer and his materials and methods. In this new para-
digm, success will be determined almost exclusively by the individual 
rather than the trainer or the material.

PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND SELF-DIRECTED 
PROJECT LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

The project management environment is fertile ground for self-directed 
project leadership development. The unique and temporary nature of proj-
ects, with their creative nature and matrix resource dependencies, requires 
the projection of a strong vision and trust-based relationships. This is cou-
pled with resources that have little to no commitment to the leader. Projects 
are becoming more strategic, organizational leanness requires more to be 
done with less, and traditional hierarchal structures are flattening. These 
trends create havoc for project practitioners who are accustomed to tradi-
tional project management roles and structure. These practitioners may 
earn good salaries, but they are also reaching their breaking point due to 
stress and burnout. They struggle to exert their knowledge and expertise 
in an environment filled with change-resisting, self-preserving managers. 
Self-preservation stifles the organizational progress that the project man-
ager is authorized to lead.

This lack of progress is creating a demand for service-based project 
leaders who create explicit value by pursuing significance and creating 
meaningful work for project workers. Service-based project leaders are 
beacons of hope and a stabilizing force for project workers and their 
organizations. They will be the leaders of a changing world.
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SUMMARY

The goal of self-directed leadership is to dream and begin an inner 
 journey directed by the heart that changes oneself and the world. 
As with any development process, it is experiential. The steps are estab-
lishing direction and commitment, acquiring and assessing project 
leadership competencies, practicing project leadership competencies, 
and serving a community.

A self-directed project leader builds on his strengths and understands 
his preferred learning style but uses a variety of learning experiences. 
To bring the project management profession to the next level,  industry 
 leaders, organizations, and practitioners must find the courage to go 
beyond the methodology, tools, and templates and focus on the conscious 
inner journey required for bold leadership in a chaotic world.
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21
Commitment to Leadership: 
Taking Control

INTRODUCTION

Organization-sponsored leadership development is more often aligned 
with the organization’s goals than with the individual’s goals. These 
 programs are developed and applied in a generic fashion to teams of 
 candidates, sometimes dozens at a time. They focus on general  leadership 
principles such as relationships, communication, and finance. Participants 
are expected to promote corporate brands and learn  delegation and 
 management techniques. These programs can require candidates to 
take on leadership projects as a part of their learning curriculum, but 
these  managers usually have limited project management experience and 
 little understanding of project processes.

For all the talk regarding leadership in project management by indus-
try groups, my observation continues to be that project managers have 
limited access to leadership programs because they are not identified 
with managing large groups of employees. They usually have no broad 
business unit accountability next to their names. This is true even 
though they manage matrices of resources with responsibility for proj-
ect objectives aimed at improving business unit performance. The codi-
fication of formerly tacit project management knowledge and processes 
enables more use of temporary contractors, negating the need for proj-
ect manager participation in leadership development. This paradigm 
of managers being asked to lead projects with limited project manage-
ment knowledge, skill, or experience, and project managers being asked 
to lead projects with limited leadership knowledge or experience, is 
 neither atypical nor coincidental.
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The desire to control Project Management Office (PMO) costs, coupled 
with the view that project management is more about processes and meth-
odology than people, constrain project managers from being selected for 
leadership development training. Meanwhile, functional managers who 
should be standardizing processes and managing costs and margins are 
viewed as the future, potential leaders of the organization. These  managers 
depend on projects to improve their performance metrics but often view 
project management as bureaucratic, low-value activities that someone 
else does.

The traditional road of functional managers to senior management is 
being turned upside down by what Tom Peters calls the “Wow project.” 
Wow projects that transform business operations and generate value are 
the key to white-collar worker value, and project management is a key 
 success factor to these projects.1

Project managers shunned by organizational leadership development 
programs may feel neglected, but their self-directed project leadership 
development is critical to strategic projects, and it can carry them farther 
in life than any organizational program.

COMMITMENT

Taking command of one’s journey is the first important step. A project 
leader must establish a destination for her journey and commitment to 
her profession. Being true to herself by establishing convictions about 
value and purpose is critical to making a breakthrough in her service-
based project leadership career. Before beginning the journey, she orients 
herself to a destination of internal significance aligned with her convic-
tions. Belief in this destination is mandatory to the transformation of 
a project manager into a service-based project leader. Figure 21.1 high-
lights the first step in the self-directed project leadership development 
process.

To be successful at self-directed project leadership development, a prac-
titioner must be highly motivated. People learn what they want to learn. 
Motivation is likely to be high when a practitioner sees an urgent need 
to change, understands the attainable benefits associated with this 
 personal change, and feels she can influence the outcomes by following 
a road map to success.
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Human Motivation Theories and the 
Service-Based Project Leader

Motivation of workers has been studied and analyzed by the likes of 
Douglas McGregor, Frederick Herzberg, and David McClelland, to name a 
few. Some build on Maslow’s needs theory discussed in Chapter 7. Maslow 
highlighted five needs that humans pursue incrementally after the lower-
level needs have been met: physiological, safety, love and belonging, self-
esteem, and self-actualization. These theories and others shed light on 
what motivates one to commit to being a service-based project leader.

Douglas McGregor promotes the X and Y theories of motivation in his 
1960 book, The Human Side of Enterprise. The theory is simple in that it 
represents two fundamental ways to manage and lead people. Theory X, 
which relies on an authoritarian style, implies that most workers do not 
like work and attempt to avoid it. To get results,  managers and leaders must 
use authority, threats, or punishment to get workers to comply. McGregor 
found that theory X generally leads to poor results. Theory Y embraces the 
participative management style that assumes most  workers find work to 
be rewarding and will  manage themselves when they are pursuing orga-
nizational goals. Theory Y  purports that  people desire responsibility and 
willingly accept it, and that  creativity and  ingenuity are widely distributed 
in workers, not just in a select few.2 Service-based project leaders recog-
nize the capability of  themselves and others and allow full participation 
in project objectives.

Herzberg, a clinical psychologist, was the first to determine that motiva-
tion varies among people and their situations. The factors that motivate one 
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FIGURE 21.1
Commit step in service-based project leader’s Self-Directed Leadership Development 
Model.
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individual may not provide the same impetus to another. He distinguishes 
between motivating factors and hygiene factors, which relate closely to 
Maslow’s hierarchy. He found that factors that truly motivate an individ-
ual are achievement, recognition, the work itself, responsibility, advance-
ment, and personal growth. Though they may vary by individual, these 
factors are more likely to result in sustained motivation. Hygiene factors 
or maintenance factors simply enable the motivating factors. Status, secu-
rity, supervision, salary, work conditions, and relationships with subordi-
nates, peers, and bosses provide temporary motivation that diminishes over 
time. Pay, a maintenance factor, often ranks lower than other factors, such 
as  promotion opportunity and more challenging work, when workers leave 
one job for another. These hygiene factors must be in place to achieve the 
optimum motivation factors such as achievement.3

Service-based project leaders use achievement, the work itself, and per-
sonal growth as the primary motivating factors to change themselves. 
They use relationships, a hygiene factor, as a foundation for personal 
transformation. Through these relationships, they come to understand the 
motivating factors that drive those around them, factors such as recogni-
tion, the type of work, or responsibility. With this knowledge, initiation of 
transformation within others is possible.

David McClelland’s needs-based motivation, closely related to Herzberg’s 
theory, describes a mixture of motivational needs each individual pos-
sesses. The variation or relative strength of each determines their true 
motivation requirements. McClelland describes three needs each worker 
has at some level:4

• Need for achievement and attainment of realistic challenging goals
• Need for power, to be influential, and have an impact on events
• Need for affiliation and cooperative relationships with others

McClelland’s research led to his belief that achievement needs are the 
most desirable drivers for a leader. An imbalance in either the need for 
power or relationships produces less-desirable results.5 Service-based 
project  leaders have a great need for achievement but realize they need 
influence and cooperation to produce results in and through others. 
They desire to make an impact, but attaining personal power is not their 
 primary motivation.

Charles Handy extends Maslow’s hierarchy with his motivation  calculus. 
The motivation calculus considers not just needs of workers as motivating 
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factors but the projected results and ultimate effectiveness of their efforts. 
A  worker has a need to measure results and determine when the results 
have met his needs. This ultimately determines if a worker will continue to 
be motivated.6 A service-based project leader desires to see and experience 
the efforts of her purpose-focused work on her stakeholder community.

A service-based project leader is intent on measuring results; thus, 
Handy’s theory is very much applicable to her motivational psyche. 
But she does not just create equitable input and output; rather, she 
desires to have output or reward be greater than the input or effort. 
This is the premise of transformational work in which service-based 
project leaders excel. The sum of effort released by the project orga-
nization is ultimately a fraction of the benefits resulting from trans-
formation change. This does not mean that she does not desire to 
work hard. She will work hard but leverage human effort to its great-
est potential,  which   produces  exponential benefits through ongoing 
transformation.

Significance and Motivation

For a practitioner to achieve alignment in her projects, the level of effort 
should be commensurate with the intensity to achieve value-based desired 
outcomes (purpose). The values (what a worker truly believes in) plus pur-
pose (the result or measurable outcome she desires) can be summarized 
as the significance of the effort. Experiencing significance of the project 
organization’s efforts is motivating for all involved.

Conversely, if the noble effort has become arduous over an extended 
period of time and no results are measured or experienced, motivation 
will wane. In such a case, the significance and effort may not be grounded 
in reality, the service-based project leader has failed to orchestrate a plan 
to allow measureable results to be experienced in a timely manner, or she 
has failed to produce the internal transformation (personal) prior to exter-
nal transformation (systems and organizations).

All projects, even strategic change projects, have moments of dull-
ness and require workers to toil in tedious work. Service-based proj-
ect leaders align team members with interesting work, customize the 
execution of the project plan to reduce repetition, and introduce new 
things to  keep team members alert. Motivation of all stakeholders is 
on the  mind of a  service-based project leader daily, and she knows 
that motivation increases dramatically when the significance of results 
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achieved is greater than the sum of the effort. This is the goal of the 
service-based project leader, creating unparalleled results through 
transformation. This motivation is the energy that service-based proj-
ect leaders and customers use to continue to drive strategic, transfor-
mational change.

In summary, service-based project leaders’ motivation draws from 
familiar theories on human behavior. They motivate themselves through 
their higher-level needs, such as measurable achievement accomplished 
through relationships with customers, including sponsors and team mem-
bers. This achievement is just as much a personal transformation as it is 
the transformation of others, their systems, and organizations. Motivation 
is sustained through initiating transformation and bolstered through 
experiencing transformation. The combination of a strong Service-Based 
Project Leadership Competency Pyramid,  supportive relationships, and a 
motivation to achieve  value-based outcomes  maintains the commitment 
to self-directed project leadership development.

COMMITMENT KILLERS

Several factors often work against sustaining commitment. The initial 
excitement of new transformational opportunities, learning environ-
ments, or self-discovery can jump-start motivation, but without com-
mitment, motivation is likely to diminish over time as routine and daily 
pressures overtake the motivation to change from the inside out.

In today’s project environment, the biggest threats to motivation are a 
culture of fear, fatigue, and denying failure.

Culture of Fear

Fear itself can actually be a motivator; fear can create an urgency to act. 
One may realize that if she does not grow beyond her current capabilities, 
she may lose her job to a low-cost provider. If this fear is great enough, it 
can motivate her to find viable alternatives. However, when confronted 
with ambiguity and a sense of entitlement and comfort, the culture of fear 
can diminish motivation and commitment. This culture is propagated by 
those clinging to the status quo and their position in the organization or 
sense of entitlement.
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As the culture of fear metastasizes, thoughts begin to race through 
one’s mind:

• What if I start acting like a leader and my stakeholders reject me?
• What if I want to start developing trust-based relationships but no 

one reciprocates?
• What if I advise my team and it backfires?
• What if I frame an issue with new insight and I am rebuked?

These thoughts can be deafening, causing a leader to retreat to, “I can 
do what I always do, and I will still get my paycheck at the end of the 
month.”

There are also fears on the inner journey as well. “What if I have to 
confront my own personal failings? What if I do not like the person I am? 
What if I find out I am in the wrong profession?” These fears conjure up 
feelings of failure, error, and low self-esteem. The path of least resistance is 
often to forge ahead on the current trail, keeping busy enough to mask the 
real pain and fear one feels.

Fatigue

Another motivation killer is fatigue. The constant demands of life, 
 personal and professional, wear one down. A steady stream of obliga-
tions can emotionally drain a person. The digital age has done little to 
help these problems by allowing the office to follow workers everywhere 
they go. Mobile devices have become a nuisance for anyone seeking the 
downtime required to reenergize their bodies and minds. Fatigue is also 
caused by strained relationships with co-workers, peers, and customers, 
and by the overwhelming amount of information that must be processed 
in a given day.

Denying Failure

Failure can be a traumatic experience when the focus is on oneself, a 
characteristic of high self-orientation. Denying failure often occurs 
when the real or perceived repercussions of the failure are greater 
than the opportunities afforded to grow and learn from the experi-
ence. Without a leader’s resilience and steadfast purpose, failure can 
be crippling. Organizations often deny project failure, sweeping poorly 
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performing projects under the rug to maintain a status quo and avoid 
hurting people’s feelings. Organizations rarely conduct healthy les-
sons learned after a project. Reviews are either watered down to avoid 
damaging people’s psyches or they gloss over critical errors to protect 
incumbent management. This bleeds into the project leader’s conscious-
ness and allows her to deny her own failures, resist accountability, and 
shut down her lifelong learning process as she joins the ranks of the 
organization’s “Average C” players with feelings of helplessness and 
hopelessness.

The Boxer’s Story

Former boxing heavyweight champion George Foreman spoke of his 
loss of the heavyweight title to Muhammad Ali early in his career as 
an event that stripped him of his manhood. He admittedly said it took 
him months to overcome the devastating loss. After years of reflect-
ing on the loss, Foreman says he learned an important life lesson. Even 
though he lost the fight, he could be proud that he was always moving 
forward toward his opponent, Ali, during the fight; he never backed up. 
In life, Foreman says, you may get knocked down, but you always have 
to be moving forward, not backing up. Foreman went on to remake 
himself not only as a boxer, but as a successful businessman and family 
man.7

When the leader focuses on learning, a characteristic of low self-
orientation, the failure is much more likely to enhance motivation. 
Service-based project leaders embrace failure as a learning experience. 
Doing so allows failure to come in smaller, healthier doses. This is 
because failure is accepted immediately, not hidden or masked until an 
even bigger failure lurks. The longer that failure is denied its proper 
learning potential, the greater potential the failure has to demoral-
ize project teams and leaders of personal growth through motivation 
and commitment.

The culture of fear, fatigue, and denial of failure must be addressed 
head-on by a service-based project leader whose confidence, self-
esteem, healthy lifestyle, and genuine sense of humility pierce the 
fear of  failure. Courage, the mortar of the leadership competency 
pyramid, must  conquer these commitment killers both internally 
and  externally  to allow the  self-directed project leadership journey to 
continue.
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A HEALTHY COMMITMENT

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 discussed important issues to be considered before 
one starts the commitment process. These include ownership of one’s 
career and the pursuant choices, decisions, and truths that the practi-
tioner must explore. Also to consider is the basic nature of creating and 
bringing forth creativity in one’s work. As with anything else, com-
mitment can be misconstrued and exploited. This can be seen in cults 
and other dysfunctional groups. Take Jordan Belfort, who founded 
and ran Stratton Oakmont, the Long Island penny-stock brokerage, 
in the 1990s. Belfort’s lifestyle of excess and disregard for the law was 
the subject of the 2013 film The Wolf of Wall Street. Stratton Oakmont 
employed more than 1,000 brokers at its peak, before the Securities and 
Exchange Commission shut down the company and the FBI arrested 
Belfort in 1998. In 2003, he was convicted of money laundering and 
securities fraud, receiving a four-year prison sentence and an order 
to repay $110.4 million to a victim compensation fund. Belfort’s firm 
would “pump and dump” stocks. “It wasn’t like I started that way…
You can get desensitized to your own actions,” Belfort said.8 People 
will continue to commit themselves often to misguided, self-indulging 
ideas and projects. This makes the commitment to service-based proj-
ect  leadership more important than ever.

The commitment to change and face the risks and personal demands 
inherent in this new project leadership role requires a unity of body 
and mind that embodies compassion and hope. Compassion for the 
work and its extended community and hope for the future are anchors 
to ensure self-directed project leadership development doesn’t stray off 
the path.

Compassion for the work’s redeeming mission and the community 
impacted by the project grounds the service-based project leader in reality. 
Compassion reflects the humanity of relationships. A service-based proj-
ect leader’s real concern for others strengthens her for the difficult leader-
ship journey. A lack of concern creates isolation, negativity, and concern 
for only oneself. An individual’s lack of compassion, rooted in selfishness, 
impedes the commitment of others.

Conversely, a healthy concern for others fuels actions with  integrity. 
These actions create experiences and lend themselves to continual  learning 
and self-confidence. Compassion germinates from selflessness. A project 
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leader’s desire to serve before leading allows compassion to flow more 
freely through the project organization. Compassion is a human quality 
recognized across cultures and languages. Unfortunately, so are greed, 
gluttony, and other selfish behaviors.

Hope is a dream that is real, attainable, and meaningful.9 A service-
based project leader maintains commitment when the dream is alive, 
the path to that dream is clear, and the progress down that path is filled 
with many positive emotional experiences. As dreams emerge, so do 
emotions that attract those who wish to dream. Hope has a physical 
impact on the body; one becomes calm, elated, energized, and optimis-
tic. Breathing, blood pressure, and immune systems all  benefit when 
one experiences hope. When a service-based project leader latches 
onto attainable dreams and begins to navigate the path toward  realizing 
aspects of the dreams, hope reverberates throughout the body and 
mind.10

If you have not already done so, complete the exercise at the end of 
Chapter 9, “Self-Directed Project Leadership: Establishing Commitment.” 
This series of questions helps explore the process of understanding your 
convictions and commitments.

SUMMARY

Practitioners leading transformational projects need leadership develop-
ment. Organizations need these practitioners to experience  leadership 
development in meaningful ways if they are to compete in dynamic, 
fast-paced global markets. The service-based project leader’s  motivation 
draws from familiar theories on human behavior and uses higher-
level needs, such as measurable achievement accomplished through 
relationships with customers, including sponsors and team members. 
This achievement is just as much a personal transformation as it is the 
transformation of others, their systems, and organizations. Motivation 
is sustained through initiating transformation and bolstered through 
experiencing transformation. The biggest threats to motivation are 
a culture of fear, fatigue, and denying failure. Compassion for work 
and its extended community and hope for the future are anchors that 
ensure  self-directed project leadership development doesn’t stray off 
the path.
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22
Assessing and Acquiring 
Project Leadership Skills

INTRODUCTION

After committing to the process, the next iterative step in the self-directed 
leadership development process is to assess and acquire the leadership 
competencies needed to transition from project manager to service-based 
project leader.

Assessing and acquiring new leadership competencies is a continu-
ous improvement process fueled by a leader’s commitment and enabled 
by supportive relationships. It occurs simultaneously with other steps as 
iterations of the cycle deepen the inner journey (see Figure 22.1).

CONSIDERATIONS FOR ASSESSMENT

The awareness of one’s current self, the person that others see and interact 
with, is elusive. The human condition protects people from taking in all 
feedback and forming an accurate, conscious realization of how others 
see them. The ego’s self-defense mechanisms are protective but can also 
delude individuals about the real image of themselves, sometimes leading 
to a self-perpetuating cycle of dysfunction.1

A good means to start any self-assessment is becoming aware of the 
window into the self, known as the Johari window. Some things a person 
knows about himself he chooses to share with only a few intimate others. 
But each individual also has blind spots, traits of which he is completely 
unaware. The Johari window was created by Joseph Luft and Harrington 
Ingham in the 1950s as a model for mapping personality awareness.2 
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Like many other behavioral models, the Johari window is based on four 
quadrants and is often described as a window with four panes. The most 
common labels used for the four awareness windows are the Arena, also 
known as the open or public pane; the Facade, or hidden pane; the Blind 
spot; and the Unknown pane.3

The application of the Johari window, as shown in Figure 22.2, takes place 
by expanding the Arena, thereby making the other three areas as small 
as is appropriate. This can be achieved through two methods. The  first 
method is asking for and receiving feedback, which reduces the blind 
area. The second is through disclosure, which reduces the hidden  area. 
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Assess & Acquire step in service-based project leader’s Self-Directed Leadership 
Development Model.
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Disclosure  is accomplished through a regular and honest exchange of 
feedback and a willingness to disclose personal feelings. The outcome is 
increased trust and support.4

The Johari window is a communication model that can be used to 
improve self-understanding and understanding between individuals 
within a team or in a group setting. Productive project teams show a will-
ingness among members to open up the public Arena to improve relation-
ships and understanding. By explaining the idea of the Johari window to 
the project team, a project leader can help team members understand the 
value of self-disclosure and gently encourage people to give and accept 
feedback. When done appropriately, more trusting relationships develop, 
issues are resolved more quickly, and a project’s effectiveness is increased. 
Based on self-disclosure and feedback, the Johari window can be used to 
improve a group’s relationship with other groups or project teams.5

Anyone aspiring to a leadership role must be open to self-assessment 
or risk becoming a boiled frog. This concept stems from the notion that, 
when put into boiling water, a frog will immediately jump out. When put 
into cold water, however, the frog will stay, even when the temperature is 
slowly risen to a boil and the frog eventually boils to death. The boiling 
frog syndrome is the great challenge to an accurate assessment of one’s self 
image. Others are often reluctant to provide feedback, enabling undesired 
attitudes and behaviors, then adjusting their perspectives or letting such 
behaviors pass unnoticed.6

Formal and Informal Assessments

When assessing leadership competencies, the aspiring project leader 
should combine formal assessment methods with informal methods that 
help validate, question, or spark inquiry on his performance.

Informal feedback is direct feedback from the pool of supportive rela-
tionships one has formed. This requires open discussion and inquiry to 
find out what others really think and feel about specific events. Informal 
feedback should not be a search to satisfy one’s ego, but rather a mutual 
exploration of specific events that can be discussed in a neutral environ-
ment. Questions such as, “How did you think that meeting went?” or, “How 
could I have communicated the vision in a more meaningful manner?” or, 
“How could I have answered the question about the schedule in a truthful, 
credible manner?” encourage open dialogue. A leader should continually 
develop a network of relationships to collect informal, direct  feedback. 
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He can then sift through this feedback and use it as an input to the acqui-
sition and refinement of his leadership competencies.

A formal assessment I have used with success is the Platinum Rule® 
Behavioral Style Assessment. This tool can help project leaders and teams 
discover their relationship and communication strengths.7 The Platinum 
Rule assessment focuses on four primary behavioral styles, each with a 
very distinct and predictable pattern of observable behavior. When a proj-
ect leader understands these patterns, he has the key to be more compat-
ible with important stakeholders and increase the probability of entering 
into a trust-based relationship.8 It also demystifies those lesser known but 
scientifically proven internal forces that are the motivating clues behind 
behaviors. In other words, this assessment helps individuals understand 
why they do what they do.

The Platinum Rule divides behavioral preferences into four basic styles 
using the behavior continuums of direct and indirect, open and guarded. 
The four resulting quadrants are known as Director, Socializer, Relater, 
and Thinker. While everyone possesses the qualities of each style to vari-
ous degrees, each person has a dominant style. Below is a brief description 
of the dominant behaviors for each quadrant.

Directors

Driven by two needs, control and achievement, directors are deeply goal 
oriented and most comfortable when they are in charge of people and situ-
ations. They want to accomplish many things; they focus on straightfor-
ward approaches and seek expedient results.

Directors are not afraid to bend the rules and would rather ask for 
 forgiveness than permission. They accept challenges, assume authority, 
and plunge into solving problems. Fast paced and task oriented, they work 
quickly and impressively by themselves—and have little tolerance for 
delays. Their focus, drive, and need to dominate can make them stubborn, 
impatient, and insensitive to others.9

Socializers

Socializers are friendly and enthusiastic people who like to be at the 
center of the action. They thrive in the limelight, with its admira-
tion, acknowledgment, and compliments. The socializer’s strengths 
are enthusiasm, charm, persuasiveness, and warmth. As charismatic, 
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optimistic idea people and dreamers, they can easily influence others, 
build alliances, and generate excitement for their vision.

Socializers’ weaknesses include impatience, dislike for being alone, and 
a short attention span. They are risk takers who base many decisions on 
intuition and do not tend to verify information, assuming that someone 
else will do it.10

Thinkers

Analytical, persistent, and systematic, thinkers enjoy problem solving 
and are more concerned with content than style. Thinkers are detail and 
task oriented and enjoy perfecting processes and working toward tangible 
results. They have control of their emotions and may become uncomfort-
able around very outgoing people, such as socializers.

With high expectations of themselves and others, thinkers can be overly 
critical and tend toward perfectionism, which can be paralyzing when 
taken to an extreme. They are slow and deliberate decision makers who 
research, make comparisons, and determine risks before taking action. 
Thinkers are also skeptical, so they like to see agreements in writing.11

Relaters

Warm and nurturing, relaters are the most people oriented of the four 
styles. They are excellent listeners, devoted friends, and loyal employees 
with a relaxed, approachable nature. Strong team players, they develop net-
works of people who are mutually supportive and reliable. However, relat-
ers are risk averse and may tolerate unpleasant environments rather than 
risk change. They like the status quo and find disruption distressing. When 
faced with change, they think it through, plan, and then accept it into their 
world. They strive to maintain personal composure, stability, and balance.

In an office environment, relaters are courteous, friendly, and willing to 
share responsibilities. They plan well, follow through, and are persistent 
workers. Often, they go along with others even when they do not agree so 
as to avoid causing conflict.12

Focus on Strengths

Self-directed project leadership development is a personal endeavor that 
involves a painstaking effort to change oneself by evaluating what one 
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 values about oneself and what one wishes to get rid of. The preferred 
approach is focusing and building on strengths, on what the individual 
values and others value about his current self-image. Too often, organiza-
tional human resource development focuses on gaps, leaving the worker 
feeling battered, less motivated, and not helped.13 When an individual 
shares power, he can emphasize strengths while using another’s comple-
mentary strengths to exploit gaps. No developmental journey is the same; 
each reflects individual uniqueness combined with one’s working environ-
ment and life  situation. The makeup of the team members, sponsors, and 
customers adds a complex mix of variables with which an aspiring service-
based project leader must become comfortable. Thus, a leader must assess 
his natural abilities and preferences. Each person is unique, and each has 
some talents that flow naturally and others that require continual practice.

A strength is defined as a person’s ability to consistently provide a near 
perfect performance in a specific activity.14 A service-based project leader 
must know his natural strengths and strive to align them with his leader-
ship role. The goal is also to understand individual stakeholder strengths—
whether belief, discipline, focus, or harmony—and find the leadership role 
that maximizes them.15 Discipline may benefit a project leader in circum-
stances in which structure and process provide great value to the customer, 
but in a crisis, this strength may be less important than communication 
or empathy. At the same time, a strength can become a burden in the 
wrong situation. Strengths can go awry; for instance, the strength of belief 
can be construed as being too rigid and inflexible, or harmony can be 
viewed as an impediment if the desire to maintain peace overrides achiev-
ing results. A service-based project leader understands his strengths and 
strives to adapt or trust others to bring the appropriate strengths to the 
table through joint leadership.

Safe Environment

Successful self-directed project leadership development requires an 
 environment that is safe. This safety is constructed through supportive 
relationships. Culture acts as an enabler or detractor to the ability to 
create a safe environment.

The ideal supportive environment for the self-directed project leader 
is not only good for project managers seeking to grow but also for an 
organization’s financial statements. David Maister developed a pre-
dictive package of characteristics that allows service firms to make 



Assessing and Acquiring Project Leadership Skills • 273

more  money.16 Leadership competencies can transform or at least 
influence team  environments. These predictive, money-making char-
acteristics of service firms align with leadership competencies of a 
 service-based project leader and influence a team environment.

Customer satisfaction is a top priority for service firms that make 
more money. A true goal of the service-based project leader is to serve 
his customers. These firms do not allow personal agendas to get ahead 
of customer interests. A service-based project leader’s team uses low 
self-orientation to create a healthy, trust-based relationship with the 
 customer. Successful service firms establish a culture that treats everyone 
with mutual respect, another fundamental principle of a  service-based 
project leader.

The predictive characteristics resonating from a leader’s competency 
pyramid infiltrate his team and positively influence project and orga-
nizational environments, making them safer. Like the butterfly effect, a 
service-based project leader impacts his team environment, and the team 
can influence the organization.

ACQUISITION

The main method of acquiring service-based leadership skills is the 
 building of the leadership competency pyramid. Most everyone has 
traces of each pyramid layer, which makes discovering and building the 
layers the primary task. The goal is to expand the pyramid and ensure 
uniformity among the layers. A lack of uniformity or inequity of pyra-
mid layers can lead to problems for the service-based project leader and 
his customers. The size and stability of the pyramid are directly related 
to the base, which is made up of project management knowledge, experi-
ence, and skills. As a leader expands his leadership competency  pyramid, 
knowledge of leadership emerges as a layer of the pyramid.

Regardless of the relationship between the pyramid layers, a service- 
based  project leader must attempt to increase the overall size of his 
leadership competency pyramid. Continual growth of knowledge, skill, 
and experience requires him to be eager and open to new  learning. 
The  acquisition of new knowledge through reading, training, and observa-
tion must be integrated with attempts to implement new skills and assimi-
lated through real project experiences as discussed in Chapters 13 and 14.



274 • The Strategic Project Leader 

Trust-based relationships are acquired through a value proposition 
with other stakeholders and then through building credibility, reliability, 
intimacy, and low self-orientation. Acquiring these trust-building skills 
involves the actions outlined in Chapter 15.

The service and advisory skills of consultative leadership are acquired 
through reorienting one’s primal interest in oneself to interest in oth-
ers. These skills are acquired through executing the consultative leader-
ship process, enabled by trust-based relationships, and motivated by the 
 significance of project work.

This alignment is fostered through regular listening to oneself and 
 building a greater self-awareness. Weekly or even daily quiet time can 
help. This quiet time allows one to give over or release anxieties, fears, 
and confusion, opening a clear communication channel with oneself. 
This  meditative state precedes the clarity and foresight needed to lead 
with courage. Desolation, often masked through a leader’s busyness, is a 
poor place to make weighty decisions. When a project leader recognizes 
his inner voice, desolation is replaced with consolation before he moves 
forward with critical matters regarding his career.

Courage is acquired through the systematic building of all leadership 
competency layers that influence risk attitudes. Courage is emboldened 
when the leader recognizes his obligation to combine project skills with 
leadership competencies to best serve his stakeholders and community.

Assessing and Acquiring the Base of the Service-Based 
Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid

At the base of the leadership competency pyramid are a project leader’s 
knowledge, skill, and experience. To assess the strength of the base, a leader 
should analyze the credentials such as certifications, certificates, number of 
years of experience, the types of projects managed, and the  outcomes of those 
projects against peer groups. But credentials are just a start. Project man-
agement performance must be assessed against basic  project  management 
processes. This criterion emphasizes a service-based  project leader’s role: to 
serve his customers, fearlessly!

Initiation and Planning

During project initiation, a service-based project leader must be  fearless 
in identifying needs and pursue the clarification of needs through 
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a rigorous examination of interrelated requirements and organizational 
processes. Fearless needs analysis addresses stakeholder politics, conflict-
ing needs, and false needs.

The identification of all customer needs must be validated with 
key sponsors and stakeholders. Failure to do so is a disservice, even 
when the customers and sponsors are convinced they know their 
needs. A measure of success is the ability for customers to share and 
 compare needs to identify and validate real needs and competing 
needs. Success often means facilitating difficult and uncomfortable 
 discussions between  powerful stakeholders. For instance, in software 
projects, the need for business users to customize software often con-
flicts with the need for IT to support and maintain the application at 
minimal cost. The benefits of customization must be exposed against 
the cost of maintenance.

Stakeholder management requires fearless analysis to root out hidden 
and opposing needs in order to unify those needs before important project 
decisions are made. A leader uses all aspects of his leadership competency 
pyramid—relationships, advisory skills, content knowledge, etc.—to gain 
the proper level of exposure and dialogue to achieve a clear, supported 
direction. Structured, facilitated sessions can measure the exposure 
and collaboration of needs across the enterprise. Fearless needs analysis 
ensures the customer has a vested interest in the successful outcome of 
the project.

Projects benefit greatly from clearly defined scope, objectives, and 
baselines. Thus, a service-based project leader is held to a high stan-
dard of excellence in scope statements and work breakdown struc-
tures. The collaboration in the development of these documents and 
their early visibility to power-sharing stakeholders is critical for the 
initiation of transformation. Remaining inconspicuous—not directly 
interacting with customers during the critical early stages—leaves a 
leadership void in the customer’s mind. A project manager damages 
his credibility if he only emerges to solicit information when he is at an 
impasse.

Identifying stakeholders’ roles and educating stakeholders about those 
roles is a responsibility that includes naming the project team members 
responsible for creating project deliverables. The responsibility also includes 
naming the customer team members responsible for feedback, acceptance, 
and use of interim deliverables to achieve project objectives. Role ambigu-
ity is a treatable disease, but still kills many projects. Success is measured 
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by a stakeholder learning his role, formally  accepting it, and validating 
the necessary skills needed to complete the tasks associated with that role. 
A common problem is customers being asked to review and approve  project 
deliverables when they have little sense of what they are really approving. 
Again, a service-based project leader employs surveys, outcome-based 
 education, facilitation, and straight talk to achieve success.

Other planning measures include clear definitions of the current state 
and the envisioned future by highlighting not only what is changing, but 
also what is not changing, and by clearly defining quality and risk plans 
that protect the customer’s best interest. In summary, a service-based 
project leader’s project planning leadership skills and performance criteria 
are weighted toward the following:

• Fearless needs analysis
• Clear and user-friendly scope definition documents
• Acceptance of agreed-upon roles and responsibilities and validation 

of the skills required to complete them
• Accurate depictions of the current state and the desired future state 

with what is changing and what is not changing
• Quality and risk plans that protect the customer, not the project team

Each of these can be measured by the quantity and quality of exposure 
and dialogue created with customers.

Execution

A service-based project leader’s execution skills are best shown in the 
management of stakeholder expectations and the building of interde-
pendent communication channels between project stakeholders and 
team members. The leader does not control communication, but rather 
broadcasts intent to enable communication speed and accuracy. Thus, a 
leader is not the focal point for all project communications, but enables 
uninhibited communication networks that strengthen the flow of infor-
mation. The effectiveness of informal, naturally forming communications 
networks is a key performance criterion.

A service-based project leader’s execution effort is directed toward 
 planning for the coming 30, 60, or 90 days, removing barriers, and prim-
ing work for team members to execute. This constant foresight enables 
him to act decisively, even without complete certainty.
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A signal that a project leader is underperforming is the quantity of 
time spent meddling in the current day’s project activities. Instead, 
he should serve team members by removing roadblocks and freeing 
workers to work. The quality of execution is measured by low turn-
over of project team members, because the intrinsic value of the work 
is  carefully aligned with team members’ personal and professional 
needs. The growth of team members can be measured through promo-
tions or opportunities for advancement. Any surveyed project team 
member, when asked if she has done something new, should answer 
affirmatively.

A service-based project leader has procedures in place to execute 
 acceptance decisions on project deliverables from his customer. He 
 discovers in advance the desired customer experience and the use 
of deliverables in future decisions. Crisis situations concerning a 
 customer’s acceptance decision of a deliverable are rare because plan-
ning,  communication, and quality processes have set accurate expec-
tations. These  services can only be accomplished through direct 
interaction between team members. Each can be measured by the time 
and resources required to gain acceptance of customer deliverables 
after the customer has reviewed them and the time a leader spends in 
the current day’s  project activities versus preparing for the next 30, 60, 
and 90 days.

In summary, the critical leadership skills and performance criteria for 
execution are as follows:

• Well-managed expectations among team members and customers 
to ensure quick acceptance of project deliverables

• Naturally forming effective, interdependent, uninhibited communi-
cation channels

• Continuously working in advance to create unimpeded work streams 
for team members

Control and Monitoring

All projects benefit from well-defined change control processes that 
enable good decision making. However, a service-based project lead-
er’s control is weighted toward his customers’ needs. Less time is spent 
fiddling with budgets and schedules because he has mastered these 
skills and established solid processes for others to grow into managing 
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these  processes.  Instead, the service-based project leader continually 
focuses on emerging needs, the root of change control. A performance 
criterion is the ability to adapt to new or hidden needs and satisfy them 
based on sound analysis. These emerging needs do not create havoc 
among team members; they create opportunities to provide more value 
and greater service to the  customer. Changes that have low value are can-
didly discussed with relevant stakeholders. This criterion can be mea-
sured by the net benefits associated with emerging needs. The critical 
leadership skills and performance  criteria for monitoring and controlling 
are weighted toward

• Frequent and open discussion with customers about developing 
needs

• The identification of new needs
• The captured net benefits associated with emerging needs

Closing

Closing out projects comes naturally to the customer of a service-based 
project leader. There is no begging for acceptance or arm-wrestling over 
outstanding issues. The critical leadership skill is letting acceptance come 
naturally, not forcing it. Every leadership competency from initiation, 
planning, executing, and controlling the project is aligned with closing 
the project with satisfied stakeholders. The performance criterion for 
closing out a project is simple: more work is awarded. Add-on work by 
the customer is the most significant message a customer can provide to a 
 service-based project leader and his team.

SUMMARY

Acquiring and assessing new leadership competencies is a continual 
 process fueled by a leader’s commitment and enabled by supportive rela-
tionships. The primary method of acquiring service-based leadership skills 
is the building of the Service-Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid. 
When assessing leadership competencies, a leader should evaluate his 
leadership style using formal and informal methods and his  environment. 
Leadership in project management can be assessed through customer 
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outcomes associated with project processes and  transformation of self 
and team members.

SeRVice-BASeD PRoJect LeADeR 360-DeGRee 
eVALUAtion tooL
Begin assessing yourself using the 360-degree evaluation. Take the 
assessment yourself, then have those with whom you have support-
ive relationships assess you and compare the results. Mindfully ask 
yourself these questions:

What is eye opening to me?
Why is that?
What may be the underlying causes?
What can I add to my learning agenda?

Review these questions and assess yourself on a scale from 1 to 10 as 
follows:

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Project Management Performance
Project Initiation
 1. Conducts fearless needs analysis, business case, and project 

charter development.
 2. Thoroughly and accurately identifies and defines all 

stakeholders.
 3. Defines current and future states that can be easily interpreted 

by stakeholders.

Project Planning
 1. Ensures the development of well-defined project scope, includ-

ing work breakdown structure (WBS) and requirements 
documentation.

 2. Effectively defines resource needs, resource roles and responsi-
bilities, project team organizational charts, and clear reporting 
structures among the project team.

 3. Develops meaningful project baselines to measure perfor-
mance for project cost, time, and scope.
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 4. Conducts effective risk assessments and creates usable risk 
response plans.

 5. Defines quality criteria and acceptance criteria for project 
deliverables.

Project Execution
 1. Creates a productive working environment for all project team 

members.
 2. Fosters interdependent, uninhibited communication channels 

between stakeholders and team members.
 3. Gains quick acceptance for project deliverables in a manner 

consistent with project plans.
 4. Works in advance to create unimpeded work streams for team 

members.

Project Control
 1. Actively monitors new needs and validates customer benefits.
 2. Initiates corrective action to improve project performance 

(cost, schedule, quality, scope).
 3. Enforces project quality measures and implements continuous 

improvement processes.

Project Closure
 1. Maintains accurate project records that are accessible to 

 stakeholders and future project teams.
 2. Is asked to start new project work with the customer.

Trust-Based Relationships
Credibility
 1. Articulates the fundamentals of project management  concepts, 

tools, and technical knowledge in a meaningful way— applicability 
and use.

 2. Runs productive project meetings.
 3. Exhibits a thorough understanding of stakeholder expecta-

tions, including those of team members, sponsors, customers, 
vendors, etc.
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Reliability
 1. Sets priorities, proactively initiates work, regularly follows up, 

links promises to actions.
 2. Behaves consistently in managing personnel, making deci-

sions, and dealing with stress and adversity.
 3. Responds to stakeholders’ emotions and feelings concerning 

the project.

Intimacy with Stakeholders
 1. Is always open and honest with stakeholders.
 2. Invests time in developing meaningful relationships with key 

stakeholders.
 3. Uses good judgment when dealing with sensitive issues.

Self-Orientation
 1. Shows absence of prejudice and stereotypical thinking.
 2. Resists jumping to conclusions, does not feel the need to always 

have an answer.
 3. Allows others to share the spotlight for successes.

Consultative Leadership Behaviors
Communication
 1. Conveys a positive, “can-do” attitude in discussions.
 2. Focuses on key project issues appropriate for the stakeholder.
 3. Values face-to-face discussions, eliminates distractions.
 4. Prepares and presents high-quality, high-impact presentations.
 5. Listens for clarity with nonverbal signals, then confirms what 

has been received, and shows an understanding of the depth 
and magnitude of what has been discussed.

Advisory
 1. Solicits ideas, suggestions, and opinions from others.
 2. Researches and presents project facts accurately, in a timely 

manner, with clear summaries.
 3. Explores multiple scenarios and outcomes of project 

recommendations.
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 4. Demonstrates insight, articulates numerous complex business 
and project issues into clear, concise statements.

 5. Educates stakeholders on a potential course of action or options 
and lets them decide.

Visioning
 1. Creates a unified vision to the creation of the product or ser-

vices of the project.
 2. Inspires innovation and creativity, focuses on long-term solu-

tions versus short-term problem solving.
 3. Gains rational and emotional commitment and consensus on 

vision and generates excitement and energy with project team 
and customer.

 4. Links project vision to strategic business goals.

Result Orientation
 1. Takes initiative and risks to build confidence of project 

stakeholders.
 2. Knows when to stop planning the project and start implement-

ing, creates and sustains momentum.
 3. Takes action to reduce resistance though removing project 

unknowns.

Service and Development of Others
 1. Is patient, encourages development, delegates effectively, and 

provides objective feedback.
 2. Looks for ways to help others, puts stakeholders’ priorities 

ahead of self-interests.
 3. Sets high standards, helps others achieve them.
 4. Creates a comfortable project environment in which team 

members can share emotions and feelings.

Courage
Confidence
 1. Attitudes, behaviors, and demeanor reflect one who has 

self-confidence.
 2. Maintains a high energy level, takes care of physical health and 

mind.
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 3. Thirsts for constructive criticism, identifies and follows through 
on opportunities to improve performance.

Risk Tolerance
 1. Willing to make recommendations to stakeholders and influ-

ence project outcomes.
 2. Accepts responsibility, admits mistakes, learns from them, and 

moves on.
 3. Aligns personal stake (reputation, monetary, perks, etc.) with 

expected project outcomes.
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23
Practicing to Be a Service-Based 
Project Leader

INTRODUCTION

Millions of dollars are spent each year on training services—most of 
which do little to improve employee productivity. Training is a good last 
step in bringing about personal change, but not a very good first step.1 
Instead, to reinforce the change process, the project leader should form 
a learning agenda to engrain new project leadership attitudes, skills, and 
behaviors. A learning agenda focuses on development, rather than remedi-
ation. And the learning agenda requires practice, which must be conducted 
in the real world where true learning can occur. Figure 23.1 depicts the 
practice step of the Self-Directed Project Leadership Development Model.

A service-based project leader must practice the conversion of knowl-
edge and skills into meaningful experiences, while creating and maintain-
ing supportive relationships. The practitioner has an abundance of tools 
to practice her leadership techniques. The work breakdown structure that 
aligns customer expectations with team efforts, risk registers that tap into 
stakeholders’ fears, and project network diagrams that result in important 
decisions can be used to practice leadership competencies. The adapta-
tion of these tools to meet unique customer needs is an excellent way to 
 practice leadership.

Building symbiotic, trust-based relationships requires the practice of 
finding project leader and customer value propositions. Increasing the 
aspects of trust requires conscious repetition of actions that nurture cred-
ibility, reliability, intimacy, and low self-orientation with keen observation 
and self-awareness. This awareness allows the project leader to tailor the 
trust-building process to each individual’s need, as stakeholders will likely 
require differing levels of credibility and intimacy.
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To practice situational awareness, she must increase the level of  awareness 
and predictability of self, team members, and interested stakeholders. 
A  leader sees the future through a continual mental rehearsal of future 
events and possible outcomes that create actions or reactions and their sub-
sequent effects.

Most training classes or leadership development programs are not con-
ducive to practicing these competencies with consequences, and it is the 
consequences that allow lasting learning to occur. Benefits are minimal 
when efforts are disjointed, isolated, and do not coalesce. Thus, the practi-
tioner must take it upon herself to create the opportunity for consequences 
if transformational learning is to begin.

In every human being, both positive and negative emotional attrac-
tors play an important role in the complex system of intentional change. 
The positive attractors pull us toward our ideal self, while the negative 
ones protect us from change, working to keep us locked in our current 
self. Within the human organism, these attractors work to self-organize, 
or balance one another, affecting different parts of the brain, nervous 
 system, and hormones.2 The positive emotional attractors provide cap-
tivating  excitement about achieving the ideal self, but this is not always 
enough to produce sustainable change in an individual. The service-based 
project leader treats these emotional attractors as invitations to truly 
 transformational learning known as double-loop learning. In double-
loop learning, rather than simply trying to solve a problem, the learner 
reevaluates and reframes goals and values.3 Such learning is rare because 
reevaluation   creates disequilibrium within the  self-organizing   system. 
Although this can result in a  person’s return to the safety of the current self, 

Practice

Supportive
Relationships

Assess & Acquire

Serve Commit

FIGURE 23.1
Practice step in service-based project leader’s Self-Directed Leadership Development 
Model.
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it can also become a driving force to establish a new equilibrium that 
aligns with and brings the ideal self within reach.4

Leadership cannot just be practiced in a classroom or on a computer. 
To  become an effective leader, one must learn by practicing in real-life 
situations. One learning agenda tool that allows a project leader to practice 
double-loop learning while doing transformational work aligned with her 
core values and convictions is the Active Leadership ExperienceTM. To be 
“active,” the experience involves leadership experimentation on real proj-
ects. To be a “leadership” experience, it involves achieving results through 
others. To gain leadership “experience,” she must assimilate and retain the 
learning through the collection of experiences and careful consideration 
of feedback. Active Leadership Experiences provide the opportunity to 
reevaluate and reframe goals and values.

ACTIVE LEADERSHIP EXPERIENCETM

Achieving an Active Leadership Experience requires five essential steps. 
The first is to internalize the vision of the project and its net social out-
comes and benefits. This involves reevaluating and reframing goals and 
values and the linking of one’s core values to the work. Believing in this 
new purpose is necessary to the second step: living the vision.

It is not enough for the leader to believe in an internal vision and 
 purpose; she must make the vision real by linking it to her convictions. 
These convictions help align her behavioral patterns, decision making, 
ethics, and internal attitudes. This process of living the vision of the 
project is the initiation of personal transformation.

Strategic objectives of project and programs cannot be accomplished 
alone. Building trust-based relationships is the third step in an Active 
Leadership Experience. Neither a project leader’s alignment nor her belief 
in the importance of a vision is enough to carry a team to high achieve-
ment. Trustful collaboration and cooperation among team members and 
other participants is needed to open communication and allow the proj-
ect leader to exert power and influence. She must take the first step in 
establishing trust through her own credibility, reliability, intimacy, and 
low self-orientation.5

The fourth step is to empower and serve others’ efforts to achieve the 
vision. Once team members believe in the purpose of the vision and trust 
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one another, they will demand to be empowered. Project leaders should look 
for opportunities to serve; a situation with ambiguity, confusion, or com-
munication breakdowns is a starting point from which to build a culture 
of service. Empowerment affirms the project leader’s trust in her team and 
motivates them into more capable workers who have faith in their leader.

The final step to an Active Leadership Experience is to enable team 
 performance through creativity. When team members trust each other and 
are empowered, creativity flourishes. Trust admits that failures and setbacks 
are a part of the creative process. Trust takes risks that would otherwise not 
be taken. Project teams discover unique value in each project by focusing 
beyond constraints and creating service experiences for customers. A leader 
is the face of the creative process and builds a plan and culture that embraces 
creativity as a means to increase team performance and customer satisfaction.

As project management maturity models make executives feel safe 
about their investment in project management, practitioners must also 
feel safe enough to act on opportunities that lead to breakthrough dis-
coveries in projects. Ignoring these opportunities leads to the practitioner 
being undervalued and commoditized.

Experiential project leaders fuel forward momentum for the project 
management industry by developing better project processes and build-
ing productive human relationships that result in rewarding experiences 
for all. Table 23.1 is a summary of the Active Leadership Experience pro-
cess and the source of each step.

TABLE 23.1

Summary of Active Leadership Experience™

Active Leadership 
experience™ Process Source
 1. Internalize the vision Self-awareness, double-loop learning, alignment of values 

and purpose (Establish significance)
 2. Live the vision Model behaviors aligned with one’s significance 

(Initiation of personal transformation)
 3. Build trust-based 

relationships
Build credibility, reliability, intimacy, low self-orientation 
through the base of the leadership competency 
pyramid and passion about the project (Build a team 
with shared values)

 4. Empower and serve others 
to achieve the vision

Consultative leadership opportunities with advisory skills 
and a service attitude (Make them successful)

 5. Enable creativity Set courageous examples in leading them (Remove fear 
of failure from culture and team)
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The process works like this:

 1. Internalize—Write down a list of internal desired values or personal 
characteristics such as teamwork, achievement, comfort, winning, 
respect, stability, wealth, etc. Reevaluate and reframe what is impor-
tant to you, your goals and your values.

 2. Externalize—Write down a list of external desired transformation 
changes, changes that are important to your life or job. Changes 
could be attitudes, processes, systems, or future events, in the for-
mat, “I desire to create/transform...”

 3. Connect—Look for alignment between 1 and 2. Examples:
 a. Because I personally value respect, I will create an active leadership 

experience by starting a diversity program in my organization.
 b. Because I personally value teamwork, I will create an active 

leadership experience by implementing collaboration tools for 
remote team members.

 c. Because I personally value stability, I will create an active lead-
ership experience by gaining management approval for project 
managers to get leadership training.

 4. Initiation—Identify behaviors one can exhibit to reflect these beliefs. 
Determine whether you can sustain these behaviors.

 5. Build—Find the people who need to be involved to make this happen 
and build trust-based relationships with them.

 6. Vision—Get others on board by using consultative leadership pro-
cess to gain commitment of others to act. Empower them to act 
based on your commitment, and to serve them.

 7. Enable creativity—Don’t problem solve; create something that will 
endure and remove others’ fear of failure.

Following this process, project leaders can find transforming work that 
aligns with their convictions and use consultative leadership to accom-
plish it. The process takes time; many people have a strong desire to see 
results immediately, but Active Leadership Experience requires patience.

In workshops I have conducted, people discuss transforming the  attitudes 
of organization-sponsored programs because of the personal characteristic 
or desired value of respect and equality for other human beings. Others 
seek to change a broken process or transform customer systems that serve 
a greater purpose. Active Leadership Experience is not about personal 
gain, such as more vacation time. For some, it is about transforming team 
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 members by providing an opportunity to shoot for the stars. Still others 
seek to transform relationships that have gone bad because of their con-
viction for peace and collaboration. All of these transformations require 
willing participation that is achieved through a leader’s ability to first inter-
nalize, rethink values and goals and identify a new vision, then external-
ize it through her own transformation and initiation of transformation in 
 others. Trust-based relationships and the consultative leadership process 
are what make this possible.

Use the exercise below to define your Active Leadership Experience.

Active Leadership experiencetM (ALe) tool

 1. Reflect on what you have learned during the commitment and assess-
ment steps of self-directed leadership development. What needs to 
change in how you view your job, environment, people, culture? 
What attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors are holding you back? What 
needs to be reframed?

 2. Write down a list of specific conditions, situations, or events in your 
job that you care deeply about and desire to transform. List them in 
the left-hand column of the table below (see Chapter 22).

 3. Write down your results from Chapter 9 that helped uncover your 
values and convictions.

 4. Try to pare down these items to the top five, ranking them from high-
est to lowest. List them in the right-hand column of the table below.

transformable conditions, situations, 
or events in your job

List of top 5 related values 
and convictions

 5. Try to align a value or conviction with the event, condition, or situa-
tion you care deeply about. Here are some questions to help you find 
the alignment:
• How would I feel if I could successfully impact the condition, 

situation, or event?
• Who benefits from a change in the event, condition, or situation?
• What are the consequences if nothing changes?
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ALe StAteMent
Draft an Active Leadership Experience statement.

Because of my (desired value), I will begin an Active Leadership Experience 
in my job by creating/transforming (specifics based on condition, situation, 
or event).

Don’t attempt to get it perfect on the first attempt. Draft a few statements 
when your mood is light and you are feeling positive and confident about 
yourself. Come back to them in a few days and revise them, and continue 
this process for a few weeks.

 6. Identify a list of behaviors you can exhibit daily and weekly to reflect 
your ALE statement.

 7. List the people who need to be involved to make this happen.
 8. List actions you can take to build trust-based relationships with 

those people and establish a consultative leadership role (credibility, 
reliability, intimacy, low self-orientation).

 9. List actions you can take to remove their fear of failure.
 10. List key milestones in your ALE.

PRACTICING MENTAL SKILLS

As with many professionals, notably athletes, the need to have a strong 
“mental game” is critical for project leaders. Mental skills training is work-
ing its way from playing fields into conference rooms. Mental skills do not 
happen in isolation, either; they are part of a dynamic environment that 
includes individual values, core beliefs, and brain chemistry.

A service-based project leader will benefit by considering herself not just 
a worker, but a performer. A worker’s mentality is doing what needs to 
be done. A performer’s mentality is doing what she has prepared herself 
to do. A worker relies on experience, skills, and instincts to react to the 
present. Performers rely on an envisioned outcome to create the present. 
Performers rehearse endlessly to build sound fundamentals that can adapt 
with graceful instinct to rapidly changing situations. Great performers 
learn how to muster the determination, poise, positive mental outlook, 
concentration, and resilience to perform consistently at superior levels.
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We all have dreams. But in order to make dreams come into reality, it takes 
an awful lot of determination, dedication, self-discipline, and effort.

—Jesse owens6

Leaders must practice mental skills training to enhance their perfor-
mance. Much like athletes, they can focus on the present, and use imagery, 
relaxation, and self-talk to improve the performance.7

Imagery is the process of generating kinesthetic images in one’s mind 
of how an action is to occur. Kinesthetic images focus on how the action 
feels physically, rather than how it appears visually. For an athlete, this 
is feeling the action of shooting a free throw or hitting a baseball. For 
a project leader, this is the feeling of speaking the truth about a sensi-
tive matter, or the feeling of running a productive, high-energy  meeting. 
When the images become too visual, it is easy for them to become nega-
tive if one has low self-esteem, and envisions a clumsy attempt to swing 
a bat or an awkward attempt to express a concern. Using kinesthetic 
imagery can help leaders overcome fear through replacing negative 
visual images with images of positive feelings. The focus and release 
technique accepts the negative image floating in and around one’s men-
tal consciousness, embraces it, and then releases it in exchange for posi-
tive kinesthetic—how it feels—images. These are common mental skill 
challenges for leaders entering events that cause anxiety, such as high-
powered meetings, confrontations, presentations, and intense problem 
solving. Kinesthetic imagery primes the regions of the brain responsible 
for doing the action by initiating neural connection, thereby making the 
brain more efficient.8

Leaders must stay focused on the present task and situation. Many 
people struggle with letting past events or future events preoccupy 
their mind when executing leadership competencies such as articulat-
ing content knowledge to establish credibility. Athletes use a reset signal 
to bring them back into the present. Leaders can do the same. Simple 
things such as making a simple letter or figure with a pen, standing up 
and stretching, or touching a finger between the eyes at the top of the 
nose can trigger the brain to reset and get out of the past and future and 
into the present.

Leaders must also practice relaxation techniques when in the middle 
of a  leadership performance. Relaxing is not the same as being aloof. 
Relaxation is brought on by action and thoughts of the performer. Athletes 
use  triggers, breathing patterns, and specific thoughts to quell nervousness 
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that inhibits performance. The process of relaxation involves intense 
imagery associated with an outcome or goal, then releasing the accumu-
lated tension and anxiety while actually pursuing the goal to trigger a 
 breakthrough  performance. A leader can use signals, such as deep breath-
ing, closing her eyes for a few seconds to eliminate distractions, or allowing 
her mind to wander aimlessly for a few moments before taking action.

Self-talk is the ongoing relationship and discussion between a leader’s 
inner voice and her actual self. Some refer to this as the “committee,” which 
often creates a negative inner relationship. Negative self-talk results from 
low self-esteem. However, performers who master self-talk can turn the 
committee from a tormenter into a consoler, healer, and advocate. When 
self-talk is negative, performance normally diminishes. When self-talk is 
healthy, it is not judgmental, but promising. Negative self-talk divides the 
two selves, creating isolation, while positive self-talk unifies, heals, and 
motivates performers. Using positive phrases that acknowledge grief or 
bad judgments but quickly refocus on hope and compassion will enhance 
a leader’s performance.

SUMMARY

To begin the intentional change to a service-based project leader, the prac-
titioner should form a learning agenda to assess and acquire new project 
leadership attitudes, skills, and behaviors. This agenda requires  practicing 
the  conversion of knowledge and skills into meaningful experiences, 
while consciously repeating the actions that increase credibility, reliabil-
ity,  intimacy, and low self-orientation. These exercises create opportuni-
ties to practice the consultative leadership process. A leader’s situational 
awareness must be practiced by increasing the level of awareness and pre-
dictability of self, team members, and interested stakeholders, including 
taking it upon herself to create an opportunity for consequences for real 
learning to occur.

A tool that allows a project leader to practice transformational work 
that is aligned with core values and convictions is the Active Leadership 
ExperienceTM. While practicing these leadership competencies, a leader 
can use mental skills training to enhance performance. Much like an ath-
lete, a leader can focus on the present and use imagery, relaxation, and 
self-talk to improve performance.
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ActiVe LeADeRSHiP eXPeRience (ALe) ScoRecARD
Use the scorecard below with key supportive relationships on your 
Active Leadership Experience to identify when intentional change is 
being sustained, internally and externally.

Self-assessed score Yes no
Stakeholder-assessed 

score Yes no

Alignment Alignment
I feel energized when I think 
about my ALE

I am energized by your 
interest in this project

I often envision the result of 
my ALE

I clearly see your vision 
and understand its 
purpose and 
significance

I often think of new ideas or 
extensions of my ALE

We discuss new ideas 
frequently

Behaviors Behaviors
I speak regularly about the 
importance of my ALE

You speak regularly 
about the importance of 
your ALE

I model ALE behaviors daily You model the behaviors 
consistent with the 
values

Trust-based relationship     
name:       

Trust-based 
relationship      
name:      

This trust-based relationship 
seeks my direction on the 
ALE

I am comfortable with 
you setting direction

This trust-based relationship 
actively contributes to the 
ALE transformation

I actively contribute

Progress Progress
Milestones on my ALE have 
been met

Milestones on your ALE 
have been met

The progress is generating 
interest and excitement 
among a larger community

The progress is 
generating interest and 
excitement among a 
larger community

I believe we will be 
successful

I believe we will be 
successful
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24
Serving Your Community

INTRODUCTION

In 1830, philosopher Auguste Comte defined the term altruism as  the 
act of selflessly caring for others without a concern for self. All of the 
major world religions promote altruism as a very important moral value. 
Altruism was central to the teachings of Jesus found in the Gospel. Pope 
Francis addressed the crowd at World Youth Day in 2013 by saying, 
“The measure of the greatness of a society is found in the way it treats 
those most in need, those who have nothing apart from their poverty!”1 
One of the duties of a Muslim is care for the needy. The Buddhist’s Dharma 
teaches that the path to enlightenment is simple—stop cherishing yourself 
and learn to cherish others.

Without opening a theological discussion, the act of selfless service 
in self-directed leadership development is ultimately aimed at meaning-
fulness. When a leader has meaningful work, his work is likely to pro-
duce greater results, leading to increased satisfaction and perhaps even 
happiness.

Viktor Frankl, in A Man’s Search for Meaning, concludes that a search for 
personal meaning requires one to transcend subjective pleasure by doing 
something that “points, and is directed, to something, or someone, other 
than oneself … by giving himself a cause to serve or another person to 
love.” Frankl also quotes Albert Schweitzer, “The only ones among you who 
will be really happy are those who have sought and found how to serve.”2

Serving others selflessly through project leadership can fulfill one’s 
higher-level needs. Yet many project managers work in a vacuum of mean-
ingfulness, leaving their true talents and capabilities in limbo.

Figure  24.1 depicts the service step in self-directed leadership 
development.
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The act of serving others is not simply about a project leader serving his 
sponsor. A service-based project leader is called to be a citizen of  service to 
his project team, customer, stakeholders, and community. This approach 
validates his self-directed mission—by strengthening others through 
 service, the project leader serves himself by becoming a more capable 
leader.

Project teams can become overly dependent on sponsors. It is much 
easier for a team member to stand on the sidelines and wait for direction. 
It is often less risky for a project manager to idle in his cubicle and wait for 
direction from sponsors. Instead, a service-based project leader serves his 
community by initiating the leadership that lies dormant in project teams 
and organizations. These communities bring forth new life in organiza-
tions and in society.

THREE CALLS TO SERVE

Project leaders are called to serve in three ways: through obedience, 
inquiry, and action. The first and most critical is a leader’s obedience to 
serve himself by obeying his inner calling. The leader has a responsibility 
to serve himself through alignment of his values with his efforts. This ser-
vice to self is ultimately a gift to others found in the durable energy that it 
emancipates. This obedience allows the inquiry and action to be a natural 
progression that is free of expectations for personal gain.

The second way to serve is to inquire and validate the interests of 
another. A service-based project leader must do more than just give 

Practice

Supportive
Relationships

Assess & Acquire

Serve Commit

FIGURE 24.1
Serve step in service-based project leader’s Self-Directed Leadership Development Model.
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a stakeholder what she wants; the leader must serve her by first  inquiring 
and  validating her interest in the strategic initiative. This service is a 
 courageous call for truthful dialogue and spurs the initiation of the 
transformation of individuals that is required to transform larger human 
systems. Whether it is a team member’s desire for more training or a stake-
holder’s desire for a scope change, the leader integrates the interest of the 
individual for a greater good and instills accountability that will produce 
measurable results. Once the individual’s interest is validated as beneficial 
to all, the leader is prepared to consciously promote that interest at his 
own risk, trusting he has tightly aligned his interest with the initiative.

The third call is to serve through action. The project leader acts on 
behalf of another’s interest. This service is not tainted with the familiar 
legalist, contractual mindset of, “The customer is paying me to do this—
nothing more, nothing less.” Instead, he understands and balances all of 
his  customers’ interests in the net social outcomes of the endeavor. He is 
granted authority to act through his relationships and competence, and 
his calling justifies his actions when questioned by detractors.

Project standardization and methodology can dilute direct  interaction—
or calls to serve—between project leaders and customers simply because 
this direct interaction is very difficult to standardize. However, these 
 standardization efforts must not detract from a service-based project 
leader’s call to visibly work for all stakeholders.

THE TEACHER BECOMES THE STUDENT … 
AND VICE VERSA

Serving benefits self-directed education through a leader’s actions and 
mindfulness and allows life-changing learning to begin when the stu-
dent becomes the teacher. In this case, the student of self-directed project 
leadership development becomes the teacher by serving his community of 
stakeholders. People learn by reading, observing, and doing, but teaching 
newly acquired knowledge or skills and sharing those experiences allows 
life-changing learning to occur.

Practitioners, when adopting self-directed learning, become not just 
students, but also teachers, linking the learning concepts being acquired 
to their own desired actions. He who teaches himself the techniques of 
adapting his behaviors to achieve compatibility with team members will 
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be more likely to use these techniques if he also teaches and encourages his 
team members. He who learns facilitation techniques on building work 
breakdown structures (WBSs) will be more likely to use these techniques 
if he also teaches and encourages his team members to use a WBS effec-
tively. He will also get more out of the techniques if he becomes a student 
and learns from his pupils.

The service-based project leader first must be a student and teacher of 
himself and then a teacher and student of others. He who learns leadership 
competencies but fails to bring forth his knowledge into workable behav-
ioral competencies creates a shield to his own hypocrisy. As a source of 
hypocrisy, his leadership tenure is short. When a leader becomes a teacher 
and student of others, the shield to hypocrisy is removed, allowing more 
light to shine on his consciousness, accelerating his growth.

GIVING TO RECEIVE

Service-based project leaders are not magical healers or therapists with 
special powers. Instead, they focus first on an inclination to serve others, 
listen for leadership opportunities, and then follow their desire to lead. 
By placing oneself in the true capacity of servant first, one will arrive as a 
more capable leader. By giving first, a leader does receive.

Opportunities to serve confront a project manager every day, requir-
ing a conscious effort not to rely solely on his institutional knowledge for 
career success. By giving, a leader learns not only through his actions but 
also receives information about his calling. Because projects are universal 
in nature, they provide a common platform from which to learn by serv-
ing. Projects serve humanity as new beginnings that remove decay and 
enhance the spirit—a road to change both for the leader and stakeholders.

An Active Leadership Experience demonstrates how a project leader can 
serve his community. The results of Active Leadership Experiences mea-
sure results from a leader’s call to serve others and his practice of lead-
ership competencies: his ability to internalize, to live his passion, and to 
realize the transformation that could not be achieved alone.

As the world struggles with huge resource inequities around the 
globe, conflicts, natural disasters, and the hatreds that exacerbate these 
situations, you can change the world by starting with yourself and your 
organization.
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MEASURING THE PROGRESS OF 
THE SERVICE-BASED PROJECT LEADER

Measuring leadership is difficult, but measuring its impact on morale is 
not. For employees of US federal government agencies, the top driver in 
employee engagement is their perception of their leaders. The quality of 
an organization’s leaders drives almost two-thirds of employee satisfac-
tion and commitment.3 At NASA, the space shuttle program was retired, 
the organization’s mission underwent dramatic change, and budget and 
employee numbers dropped significantly. Yet NASA ranked the highest in 
employee satisfaction. This is due to the quality of the leadership. NASA 
administrator Charles F. Bolden recognizes that NASA’s leaders must 
empower and enable their workforce and provide the workers with the 
information they need to do their jobs. These leaders have clarity around 
their objectives and how activities align.4

For a service-based project leader, measuring these subtle and often 
ambiguous service capabilities can be difficult. A holistic measurement is 
needed to reflect the value of the individual project leader, insulated from 
environmental factors, and his ability to serve the project organization.

The industry puts much focus on selling project management to execu-
tives on the grounds that it is critical to business results. Yet the bottom line 
is that great companies, products, and services do not need to be sold. People 
find out about them and word spreads like wildfire. These successful organi-
zations or services are concerned with one thing and one thing only: creating 
a memorable experience for customers. This experience starts and ends with 
people. Measuring memorable experiences is just as difficult as measuring 
how indispensable project management is to organizations. Studies will con-
tinue to abound, trying to objectively prove the value of project management 
as being indispensable to organizations. But the project leader should not 
wait for others to justify his existence. Rather, he should look inward and 
ask, “Am I aiding the growth of my own profession, my career, my brand?” 
One way to measure the growth is to ask this very simple question:

How likely is it that you would recommend [a product or service] to a 
friend or colleague?

This one question, often referred to as the Net Promoter® question, cuts 
straight to the core of what every customer satisfaction survey seeks to 
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determine; namely, the percentage of customers who are actively helping 
a business grow. By posing this question to sponsors, customers, team 
members, and stakeholders, a project leader can obtain a fairly accurate 
snapshot of customer loyalty to his project leadership capabilities.

This question operates on the premise that when customers recommend 
a service or business to someone else, they are putting their personal repu-
tation on the line. Therefore, they must be more than passively satisfied 
with the service they have received—they must be enthusiastic about it. 
This prevents a customer satisfaction rating from being unrealistically 
boosted by the “passively satisfied” group. Organizations that score high 
on this question have higher growth rates.5

When viewing project management as a service and his profession as 
a service provider, a project leader can adapt the Net Promoter question 
to determine his Service-Based Project Leader Promoter score. To do 
this, select a group of customers, team members, and stakeholders to 
ask, “How likely is it that you would recommend [my project leadership 
services] to a friend or colleague?” They will respond on a scale of 0–10. 
“Promoters” answer with a 9 or 10, the “passively satisfied” with 7 or 8, 
and “detractors” with 0–6. The score is tabulated by subtracting the 
percentage of detractors from the percentage of promoters, and ignor-
ing the passively satisfied group, as they have little or no effect on one’s 
professional growth.

The final score indicates what percentage of a project leader’s custom-
ers are actively helping him enhance his project leadership profession. 
The process is simply posing this question to team members,  customers, 
stakeholders, and the users of the project’s product or service. The 
higher the score, the greater the growth of one’s project management 
profession.

By using the Service-Based Project Leader Promoter score at the begin-
ning, middle, and end of projects, project leaders can identify trends and 
yield a complete picture of their service-based project leadership perfor-
mance. This quick and simple method measures how much customers 
truly value a project leader’s services, a measure that can springboard one 
to professional growth. The Service-Based Project Leader Promoter score 
is certainly not the only way to measure project leadership effectiveness. 
What is essential is taking the initiative to measure one’s service, even if it 
requires nontraditional methods. The more a leader can objectively mea-
sure his service value, the more project management becomes indispens-
able to his stakeholders!
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SUMMARY

Serving others selflessly through service-based project leadership can 
fulfill an individual’s need to give of himself. However, many project 
managers work in a vacuum of meaningfulness, leaving their true tal-
ents and capabilities in limbo. Project leaders are called to serve in three 
ways, through obedience, inquiry, and action. Service-based project 
leaders are first students and teachers of themselves, then teachers and 
students of others, removing the shield of hypocrisy. By giving, a leader 
not only learns through his actions but also receives information about 
his calling.

A service-based project leader should be measured by the alignment 
of his profession with his core values, by the continual use of objective 
feedback on leadership competencies, by practicing leadership through 
Active Leadership Experiences, and by serving a community that can 
benefit from project management. He should not wait for others to justify 
his existence through the benefits of project management as a whole, but 
seek direct feedback from customers regarding his service value, using 
the question, “How likely are you to recommend my project leadership 
services to a friend or colleague?”

ALiGninG YoUR tALent, tiMe, AnD ReSoURceS tooL
Use the following tool to determine how to use your talents to serve 
and grow.

 1. What strengths can I lend to a cause? These can be simple 
things such as organizing, creating, inspiring, listening, con-
tacting, etc.

 2. With what type of organization do I feel comfortable associat-
ing myself? List the specific organizations.
• Local community:
• Government:
• Religious:
• Youth:
• Social causes:
• Other:
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Review, December, 2003.

 3. What type of people do I wish to work with?
• Professionals:
• Nonprofessionals:
• Children:
• Adults:
• Handicapped:
• Disadvantaged:
• Other:

 4. How much time per week or month do I have to give?
 5. What resources can I offer?

• Skills:
• Knowledge:
• Materials:

 6. What is my motivation to serve?
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25
Developing Your Action Plan

INTRODUCTION

Now it’s up to you to develop and execute a plan! By using the  Service- 
Based Project Leader’s Competency Pyramid as a model and  following 
the  transformational steps associated with self-directed  leadership 
 development, you will be well on the way. This chapter outlines broad steps 
and discusses specific actions and tools for you to begin your  journey. 
The time frames are general and may be shorter or longer depending on 
the individual. Actions are outlined for each of the four steps—commit, 
assess and acquire, practice, and serve. Table  25.1 is a summary of the 
 recommended time frames, steps, and actions to follow over the first year. 
Use this model to create a custom plan that is right for you. Refer to the 
previous chapters for exercises and tools to guide you through the process.

COMMIT

Although commitment has to be continuously renewed, initially a 
 practitioner should identify her core convictions, value system, and 
beliefs. This is the beginning of an intense inner journey, probing the 
 consciousness of a future leader prior to making any hasty decisions.

Consider not just what success means but also what significance means. 
Success may be having a new sports car or a vacation beach house, but 
significance is achieving a positive, lasting transformation of yourself, 
through project work, extending to your community.

First, begin pursuing the development of your personal  leadership 
vision. This vision is created by two components: one’s current reality 



306 • The Strategic Project Leader 

TA
B

LE
 2

5.
1

Su
m

m
ar

y 
of

 S
el

f-
D

ire
ct

ed
 P

ro
je

ct
 L

ea
de

rs
hi

p 
Pl

an

c
om

m
itm

en
t a

nd
 

D
ir

ec
tio

n
A

ss
es

s a
nd

 A
cq

ui
re

Pr
ac

tic
e

Se
rv

e
30

–9
0 

da
ys

C
om

m
itm

en
t 

Ex
er

ci
se

s (
C

ha
pt

er
 9

)
D

ra
ft 

Pe
rs

on
al

 
Le

ad
er

sh
ip

 V
isi

on
 

(C
ha

pt
er

 8
)

C
om

pl
et

e 
Se

rv
ic

e-
ba

se
d 

Pr
oj

ec
t 

Le
ad

er
’s 

C
om

pe
te

nc
y 

Py
ra

m
id

 
as

se
ss

m
en

t t
oo

ls 
(S

ec
tio

n 
II

 e
nd

 o
f 

ea
ch

 ch
ap

te
r)

Be
gi

n 
co

m
pe

te
nc

ie
s s

el
f-

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

 
(C

ha
pt

er
 2

2)
Se

rv
ic

e-
Ba

se
d 

Pr
oj

ec
t L

ea
de

r 
36

0-
D

eg
re

e 
Ev

al
ua

tio
n,

 se
lf-

as
se

ss
m

en
t o

nl
y 

(C
ha

pt
er

 2
2)

Id
en

tif
y 

de
sir

ed
 su

pp
or

tiv
e 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 (C
ha

pt
er

 1
5)

C
on

ve
rt

 k
no

w
le

dg
e 

in
to

 ta
ng

ib
le

 sk
ill

s 
an

d 
pr

ac
tic

e 
ex

ec
ut

in
g 

th
os

e 
sk

ill
s 

(C
ha

pt
er

 1
3)

In
cr

ea
se

 co
m

pa
tib

ili
ty

—
id

en
tif

yi
ng

 a
nd

 
ad

ap
tin

g 
to

 si
tu

at
io

ns
 a

nd
 co

w
or

ke
r 

pr
ef

er
en

ce
s (

us
e 

Pl
at

in
um

 R
ul

e 
Re

po
rt

)

3–
6 

m
on

th
s

U
pd

at
ed

 P
er

so
na

l 
Le

ad
er

sh
ip

 V
isi

on
 

st
at

em
en

t (
C

ha
pt

er
 8

)
D

isc
us

s v
isi

on
 w

ith
 

su
pp

or
tiv

e 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
Id

en
tif

y 
Ac

tiv
e 

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 E

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
(C

ha
pt

er
 2

3)

Pl
at

in
um

 R
ul

e®
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t
A

ss
es

s r
isk

 at
tit

ud
es

 (C
ha

pt
er

 1
7)

In
fo

rm
al

 se
lf 

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

Se
rv

ic
e-

ba
se

d 
Pr

oj
ec

t L
ea

de
r’s

 
C

om
pe

te
nc

y 
Py

ra
m

id
 A

ct
io

n 
Pl

an
 

to
 g

ro
w

 p
ro

je
ct

 m
an

ag
em

en
t 

kn
ow

le
dg

e, 
sk

ill
 a

nd
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
(C

ha
pt

er
 1

3)

In
cr

ea
se

 co
m

pa
tib

ili
ty

—
w

ith
 k

ey
 

st
ak

eh
ol

de
rs

D
ev

el
op

 tr
us

t-
ba

se
d 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

ac
tio

n 
pl

an
 u

sin
g 

cr
ed

ib
ili

ty
, r

el
ia

bi
lit

y 
(C

ha
pt

er
 1

5)
In

iti
at

e 
A

ct
iv

e 
Le

ad
er

sh
ip

 E
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

(C
ha

pt
er

 2
3)



Developing Your Action Plan • 307

6–
12

 m
on

th
s

Fi
na

l p
er

so
n 

vi
sio

n 
st

at
em

en
t

U
pd

at
e 

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 

C
om

pe
te

nc
y 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
A

cq
ui

sit
io

n 
Pl

an

C
on

tin
ue

 S
er

vi
ce

-B
as

ed
 P

ro
je

ct
 

Le
ad

er
’s 

C
om

pe
te

nc
y 

Py
ra

m
id

 
as

se
ss

m
en

t t
oo

ls 
(S

ec
tio

n 
II

 e
nd

 o
f 

ea
ch

 ch
ap

te
r)

Se
rv

ic
e-

Ba
se

d 
Pr

oj
ec

t L
ea

de
r’s

 
C

om
pe

te
nc

y 
Py

ra
m

id
 a

cq
ui

si
tio

n 
to

ol
 (a

cq
ui

re
 tr

us
t-

bu
ild

in
g 

an
d 

ad
vi

si
ng

 sk
ill

s)
 (C

ha
pt

er
s 1

5 
an

d 
16

)
M

od
ify

 ri
sk

 at
tit

ud
es

 (C
ha

pt
er

 1
7)

Ex
ec

ut
e 

tr
us

t-
ba

se
d 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

ac
tio

n 
pl

an
 (c

re
di

bi
lit

y, 
re

lia
bi

lit
y, 

in
tim

ac
y, 

lo
w

 
se

lf-
or

ie
nt

at
io

n)
 (C

ha
pt

er
 1

5)
Li

st
en

 a
nd

 a
ct

 o
n 

co
ns

ul
ta

tiv
e 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 

op
po

rt
un

iti
es

 (C
ha

pt
er

 1
6)

U
se

 c
on

su
lta

tiv
e 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 p

ro
ce

ss
 

(s
er

vi
ce

 a
nd

 a
dv

is
or

y 
sk

ill
s)

 
(C

ha
pt

er
 1

6)
M

on
ito

r A
ct

iv
e 

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 E

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
(C

ha
pt

er
 2

3)

C
om

pl
et

e 
se

rv
ic

e 
qu

es
tio

nn
ai

re
 

(C
ha

pt
er

 2
4)

Id
en

tif
y 

op
po

rt
un

iti
es

 fo
r 

se
rv

ic
e, 

no
t c

on
tr

ol
Be

gi
n 

se
rv

ic
e 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 p

ro
je

ct



308 • The Strategic Project Leader 

(where you are) and ideal self (who you want to be). A purpose is an  outcome 
linked to  values; for example, “to equip and motivate project managers to 
make the world a better place.” The personal leadership vision expresses 
how to achieve this purpose, for example, “by developing and delivering 
 quality  educational  materials, writing articles and books, and speaking at 
 conferences or  seminars.” Developing a personal vision should not be done 
in one sitting, but rather considered over a period of time with mindfulness.

The commitment process should continue for several months. Review 
your personal vision periodically, update it, and begin discussing it with 
people with whom you have a supportive relationship. Talking about this 
vision is a critical commitment step, so talk it up to your spouse,  significant 
other, trusted friends, colleagues, and mentors. Begin  defining your Active 
Leadership Experience (ALE) that aligns with your  personal  leadership 
vision through a leadership activity aligned with your  convictions. 
The purpose of an ALE is to provide you with an opportunity to lead.

Over a period of several months, you should begin to feel comfortable 
with your personal leadership vision, finalize it, and begin to take concrete 
actions to bring it to reality.

ASSESS AND ACQUIRE LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS

The self-directed leadership model is not linear; multiple steps can be 
occurring simultaneously. Initially, begin to assess the strength of your 
leadership competency pyramid. Each layer of the leadership  competency 
pyramid must be assessed independently before the layers can be 
 compared. Refer to the exercises at the end of each chapter in Section II 
and the 360-Degree Evaluation at the end of Chapter 22.

Once you have begun to develop a personal leadership vision and desired 
supportive relationships, and have begun to evaluate the relative strength 
of each layer of your leadership competency pyramid, begin developing 
a plan to enhance your leadership competency pyramid. First, develop a 
written plan to acquire additional project management knowledge and 
subject matter expertise regarding your customer. Focus on the needs of 
both current and future projects.

Remember that strong, trust-based relationships should naturally lead 
to opportunities to execute consultative leadership. Jumping straight 
into a leadership role or executing the consultative leadership process 
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prematurely is a mistake. The groundwork must be laid to provide a stable 
base upon which to build leadership competencies.

The Platinum Rule® is a powerful tool that can help you optimize your 
business and personal relationships. With its unique personal and observer 
assessments, it is designed to give you a complete view of how you  interact in 
everyday situations. The 18-question self-assessment has been  validated and 
takes only three to five minutes to complete. Your results will be  plotted on 
your personal eGraph, accompanied by a  comprehensive,  personalized 
report (see http://www.platinumrule.com/assessmentorder.asp). The report 
explains your behavioral style, how to identify  someone else’s style, and 
how to adapt to other styles to improve professional and  personal commu-
nications and overall effectiveness. When you are  finished, you will have a 
chance to invite an unlimited number of  people to assess you as they see you. 
Today’s fast-paced project  environment requires you to build trust-based 
relationships quickly with team  members,  customers, and stakeholders. 
These trust-based  relationships are critical to your  leadership development 
process. Understanding your own and others’ behavior styles will make it 
faster and easier to develop trust and positive energy on project teams.

Over the first six months, conduct regular informal assessments of  yourself. 
During the course of a day, project managers can experience a variety of 
 situations that allow them to monitor their internal feelings and  perceptions. 
Begin conducting some informal assessments, such as  querying  stakeholders 
regarding their perceptions and seeking feedback about your actions and 
behaviors in project situations. Constructive,  relevant dialogue is good for 
self-directed learning. Isolation, often the result of fear, is a  barrier. The act 
of keeping a simple journal can help  connect the events, conditions, and 
 activities occurring during the day along with the feelings and the resulting 
attitudes and behaviors associated with them.

Assess your risk attitudes as they relate to the leadership competency 
pyramid and your ALE. A risk-seeking attitude may lead a practitioner 
to move quickly into the risk-bearing roles associated with leadership. 
Conversely, a risk-averse attitude is likely to delay a prominent  leadership 
role on projects. When analyzing your risk attitude, it is important to 
focus both on the facts of the situation and on your feelings. Facts relate 
to how well you can calculate the outcome of a risk event or condition. 
Feelings relate to how you feel about a risk event or condition. The two can 
influence each other. Reference Chapter 17 and the Facts versus Feelings 
tool. Feel free to create your own questions that are applicable to your 
work life. If these questions leave you with a high level of uncertainty and 
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discomfort, a shift to a more moderate risk-seeking attitude is required to 
promote growth of your leadership competency pyramid. You may need 
to make modifications to the pyramid base, such as increasing your levels 
of trust, to reduce the level of discomfort and uncertainty to achieve a 
more comfortable risk level.

Continue to collect assessment information over the first six months 
from a variety of sources such as supportive relationships and  informal 
and  formal assessment tools, and begin to formalize a learning agenda that 
builds your Service-Based Leader’s Competency Pyramid by  strengthening 
each layer, including trust building and consultative  leadership skills 
 discussed in Chapters 15 and 16. As a general rule, you should start with 
the lower layers of the pyramid (project management knowledge, skills and 
experience, and subject matter expertise) and over time define  learning 
agenda items for the upper layers.

PRACTICE

During the early stages of this two- to six-month time frame, you should 
be accelerating the growth of your leadership competency pyramid, 
 particularly the conversion of knowledge into skills and new  experiences. 
Begin to acquire the new knowledge, skill, and experiences that will 
 benefit your stakeholders. The growth of subject matter expertise, or 
business context, must be significant. You should be more confident with 
 introducing new project management knowledge and converting that 
knowledge into project skills and experiences. Whether one has acquired 
knowledge through formal training or reading a book, acting quickly on 
it while it is fresh will enhance retention and facilitate additional learning.

You should now be practicing compatibility with more team  members, 
sponsors, and stakeholders to increase the speed of trust-building. 
Use the results from your Platinum Rule assessment to achieve greater 
 compatibility not only with peers and co-workers, but also with the  critical 
stakeholders that require a trust-based relationship.

After a few months, find the right stakeholder on the right project and 
begin working on developing trust-based relationships. Focus first on 
building credibility and reliability. Reliability is action-driven and can be 
built quickly by removing ambiguity and making specific commitments 
to generate a sense of repeated fulfillment of expectations.
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Trust is a two-way street; you must provide a value proposition for a 
stakeholder to enter into this relationship. This value proposition starts 
with credibility—the careful articulation of content knowledge that adds 
values. As a practitioner, you should have been able to acquire the specific 
knowledge and convert it to new skills, and articulate it in a manner that 
builds credibility. You should now be building trust-based relationships 
with stakeholders through credibility and reliability and based on a clear 
value proposition.

You can also practice building trust-based relationships with the key 
stakeholders who will be involved in your Active Leadership Experience. 
Then initiate the ALE.

Once credibility and reliability have been built with your critical 
 stakeholders, begin to move forward with attempts to build intimacy and 
low self-orientation. Intimacy is risk driven and low self-orientation is 
 values driven. You may be able to accelerate this process, but be  cautious 
not to initiate intimacy prematurely without the presence of a value 
 proposition and credibility and reliability. Some stakeholders, depending 
on their preferences, will either want more or less intimacy.

After a few months of building credibility and reliability, you should 
be presented with opportunities to demonstrate consultative leader-
ship. Pay careful attention to your stakeholders as they will begin to ask 
you to take on roles atypical of traditional project managers. Identify 
these  opportunities and begin to use the consultative leadership pro-
cess—engage, listen, frame, vision, and commit.

Since your ALE may be tangential to your project, continue to check its 
progress by using the checklist in Chapter 22. These experiences should 
not be multiyear efforts, but shorter term with measurable results and 
noticeable transformation beginning to occur. Create new ALEs if  existing 
ones fail to fully materialize or if you feel you can handle more than one. 
Be fearless—others are counting on you to lead.

SERVE

The focus of the first six months of self-directed project leadership is 
 commitment, assessment and acquisition of leadership competencies, and 
your ALE. Now you can initiate the service step to accelerate your  learning 
experience. The service step is a link back to the commitment process. 
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The drive to transform yourself, other people, systems, and organizations 
can now be used to generate change and transform your community.

This service can take many forms. The goal is to ensure that the 
 practitioner has the correct intentions. These intentions are validated by 
these three points:

• The transformation is aligned with your core values.
• You have no expectation of receiving anything in return with the 

exception of experiencing meaningfulness.
• The transformation will require you to stretch your project leader-

ship competencies.

Revisit the exercise in Chapter 24 to mindfully contemplate  service 
 leadership work. If your intention is to first serve and not control, 
 opportunities will quickly appear to apply these project leadership skills. 
Basic project management skills are vital elements to any service initiative. 
As a service-based project leader, you can validate your commitment step 
particularly if you are willing to become a student first and then earn the 
opportunity to become a teacher.

The renewal of your commitment to self-directed project  leadership 
is  initiated by your acts of service. These opportunities for service 
can be found  on the Internet or in a leader’s community. The  number 
of  opportunities to serve is limitless and the need for strong project 
 management and  leadership skills is great.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Project management can lead to wonderful project leadership opportunities. 
When younger workers entering the workforce ask me for advice or insight, 
I always tell them, “If you can be the driving force behind positive change in 
organizations, you will always have work. If you  connect that change with 
something important to you, it won’t feel like work.”

Make your project management matter.
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LEADERSHIP THEORIES FOR PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Trait and Behavioral Theories

There is extensive research on how one becomes an effective leader. All 
of the competing theories flow from either trait theories or behavioral 
theories.

The trait theory indicates that leadership is inherited. Many people 
still believe that leaders are born possessing innate qualities that make 
them more likely to be good leaders. After all, history is full of leaders 
who descended from aristocracy or privileged families and were in a posi-
tion of cultural leadership. We see this in athletics where children of great 
sports figures grow up to become accomplished athletes on the playing 
field. Of course, this could also be a result of growing up in an environ-
ment conducive to athletics or exposure to the best teaching and training.

Trait theories researched in the first half of the 1900s insisted that one 
must possess a sufficient number of key traits and skills in order to become 
a good leader. Ralph M. Stogdill, in Handbook of Leadership: A Survey of 
Theory and Research, distilled the findings from a selection of these studies 
addressing characteristics of leaders. Findings in previous research indi-
cated that while physical stamina was a characteristic of a leader, physical 
disability was not necessarily a limiting factor; disabled persons with high 
energy were just as likely to lead as their able-bodied counterparts.1 Social 
status was a prominent characteristic of American leaders; more than half 
of the presidents, vice presidents, and cabinet members from 1789 to 1934 
were born into families where the father held a position of status.2

Stogdill listed key traits of task-related characteristics and social charac-
teristics that were found in leaders as identified in these studies. Table A.1 
lists those sets of characteristics for comparison.3

Most people working on a project team would probably agree that these 
traits and skills are necessary for a project manager to lead effectively. 
When determining which traits are more important than others, one can 
think of specific project situations in which certain traits or skills might 
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be valued more than others. During the planning and scope definition of 
a project, the business analyst’s writing requirements may benefit from 
 persistent leadership that roots out the real needs of the customer, as well 
as decisiveness in managing scope creep. On the other hand, during the 
testing phase, ambition and persuasion may not be of great importance 
to a team of methodical testers working with software programmers. 
Instead, knowledge of task, organization, patience, and diplomacy may 
allow the project leader to be effective.

Trait theory research does not satisfactorily explain leadership because 
a person does not necessarily become an effective leader just by  possessing 
certain traits or skills, nor is there any solid evidence that a particular 
 combination of traits consistently produces effective leaders. As  scientists 
continually decode human genetics, maybe they will find that 
“ leadership gene.” Until then, many, like me, continue to believe that 
leadership can be learned if one truly desires to lead.

The behavioral theory of leadership was developed through  observation 
of the actions and behaviors of leaders. Behaviorists attempt to measure 
the actions and behaviors of leaders by observing how they lead.4 Then, 
aspiring leaders can mimic or learn these actions and become effective. 
Within behavioral theory is role theory, which  suggests that people within 
teams will send messages to their  leaders  indicating expectations based on 
their needs; these messages are based on an individual’s understanding 

TABLE A.1

Leadership Traits and Skills

task-Related characteristics Social characteristics
Need for achievement, desire to excel
Drive for responsibility
Enterprise, initiative
Responsible in pursuit of objectives
Task orientation Ability to enlist cooperation
Administrative ability
Attractiveness
Cooperativeness
Nurturance
Popularity, prestige
Sociability, interpersonal skills
Social participation
Tact, diplomacy

Source: Adapted from Stogdill, 1974, 80–81.
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of leadership. Leaders will then  conform to these roles if they are socially 
aware of the people around them and their needs.

A project leader who has knowledge of follower preferences can accel-
erate this role development and enhance project team performance. 
However, it is common for team members to challenge a project leader’s 
role, creating conflict until each develops into his preferred roles.

Behavioral theories state that a leader’s ability to adapt himself to 
learned behaviors through the progression of a team’s role development 
is an essential component of becoming an effective leader. Lewis’s Law 
of Requisite Variety applies: “In any system of humans or machines, the 
 element in the system with the greatest flexibility in its behavior will 
 control the system.”5 In project management terms, the person who 
 exhibits the most  variation in his behavior will control the system. Watch 
a group of children at play. The child whose behavior varies the most, often 
dominates the group, to the approval or disappointment of the watching 
parents. The project leader who exhibits the most flexible behavior will 
control the project organization.

But these theories are really just the beginning of understanding 
 leadership. A project leader must have insight into an extended project 
environment. He must be able to examine a situation and how it impacts 
his customer and team members. Some environments foster top-down 
decision making while others support consensus-driven decisions, and 
either one will influence and impact the effectiveness of the project leader. 
These unique circumstances play an enormous role in leader effectiveness 
and team behavior. What is at stake? Who is impacted by the outcome? 
Who is accountable? What are the perceptions of influential  stakeholders? 
These questions and many more create myriad circumstances that 
 influence a project leader.

All of these known and unknown variables combine at frightening 
speeds to create a treacherous environment for project managers who 
are thrust into leadership roles in temporarily organizational structures, 
 particularly on visible, strategic project or program initiatives.

Leadership is complex; there is no set formula, and project leadership 
is unique and arguably more complex due to its temporary structure and 
the lack of authority. Success is often temporary at best. Attempting to 
lead in project management requires knowledge of self and aware-
ness of stakeholder preferences and their messages, while quickly 
 interpreting, synthesizing, and acting upon the changing dynamics of 
the project environment.
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The history of leadership research really begins where trait and 
 behavioral theories leave off. The groundwork laid by these theories has 
given rise to many additional theories of leadership. This appendix briefly 
reviews participative, situational, contingency, transactional, and trans-
formational leadership, each within the context of project management.

A project leader improves his odds of achieving leader effectiveness if 
he has awareness and predictability of self, his environment, his followers, 
and his co-leaders. As a leader becomes more aware of these variables and 
anticipates or predicts them with more accuracy, he expands the opportu-
nities for effective leadership.

These variables are unique to the environment, the project, and the 
day-to-day circumstances that arise. Many other microvariables, such 
as award systems and internal politics, influence a leader’s ability to lead 
effectively. With so many variables outside the leader’s control, leadership 
success is often temporary and born out of unique, temporary factors that 
align at the right time, or just pure luck. However, self-knowledge, envi-
ronment, follower, and co-leader awareness can all be increased by having 
a general understanding of leadership theory.

PARTICIPATIVE LEADERSHIP IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Participative leadership acknowledges the effect of the participation of 
 followers in decision making. Generally, the more that leaders include fol-
lowers in the decision-making process, the more likely they are to accept 
the decision and act upon it. This premise sounds logical and can be appli-
cable to project leaders even in situations where they lack authority. If a 
project leader wants team members to execute a plan and customers to 
accept the resulting deliverables, success is more likely if all parties are 
included in developing the plan.

Lewin, Lippitt, and White’s influential 1939 study with children6 is use-
ful for its exploration of leadership decision making. The study identified 
three types of leadership decision making: autocratic, democratic, and 
laissez-faire.7

In autocratic decision making, the leader makes a decision without 
 consulting others. Most of us are either guilty of this or have witnessed 
project leaders making decisions on their own. Autocratic decision 
making is not universally destructive. When the decision would not be 
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different with input from others and when the decision does not affect the 
 motivation of the followers carrying out the actions resulting from the 
decision,  autocratic decision making can be effective and efficient.

Democratic decision making can vary from pure democratic majority 
rule to decision making strongly facilitated by the leader. Most people like 
the democratic style because they want to be heard, even if they do not get 
their way. Not surprisingly, Lewin, Lippitt, and White found this to be the 
most accepted style, but it is subject to lengthy delays and may contribute 
to raising conflicts among members with strong opinions.

In the laissez-faire decision-making style, the leader takes a  hands-off 
approach, and followers make their own decisions, often accompanied 
with the delegation of accountability for the outcome. Laissez-faire 
works best when followers are very capable and do not rely on each other 
for input. Each one of these styles can be appropriate given the project 
 circumstances at hand.

Rensis Likert describes four types of leadership behavior: exploitive 
 authoritative, benevolent authoritative, consultative, and participative 
group.8

The exploitive authoritative leader has no concern for people and uses 
fear to achieve compliance and influence behavior. Communication is 
always from the top down.

The benevolent authoritative leader has some regard for people and 
uses reward systems to influence behavior. Because of his authoritative 
 position, however, he is told what he wants to hear. He holds on to critical 
decision making and only delegates minimally. It may appear from the 
outside that a benevolent authoritative leader is listening to followers, but 
in reality he is usually not, and the final decision always resides with him.

The consultative-style leader reaches out more to followers and actively 
encourages an upward flow of information, but decisions are still closely 
held and centrally made.

Lastly, the participative leader engages both followers and peers,  fostering 
collaboration. The success of participative leadership comes through the 
creation of supportive relationships based on mutual trust, loyalty, and 
respect, including the recognition of the personal worth of others. Decision 
making is done with a perspective on the relationships that bind the entire 
group or organization. These relationships facilitate open communication 
and willingness to help others through nonbinding, reciprocal agreements.

Likert’s models help explain why project teams are unlikely to  succeed 
if they hold team members hostage to the exploitive or benevolent 
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authoritative leadership styles. today’s knowledge workers or team 
members are likely to be noncompliant with such styles because the 
project leader does not have the express or implied authority or exper-
tise to effectively make all decisions. Success is more likely if the proj-
ect leader nurtures a supportive and participative environment in which 
trust, a level of decentralized decision making, and open communication 
are the norms.

SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Challenge in the environment and the variables that impact leadership 
gave birth to new theories. Over time, the research gravitates from how a 
leader makes decisions toward a leader’s decision-making capability as a 
measurement of leadership qualities. Situational leadership and participa-
tive leadership theories both relate environment and decision making to 
leadership effectiveness.

The premise of situational leadership is that the environment or  situation 
impacts leadership results. Conditions surrounding the  organization’s 
structure, its climate, team member roles, and their characteristics influ-
ence a leader’s actions. Models that have gained recognition in  situational 
leadership research are Vroom and Yetton’s normative model, which 
explains the relationship of the leader to decision quality,9 and the path-
goal theory,10 which explains the leader’s role in assisting followers to 
achieve their goals.

Experienced project managers are familiar with the various follower 
traits and are usually adept at changing their style. A skilled, experienced, 
and independent team member may prefer to be left alone to complete 
work and make decisions about how best to complete the work. However, 
the project environment with its ambiguous nature and constant changes 
can mislead a project manager to assume that his team members are 
 motivated, knowledgeable, and capable project decision makers when in 
reality they may not be. In a competitive environment, team members can 
be motivated to oversell themselves and their capabilities. This requires a 
project leader to coach, facilitate, and create an environment conducive to 
shared decision making and collaboration.

The Vroom–Yetton normative model11 focuses on decision quality and 
decision acceptance. A project leader is in a position to make or impact 
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many project decisions. The ability to facilitate good decision making 
is directly linked to his perceived value by team members, sponsors, 
and stakeholders.

This model is based on three decision procedures: autocratic, consultative, 
and group, similar to Lewin, Lippitt, and White’s study of leadership deci-
sion making mentioned earlier. The Vroom–Yetton model can be applied 
to various situations to illustrate the importance of quality decisions. For 
example, autocratic decisions are not best when decision quality is impor-
tant and followers have critical information, or when followers are not likely 
to be receptive to an autocratic decision. Group decision making is more 
appropriate when decision acceptance is more important than quality, or 
when decision quality must be high, ambiguity exists, and the leader does 
not have all the information. A group decision would not be appropriate 
when the leader sees the need for a quality decision but the followers do not.

Of course, measuring the importance of decision quality to followers 
or being certain of their knowledge, perceptions, and required level of 
acceptance is difficult for a project manager. Once attuned to the strategic 
nature and the daily ebb and flow of the project and his team members, 
he can get a sense of the importance of one decision over another, but 
this is far from a scientific process. To gain a sense of followers’ feelings 
toward decision quality, and their need to accept the decision, a project 
leader, logically, would need a relationship with these followers. To further 
complicate the matter, each individual follower may have different feelings 
toward these situations. Assessing seemingly countless variables at proj-
ect speed is challenging and can contribute to unpredictable leadership 
behavior. Evidence is emerging that intuition may be a leader’s best guide 
when he is in tune with the events and people around him.

Participative leadership, in Vroom and Yetton’s normative model, recog-
nizes the importance of working closely with subject matter experts who 
provide valuable insight to decisions and actions. Getting team  member 
participation and commitment up front is the duty of the  project leader 
and requires relationships with these experts. This can be difficult, partic-
ularly with remote team members. Thus, a project leader must  carefully 
consider his first impressions on team members to gain  maximum trust 
and credibility.

A project leader finds himself in an environment that requires 
 excellence among all team members to achieve success. Vroom and Yetton’s 
 achievement-oriented leadership style promotes setting high standards 
for both self-development and task completion in an environment that 
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is complex and challenging. The achievement-oriented leader relies  heavily 
on follower preferences and their willing participation. This leader demon-
strates a strong belief in his followers, ensures commitment to excellence 
and ethical standards, and encourages them to become better people.

In the path-goal theory,12 based on research by Robert J. House, a 
leader adapts to a situation to identify or clarify a clear path for  followers. 
He removes road blocks and provides incentives to accelerate movement 
down  the path. This theory is appropriate when the leader possesses 
 supportive and directive styles.

In supportive leadership, the leader demonstrates a high concern for the 
follower as a person, not just as a worker, and helps create a more pleasant 
environment with enticing work. When work is stressful, boring, or repeti-
tive, a leader’s creativity can improve worker satisfaction and  productivity. 
Many projects involve work that is stressful and tedious; awareness of this 
type of need—high concern for the follower as a person—is valuable.

The directive leadership style provides direct instructions on what to 
do and how to do it, while providing assistance along the way. This is 
beneficial when tasks are unstructured and followers are inexperienced. 
Project start-up phases can be prone to ambiguity and unstructured 
tasks. Team members may be inexperienced with volatile project start-
up phases and new subject matter addressed by the project. Projects tend 
to get behind early and then struggle to catch up. A project leader can 
use a more  directive leadership style to help minimize unproductive 
time and  establish credibility. There are risks associated with this style; 
workers may not like being told what to do, nor may they like the idea of 
needing assistance.

These situational leadership theories highlight the importance of a  project 
leader’s awareness of his environment, including follower  competence and 
preferred style, decision quality, and the type of work being performed.

CONTINGENCY LEADERSHIP IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Contingency leadership is similar to situational leadership; however, 
it introduces a new variable by considering the leader’s preferences in 
 addition to the followers’ preferences.

This theory focuses on leader’s preferences for dealing with relation-
ships over tasks or tasks over relationships. Fred E. Fiedler pioneered 
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this research on leadership, stating that both the leadership style and 
 situational factors combine to determine leadership effectiveness.13 An 
effective leader in one situation may prove quite ineffective in another 
situation. The skills used successfully on one project can result in failure 
on other projects.

Fiedler’s work should be of great interest to project leaders. He used 
his “least preferred co-worker scale” to determine if a leader naturally 
focuses on relationships or tasks. The method is simple: The leader thinks 
of a  person with whom he would least like to work, perhaps someone who 
annoys him to no end. The leader then answers a series of descriptors 
regarding this annoying co-worker on a scale from 1 to 8. The questions 
focus on the perceptions of this person in terms of friendliness,  openness, 
and cooperativeness. The upper end of the scale indicates this least 
 preferred co-worker is friendly, supportive, open, etc. and the lower end 
indicates this person is unfriendly, hostile, uncooperative, and so forth. 
Table A.2 depicts some of Fiedler’s least preferred co-worker descriptors; 
think of a least preferred co-worker and rate them.

A high score shows that the leader made the relationship work, 
 indicating a preference for relationships over tasks; a low score  indicates 
this  relationship soured and the leader prefers task completion over rela-
tionship quality. Since project leaders cannot normally select their dream 
team, they must turn difficult relationships into productive relationships.

A leader’s style preference is also reflected in other theories, such as the 
Managerial Grid defined by Blake and Mouton in the 1960s.14 By  comparing 

TABLE A.2

Fiedler’s Least Preferred Co-worker Descriptors

Fiedler’s Least Preferred co-worker Descriptors Answer
Pleasant 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unpleasant
Friendly 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unfriendly
Close 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Distant
Warm 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Cold
Supportive 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Hostile
Harmonious 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Quarrelsome
Open 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Closed
Considerate 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Inconsiderate
Agreeable 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Disagreeable
Kind 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 Unkind

Source: Adapted from Bedeian and Gleuck 1983, 505.
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the level of concern for people versus the concern for production (task), 
Blake and Mouton defined five managerial styles: impoverished manage-
ment (low concern for both), high-performance team management (high 
concern for both), country club management (high concern for people, 
but low concern for production), authority-compliance (high concern for 
production, but low concern for people), and the middle-of-the-road style. 
Many of these styles can be found in projects and their leaders.

According to Fiedler, “a leader’s style depends on his or her personality 
and is, thus, fixed.”15 Our leadership success or failure is subject to the 
present variables and situations. Thus, leadership effectiveness is deter-
mined by a leader’s ability to control the environment and its people, or 
by dumb luck.

Like most leaders, a project manager has little control over the many 
 variables present in projects. He may be able to select certain team mem-
bers, but has little control over their preferences, competencies,  attitudes, 
and behaviors. Attempting to control too many of these  variables is 
 dangerous. But he can create and foster a structure within project teams 
that is more conducive to producing favorable situations.

Fiedler defines three factors that significantly help a leader. The first and 
most important factor is the leader-member relationship. The degree to 
which he is accepted by the team members creates a favorable or unfa-
vorable situation. The second factor is the task structure of the work 
being performed. Fiedler claims that more structured tasks help create a 
 favorable situation for the leader. The least important factor is the leader’s 
formal position. The more formal power he possesses, the more favorable 
the situation is for him.16 A project leader who is well accepted by his team, 
has very structured work for them, and can fire them on the spot theoreti-
cally has the ideal situation!

A project leader rarely operates in this environment; work is usually 
unstructured and ambiguous. Each project by definition is unique and 
has never been done before. He usually does not hold formal power over 
his team members; he has accountability with little authority. However, 
large projects and programs executed over many years, such as govern-
ment and military programs, typically have more formal power assigned 
to the leader.

Fiedler’s contingency Theory of effective Leadership can and should 
be a wake-up call for a project manager. He will typically have only one 
favorable situational factor to rely on, and that is the degree to which 
his team accepts him as their leader.
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A project leader who finds task structure and formal power in his 
favor should be careful not to rely too much on these factors. The good 
news is that, according to Fiedler, this is the most important situational 
 factor for effective leadership. It is also the factor over which we have the 
most control!

TRANSACTIONAL LEADERSHIP IN 
PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Have you ever heard someone say, “He is paid to do a job”? The idea 
that a subordinate exists only to do what his superior wants occurs on 
 projects as much as it does in general management. This idea is known 
as  transactional leadership.17 Transactional leadership assumes a clear 
 contractual  relationship between the leader and follower. A follower 
agrees to an implied contract and expects a reward, typically financial, for 
 satisfactorily completing the job, but does not expect to have a say in the 
way it gets done. The transactional leader distributes work to the follower 
and holds him accountable for getting it done. Blame associated with 
 failure is placed on the follower.

Working with a project leader who uses this type of leadership style 
can be frustrating and reduce motivation of team members; however, 
this  contractual paradigm is very prevalent in organizations. Statements 
such as, “Just get it done!” and “What are we paying these people to do?” 
are indicative of a transactional leadership style that can exist at almost 
any level of an organization. A subordinate who expects a bad outcome— 
getting written up, a damaged reputation, or being fired—is likely to 
 complete the work without asking questions.

A project leader loses trust and then power by prolonged or extreme use of 
transactional leadership. He can mitigate this risk by  surrounding  himself 
with an inner circle of trusted team members who pay for this privileged 
position by working harder. Being on the inside lets them become more 
influential, make decisions, and become leaders themselves. This is called 
the leader-member exchange theory.18 It describes how a leader maintains 
his position by forming informal agreements with his members. With 
little authority and much accountability, the project leader feels the need 
to surround himself with people on whom he can rely to perform at a 
high level, tell the truth, cover his back, and so on. These relationships are 
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formed when both parties have something to gain. The project leader has 
confidence in his inner circle, and the team member has the opportunity 
to be on the inside and gain additional opportunities.

LEADERSHIP FROM HEART AND MIND

Knute Rockne asking his Notre Dame football team to win one for the 
Gipper, President Kennedy asking the nation to put a man on the moon by 
the end of the decade, and Martin Luther King, Jr., asking Americans to 
share his dream of equality are all examples of leadership through the heart 
and mind. Influencing the heart and the mind forms the essence of trans-
formational leadership, which assumes that a compelling vision,  passion, 
excitement, and energy will lift followers, creating a positive  experience 
that will motivate them to act willingly toward the  accomplishment of the 
leadership objective.

Note the particular word used in the first sentence describing Rockne, 
Kennedy, and King. They were asking, not telling or demanding. They 
 successfully framed the need, articulated a vision, and inspired others 
to act, but also recognized the free will of the human spirit. The follow-
ers emotionally and rationally attached themselves to a transformational 
leader and his vision. By doing so, they believe in being a part of something 
bigger than themselves. Transformational leadership attempts to ignite 
the spirit and appeal to the need for self-fulfillment. Transformational 
 leadership is powerful, but also potentially dangerous. It focuses on the big 
picture and leaves the details to others. Great projects can be  accomplished 
by transformational leaders, but those who rely heavily on transforma-
tional leadership methods can also lose sight of reality.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership has been described and explored by authors 
such as Bernard Bass, James Burns, and Warren Bennis. A common char-
acteristic in their descriptions is that development of the  relationship 
between the leader and follower is different from that described by other 
leader and follower models. A transformational leader has a high level of 
concern not just for the accomplishment of her vision, but also for the 
individual’s identity. She desires to see the individual transform himself 
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into something better as a result of the journey, by participating and 
 connecting himself with a higher moral purpose. By appealing to indi-
viduals’ needs and intellectual capability, transformational leaders align 
 followers toward their idealistic vision and use charismatic appeal to 
inspire them. The acceptance of these leaders’ actions, which are steeped 
in strong moral principles, is an entrance criterion that followers must 
accept or reject.

Projects come in all shapes and sizes and many projects have a higher 
purpose or a social value through which leaders can successfully exercise 
transformational leadership. Many of these projects gain recognition in 
the project management field—safe disposal of nuclear reactors, building 
power plants in Third World countries, or providing relief to victims of 
natural disasters. Any project can be an ideal situation for transforma-
tional leaders to engage the hearts and minds of individuals and ask them 
to participate in and contribute to this higher purpose. Invoking a higher 
purpose makes people excited to come to work and take pride in what 
they do. It inspires people to collaborate with one another, rather than 
work individually.

However, millions of projects happen behind the scenes, projects that 
are mundane, that just need to be done. Many information  technology 
projects require replacement or upgrades of hardware or software; 
the customer may not even perceive any real change. These projects 
can be transformational by instilling a sense of community,  shaping 
 stakeholders’ views of the importance of project management, or 
 allowing others to experience project leadership and sharpen their 
 leadership skills. Every project requires the integration of people and 
tasks, and something wonderful happens to the heart when people 
 experience meaningful growth.

Emotional Intelligence

Daniel Goleman’s research on emotional intelligence has created an indus-
try of coaches and trainers dedicated to helping leaders become more 
effective through understanding themselves, their emotions, and how they 
play out on the leadership field. The theory behind emotional intelligence 
is that emotions are just as important or even more important in leader-
ship effectiveness than raw intelligence. The theory involves brain chem-
istry and its influence of  emotions that impact a leader’s effectiveness.19 
Emotional intelligence includes both personal competence (self-awareness 
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and self-management) and social competence (social awareness and rela-
tionship management).

Self-awareness essentially means sensing one’s own emotions and 
 recognizing their impact on oneself and on others. Self-management is 
keeping control of emotions and impulses and adapting oneself to situa-
tions to consistently promote transparency, honesty, integrity, and trust-
worthiness among peers and subordinates. Social competence focuses on 
being familiar with organizational cultures and recognizing the needs of 
followers, clients, and customers. The fourth domain is relationship man-
agement, which includes providing inspiration to team members, using 
healthy means of influence, developing subordinates, managing conflicts, 
building strong interdependent relationships among team members, and 
working collaboratively.20

In Goleman’s studies of executive leaders, he found that their self- 
awareness, including openness to feedback, was critical to their  ability to 
develop trust-based relationships with their peers. This trust was a com-
mon trait among the executives who were more effective at leading.21 
Emotional intelligence is an important part of the leadership material 
influencing an entire generation of leaders.

Project management has long suffered from the view that it is a purely 
technical skill consisting of planning, scheduling, budgeting, tracking, 
and reporting. Some project managers recognize the stereotypes that 
senior management, sponsors, and stakeholders hold of project managers 
when it comes to leadership, but they continue to reinforce the stereo-
types to the detriment of all. Enhancing emotional intelligence is critical 
to overcoming these stereotypes.

Servant Leadership

In 1970, Robert Greenleaf, a manager at AT&T, was inspired by Hermann 
Hesse’s A Journey East, a fictional story of a group of people on a spiri-
tual endeavor led by a servant, Leo, who not only does menial chores 
but sustains them with his spirit and song. After Leo leaves the group, 
the journey loses its direction.22 This story helped inspire Greenleaf to 
write an essay entitled The Servant as Leader. Greenleaf spent 40 years at 
AT&T and then consulted with organizations on the benefits of servant 
 leadership. Servant leadership has gained the recognition of leadership 
authors and  thought-leaders around the world. Greenleaf ’s belief was that 
one’s  greatness as a leader is first experienced in acting as a servant.
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Servant leadership embraces many leadership themes already discussed. 
Larry Spears summarized 10 themes of servant leadership:23

• Listening—Servant leaders listen intently to others, no matter how 
busy they are.

• Empathy—They strive to understand people’s feelings, sincerely, and 
not just as business.

• Healing—They seek to heal themselves and others.
• Awareness—Servant leaders seek to continually understand 

themselves.
• Persuasion—They don’t rely on formal authority but rather strive to 

influence in a positive, healthy manner.
• Conceptualization—They think beyond today and create realistic 

dreams about tomorrow.
• Foresight—They anticipate the reality of today as well as the promise 

of tomorrow, and learn from the lessons of yesterday.
• Stewardship—They create a trust, much like a promissory note, 

when guiding the actions of projects and institutions, for the good 
of society.

• Commitment to the growth of people—Servant leaders believe all 
people, not just the highest performers, have intrinsic value.

• Building community—Servant leaders value people coming together 
to bond emotionally and intellectually for each other’s benefit.

The concept of servant leadership is radical for business management 
and project management. It holds no promises for a successful project but 
is a practice of ideals that commits one’s entire spiritual, emotional, and 
intellectual being to seeking perpetual clarity.

SUMMARY

A wide range of leadership theories apply to project management. The 
project environment is unique and is exposed to numerous influencing 
variables, including but not limited to the project leader’s traits and prefer-
ences; the follower’s background, experiences, preferences, and skills; the 
cultural or political environment of the organization; the type of project; 
its urgency and risks; location of team members, etc. All of these factors 
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converge on a leader’s specific project and the challenging circumstances 
they present on a weekly, daily, or even hourly basis.

At a minimum, a project leader should increase his awareness of self, 
of situational dynamics, and of follower preferences, and increase the 
predictability of each. As awareness and predictability increase, so does 
the opportunity for effective project leadership. This awareness and pre-
dictability can be increased by understanding a broad range of leadership 
theories and how they apply to project work.
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