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Building Project Manager Competency
Improves Business Outcomes
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Increasingly, successful 
organizations are optimizing 
their human capital with 
project manager competency 
assessment and training.
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PM College has been researching the value of proj-

ect management training since its inception, in an 

effort to objectively link training investment to business 

outcomes. As part of ongoing research into the value 

of training, over the past few years1  we have inter-

viewed the Learning Officers at several of our largest 

training clients to find out how they were tracking or 

measuring the success of their project management 

training programs. The quote in the title above comes 

from a global manufacturer of construction materials. 

Let’s put his comment in context:

We have seen a definitive improvement in the 

quality of project delivery. It is crystal clear: all 

the triple constraints are always met when we 

use the methodology […] before, we never had 

a project on time and never knew what the 

scope was to start with. After project manage-

ment training, we are on time, within budget, 

and produce high-quality work every time. The 

executives notice.

To understand the magnitude of the business impacts 

that result when major initiatives are smoothly managed 

from project kickoff to benefits tracking, many compa-

nies are now putting in place measurement systems 

that seek to assign a dollar value to the improvements 

in project delivery. To date, few training organizations 

have focused on measures that specifically express the 

business value of training, relying instead on self-report-

ed metrics—knowledge gain, participant satisfaction, or 

numbers of employees trained—to gauge the success 

of the training program.

But a new trend in project management is chang-

ing that. In the past, few project management offices 

(PMOs) were directly involved in planning or delivering 

training for project managers and project support staff. 

However, new research2 shows that the majority of 

PMOs today not only get involved in training but they:
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“It is Crystal Clear ... ”
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»» Have a project management training program in 
place ... 49% 

»» Evaluate the project management competency of 
project managers ... 67% 

»» Offer the following types of project management 
training:

»» Leadership training ... 55%

»» Project management basics ... 85%

»» Advanced project manager skill 
development ... 51%

»» Project management software tool 
training ... 67%

»» PMP preparation ... 42%

»» Business skills training ... 34%

»» PM certificate or degree program ...22%

Since PMOs are becoming responsible for project 

management training, they are also becoming the 

leader in measuring the business value of that train-

ing. All the PMOs in the companies interviewed were 

in the process of designing or implementing mea-

surement programs that would specifically link gains 

in project management competency to measurable 

business outcomes such as improved time-to-mar-

ket (or other cycle-time measures), saved opportu-

nity costs due to on-time project delivery, and other 

business-focused metrics.

While measuring the value of improved project manager 

competency is a project in itself, it is one worth doing. 

According to the training director quoted above, “If we 

can reduce cycle time by even a few percentage points, 

the courses have paid for themselves.” 

This is not the first indication we have had, of course, 

of the business value of project management train-

ing. As early as 2001, our Value of PM Training study 

showed that, of companies that invested in project 

management training:

»» 75% experienced moderate to extreme 
improvement in schedule performance

»» 66% experienced moderate to extreme 
improvement in cycle time

»» 69% experienced moderate to extreme 
improvement in customer satisfaction3

Since then, numerous studies have borne out the 

business benefits of improved project management.

In one 2014 study, it was found that of the top-

performing organizations in the study—those that 

scored highest on eight measures of organizational 

performance—67% had training programs in place as 

compared to only 26% of the low performing organi-

zations.4

Three Real-World Examples 

In 2006, one of the finalists in our PMO of the Year 

Award competition, American Power Conversion, re-

ported that, by properly defining the project manager 

role, evaluating each project manager’s competency, 

and requiring that each project manager achieve PMP 

status to qualify for a promotion, they achieved an as-

tounding turnaround in project schedule performance. 

In 2002, only 21% of their projects were completed on 

time (±10%). In 2005 and 2006, 51% of projects were 

completed on time (±10%).5

In another compelling example, the business value 

of improved competency was driven home when, 

in 2009, a major retail chain engaged PM College 

to address a global, multi-year, multimillion-dollar 

implementation project that was behind schedule 

and experiencing severe cost overruns. Morale for 

the project was low and aspects of the project were 

already deemed failures. PM College put the team 

through a project recovery workshop in tandem with 

an on-the-job mentoring program for more than 30 

project managers involved in the project. During the 
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mentoring program, the project was re-scoped and 

re-planned with the first successful site implementa-

tion occurring in under six months.  

Most recently, an interview with the leader of the 

project management training program for one of 

the world’s largest consumer-products companies 

revealed that simply assigning “advanced” instead of 

“intermediate” project managers to their most valu-

able programs had boosted success rates (defined as 

“meeting all booked targets”) from 50% to 66% ... in 

under a year. 

More examples can be found in our 2014 white paper, 

Project Management: Not Just for Project Managers.

Now that we know improved competency pays for 

itself, how does an organization get started with a 

structured competency improvement program? And 

how can the measurement of business value be built 

into the program?

A Roadmap for Developing Project 
Manager Competency  

The ultimate goal in competency development is sus-

tainable performance in managing projects. This can 

be accomplished by creating a well-trained workforce 

capable of maximizing their potential in the various 

roles required in project 

management. The results will 

be higher job satisfaction, 

higher customer satisfac-

tion, and improved project performance—all ultimately 

reflected in organizational financial performance. 

Step 1: Define Roles and Competencies

To begin, your organization must identify the roles nec-

essary to implement, and sustainably practice, project 

management. These progressively responsible roles 

include project team members, project management 

specialists, team leaders, project managers, program 

managers, and project executives such as portfolio 

managers or chief project officers. (For a complete de-

scription of the roles hierarchy in the PMO, see J. Kent 

Crawford’s Optimizing Human Capital with a Strategic 

Project Office) 

The definition of project management roles works in 

two ways to improve organizational competency. First, 

it allows the organization to hire for the project skills 

and responsibilities they actually need today, or which 

will be needed in the future. Second, it allows train-

ing to be focused in a just-in-time fashion, to teach 

skills that will be immediately applied, and to develop 

a learning progression that begins with a solid founda-

tion to build upon as the individual grows in compe-

tency.

For each role, a job description serves as the basis for 

defining the competencies needed to fulfill that role. 

A standard job description lists the major tasks or 

functions of the job that describe what is to be done. 

Competencies list the abilities needed to conduct 

those tasks or functions. Your organization needs to 

Competency Development 
Roadmap

1.	 Define roles and competencies

2.	 Assess competencies

3.	 Establish a professional development 
program with career paths

4.	 Execute training program

5.	 Measure competency and project delivery 
outcomes before and after training

http://www.pmsolutions.com/articles/White_Paper_Not_Just_For_PMs_2014_-_Final.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/Optimizing-Capital-Strategic-Project-Office/dp/0849354102/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1418744942&sr=8-2&keywords=strategic+project+office
http://www.amazon.com/Optimizing-Capital-Strategic-Project-Office/dp/0849354102/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1418744942&sr=8-2&keywords=strategic+project+office


     6

have competency-based job descriptions that also 

list specific performance expectations for each major 

task or function. They are the observable behaviors 

and actions that explain how the job is to be done, 

plus the results that are expected for satisfactory job 

performance. Figure 1 shows a framework identifying 

the competencies as well as the levels of competency 

needed to fulfill various project management roles. 

The numeric rating expresses the standard expecta-

tion for the level of compe-

tency needed to successfully 

perform that role.  Project 

management competencies 

will vary across the spectrum of job roles within the 

field.  

Step 2: Assess Competencies

Once competencies are defined, your organization 

needs to assess its project management employees 

(or a specific project management population). It is 

extremely important that a communication plan be 

developed and executed during this time informing 

the employees about what will be expected of them 

and the reason behind the assessment. Employees 

sometimes resist these types of initiatives, viewing 

them as a way to justify an organizational realignment 

and therefore threatening. The assessment process 

should be clearly focused on building strengths, not 

eliminating staff. 

The second area is the most difficult to assess: the be-

haviors necessary to be successful in the stressful role 

of a project manager. There are identifiable behavior 

traits that have been shown to contribute to the suc-

cess of an individual in this role. Administering a valid, 

reliable, and unbiased EEOC-compliant assessment 

Sample Matrix Establishing Competency Levels for Various Roles

ROLE
Team 

Member
Team
Lead

Project
Manager

Program 
Manager

PMO 
Executive

COMPETENCIES

Produces the 
project 

deliverables, 
performs the 

work 

Leads 1-5 
people on a 
segment of 
the project

Leads multiple 
teams on a 

small-to-large 
project

Manages 
multiple  

projects or 
large complex 

projects

Creates and deploys 
enterprise-wide 

project management 
practices and 

enforces compliance

Initiating the project 1 2 3 5 4

Developing the 
project plan

1 3 4 5 4

Building the project 
team

1 3 4 5 5

Managing 
stakeholders

1 2 4 5 5

Managing the 
project

1 3 4 5 4

Managing the team 1 3 4 5 4

Closing the project 1 3 4 5 4

Business skills 1 2 3 4 5

Figure 1: This Project Management Performance Expectations Worksheet shows the competency level needed to successfully perform 
that role. Competency levels are based on a scale of one to five, with five being the highest.
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Sample Knowledge Assessment Profile Scores
Team Average and Individual Project Manager Scores

interpreted by certified psychometrics helps demon-

strates one’s potential success for this role.6 Attributes 

of leadership, interpersonal relations, problem solv-

ing, decision making, personal organization, and time 

management are measured. Because projects come 

in many sizes and complexities, some individuals may 

thrive in an environment where they have the autono-

my to run small, standard projects yet struggle when 

given larger, more complex projects. For an organiza-

tion to effectively manage all their projects, they need 

to know which project managers thrive under which 

conditions and to develop an array of personnel suited 

to all situations.

The final area to be assessed is workplace perfor-

mance. This includes a self-assessment as well as an 

assessment by people who have first-hand knowledge 

of the candidate’s performance in the workplace (rat-

ers). Raters can be peers, subordinates, supervisors, 

or clients.

The candidate and the raters apply scores to a num-

ber of key performance indicators in the project man-

agement process areas (see Figure 3). There is a dual 

focus to this assessment: confirmation of performance 

and analysis of competency. Are there significant 

gaps in scoring between the candidate and raters? If 

not, the candidate’s performance has been evaluated 

accurately. If so, the organization needs to determine 

why, so an accurate performance rating can be deter-

mined. Once it’s been confirmed that the candidate’s 

performance has been evaluated accurately, com-

petency needs to be determined. Is the candidate’s 

performance at the level needed to successfully fulfill 

the role; in other words, is the person competent in 

the knowledge areas or key performance indicators 

evaluated? If not, the organization has an opportunity 

for professional development actions.

The greatest value of these assessments is realized by 

aggregating the results of all three assessment areas 

(knowledge, behaviors, performance), and using the 

Figure 2: This chart, from a PM College Knowledge Assessment report, shows how well an individual compares to others tested, and to 
the team as a whole, in each of the project management knowledge areas.
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 Sample Project Manager Workplace Performance Assessment
Results by Rater

Process 
Groups

Key Performance Indicator
Self 

Rating
Manager 
Rating

Subordinate 
Rating

AVG 
Rating

Initiating a 
Project

Conducts stakeholder analysis 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.4

Obtains project charter approval 
from sponsor

3.3 2.8 3.1 3.1

Frames high-level project scope 
ensuring alignment with organi-
zation and customer needs and 
expectations

3.2 2.9 3.0 3.0

Identifies, qualifies and quantifies 
the project’s high-level risks

3.3 2.9 3.0 3.1

Planning a 
Project

Is able to create work breakdown 
structures (WBS) for the approved 
scope of work

3.2 2.9 3.1 3.1

Builds appropriate project sched-
ule that defines activities and 
dependencies to deliver approved 
scope

3.5 3.2 3.3 3.3

information to develop a comprehensive view of the 

project manager population. Building a professional 

development plan for the organization based on both 

the individual and aggregated team results of the 

competency assessment will help strengthen project 

management skills for the individual as well as the 

project management capability of the organization and 

lead to better overall project performance. 

These assessments help organizations target training 

where deficiencies are recognized, thus eliminating 

unnecessary training programs and ensuring more 

productive results from their training investment. They 

raise awareness of an individual’s and/or project man-

ager population’s strengths, limitations, motivations, 

and potential. They can also be effective with team 

building helping teams work together more effectively. 

Individuals benefit from the personal feedback they 

receive on their current knowledge, behaviors, and 

performance to make informed career and profession-

al development decisions.

Step 3: Establish a 
Professional Delelopment 
Program with Career Paths

A program like the one outlined in this paper needs 

the support of the organization to carry it beyond the 

classroom and into the work environment. Execu-

tives and managers must communicate to employees 

that their performance in the workplace is expected 

to contribute to improved project and organizational 

performance. The only proven way to do this is to 

base individual performance evaluations on whether 

project outcomes (linked to overall strategy) have been 

achieved. No doubt, this is why PMOs (47%) now 

Figure 3. An example of the score sheet resulting from a Multi-Rater Assessment.
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carry out performance evaluations for project manag-

ers.7 

In addition, to attract or keep the best project manag-

ers and to serve as a motivator for up-and-coming 

personnel, the organization must consider creating a 

project management career path to show individuals 

how they can move from entry-level positions to higher 

levels in the organization as a project professional. 

This career path must include at least three elements 

to be valuable: experiential requirements, education/

training requirements (knowledge acquisition), and 

documentation and tracking mechanisms. 

Experiential requirements detail the types of on-the-

job activities that have to be accomplished for each 

level in the career path. Education and training re-

quirements detail the types of knowledge needed to 

be successful at each level of the career path. At the 

lower levels, these tend to be fulfilled by taking basic 

courses designed to provide exposure and practice 

to the rudimentary skills required of that level. Upper-

level positions require more advanced education 

and training. This may include topics that go beyond 

project management – business strategy, finance, 

leadership, etc. Documentation mechanisms include 

recording the attainment of certificates, degrees, or 

other credentials that substantiate the acquisition of 

the desired skills. 

Once a career path is in place, the next step is to en-

sure that the necessary experiential and educational 

opportunities are available. Experiential opportunities 

should be coordinated with the appropriate resource 

manager and the human resources department. 

Information collected from the competency assess-

ment is used to create a targeted training program. 

The training program should be designed to enable 

candidates to fulfill the requirements identified in the 

career path. It should also be progressive; that is, 

the training requirements to become a project team 

member should be prerequisites for becoming a proj-

ect manager, and so on.

Step 4: Execute Training 
Program

Conduct training and men-

toring sessions that target 

skill and deficiency gaps. Make sure the program 

allows for experiential and educational opportunities. 

The training program should allow employees to fulfill 

the requirements identified in their career paths. Exe-

cution of the training should be progressive; that is, the 

training requirements to become a competent project 

team member should be prerequisites for becoming a 

competent project manager, and so on.

The execution of training will be largely based on the 

organization’s culture, current project management 

maturity level, and need. It is a critical component of 

success. Speed of execution will also be dependent 

on need and priority within the organization. For sus-

taining the momentum for this whole program, Step 5 

becomes an overarching critical success factor.

For full details on the development of career paths in the PMO, 
see J. Kent Crawford’s Optimizing Human Capital with a Strategic 
Project Office, Auerbach Publications, 2006. Find it on Amazon.
com (ISBN: 978-0-8493-5410-6)

http://www.amazon.com/Strategic-Project-Office-Solutions-Research/dp/1439838127/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1284474896&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Strategic-Project-Office-Solutions-Research/dp/1439838127/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1284474896&sr=1-2
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Step 5: Measure Competency and Project Delivery 
Outcomes Before and After Training

At the inception of a profes-

sional 	 development 

program, the organization 

should measure the current 

project management performance—of individuals and 

the organization as a whole. This baseline serves as a 

benchmark against which they can measure progress 

towards improved performance.

This means that measurements of performance need 

to go beyond the traditional self-assessment of the 

classroom experience. They need to include individual 

measures such as project management knowledge, 

but also things like frequency of use of standard 

methodology artifacts and processes. They must also 

include project management performance measures 

such as cost performance, schedule performance, 

customer satisfaction, cycle time, and others. 

Ideally, a baseline is determined for each performance 

measure before the professional development program 

is implemented. At an appropriate time after the program 

has been completed, performance should be mea-

sured again to determine whether there are changes in 

behavior and improvement in project delivery outcomes. 

This may seem obvious, but in fact few companies 

match training investment to changes in work behavior 

or improvement in project delivery. This is changing. Five 

out of five of the companies interviewed for our study 

were in the early stages of implementing a measurement 

program of this type and expected to have hard data 

on the business impacts of the training within the year. 

Specifically, they stated they are implementing: 

»» 360-degree evaluations to compare whether train-
ing participants’ self-assessment of knowledge 
gain translated to observable behavior changes on 
the project.

»» A questionnaire designed to solicit feedback from 
key stakeholders with 30 questions about project 
performance factors, each one rated from A to D. 

The results will be aggregated and analyzed in round-
table discussions.

»» Benefits tracking of the project portfolio, so that 
budget and schedule compliance (or slippage) can 
be correlated to portfolio value.

»» Focus groups, using key stakeholders to gauge 
internal customer satisfaction.

»» Measured mentoring, where project managers with 
troubled projects receive one-on-one coaching, 
and project results are evaluated after a set number 
of mentoring hours.

»» Cost allocation back to the business side, so that 
project management improvement can be mea-
sured in dollars saved over time.

A telling statistic collected in 2012 is that, although 64% 

of all PMOs responding to our study have implemented 

competency measurement programs, for those PMOs 

in the study that we identified as “best in class” (based 

on capability level), 100% measure competency.8

The Bottom Line

Project management offers a valuable set of tools for an 

organization to more effectively manage their resources, 

both human and capital. And professional development 

programs that are competency-based help organiza-

tions target their training dollars to make the most 

difference in project management outcomes. Match-

ing project manager competencies with the types of 

projects they are prepared to handle will result in more 

effective project execution and, subsequently, better 

organizational performance. 

Increasingly, successful organizations are optimizing 

their human capital with project management com-

petency assessment and training. At the same time, 

they have the opportunity to demonstrate the business 

impact and value of project management by developing 

a measurement strategy to link competency improve-

ments to project delivery improvements and project 

delivery to the execution of strategic initiatives.
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