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ABSTRACT

In light of evidence that Project Managers are important in a project’s success, this paper

presents an argument that a Project Manager should not behave in a self-important and

temperamental manner focused purely on technical performance. Through a critique of the

literature, this paper demonstrates the increasing importance of a Project Manager’s soft

skills in leadership of the project team and interactions with stakeholders. Practical

implication of this paper is that although technical skills are required, organizations and

Project Managers must consider the soft skills in the management of a project. Finally,

considerations for further research are also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

With literature suggesting the continuing failure of projects to deliver stated deliverables

(Maylor, 2005), it is vital that organizations consider the influence of the Project Manager’s

(PM) behavior on their role. It is recognized that the performance of a PM is key to a

project’s success (Hauschildt et al., 2000; Neuhauser, 2007). Although traditionally the

focus of a PM’s role has been on the technical, “hard” skills, literature is highlighting the

importance of blending these with the soft “people” skills (Zimmerer and Yasin, 1998; Cowie

2003). Consequently it can be argued that a prima donna PM who is confident and

talented, but with temperamental and self-important behavior (Oxford Dictionary, 2008)

can result in a project’s failure, due to their lack of soft skills.

A PM has a complex role of both technical and people management with the co-ordination

of human, natural and technological resources in a dynamic, temporary environment (Berg

and Karlsen, 2007). Literature suggests that the traditional focus of the PM on operational

planning and control needs to change as the environment’s complexity increases (Thomas

and Mengel, 2008). The soft skills of PM leadership have been highlighted as important in

project success (Hauschildt et al., 2000; Berg and Kaulsen, 2007; Neuhauser, 2007). This

is coupled with a suggestion that as project management aligns increasingly with the

organizational strategy; skills need to replicate the management arena, where leadership

skills are equal or more important than technical skills (Dolfi and Andrews, 2007). In light

of this growing interest, this paper attempts to review literature on the influence of the PM’s

soft skills and behavior in the role of managing the project team and stakeholders.

METHODOLOGY

The primary aim of this article is to provide a new understanding on the role of a project

manager that is more reflective of reality. While the “everyday theorists” among

practitioners carry ideas and assumptions in their heads to make sense on the role

definition and task management of a project manager, it is the middle range theories that

provide opportunities for generalized propositions for empirical testing (Easterby-Smith et
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al, 2008). In the absence of an empirical testing, the authors rely heavily on the

development of a grand theory that contains whole edifices of human traits associated with

people management.

As dis-confirmatory evidence have negative connotations among academic researchers, the

philosophical stance of the authors is expressed within the paradigm of social

constructionism. Hence, the ontological assumptions are built on the notion that “sense

making of facts” is all human creations and the truth arising from the research depends on

the objectivity of the human actors. Moreover, the epistemological view of this research

article is to accept the meanings of human action as the starting point. While reflexivity and

sense-making are applied to analyze and interpret the content and nuances of existing

literature in this field, the expected outcome is a new level of understanding.

On this precept, this paper analyzes the influence of the PM’s soft skills on their role

through a critique of relevant literature. To enable a balance of both theoretical and

practical-based evidence through data triangulation, secondary data in the form of

academic (peer-reviewed journals and texts) and grey (trade journals) literature is reviewed.

This paper focuses on the impact of the PM’s behavior on their role in terms of leading the

project team, communication and negotiating with stakeholders. Conclusion of this paper

questions whether the prima donna behavior is beneficial for a PM role.

Although the importance of technical components in the PM’s role is acknowledged, it will

not be the focus of this paper. In agreement with Thomas and Mengel (2008), with

increasing project complexity, people are the crucial tools available to the PM to “manage” a

project; hence reviewing the influence of the PM’s behavior on this element is deemed to be

appropriate at this juncture. Therefore, this paper is limited to a general overview of the

project management literature, rather than reviewing a particular project type or industry.
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DISCUSSION

Leadership and Management of the Project Team

Shared Vision, Motivation and Transformational Approach

Leading the project team is an important role as the team provides the wide range of expert

skills that even the most talented PM cannot expect to be expert in (Mantel et al., 2008).

Leadership involves ‘developing a vision and strategy and motivating people to achieve that

vision and strategy’ (PMI, 2004, p15), with the ‘influencing of others through the personality

or actions of the individual’ (Maylor, 2005, p248). To lead a team an effective working

environment is needed. In this, appropriate leadership behavior and skills of a PM is crucial

(Muller and Turner, 2007).

Instilling a shared vision, acting as a role model, inspiring and stimulating the team,

meeting emotional needs of the team, and establishing positive relationships is part of the

transformation leadership approach, highlighted as effective in the general management

literature (Neuhauser, 2007). Keegan and Den Hartog (2004) found no correlation with a

PM’s transformational approach and team commitment and motivation, but this was based

on one organization, one project structure, and did not consider the impact of leadership

style on performance. In contrast, a large study involving 28 nations by Prabhakar (2005)

found that those PMs who portrayed transformational leadership behaviors influenced

project success. Similarly, Keller (2006) demonstrated that transformational leadership

predicted performance in project teams.

Further studies have highlighted the benefits and effectiveness of the PM portraying

transformational style behaviors in the team’s and project’s performance (Wang et al., 2005;

Hyvari, 2006; Skipper and Bell, 2006; Thomas and Mengel, 2008). The Project Management

Institute (PMI) survey, (PMI, 2001), found that the most important PM capabilities are

leadership skills in terms of vision and motivating others, people skills, and management

skills in directing and managing others. In agreement with Zimmerer and Yasin (1998), this
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highlights the need for a PM to exhibit soft skills that include leadership behaviors of

inspiring and motivating the team.

Stimulating Environment

Sotiriou and Wittmer (2001) in their review of four research studies found that the most

important PM factor influencing the project team behavior was challenging work. Similarly,

Thamhain (2004) found that a professionally stimulating environment was an essential

factor for developing effective project teams. This aligns with theoretical motivation models

as challenging work, or job content, fits in the self-actualization needs identified by Maslow

(1943) and the motivators/satisfiers identified by Herzberg (1959).

A PM must understand the individual’s need for stimulating work and delegate effectively.

Behaving as a prima donna and not delegating work due to the belief that no-one can do a

better job, loses the opportunity to stimulate and utilize experts in the team. Effective

delegation facilitates project members to identify and solve problems within their own

tasks, enhancing productivity and developing their skills and careers.

Trust

A PM who establishes trust develops knowledge sharing, a cohesive project team, and

impacts on the project’s performance (Anantatmula, 2008). Mullaly (2004) found that

establishing trust was a key attribute for PM success in a world-wide study of project

management practices of more than 550 organizations. Trust can be established by clear

definition of roles and responsibilities, but also by communication and a culture that

promotes transparency, openness and collaboration (Anantatmula, 2008; Toor and Ofori,

2008). A temperamental PM, who is concerned by their individual needs and the task

aspects, rather than a developing a collaborative approach, will inhibit this important

element.
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Stable Environment

To ensure development of effective teams, the PM needs to ensure a stable environment

(Thamhain, 2004). Dainty et al. (2005) found in their study of PM’s self control was

important in respect to a stable emotional response to stressful situations. In agreement,

Anantatmula (2008) highlights the importance of a PM displaying consistent processes. A

more optimistic personality has also been found to be an important attribute for PM

influencing a positive work environment (Dolfi and Andrews, 2007). This highlights the

importance of the PM’s soft skills of being consistently objective and optimistic.

Use of Authority

In project situations the ability to negotiate and persuade the team to achieve project goals

is more effective than autocratic leadership behavior, as often the PM has responsibility

with little authority (Turner, 1999; Sotiriou and Wittmer, 2001). Liu and Fang (2006) found

that the position the PM is placed in is not as critical as their inherent personal traits in

motivating team members and ensuring effectiveness. It could be argued that prima donna

behavior of self-confidence that promotes their individual expertise would positively

influence the team, as the appropriate use of authority has been linked to the leader’s

perceived expertise and professional integrity (Sotiriou and Wittmer, 2001). However, as

Dainty et al. (2005) highlighted, it is working co-operatively rather than separately or

competitively that achieves the best from the team, which the prima donna would have

difficulty with. It would be inappropriate for a PM to try and tell a project team of experts

how to do their job and not listen to their advice.

Task-focused and Transactional Leadership Approach

A prima donna PM’s behavior suggests that they concentrate on achieving their own tasks,

often identified as finishing the project on time, within costs and to specifications (Dvir et

al., 2006). Transactional leadership is primarily task-focused (Turner and Muller, 2005) and

involves clarifying the responsibilities, the project expectations, tasks to be completed and

benefits if undertaken (Neuhauser, 2007). When PMs are identified as more directive and

controlling (Fiedler, 1967 in Turner and Muller, 2005), Dulaimi and Langford (1999) found
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that teams performed within time constraints if they were task-focused. Frame (2003)

suggested that in the implementation project stage this may be more effective, although he

also identified that this depends on team structures.

Traditionally project success was based on achieving the project within cost, time and

quality specifications (Kloppenborg and Opher, 2002). Utilizing the more traditional control,

transactional approach may be beneficial in ensuring individual, technical tasks are

undertaken, achieving project requirements in controlling the schedule or budget.

However, behaving solely in this approach ignores the important soft outcomes which may

align with the organizations strategic direction, such as employee development and

satisfaction, longer-term business success, and organizational learning (Dvir et al, 2006;

Scott-Young and Samson, 2008). These outcomes result in considering the team’s

motivation and instilling a shared vision, arguably behaviors of a transformational

approach.

Flexibility in Leadership Behaviors

Rather than propose a particular PM leadership approach, other studies have indicated the

important of flexibility and adaptability in leadership behavior (Prabhakar, 2005; Thomas

and Mengel, 2008). Turner (1999) and Frame (2003) discussed that different leadership

styles are required at different phases of the project life cycle and with different team types.

Kangis and Lee-Kelly (2000) agree that a one-dimension manager may find the style works

well in some situations but not in others. Similarly, Keller (2006) found that although a

transformation approach was related to stronger performance in research projects and the

initiating structures approach (where the PM defines, directs and structures the roles and

tasks) was more appropriate for development projects, both had influence on project

performance.

Strang (2007) found that is not the PM’s individual natural personality trait that made them

effective but their ability to assess the circumstances, select the appropriate leadership

behavior, and apply it. Despite this, studies show that training programs and the PM’s



© Norquay M and Jeyendran T, (2011) “Should Project Managers behave like Prima Donnas?”
Optima-M-Consultants.com

Page 8 of 15

importance is still highly placed on transactional leadership or technical skills than

transformational or people-focused leadership behavior (Neuhauser, 2007; Pant and

Baroudi, 2008; Thomas and Mengel, 2008). It could be argued that the continued

emphasis of a transactional or task-focused approach may be why projects still continue to

fail, particularly as Hauschildt et al. (2000) and Thomas and Mengel (2008) identify that

with increased complexity in the project environment, people skills and team building,

become more important. This indicates the need for the PM to be able to apply both the

hard and soft skills.

Emotional Intelligence

Emotional competencies and emotional intelligence (EI) are important for leadership

success, and enable the ability to effectively assess situations and select appropriate

leadership behavior (Dulewicz and Higgs, 2003; Turner and Muller, 2005; Dolfi and

Andrews, 2007). EI involves self-awareness, social skills, self-regulation, motivation and

empathy (Goleman, 2004) and is important in the PM role, particularly with more complex

environments (Thomas and Mengel, 2008). Sunindijo et al. (2007) demonstrated a positive

relationship between PM’s with higher EI and leadership skills that facilitated successful

outcomes.

Recent extension of this EI concept, social intelligence (involving interpersonal skills that

inspire others to be effective), has demonstrated improvement in productivity and

performance in the general management context (Golemore and Boyatzis, 2008). In

agreement with CIPD (2008), understanding and managing your own and others emotions

is important in leadership, but should not result in substitution of technical competence.

For the PM this highlights the significance of soft skills although it does not negate the

technical/ hard skills.



© Norquay M and Jeyendran T, (2011) “Should Project Managers behave like Prima Donnas?”
Optima-M-Consultants.com

Page 9 of 15

Stakeholder Management

Communication with Stakeholders

The soft skills of communication are essential for a PM (Anantatmula, 2008, Henderson,

2008). Hyvari (2006), in a study of critical success factors for project management, found

that communication was crucial throughout all project phases. In agreement, a study of

top-rated best practices highlighted the importance of effective team and external

communication (Loo, 2003). Furthermore, Scott-Young and Samson (2008) demonstrated

that facilitating effective communication impacted on achievement of scope objectives.

A PM needs to have the ability to communicate with a range of stakeholders from senior

management to end users of the project (Maylor, 2005). Communication with stakeholders

provides insight of the environment and aids control of the uncertain project environment

(Slack et al., 2007). The PM must understand the internal and external project

environment, as it can impact on how the project will be managed and possible risks to the

project’s success (ibid).

Effective communication skills of listening to stakeholders to understand their expectations

and requirements is essential to ensure what the real issues are, rather than assumptions

(Cicmil, 1997; Kippenberger, 2000). Perceived and actual failure to deliver expected project

outcomes can result from lack of clarification and communication of expectations, with

communication a facilitator of the shared vision (Cicmil, 1997; PMI, 2004; Anantatmula,

2008). PM’s must actively manage stakeholder expectations to ensure there are no

unresolved issues and the PM is usually responsible for this task (PMI, 2004). For the

prima donna PM focused on their own importance and opinions this is difficult and Dvir et

al. (2006) found that those PM’s more focused on themselves had lower levels of customer

satisfaction.

Communication is a facilitator of motivation, trust, feedback, and influencing others and a

PM needs to create an environment of open communication that enables people to feel they
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can freely share their opinions (Anantatmula, 2008). A PM who is unable to recognize that

stakeholders have different communication needs and apply appropriate communication

methods will have difficulties in engaging stakeholders in the project implementation.

Goleman (2004) highlighted the importance of the PM communication skills in emotional

intelligence, particularly with cultural issues. The importance of PM communication skills

are increasing with the growth in geographically dispersed team, virtual teams, and cross-

cultural teams (Henderson, 2008, Brandel, 2006). A PM needs to appreciate the soft skills

of communication, particularly face-to-face meetings for gaining valuable insight into the

project, team building and establishing relationships (Brandel, 2006; Henderson, 2008).

Negotiation with Stakeholders

The PM’s management of stakeholders influences a project’s outcome (PMI, 2001) and

requires significant social, “soft”, skills (Slack et al., 2007). As discussed, the PM generally

has high responsibility with little authority, causing negotiation skills to be more effective

than an autocratic style (Turner 1999; Sotiriou and Wittmer, 2001). Negotiating skills

ensure effective solutions to conflicts that arise between the needs of the project and the

stakeholders (Mantel et al., 2008). This will involve the ability to identify, prioritize, and

understand the stakeholders in order to manage their interest, power and expectations

(Slack et al., 2007). The PM needs to consider all stakeholders in the supply chain

impacted by the project and be able to rapidly manage changes introduced by the

stakeholders, which requires a resilience factor (Thomas and Mengel, 2008). A

temperamental, autocratic PM who believes solely in his or her opinions and concentrates

on tasks at hand will not aid negotiations and as a consequence have difficulty in adapting

to changes required by the stakeholders.

Brandel (2006) discusses the need for PM’s to assert themselves due to the challenges

associated by the lack of authority. Similarly, Lee-Kelley et al (2003) found that self

confidence impacts on a managers ability to deliver a project successfully. The prima

donna PM will be able to utilize their self-confidence in the public relations arena. However

they need to be able to accept opposing views for the success of a project, particularly from



© Norquay M and Jeyendran T, (2011) “Should Project Managers behave like Prima Donnas?”
Optima-M-Consultants.com

Page 11 of 15

the customers and sponsors. Here, a degree of self confidence is necessary to argue for or

against a point of view without being autocratic. Negotiating skill is, therefore, important

with the customer and sponsor as they determine the scope of the project and to deal with

any alterations to the Project Initiation Documents. Although the project manager

influences this decision making, ultimately the changes have to be agreed by the customer

and sponsor.

Senior management support is also important in the success of a project through

facilitating the willingness of the organization to implement the project (Anantatmula, 2008;

Zqikael et al., 2008). A prima donna PM who focuses on their individual project and does

not appreciate that their project is part of a wider strategic context and supply chain, may

find their project does not succeed. This highlights that the PM needs to understand the

strategic context and ensure effective negotiation to gain senior management support,

rather than expect that their individual efforts will drive the project forward.

CONCLUSIONS

Review of the literature clearly shows that although a PM is important in the project

success, behaving as a prima donna will generally not facilitate the key components in team

and stakeholder management. The evidence from prior studies demonstrates the

significance of soft skills in management of the project team and stakeholders in achieving

project success. With projects becoming more complex and working across greater

organizational, industrial, and cultural boundaries, it is not enough for the project manager

to have their technical skills of planning and control. PM’s need to have the ability to utilize

the expert skills of their project team yet interact effectively with the stakeholders.

In leading the project team the importance of transformational behaviors of motivating and

inspiring the team has been highlighted in the literature. Studies have shown the impact of

influencing team performance by effective delegation of stimulating work, stability of

emotions, establishing trust and appropriate use of authority. This does not negate that
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task-related leadership is also required, with certain projects and phases requiring this

approach to a greater degree, and elements of the prima donna behavior will assist this

style. However, the ability to move between different leadership approaches requires the PM

to be capable of assessing the project environment, recognizing what behavior to apply, and

then effectively implementing it. Assessing and understanding the project environment

requires both technical and emotional competencies, with literature highlighting the

growing importance of the soft skill of emotional intelligence in understanding your own

and others’ emotions.

Consideration of the PM’s behavior with stakeholders other than the project team is just as

vital in a project. Appropriate soft skills are required for effective communication and

negotiation, enabling understanding of expectations, support, and alignment of the project

with the organizational strategy. Stakeholder support is essential as their satisfaction may

determine the true success of the project.

There are clear implications for the PM’s practice that they need to consider application of

their soft skills in management of their project team and stakeholders, blended with their

technical skills. They need to be self-aware of their behavior, understand the current

situation, and be able to apply the appropriate behavior. Organizations need to consider the

importance of these soft skills in a project’s performance prior to the selection and

development of PMs.

Finally this paper has attempted to elucidate the importance of soft skills in project

management with the aid of existing literature in this field. Hence, the intention of this

paper is not to replace the requirements for technical skills with soft skills in project

management, but to consider both skills as ‘two sides of the same coin’. This view then

provides opportunities for further research into specific industries, project structures, and

project types to review the degree of impact of the PM’s soft skills with these variables, in

relation to the project performance. However, care needs to be taken about defining ‘project

performance’. This is crucial as a project may not be performing well within the traditional
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outcomes measures, but meets other organizational objectives such as renewal and

development or knowledge creation for future projects.
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