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Abstract 

The project management literature often presents many different recommendable requirements, skills, characteristics and roles 
for a successful project manager. The purpose of this article is to contribute to the discussion by reporting the results of project 
managers’ self-evaluations regarding personal and social competencies. The requirements of project managers’ working life 
skills and competency theories affect, at least in the background, their competencies. The web-based self-evaluation was 
performed by a large group (N = 750) of project managers, but also students, whose studies were considered as their “projects.” 
This paper introduces a self-evaluation method to collect and analyze the data of a project manager’s work-role based 
competencies. It is worth noting that the competency self-evaluation does not evaluate competencies directly but statements 
related to a project manager’s work. As a valuable result, it shows a collective view of the most important competencies in a 
project manager’s work, which should be considered when recruiting and developing project managers. 
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1. Introduction 

A project is independent, unique and phased, in which content, duration and costs are limited (e.g., [1, 2]). 
Additionally, a project has always clear content-related and qualitative purposes, which have to connect directly to 
the strategic purposes of the organization [3]. Furthermore, Cleland and Kerzner [4] define a project as a 
combination of human and non-human resources together in a temporary organization trying to achieve a specified 
purpose. Crawford [5] states that the title of a project manager is used in different organizations and in different 
industry sectors with a wide range of meanings. In many organizations, changes are usually carried out as projects. 
In such projects, as well as project-based organizations, the efficiency of project managers is tremendously 
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important. Therefore, project managers have to develop themselves in order to be able to respond to the increasing 
requirements of their jobs.  

Flannes & Levin [6] emphasize that a project manager must simultaneously be the leader, the manager, the 
facilitator and the mentor. Effective project managers should be good communicators. Project leaders must possess 
the flexibility to respond to uncertain or ambiguous situations with minimum stress. They have to work with and 
through their project teams and be skilled at various influence tactics [1]. Lock [2] states that project managers must 
be able to select the silent facts and be able to use them in the best way by taking needed action, while filtering out 
the unimportant and irrelevant materials. To sum up, project management is a dynamic process of leading, 
coordinating, planning and controlling a diverse and complex set of processes and people in the pursuit of achieving 
project objectives (cf. [1]). These tasks require both management and leadership skills, and culminate in a project 
manager’s interaction with all the stakeholders and his/her ability to make decisions. A project manager has to be 
able to work with very different kinds of people and utilize the diversity of his/her project team. Müller and Turner 
[7] concluded that the project manager’s leadership style influences process success. Additionally, according to El-
Sabaa [8], human skills a have greater influence on project management practices than technical skills.  

A project manager’s success is based on the achievement of his or her project goals within the defined 
limitations, in terms of time, budget and resources; on the completion of the project within explicit criteria, 
standards and specifications; and on understanding the change in priorities that may occur [9, 2, 1]. In different 
projects, one of the factors that may cause the project management to fail would be recruiting the wrong project 
manager. Therefore, successful project management requires the careful appointment of a skilled project manager 
[10]. The concept of competency is not new, but it is useful when researching how different project managers’ skills 
fit the challenges of the everyday work. Müller and Turner [7] contend that, while managerial competencies are 
sometimes significant, emotional competencies always make a significant contribution to project success.  

2. Self-evaluation as a means to increase shared understanding about the development of competencies 

2.1. Competencies 

Competencies are useful concepts when we try to explain why some people perform better than others [11, 12, 
13, 14, 15]. A competency is an individual’s underlying characteristic that is causally related to effective 
performance in a job or situation. Competency can predict behavior in a wide variety of situations and job tasks. A 
person needs competencies, which are abilities to use knowledge and to make things happen. They reveal what a 
person is capable of doing and why he/she acts in a certain way. Furthermore, competencies always include intent, 
in other words, motives, traits, self-concept, social roles and knowledge. Behavior without intent does not define 
competency [12, 17, 18].  

Competencies have been grouped in the International Competence Baseline into three categories: technical, 
behavioral and contextual competencies [19]. A competency is defined as a capability or ability; it consists of a set 
of alternate behaviors organized around an underlying construct. Competencies require both action and intent. There 
are three clusters of competencies differentiating outstanding from average performers [13, 17]. The clusters are 
cognitive competencies, such as system thinking and pattern recognition; emotional intelligence competencies, 
including self-awareness and emotional self-control; and social intelligence competencies, including social 
awareness and relationship management competencies. Thus, competencies are a behavioral approach to emotional, 
social and cognitive intelligence. [13] Project managers have to develop themselves in order to be able to respond to 
the increasing requirements of their comprehensive and interactive jobs. The requirements of the job can be 
regarded as the job’s demands on the person in the context of the organization, with its physical, financial and 
technical resources, as well as its traditions and culture [11, 12, 17]. 

2.2. Creative tension  

Creative tension is the gap between vision and current reality and is an individual’s source of energy. There are 
only two possible ways for the tension to resolve itself: to pull the reality toward the vision or pull the vision toward 
the reality [28]. By determining a project manager’s creative tension, the exact groups of competencies in which 
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he/she has the need to develop can be found. If no gap exists, there will be no need for any action to move toward 
the vision. Creative tension can be kept under control through one’s vision. If a person moves the goal closer to the 
current reality, he/she abandons what he/she really wants. When creative tension is allowed to operate by not 
lowering the vision, it becomes an active force. When creative tension is mastered, the motivation process begins to 
move toward the vision. Mastery of creative tension leads to a fundamental shift in the whole posture toward reality. 
[28] The self-evaluation tool of this research consists of 120 statements that are evaluated linguistically in the 
current level and in the target level. The differences indicate the need of developing competencies. 

2.3. Cycloid: competency self-evaluation application  

Competency modeling is an important method used to examine job-related information and employee skills in the 
management of employees [20, 21]. The principle of competency evaluation is that competencies have to fit the 
required characteristics and the job [17]. Because a competency as a concept is based on behavior to research 
competencies, and because a project manager is the best evaluator of his/her own behavior, it was necessary to build 
a self-evaluation application. When the web-based application, called Cycloid, was started to build the first task was 
to find a relevant project manager’s competencies [22]. There are many competencies that are the same within 
several professional groups, but each of these groups also has very special characteristics that have to be determined 
based on the requirements of each task in an organization [23, 22]. Therefore, when starting to research 
competencies, it is necessary first to determine all the characteristics of the professional group. In this research with 
the literature review, the characteristics of a project manager were identified. Then, all the identified characteristics 
were thematized and grouped. After that, the competencies were formed so that they fulfilled the definition of 
competency and, in all 30 competencies, a project manager’s competencies were formed. The next important phase 
was to separately define the formed competencies with words based on the project managers’ individual 
competencies. Subsequently, the next step was to define linguistic statements of behavior for all the formed 
competencies. All the competencies of our application consisted of four linguistic statements. Thus, the application 
includes, altogether, 30 competencies and 120 statements that can be evaluated in a flexible way. In order to be sure 
that the selected competencies were customized to fit the requirements of a project manager’s job, some project 
managers were interviewed. It is essential to understand that using self-evaluation is not to evaluate competencies 
but the statements that describe behavior of understandable and everyday work activities. The developed instrument 
[22] turned out to be functional and was made available to the other researchers in order to collect a large group of 
respondents (e.g., [24, 25, 26]). All the project manager competencies of the self-evaluation application and their 
definitions are presented in Table 1.  

 
Table 1. Definition of competencies. 

Competencies Definition of competencies 

1. Emotional awareness Ability to recognize, realize and specify one’s feelings 

2. Self-confidence A strong belief in one's capability, competency and self-esteem 

3. Self-assessment Knowing one’s limits and strengths 

4. Trustworthiness Behaving honestly and ethically 

5. Maintaining order Concern for order, quality and accuracy 

6. Flexibility Ability to adapt to changes 

7. Innovation Being comfortable and open with new ideas, approaches and data 

8. Responsibility Being conscientious and responsible for one's own personal performance 

9. Seeking information Satisfying one's curiosity and desire for knowledge 

10. Production efficiency Performing work quickly and with a high quality  

11. Decision quality Making decisions based on principles, purposes and values 

12. Stress management The ability to handle adverse, tiring and stressful issues and situations 
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Goleman [27] presented the ontology of the five components of emotional intelligence at work. They are personal 
competencies, including self-awareness, self-management and motivation; and social competencies, including social 
awareness and relationship management. This research utilized Goleman’s view to divide competencies into two 
main groups and five subgroups. Personal competencies are self-awareness (competencies 1–3), self-regulation 
(competencies 4–12), cognitive skills (competencies 13–15), motivation (competencies 16–19) and social 
competencies are empathy (competencies 20–23) and social skills (competencies 24–30) [22].  

3. Results  

This article presents the group results of 750 people's self-evaluations. These people are appointed or have been 
appointed as project managers in different organizations. A part of the evaluations were made by a group of 
university students whose projects involved completing their academic studies and finishing their degrees. With the 
Cycloid self-evaluation tool, statements' current stages and target stages were evaluated on a scale: 
never/seldom/often/always. The results presented in this article have been obtained by analyzing the numeric values 
of the current and target stages of the self-evaluation results (Figure 1). The results of the evaluation are presented in 
four different viewpoints (groups 1–4) based on the results of the current stage and the target stage of the 
competencies and the creative tension. It is worth noting that the competencies results have been counted based on 
the 750 people's 120 statements and the average values of the current and target stages. 

Group 1 presents the competencies, obtained by the analysis of the self-evaluation results, which the respondents 
have evaluated as the highest in their current stage based on the statements. This analysis does not yet regard the 
target stage or the creative tension. Leadership competency was evaluated as the highest, with the statements 
concerning the competency concentrating on evaluating the capability to engage group members as well as the 
project managers' ability to motivate others and to act fair toward them. The second highest evaluated competency 
was Achievement drive, which analyzes the intensification and development of one's own work and evaluates one's 
own performance in reaching the desired results. The third highest evaluated competency was Optimism, in which  
 

Competencies Definition of competencies 

13. Analytical thinking  Breaking down problems into sub-problems and their systematical diagnosing by 
rational principles 

14. Conceptual thinking Identifying, applying and defining concepts 

15. Language proficiency Ability and courage to use foreign languages 

16. Achievement drive Willingness to aim at more effective performances 

17. Commitment Adopting the goals of the group or organization 

18. Initiative Recognizing and acting on opportunities and possessing an ability to create 
opportunities 

19. Optimism Pursuing goals in spite of obstacles and setbacks 

20. Understanding others Perceiving, considering and understanding the feelings and viewpoints of others 

21. Developing other people Perceiving the development needs of others and reinforcing their abilities 

22. Leveraging diversity Creating opportunities for cooperation with different kinds of people 

23. Organisational savvy Understanding and utilizing organisational dynamics in order to achieve objectives 

24. Communications Listening openly and conveying clearly  

25. Conflict management Arbitrating and resolving differences 

26. Management Concentrating on things 

27. Leadership Concentrating on people 

28. Relationship building Building, cultivating and developing useful relationships and informal networks 

29. Collaboration Working with others toward common goals 
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Fig. 1. Result of self-evaluation presented as statements of current and target stage (N = 750). 

one's own motivational factors during successes and failures are analyzed. The fourth highest evaluated competency 
was Conflict management, of which statements concentrate on one's own action in finding results and creating 
constructive dialog in conflict situations. 

Group 2 presents the competencies that the respondents have evaluated as the lowest in their current stage, based 
on the statements. This evaluation does not yet pay attention to the target stage nor the creative tension. The lowest 
evaluated competency was Production efficiency, of which statements concentrated on the distribution of tasks, the 
effective utilization of resources and the organization of tasks. The second lowest evaluated competency was 
Analytical thinking, in which the utilizing of different solution options in problematic situations are examined. The 
third lowest evaluated competency was Language proficiency, which rates the sufficiency of language skills in 
managing one's job tasks. The fourth lowest competency in its current stage was Communication, of which 
statements evaluate the ability to express one's own opinions and the ability to listen. 

Group 3 presents the competencies to which the greatest creative tension was formed, regardless of the current 
stage or the target stage. This means that the respondents have expressed, while answering the statements, their 
willingness to improve these competencies the most. Participants were most willing to improve their Analytical 
thinking, which also was evaluated in its current stage in the previous group results (group 2) as the second lowest 
competency. The second competency respondents wanted to improve was the Stress management competency, of 
which statements concentrated on handling problematic situations regardless of one's current stress level. The third 
greatest creative tension was formed for the competency Decision quality, in which the recognition of contradictions 
before decision making is evaluated. The fourth greatest creative tension was formed for the Achievement drive 
competency, which also was evaluated as the second highest competency in group 1. 

 Group 4 presents the competencies that have gained the highest target values based on the statements. In other 
words, these competencies are those that, in the respondent group, were valued the most important and the most 
desirable competencies in a project manager's job. The highest target stage was evaluated for the Achievement drive 
competency, which also rose in its current stage (group 1) as the second highest competency. The second highest 
evaluated competency was Leadership, which was also evaluated as the highest in its current stage (group 1). The 
third important competency was Conflict management, which was evalu ated as the fourth highest in its 
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current stage (group 1). The fourth highest target value was Initiative, which evaluates one's actions in a situation 
where new opportunities appear. 

 

Fig. 2. The competency group result of self-evaluation (N = 750). 

Figure 2 shows all the results of the self-evaluations according to the earlier-presented competency groups. The 
largest creative tension and need to develop seems to be in the competency groups of cognitive skills, motivation 
and social skills. At the same time, motivation and social skills groups have also been evaluated as the highest, both 
in their current stages and target stages based on the statements. Instead of that the competency group of cognitive 
skills has been evaluated as the lowest current stage.  

4. Conclusion  

Self-evaluation is an effective tool because it is based on a person’s subjective view of the world. The objectivity 
of the interpretation is influenced by a person’s own intentions, motivations, experiences and personality [23]. The 
successful project is created by individuals but also by many-sided, cross-functional teams. It is important that a 
project manager is able to motivate his or her own project team to work effectively despite any possible scheduling 
and resource challenges. Thus, it is to be noted that project managers improve not only their technical skills but also 
their competencies, which are in direct connection with their own behavior in their everyday tasks. 

Based on the results of this analysis, the most important competencies among the 750 self-evaluations were 
Achievement drive and Leadership, as well as Conflict management and Initiative. It is to be noted that the first three 
of these competencies were also among the four highest competencies in the current stage. In other words, even if an 
individual already possessed these competencies in practice, there was still a willingness to develop them even 
further. Additionally, the respondents felt the need to develop the Analytical thinking, Stress management, Decision 
quality and Achievement drive competencies most of all. Because competencies can be improved [18, 17, 28, 15], 
organizations should determine the most important competencies for their own projects; however, they should also 
take into consideration the results of this research. It is important that organizations encourage project managers to 
improve their competencies and, in this way, add success and positive results to the projects and the whole 
organization [29,18].  

In conclusion, it can be stated that the result of this research expresses a large group of project managers’ wishes 
and views regarding the competencies that are important for a project to succeed. The results can be utilized in 
decision making, recruitment, selection, education, training and awarding [17] and can be integrated into the 
strategy of human resource management [30].  
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