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When discussing what a project manager should bring to the role, focusing only on 
technical background is misleading. A better discussion question would be: What does it 
take to be a good project manager? 

To answer this question it is necessary to take a broader look at project management. 
While it goes without saying that a project manager must have general project 
management skills, these skills alone are not sufficient. Projects involve people, and so 
communication skills or “soft” skills are also necessary. And projects are executed within 
specific markets, industries and fields, from IT to construction, education to research, so it 
is also necessary to have some domain understanding. 

PM Skills 
I have observed that many project managers — especially “accidental PMs” — have 
limited understanding of the basics of project management, and they don’t know how to 
apply what they do know. Many of them feel they don’t have the time (and some don’t 
even see the need) to improve their skills. Their approach to learning tends to be more 
haphazard than systematic. This is unfortunate, because obtaining a good understanding 
of a few basics can make a big difference in performance. 



Planning is a key ability that is lacking — even with some experienced PMs. A project 
manager must set out a vision of where the team is going. That vision is embedded in 
the project plan. It’s one thing that helps to pull together the individuals on the project into 
a real team. And with a strong vision, team members start to see the project manager as a 
leader, which can be critical when you need to ask team members to give 100%. But this 
is only part of leadership. Soft skills are also important. 

Soft Skills 
Projects are done by people, and a project manager must be adept at dealing with those 
people. Soft skills are as important as project management skills — some would even say 
more important. That is, it’s possible to accomplish more in less time with good people 
skills and limited project management skills than with limited people skills and good project 
management skills. Most of the project managers I’ve known have had good soft skills. In 
fact, all of the non-engineers who made good project managers had great soft skills. 

First and foremost is good communications. And the most important aspect of 
communicating is listening. To manage a project, it’s important to know as much as 
possible about it. Team members possess a good deal of this information, but they might 
not realize they have information that is valuable to you. Ask general and open-ended 
questions, say as little as possible, and be patient. You want them to tell you what they 
know or perceive, not what you would like to hear. 

For example, when you gather estimates, ask about size, complexity, past experience and 
current concerns first. It takes longer but you are building a relationship with the individual 
team members, letting them know their input is important, while gathering vital information 
to successfully manage the project. Don’t ask leading questions such as: “Do you think 
you can be done in two weeks?” They know that “yes” is the correct answer, regardless of 
how long the task will take, and for many a “no” answer will seem they are not being a 
team player. 

Take the time to understand their perspective, their view of the world. What do they think is 
important? This can be quite different from what you think is important. When they say 
something, what do they mean? If they say a task will take three weeks, what will you have 
after three weeks. I’ve seen a lot of problems when we make an erroneous assumption 
and it’s only when the due date passes that we find out what they meant would be done in 
three weeks. 

On the other side of communications, when you do have to say things, don’t be 
authoritarian. Where possible, ask people to do things rather than just telling them. When 
you ask, people will frequently do what you request. But it sets up an opportunity for 
dialogue. If they have concerns, they’ll tell you. When you tell people what to do they will 
follow your instructions even if they’re not appropriate. Then, when problems arise, they 
will say they did what they were told to do. Sometimes, though, you do have to tell the 
team to do something they do not like. If your normal mode is to ask, they will see that this 
is an exception and do what they can. But again, tell them what you need, why you 
need it, but not how to do it. 

When you ask the right questions, team members perceive that they are better off with you 
managing the project, and that will generate position power that is far more effective than 



giving orders. So don’t be an autocrat, giving orders, making decisions, or specifying 
deadlines. 

A project manager’s prime responsibility is to make sure the project succeeds. This means 
it’s important to do everything to make sure that the team succeeds. Frequently this 
requires you to be a facilitator or run interference for a team member. I’ve found that it’s 
good to set up a working relationship with key individuals in different departments within 
the organization, such as procurement or tech support. I find out what they need to do their 
job and what their lead times are. Then I can make sure they have exactly what they need 
when they need it. This helps eliminate the chaos that results when developers, who are 
focused on their primary development tasks, resist dealing with these other departments. 
And when you do your best to facilitate the work of others, when a panic situation arises, 
they will do what they can to help you. 

For example, in one organization where we developed state-of-the-art printed circuit 
boards, I established a rapport with the technicians who repaired boards and waited my 
turn to get my boards repaired. When I truly did have a rush job I always got what I needed 
simply by explaining the situation and asking if they could help me. I never approached 
them as somebody above them. 

People skills include dealing with management and other stakeholders, of course. 
Maintaining good communications is critically important and may sometimes require a bit 
of courage. There will always be pushy individuals who tell others how to do their job, 
demand the impossible, or constantly request things out of scope. This can be 
demoralizing to a project team and derail a project plan. So it is the PM’s responsibility to 
deal with these individuals. To do this you must have the information and the courage to 
confront them and hopefully come to an agreeable resolution. I have found that as long as 
you have data to back you up, it’s not that difficult to push back against unreasonable 
demands. Over time, many will even soften their approach to dealing with you. 

Domain Understanding 
While there are many project managers who are not domain experts, in my experience it’s 
important to have an understanding of the domain: customer needs, how things are done, 
why they are done that way, etc. This also helps to create credibility. A project manager 
who is lost technically will not have the necessary credibility, and team members may not 
trust that you can truly manage the project. They may see no value in voluntarily sharing 
information and treat you as a mere administrator watching over the schedule. Thus it’s 
important to show an appropriate level of interest in the technical issues rather than just 
telling others to handle them.  

How do people do what they have to do? The domain defines the necessary processes, 
and process defines how to do things right. It’s important to understand how the process 
works and what’s important. Two big mistakes a project manager can make are doing too 
much or not enough. That is, blindly following a process when elements of it are not 
needed or flippantly taking shortcuts, ignoring things that are needed. At a minimum, a 
project manager must understand the process well enough to manage it and prevent 
these mistakes. Working closely with a lead technical person can ease the situation but as 
PM you are ultimately responsible. Take the time to learn the jargon. It will underscore 
your interest in the technology and make it easier to be assimilated into the team. 



How does this apply to laying out the project? Earlier I touched on a key project 
management skill — planning. The project manager is responsible for a realistic plan, 
which is frequently built around the process. Without an understanding of the domain, the 
plan can only be developed using input from technical people who are not project 
managers. And unless they’ve done it many times, they don’t fully appreciate what goes 
into a plan. They will always answer specific questions, but without domain understanding 
it is difficult to ask the right questions. For example, when developing the WBS, a key 
factor is completeness. Who determines this? If the WBS is not complete, essential work 
will be left out until later in the development, necessitating updating the plan and 
commitments based on that plan. 

Many specific risks are associated with a specific domain. These can easily be overlooked 
or underestimated when the domain is not understood. I have seen cases involving a new, 
non-technical project manager where the risks were identified but optimistic developers 
underestimated the likelihood or impact. This resulted in a major risk being treated as 
insignificant until it caused serious disruption. A more knowledgeable project manager 
would have questioned those assessments. 

Working in engineering, work estimates legitimately vary from days to months. It’s my job 
as project manager to make sure they are realistic and reflect what needs to be done — 
only what needs to be done. Again, this requires asking the right questions. One 
question I hear from non-technical project managers is: “I don’t’ understand why you can’t . 
. .?” They can’t differentiate estimating from bargaining. To pull in an unacceptable 
schedule, in ignorance they think they can haggle about durations. This implies that those 
making the estimates are not being honest, thus turning them off. It sets up a conflict that 
stifles needed discussions. And all because the project manager does not understand. 

Quality is another area that is specific to the domain. Sometimes technical people will try 
to omit or scale back on quality activities they don’t like to do. Again, understanding is 
necessary to catch this. 

As the plan becomes fleshed out it starts multiple rounds of negotiations to balance the 
triple constraint: scope, schedule and budget (frequently resources). Here you must be 
knowledgeable enough to push back against unreasonable demands, be able to explain 
why they are unreasonable, and put forth alternatives. 

How do I make it happen? With your plan in place it’s time to execute that plan. The fact 
is, for all but the simplest projects, problems will arise that necessitate revamping your 
schedule. Proper tracking of your schedule can tell you when things are not going right, 
but you will see problems sooner and be better able to interpret what the schedule is really 
saying if you have some domain understanding. Creating a work-around frequently 
requires knowledge of where shortcuts can be taken — e.g., what level of testing is 
required. While you should have senior technical people you can rely on, you will 
frequently have to take the initiative to assure timely resolution of issues. Leading 
discussions and problem-solving sessions require the ability to ask the right technical 
questions. 

As you’re tracking the schedule individuals will tell you they’re done. Are they truly done or 
are they “close enough” and want to move on to something more interesting? Having lots 
of components that are not really done will wreak havoc when you think you’re near the 



end of the project. And while it is common to err on the side of letting unfinished work get 
by, it is also possible to be too strict when it’s not called for. For example, a document can 
have sufficient information without following a comprehensive template. In these cases, 
“done” is based on having the requisite information, not including all of the extraneous 
sections in the template. So properly assessing “doneness” requires some 
understanding of the domain — what is needed. 

Lack of understanding can be particularly dangerous for a PM who tends to operate in an 
autocratic mode. Returning to soft skills, being an autocrat is bad, although there are rare 
circumstances when it may be necessary. Giving orders that are not appropriate can 
relieve a team of any commitments. They will do what they are told and the autocrat has to 
live with the results. 

Building a Balance 
The good news is that an appropriate level of domain understanding can be obtained 
through on-the-job training. It will require motivation, time and effort, but it will significantly 
improve your skills managing projects in that domain. As an example, it’s possible to 
understand the steps to create a printed circuit board and where typical problems lie 
without having any knowledge of electronics. 

Then you must maintain a balance among the three sets of skills. Focusing on any one will 
have diminishing returns, but once you have a solid base of all three you can work on each 
individually. In the event you change organizations or technical specialty, then you can 
bring the technical understanding up to a level appropriate for the needs of you new 
position. 

 


