
 1 

Three steps for Project Management in a tough economy 
 
By Dennis Comninos 
 
Project managers are having a hard time globally. While we haven’t felt the brunt of 
the recession in South Africa as yet, its time for those in charge of projects to shift 
their approach to ensure projects can deliver value even in the most trying times. 
 
The pressures on project managers are numerous – there is a greater scrutiny of 
project expenses and of the business value to be gained. The message is clear for 
project managers for 2009: do more with much less.  
 
The question, though, is how? 
 
Achieving project success is still quite possible for savvy project leaders – it is 
possible for project managers to use the lack of money, time and resources to their 
advantage and show their mettle and capability to their organisations. 
 
There are three key steps for project managers to shift their game to a new level, and 
become leaner and greater creators of value.  
 
The first step is focus more on value creation than deliverables. 
 
This requires a move away from the traditional project management trade-off triangle 
of Time, Cost and Quality with its focus on project deliveries to a trade-off quad of 
Time, Cost, Quality and Benefit, which focuses on the delivery of business value.  
 
The challenge is not to change the fundamental tools and techniques of Project 
Management but to enhance the way we think about projects. 
 
Tony Manning in Competing through Value Management writes that: “Everything that 
everyone in an organisation does must produce value. This is an everyday process. 
It must become a way of thinking, a way of life.” So if a project does not produce any 
benefit or value then why do it?  
 
Delivering value means project managers must align project outcomes very closely 
with the strategic objectives of the business. Business strategy must inform and 
guide the prioritisation and selection process of projects so that the best value-driven 
projects can take precedence and have first call on resources.  
 
So why is there this need for focusing on value creation? 
 
In essence a project in which the process is well managed but benefits are not 
achieved has only delivered a “product” at cost. This is synonymous with the 
expression “The operation was excellent, the surgeon brilliant, but unfortunately the 
patient died”. In a climate of extreme resource pressure, creating value is simply 
essential, or businesses will most certainly face their own death. 
 
The second step is optimising resources – this is not just about financial resources 
but about people as well. Projects are done by people not machines/technology and 
therefore the selection and development of the right people is a critical part of 
ensuring the value can be maximised. South African firms have been spoilt a little too 
much in recent years – there has been a good growth curve for many businesses 
and money has been flowing into projects. The good times are over though and its 
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time to be a lot leaner when it comes to resources. Aligned to this is the need for 
rigorous and accurate cost-benefit analyses and project metrics. 
 
The third step is to be proactive. The mantra should be anticipate, anticipate, 
anticipate. Many South African business people still say “it’s not going to happen 
here” when it comes to recession talk – but just because it’s not happening now 
doesn’t mean it won’t happen. The reality is we are already feeling the impact and we 
may get hit harder still – so leaders should not be sitting with their heads in the sand. 
There is no room for being pedantic either or by the time our businesses react it will 
be far too late. 

The message to project managers is thus: Pick the right projects; Pick the right team; 
Pick the right approach. And don’t wait for the financial squeeze to get tighter.  A 
good place to start would be empowering oneself with the right tools and knowledge 
– increasing one’s expertise with relevant up-to-date knowledge is critical to making 
the right decisions for project success today. 

Comninos is director of the course Project Management - A Business Focused 
Approach to be presented at the UCT Graduate School of Business this March. 
Email mario.pearce@gsb.uct.ac.za. 
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