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Abstract: 
New graduates are often placed into project management roles, but may face challenges in these roles. This study 

surveyed managers from Brazilian organizations and gathered information on the environment, practices and results of 

projects where new graduates were in project management roles. In-depth interviews were executed with a subset of 

these managers to further collect insights into issues surrounding new graduates’ performance in project management. 

This paper examines the preparation and performance of new graduates in project management roles. It addresses 

specific project management skills and competencies that are involved in delivering successful projects and how these 

relate to project success or failure. The conclusions determined that new graduates are often not fully prepared for 

project management roles and fail to conduct comprehensive project preparations, often missing risk management; their 

soft skills are not fully developed creating further challenges; and the corporate environment towards project 

management may not lead to developing well-prepared project managers. 
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1. Introduction 

No matter the size of the organization involved, project management is closely related to current performance. When 

proven project management practices are implemented in organizations, organizations have higher rates of project 

success and are more successful in achieving business outcomes [1]. Project management has also been shown to be 

highly related to project success [2]. Use of a project management methodology (PMM) and use of a PMM that is 

robust enough to guide the project manager in comprehensive management of their projects both lead to higher levels of 
project success [3]. This makes project management a key skill for organizations to develop. Eighty percent of 

organizations consider that developing leadership and technical skills for managing projects is a priority for their 

organization [1]. This need to develop (or acquire skills) has also been shown to be important for program management 

[4], as well as project management. It has been noted that a “project manager’s level of competency is often not equal to 

the new and dynamic challenges they encounter” [5], and their educational preparation may be lacking [6]. This need to 

develop effective project management skills may be especially true for new project managers. 

Organizations hire new graduates who participate in and contribute to managing projects. The main research question of 

this study is: 

RQ: How do new graduates perform in roles as project managers?  

This paper addresses several fundamental questions about new graduates and their performance in project management 

roles. At what rates do organizations experience project success or failure, and what are the causes? Is the environment 
in their organizations adequately preparing new graduates for their project management roles? Are the project 

management skills needed present in new graduates when they leave their schools? Are these new graduates prepared 

for managing projects in their organizations? Are the project management methodologies used by these graduates 

sufficiently robust to lead to project success in their organizations? This paper examines the preparation and 

performance of new graduates in project management roles. It addresses specific project management skills and 

competencies that are involved in delivering successful projects, and suggests what can be improved so new graduates 

are prepared to manage projects and organizations can achieve the best results from developing and applying the skills 

and competencies of new graduates.  

The next section presents a literature review of the theoretical background relevant to the research. The section that 

follows provides a description of the research methodology, the data analysis methods used, and the research results 

obtained. Interpretation and discussion of the results follow. The final section of this study contains concluding remarks 

about the research and the list of main research findings, followed by research limitations. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Challenges of Preparing Project Managers 

Project management remains a skill set that is in strong demand, not only in project management as a profession and 

career [7], [8], but also in other professions such as banking [9], construction management [10], information technology 

[11],[12], librarianship [13],[14], operations research [15], supply chain management (SCM) [16], and technical 

communication [17]. One study found that approximately 37% of jobs being recruited for in one professional field 

require project management skills [15]. A limited supply of project management resources has been acknowledged for 

quite some time [18]. The need for project management professionals continues apace, with a projection that 22 million 

new project management roles would be created around the world by 2027, with demand for project managers growing 

faster than that for workers in other occupations [19]. 

A recent study of American four-year college graduates and their employers found that “many employers see these new 
hires as poorly prepared for life on the job” [20]. The study goes on to indicate that thirty percent of graduates feel that 

their education did not well prepare them for their initial employment, and more specifically, that 19% of four-year 

graduates and 25% of two-year college graduates feel underprepared in project management. Most recent graduates 
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(67% of recent graduates) feel that they are very or completely prepared to manage projects using key steps, resources, 

and timelines [21]. However, the same study reports that 46% of hiring managers feel that recent graduates are very or 

completely prepared to use their skills in their new organization prepared to manage projects using key steps, resources, 

and timelines [21].  

Institutes of higher education, including colleges, universities and polytechnics, are primary sources of education of 

new graduates entering the work force. Their education covers technical skills relating to project management, soft 
skills relating to people and relationships, and career readiness relating to a successful transition into the workplace 

[22], [23]. Graduates develop skills in project management skills (planning, leading, organizing, coordination and 

control though group projects in their education [24]. However, they noted that students had less experience with 

planning and especially with leading in projects in their academic settings. 

The primary cause of failed projects is an inexperienced project manager in 20% of failed projects [1]. Another study 

[25] determined that there is a difference between the importance of individual project management skills in students’ 

perceptions and the importance placed by employers and recruiters. 

Project management capabilities (or the lack of them) have been shown to influence project success and failure [26-

30],[2]. These capabilities span the typical project management lifecycle, but also include the front-end of projects 

before these typical project lifecycles begin, addressing program and portfolio management, development of the 

business case, benefits/value management and stakeholder management [26]. Capabilities addressing the front-end of 
projects have been shown to have a large influence on project outcomes [26]-[30], with Ahonen and Savolainen [27] 

finding that some projects were cancelled due to mistakes made before the project is started.  

Sage et al. [31] suggest that project management failure is often assumed to be an evidence of deficient management, 

and thus, a problem that can be overcome by better management. It has been shown that investments in a project 

management, including dedicated Project Management Offices (PMOs), project management processes, standardized 

training and use of trained project management personnel, project management career paths, and standardized project 

management methodologies) were found to be positively related to qualitative and quantitative benefits accruing to the 

organization [32]. While it has been shown that these investments can lead to positive outcomes, it has also been shown 

that project management methodologies are sometimes not followed by project managers [33]. 

Organizations have needs for both training to accomplish current role assignments of their personnel, and competency 

development to address the future needs of the individual and the organization [35],[22]. Organizational efforts in 

project management training have been shown to impact project success, specifically a positive significant impact on 
schedule performance [36]. Organizations that invest in formal development of their project management personnel 

experience not only greater retention of those critical competencies than in organizations which do not invest in 

development, but also to greater project success in the organization [37]. This paper makes a contribution by addressing 

the need for competency development, which is not a common theme in studies of project success [38]. 

2.2 Need for Soft Skills as well as Project Management Skills 

Technical, or hard skills, in project management are comprised of the project management competencies used in 

implementing common project management life cycles, embodied in standards and handbooks, such as the PMBOK 

[39]. Söderlund and Maylor [40] argue that the hard skills in project management are necessary, but not sufficient, to be 

successful in delivering projects and their benefits. Others, such as Ruuska and Vartiainen [41] have found that 

traditional project management competencies, even though they are perceived as being critical, are not in themselves 

sufficient, and there is a need for project managers to develop soft skills, such as communications. Mateo et al. [42], 
determined that the work environment of project managers demand both hard and soft skills. Recently, it has been 

predicted that the emerging work environment will place a greater importance on soft skills [43].  

The International Competence Baseline defines project management competencies in three categories: technical, 

behavioral, and contextual competencies [44]. Soft skills encompass the behavioral and portions of the contextual 

competencies of the IBC4. One study determined that these soft skills were more important in hiring new graduates than 
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the technical skills [45],[46]. Soft skills have been identified as necessary competencies for project managers by 

numerous studies [10],[47]-[49],[34],[50]-[54]. In her review of generic qualities that are most valued by employers, 

Cicekli [55] determined that many of the skills sought by employers are generic or soft skills. These skills include 

communication, interpersonal and persuasive, and teamwork skills, time management, flexibility and the ability to deal 

with ambiguity and change, motivation, ownership and sense of achievement, organizational effectiveness, and 

leadership skills [48],[55]-[58]. 

However, Carvalho, Patah and Bido [36] concluded that the various bodies of knowledge [59] defining project 

management and their related maturity models focus mainly on the hard skills. There is a need for organizations to 

develop the project management competencies [22],[60] needed to effectively engage in project management roles by 

their new staff members. These needed competencies encompass not only the technical competence, but also contextual 

competence, addressing the context of the project and organization, and behavioral competence, relating to those soft 

skills and leadership skills necessary for project success [61],[47],[1],[44]. Azim et al. [56] argue that the importance of 

people aspects of projects and the underlying soft skills are essential for project success, while another study [58] 

concluded that soft skills have more influence on projects’ success than do technical skills. 

2.3 Project Management in Brazil 

Among Latin American countries, Brazil is seen as having a leading role in the PM area, due to its large numbers of 

chapters of the main project management associations (PMI and IPMA), and has more than 15,000 certified Project 
Management Professionals (PMPs) [62] (cited in [36]). Benitez Codas [63] provides a historical perspective on project 

management in Brazil, emerging from industrial firms, construction, and hydroelectric projects. Brazil has been 

characterized “as an emerging economy is becoming a significant global player, not only in economic terms and the 

growing global impact of its multinationals, but also for its increasing role in science and technology.” [64]. This 

background provides a rich organizational context for examining project management. Of the top 100 organizations in 

Brazil, sixty-four percent of these organizations have adopted some manner of formalized project management 

processes [65]. 

Project management skills are in demand in Brazil across multiple industry sectors [66], with a forecasted job demand 

of over one half million new project management roles forecast to be created by 2027 [19]. Studies focusing on project 

management issues within the Brazilian setting are rapidly emerging [34],[36],[51],[67]-[76], reflecting the growing 

importance of, and demand for, project management expertise in the region. However, in a recent study of project 

management in a large Brazilian financial institution, it was determined that a lack of adherence to project management 
methodologies was influenced by a lack of knowledge regarding project management and the methodologies in use 

[67]. This reported knowledge deficiency motivates this study of project management skills of new graduates in Brazil. 

3. Method 

This study focuses on understanding the performance of new graduates as project managers, and how their 

organizations and their processes enable or inhibit performance by new graduates in project management roles.  

3.1 Research questions  

The research questions are: 

 RQ1: What rates of project success/failure and causes for failure do organizations experience? 

 RQ2: What are the key attributes of the organizational environment that new graduates performing project 

management operate within?  

 RQ3: Which skills were presented by new graduates as project managers?  

 RQ4: What are the organizational needs and project management skills and how well are new graduates meeting 

these needs? 
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3.2 Research approach 

This is a descriptive research study [77] that aims to observe and report certain phenomena relating to the skills of new 

project managers and the project success they achieve in Brazil. It is based on a mixed methods approach utilizing both 

survey research and interviews. In this study, the mixed methods approach allows triangulation by obtaining interview 

insights beyond the survey research.  

A questionnaire-based survey technique has been widely employed in project management research [78],[79]. A 
questionnaire-based survey was used in the first phase of this research to collect the professional views on soft skills 

and project success. While the first phase of the research used survey-based research among managers, the second phase 

consisted of in-depth interviews with a subset of survey respondents. We validated survey responses and gained 

additional insights from the in-depth interviews. 

3.3 Participants 

Participants were volunteers and were recruited through their involvement in executive education programs or the 

American Chamber of Commerce.  

In the first phase, the survey was conducted with mid-level and senior managers from several types of corporations in 

Brazil. Most of the participants’ firms are multinational corporations or large Brazilian companies. Each participant was 

selected in order to ensure that each participant met these three criteria: (1) had experience with project management 

practices, (2) manage a team that executes projects, and (3) include within their reporting staff (during the recent past) 

project managers who were recent graduates.  

The second phase, field research conducted in parallel with the survey, telephone interviews were held with a subset of 

the survey respondents. The six respondents who were selected from the survey population to take part in these 

interviews were all managers at multinational companies operating in Brazil; three were general managers and three 

were senior managers. The six interviewees met the selection criteria described above, including having recently had 

new graduates in project management roles in their reporting staff. 

3.4 Materials 

The online survey was developed and deployed using SurveyMonkey. The survey was structured as a questionnaire 

with multiple-choice responses. The questionnaire addressed the following topics: 

 Project success: Project success was examined to understand the frequency of project success or failure, as well 

as eliciting which project success criteria [52],[68],[78],[80] were the proximate causes of project failures 

experienced. Chipulu et. al [68], have argued that cultural backgrounds may influence perceptions of project 

success/failure factors. For this reason, the second phase interviews were planned to better understand how new 

graduates performed and how their performance related to project success/failure. 

 Evaluation of the organizational environment for project management: The company environment for the 

execution of projects was examined to understand the environment in which new graduates were employed. The 

intent was to explore if the environment was conducive to a successful project management across all phases 

(planning, execution and conclusion). The questions in this section were divided between evaluating the users’ 

role and organization’s project management environment. 

 Evaluation of skills presented by new graduates as project managers: The skills of new graduates during the 

execution of projects was evaluated to determine which skills were more used and which skills were most 

lacking. The questions in this section were divided among these topics: scope definition, execution skills, and 

soft skills. 

 Results of projects managed by new graduates: The results of projects managed by new graduates can be traced 

back in part as a result of their demonstrated project management skills. The questions in this section requested 

information on project failure rates (for the projects managed by new graduates), as well as the reasons for their 

failures and success. 
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 Needs of the company for project managers: What does the organization expect from new graduates’ project 

management skills? What is the organization’s perception of how well their new graduates are performing as 

project managers? 

 

It was determined that the survey has face validity as, on review by the researchers of both the instrument and 

responses, the questions measure what they are intended to measure. The researchers also determined the survey has 

content validity as both researchers reviewed questions and ensured they cover relevant aspects to address the research 

questions being measured. Further reliability of the survey instrument was confirmed through the in-depth interviews as 

a means of assessing alternate-form reliability. 

3.5 Procedure 

The survey was available for a period of one month. The in-depth follow-up interviews were conducted during the same 

period. Interviews went into greater depth on the survey topics, emphasizing the interviewees’ perceptions regarding 

new graduates as project managers, their performance and challenges. 

4. Results 

Seventy-two participants meeting the criteria were invited to complete the survey. Forty-five participants returned a 

survey and 38 completed the full survey, resulting in a participation rate of 52.7%. Respondents were from Brazilian 

firms and multi-national firms operating in Brazil from numerous industries, including banking and financial services, 

educational institutions, retail and consumer goods, high-technology, manufacturing, pharmaceutical, and 

transportation. The survey results were collected and tabulated in Excel and analyzed for the frequency of the responses. 

The following tables present the survey results addressing each of the topics surveyed.  

Table 1 depicts the project failure rates in the participant’s organizations. 21.05% of respondents report that projects 

usually fail in their organizations, while 78.95% report that projects occasionally fail. Respondents note that their 

organizations do not always have successful or failed projects, but that all organizations report that they have 

experienced failed projects. 

Table 1. Project Failure Rates (N = 38) 

 Never Fail Occasionally Fail Usually Fail Always Fail 

How often projects fail in your organization? 0.00% 78.95% 21.05% 0.00%  

 

Table 1 illustrates that all respondents’ organizations experienced both successful and failed projects. Table 2 addresses 

the causes of project failure and success reported by participants in their organizations. This table depicts common 

causes recognized by respondents, but does not explore the root causes behind these reasons for project failure and 

success. 

Table 2. Reported common causes of project failure and success (N = 38) 

Cause of Failure  Frequency of 

Occurrence  

Cause of Success Frequency of 

Occurrence 

Lack of performance or did not achieved 

the specified outcome 

13.16% Performance or specified outcome 

achieved 

76.32% 

Overrun in costs 13.16% Costs under budget 18.20% 

Over the deadline 13.16% Delivered before deadline 5.36% 

Changes on scope during project execution 28.95% Other 0.00% 
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Cause of Failure  Frequency of 

Occurrence  

Cause of Success Frequency of 

Occurrence 

Changes in resource allocation during 

project execution 

10.53%   

Risk factors not identified initially 18.42% .  

Other 2.63%   

 

The organizational environment for project management addresses the interplay of the roles of end users, as 

stakeholders, and the authority which the organization assigns to project managers. Table 3 presents survey responses 

regarding the roles of stakeholders while Table 4 depicts the survey responses regarding the authority of the project 

manager regarding the project. 

Table 2. Organizational Environment: End User Role (N = 38) 

In a typical project, the end users describe: Never  Occasionally  Usually  Always  

What the best project return would be for them 2.63% 10.53% 39.47% 47.37% 

What the minimum acceptable outcome of the 

project for them 

0.00% 31.58% 44.74 23.68% 

The bottom line impact of the project 0.00% 18.42% 31.58% 50.00% 

Desired deadline and milestones of the project 2.63% 26.32% 42.11% 28.95% 

Clear outcomes for the project 0.00% 13.16% 44.74% 42.11% 

 

Table 4. Organizational Environment: Authority of the Project Manager (N = 38) 

In a typical project, the project manager has 

authority to: 

Never  Occasionally  Usually  Always  

Terminate a project without obtaining the 

planned results when facts to base this decision 

on are presented 

39.47% 34.21% 21.05% 5.26% 

Select and/or change project participants 2.63% 31.58% 52.63% 13.16% 

Propose modifications to the scope in order to 

achieve a cost, schedule and performance 

balance 

0.00% 26.32% 34.21% 39.47% 

Recognize project participants 2.63% 21.05% 42.11% 34.21% 

Penalize participants that do not deliver in their 

commitments? 

10.53% 31.58% 39.47% 18.42% 

 

As new graduates join their organizations they are assigned to project management roles and perform in those roles. As 

we saw from the literature review, they must perform both project management activities and exercise tasks requiring 

soft skills as they perform in these project management roles. Table 5 presents the extent to which these new graduates 

in project management roles perform these tasks. Table 5 focuses on tasks in two key areas of project management: 

scope management (covering skills in project initiation and planning) and project execution (covering skills in planning, 

execution, monitoring and control of the project). Table 6 shows the performance of tasks requiring the use of soft skills 

by the new graduates. 
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Table 5. Typical project management activities performed by new graduates as project managers (N = 38) 

 Never  Occasionally  Usually  Always  

Scope definition: does the project manager conduct interviews that request: 

What resources would be available to complete the project 2.63% 18.42% 47.37% 31.58% 

Who should participate on the project 0.00% 23.68% 42.11% 34.21% 

Who are the key stakeholders 5.26% 31.58% 34.21% 28.95% 

Previous experiences with similar projects 0.00% 26.32% 42.11% 31.58% 

Reporting needs from end users 0.00% 28.95% 44.74% 26.32% 

Execution: does the project manager develop, negotiate and maintain: 

Work Breakdown Structure 0.00% 39.47% 36.84% 23.68% 

Project Schedule 2.63% 0.00% 34.21% 63.16% 

Task list and Priorities 0.00% 2.63% 44.74% 52.63% 

Risk / Potential Problems management 5.26% 39.47% 28.95% 26.32% 

Commitments from the project participants to complete their 

project tasks on schedule and delivering the requested result. 

0.00% 18.42% 53.26% 26.32% 

Documentation and Review routines 0.00% 31.58% 50.00% 18.42% 

Reporting 0.00% 28.95% 36.84% 34.21% 

 

Table 6. Typical soft skills activities performed by new graduates as project managers (N = 38) 

 Never  Occasionally  Usually  Always  

Soft skills employed: 

The project manager sells the upgrade to participants and end 

users before or during the conduct of the project when a project 

objective can be upgraded (better result, lower cost, faster 

completion, longer commercial viability, etc.) 

2.63% 21.05% 44.74% 31.58% 

The Project Manager is able to persuade people to support the 

project using benefit-focused techniques. 

0.00% 34.21% 39.47% 26.32% 

When benefit-focused persuasion techniques are ineffective and 

the success of the project is put in doubt, the Project Manager is 

prepared to and effective at generating project support by 

appealing to authority. 

0.00% 52.63% 36.84% 10.53% 

Coaching is provided or arranged by the Project Manager for 

reluctant, underperforming participants before they 

compromise the project schedule. 

0.00% 26.32% 52.63% 21.05% 

Delegation is only used with project participants who are not 

fully skilled in their assigned tasks but who are motivated 

enough to learn how to perform them successfully. 

0.00% 28.95% 50.00% 21.05% 

Able but reluctant project participants are pre-sold on the 

project to gain their commitment and are regularly re-sold until 

their project responsibilities are completed. 

5.26% 26.32% 60.53% 7.89% 
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The previous Tables examined which skills were utilized, but do not delve into the capabilities of the project managers 

in those projects. As project manager capabilities can influence the outcome of projects, we examined the skills and 

competencies of these new graduates performing in project management roles. Table 7 reports respondents’ evaluation 

of the skills and competencies of new graduates in project management roles, in light of their organizations’ needs. 

 

Table 7. Evaluation of skills of new graduates in project management roles (N = 38) 

 Poor Below 

Average 

Average Very 

Good 

Excellent 

Ability of gather information and define project scope 7.89% 42.11% 28.95% 21.05% 0.00% 

Evaluate project risks and manage them 26.32% 47.37% 18.42% 7.89% 0.00% 

Evaluate resources needed and manage them 21.05% 50.00% 28.95% 0.00% 0.00% 

Create a WBS (work breakdown structure) and/or Project Schedule 7.89% 28.95% 39.47% 21.05% 2.63% 

Execute the project according to the plan 2.63% 28.95% 44.74% 23.68% 0.00% 

Coordinate adjustments to the project, as needed 7.89% 52.63% 28.95% 10.53% 0.00% 

Report out project completion rate and next steps 2.63% 26.32% 34.21% 31.58% 5.26% 

Complete the project within the performance, time and costs planned 5.26% 26.32% 39.47% 26.32% 2.63% 

Execute post-mortem analysis and gather learnings 5.26% 39.47% 39.47% 15.79% 0.00% 

 

Table 8 presents the manager’s ratings of the importance of project management skills of newly hired graduates, given 

their understanding of the needs of their organization. 

 

Table 8. Importance of project management skills of newly hired graduates (N = 38) 

 Not 

Needed 

Optional Required Important 

Project management 5.26% 23.68% 47.37% 23.68% 

Project scope management 2.63% 10.53% 44.74% 42.11% 

Project risk management 5.26% 7.89% 26.32% 60.53% 

Manage project execution 0.00% 21.05% 65.79% 13.16% 

Influence people to achieve goals 0.00% 15.79% 23.68% 60.53% 

Conflict management to resolve project issues 2.63% 13.16% 18.42% 65.79% 

Reporting and presenting skills 0.00% 15.79% 42.11% 42.11% 

Different methods of project management (i.e., Agile, SCRUM, etc.)? 5.26% 50.00% 28.95% 15.79 % 

Project management software skills 2.63% 26.32% 55.26% 15.79% 



Skills of junior project management professionals and project success achieved by them  

 

 

 

 

International Journal of Information Systems and Project Management, Vol. 9, No. 1, 2021, 56-75  

◄ 65 ► 

5. Discussion 

5.1 The organizational environment for project management 

A total of 86% of all surveyed managers responded that, in a typical project environment, project customers usually or 

always describe what the best project return would be, and 82% of customers usually or always communicate what is 

the “bottom line” of the project.  

Related to the authority that is given to the project manager, the majority of respondents showed that the project 
manager cannot terminate a project, even when it is proven that the scope received is unattainable. Respondents 

reported that these terminations are allowed in 6.7% of their organization, but 77% of respondents described that the 

project manager is allowed to propose modifications to the scope to achieve the project results. 

The project managers have limited freedom to select project participants (82% of the respondents described that a 

project manager usually or occasionally could select the project participants). Most organizations allowed recognition of 

project participants (80% of responses of “always” and “usually”), but did not support penalizing project participants 

who do not deliver their commitments (55% of the responses). 

In the direct interviews a strong bias towards execution emerged. Few of the interviewed managers described all the 

phases of project planning, including risk management. The preparation phase was often confused with an initial 

interview where the goals of the project and deadlines were described, suggesting that project managers get directly into 

execution phase. 

Summarizing the information collected in this part of the survey and the interviews regarding the organizational 

environment for project management, it can be concluded that in the typical project setting project managers have no 

clear planning phase where the desired project results are communicated, and very little attention is dedicated for 

project evaluation including risks analysis of the project. There is a strong focus on execution. In the execution phase, 

the project managers have relatively good freedom to select and recognize the project participants, but restricted 

freedom to address low performance. This is in contrast to more experienced project managers who tend to take a 

longer-term view and a higher-level view of their projects [79]. 

5.2 Results of projects managed by new graduates 

Survey participants responded the main causes of project success as being when they achieve the desired outcome 

(76%) or when costs were under budget (18%). Fewer respondents (5%) indicated that executing projects within the 

agreed deadlines was the main cause of project success. 

An estimated 55% of projects are described as failing in some aspect. It was also responded that projects led by new 
graduates “occasionally” (78.90%) fail in their organizations and the main causes are scope changes during project 

execution and risks that were not identified initially taking place. Changes in project scope and risks encountered 

account for 48% of project failures. 

5.3 Evaluation of skills presented by new graduates as project managers 

Organizations identify project management skills, emphasizing scope management and risk management, and soft 

skills, emphasizing influencing skills, conflict management, and communication (reporting and presenting) as important 

skills that newly hired graduates should have, as shown in Table 8. They also identify as necessary skills for managing 

project execution and using project management software. Knowledge of a diversity of project management methods 

was perceived as having lesser importance for new graduates. 

Most of the responses showed that new graduates are usually executing interviews, meetings and information gathering 

to define a project scope but with some faults: 79% of responses showed that “always” or “usually” the new graduates 
as project managers collect information on resources available for the project and participants, but there is slightly 
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reduced attention to collect information on who should participate in the project, who are the key stakeholders, previous 

experiences of similar projects and the reporting needs of project customers. Over 5% of responses indicate that new 

graduates never address identifying who are the key stakeholders for their projects.  

Table 7 shows that new graduates performing in project management roles are ranked average or below average for 

many of their project management skills. The weakest skills noted were risk management, resources 

evaluation/management, and making coordinating changes in the project. Stronger skills were noted in project 
execution-focused skills, such as executing the project, reporting on project status, and driving the project to 

completion. 

In the interviews, it was also found that there is a lack of attention to risk management as no interviewed managers 

showed that new graduates executed any form of risk evaluation and management plan during the scope phase. This is 

consistent with other recent studies of project risk management which identified lack of competence or a fear of being 

perceived as not having competence as reasons for disengagement from risk management [81]. 

Related to project execution skills, the data collected shows that new project managers are focused on using a schedule 

and task list for managing their projects. New graduates use schedule and task lists as their main tools (97% respondents 

showing it as “always” and “usually”) but a much smaller number of the new graduates are using WBS (work 

breakdown structure) and risk management as part of the project management (60% of respondents showed that WBS is 

at least “usually used” and 55% showed that there is active risk management for their projects). As a practice, routine 
reviews and reporting were rated lower with 50% of the responses showing that these actions “usually” take place in 

projects. 

The soft skills of new graduates as project managers were noted as a concern by interviewees, consistent with the 

survey data collected. Of all skills assessed the majority of respondents felt that, at best, the new graduates “usually” 

showed the desired soft skills. This result is consistent with other studies of project management practice, as Carvalho 

[34] reports a lack of efficient use of performance reporting and communication planning, and that communications 

processes documented in organizations’ project management methodologies are “neither followed nor prioritised by 

project managers”. However, this skill assessment contrasts with the results of this and other studies [48] that have 

placed high importance on the soft skills needed by project managers. 

“Selling up” was the only soft skill considered to be strong (76% of responses in “always” and “usually”); persuasion, 

delegation and coaching were considered weaker (44 to 52% of the responses showed that these were behaviors only 

seen “usually”) but addressing low performance and issues were rated as weak (use of authority when needed was 52% 
in “occasionally”). This importance on influencing others is consistent with other studies, which have identified this as a 

highly important skill [50]. 

The lower frequency of demonstrated desired soft skills by new graduates could be related to their limited experience as 

professionals, but also with a lack of preparation during their academic life. Most interviewed managers believe that a 

better job must be done to develop such skills prior to the entry of graduates into the work life. 

5.4 Future organizational needs for project managers 

Survey respondents were requested to consider their organizations and their future needs in identifying what were the 

key aspects of project management that were needed, as well as ranking them in importance. The project management 

skill itself was considered as minimum required or very important by 71% of the respondents. Within the other most 

important skills were conflict management (65%), followed by the ability of influencing people to achieve goals and 

risk management, which has been identified by other studies as a critical dimension of project manager competencies 

[47]. 

As minimum skills required the ability to manage the project execution, ability to work with project management 

software and scope management were identified. Knowing different project management methodologies were 

considered to be less important. 
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Survey participants were requested to rate the skills of new graduates as project managers as compared to what was 

desired of new graduates. In all the aspects, new graduates were rated mainly between “below average” and “average”, 

as shown in Table 7. Managers identified as stronger aspects of new graduates’ performance their ability to create a 

WBS or schedule and then execute and complete a project according to a plan, and to report progress and next steps, 

while coordinating adjustments to the project, risk management, and evaluation and management of resources needed 

were rated as poor. 

When asked the importance of skills, the most important, must-have skills are risk management, influencing skills, and 

conflict management. The skills that respondents felt were required of new graduates were project execution and ability 

to use project management software. The skill that respondents felt was not important at the entry-level was an 

understanding of a diversity of project management methods. It is very important to note that the very important skills 

for the organization are the ones that are being rated poorly for new graduates in their project management roles, 

especially risk management and soft skills. This is consistent with prior risk management research that showed that the 

soft side of risk management explains over 10% of project success [51]. 

A study focusing on the most important skills for successful project management identified that leadership and people-

related skills were slightly more important than project planning and execution [5]. This contrasts with the results found 

with new project managers who were strongly biased towards project execution, lacked planning skills and were less 

effective in using the people and soft skills necessary to accomplish their roles successfully. Abramo and Maltzman [5] 
identify communication as both the most important project management knowledge area and as the most important 

personal competency for a project manager. This study shows that new project managers are rated poorly in this aspect 

of their performance. 

5.5 Implications for Practice 

A number of actions could be undertaken to improve the success of new graduates in project management. These 

actions could include actions undertaken by educational institutions, employers, and by new graduates themselves.  

There is a perceived gap between what educational institutions are offering and what is needed to deal with projects in 

the ever-increasingly complex work environment, especially regarding soft skills [82]-[84],[43]. Educational 

institutions could explore ways to reinforce the preparation of their students to manage projects. A special focus must be 

on the project preparation phase (scope, WBS, risk management) and on soft skills; proficiency in these skills should be 

demonstrated by students in practical projects during their academic preparation. The PM Curriculum and Resources 

[85] establishes a proposed set of learning objectives and curricula that can be adapted by educational institutions to 
support development of project management educational offerings, including courses on project management 

foundations and on project teams, leadership, and communication. 

Organizations could consider developing competency development actions for new graduates, including mentoring 

opportunities making available more experienced professionals to coach new professionals. This study confirms earlier 

research [6], as it shows that graduates are often arriving at their organizations with a basic education and set of skills, 

but they do not have all of the skills they will need to be successful project managers. Not all organizations are taking 

the steps needed to develop the needed skills and competencies. Worldwide, sixty percent of organizations provide 

training on project management tools and techniques, while 45% of organizations have a formal process for project 

management competency development [1]. Coaching and mentoring have been identified as critical capabilities in the 

competency development of an organization’s human capital [26]. Mentoring has been identified as a technique for 

developing project management [86]. New graduates often do not have deep exposure to the organization’s 
environment and will copy current project management practices, such as a bias toward direct execution. Good 

coaching can also assist to develop the needed soft skills that most of new graduates have not yet developed, but which 

are skills where the competency development mechanisms in the workplace may contribute more to their development 

than academic courses or formal training [87].  



Skills of junior project management professionals and project success achieved by them  

 

 

 

 

International Journal of Information Systems and Project Management, Vol. 9, No. 1, 2021, 56-75  

◄ 68 ► 

New graduates could take responsibility for ensuring the development of their competencies in all aspects of project 

management – not just the technical skills, but also in the soft skills and leadership aspects and the knowledge, skills 

and ability to follow proven project management methodologies. 

6. Conclusion and Study Limitations 

During the interviews, several managers reinforced that the performance of new graduates as project managers was a 

direct reflection of their poor preparation during their college studies. The results of this study show, that while there is 
good reason for these opinions, that is the not the single cause of the poor performance. New graduates are leaving 

college demonstrating good skills to execute a basic project preparation and to execute projects, but not executing 

important project management requirements as risk management, change management and ongoing management of 

work breakdown structures and schedules. It was pointed out that their projects fail most due to changes of scope and 

risks that were not planned for. The current environments at the surveyed organizations do not foster good project 

management practices. Furthermore, they have a strong bias toward direct execution. In this environment, coupled with 

new graduates’ skills for basic project preparation and execution, the new project managers tend to follow this practice 

of focusing on project execution and reporting. 

New graduates may not have enough of the work-life experiences that provide them with the needed soft skills for 

successful project management. Many of these leadership and soft skills have been found to be correlated with project 

success [88] and have been perceived as more important skills for project managers than their technical skills [89]. 
Recent studies indicate that leadership skills have a direct influence on the success of project managers and projects 

with 66 percent of organizations identifying leadership skills as being most important for the early success of project 

managers [90]. 

In their review of Brazilian management studies, Rodrigues et al. [64] explore the role of an inside-out approach to 

research, learning from indigenous questions and informing global research understanding. This paper, while addressing 

indigenous project management performance in Brazil, may also contribute to the development of universalistic theory 

[64] by exploring issues of new graduates in project management roles in Brazilian organizations that may provide 

insights into similar issues and needs for qualified new graduates in other global organizations. It points out the need for 

providing, and the consequences of not providing, continued project management competency development in 

organizations to adequately prepare new graduates for increasing responsibilities. With the projected growth in demand 

for project managers and project management competencies, need for continued growth in project management 

competencies as new hires move toward mid-level roles, and continuing difficulties in recruiting sufficient numbers of 
personnel, investing in competency development for project managers can lead not only to increased success, but also to 

greater retention of those competencies in the organization through less employee turnover [37],[91].  

Regarding study limitations, the data analysis was conducted on a single sample in a single country whose size is 

limited, but adequate, for this research design. Consequently, no generalizable confirmation of the findings was done, 

although interviews did confirm our survey results. The data were collected from a single country, so the obtained 

results could be generalized only for the population from which the sample was drawn. The focus of the study was on 

organizations and their experiences with new graduates in project management roles. Future studies may remedy the 

above noted limitations by addressing these limitations. 

The method used to gather survey data may have limited the participants to those individuals of leading firms who 

engaged in professional development of their employees (through executive education) or to those active in business 

and trade (through the Chamber of Commerce), and may be biased in several ways. First, the sample may be biased 
towards larger organizations more capable at selecting and developing its employees. Second, it may be biased towards 

organizations focused on international trade, neglecting firms with a domestic focus. These biases could influence the 

results, but the expected direction would be towards greater capability and project performance, which may suggest that 

with a wider sample it is possible that the picture painted by this study may be too positive, with actual results from a 

wide census of organizations possibly reflecting lower overall project management performance. 
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A second limitation to this study lies in the use of a survey research methodology for primary data collection. There is 

possibility that a potentially sensitive topic as performance (of new graduates and projects in the organization) might 

cause a social desirability bias in responding to the survey. This potential limitation was offset by securing managers’ 

cooperation and willingness to participate in response to invitations to participate that guaranteed anonymity to 

respondents. A large percentage (over 50 percent) of those initially contacted completed the online survey. Follow-up 

interviews with a selected sample of managers and senior managers, drawn from the survey respondents, indicated they 
had no hesitation in expressing their perceptions about performance of new graduates and projects in their 

organizations. 

A third limitation is the selection of project managers to focus on in this study. This study focused on project managers 

who are recent graduates, but does this without comparing them with the more senior or more experienced project 

managers. While we assume that more experienced project managers might perform better because of their experience, 

we cannot demonstrate that in this study. 

Subsequent studies could explore a variety of other factors that may impact the types of results found in our study. 

These studies could include factors such as the performance of both new and experienced project managers, 

organizational capabilities, the length of a normal or representative project in the organization, industry sector, focus of 

the projects undertaken by the organization, size, complexity, or budget of projects, international involvement, project 

management methodologies in use, or greater examination of soft skills in the project management setting. 
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