What Knowledge is Unique to Project Management?

By Alex S. Brown, PMP

There is an on-going debate among scholars: iggrrajanagement a profession or not? Are project
managers “professionals” in the same sense thattarl lawyer, or engineer is a “professional?” Mos
experts have answered either “not yet” or “notlét @ne of the key reasons is the lack of a chgarl
defined, unique body of knowledge. | believe thiesewledge areas could someday be part of such a
body of knowledge:

Scheduling techniques (critical path and critidzio)
Earned value management

Delay-claim damage calculations

Work breakdown structures

Project start-up and closure

Integration of management techniques through tbegr

Today, these knowledge areas are too few, too sistamtly practiced, and too loosely defined tarfor
a complete body of knowledge. With the right fodhsugh, | believe project management could
develop these areas and more into a body of kng@elésht could be the foundation of a true
profession.

Why NOT a Profession?

Compared to professions such as medicine andwhelaject management is missing key features
such as licensing, well-established practices,aaoantrolled job name. Many experts have concluded
that project management is not yet a professiom tlaere is debate about whether it will ever become
one. For this discussion, we will call it an “emiagyprofession”.

One of the tests of a potential profession is wéreithhas a unique body of knowledge. Doctors and
nurses, for instance, have specialized medical ledye that non-professionals would not typically
possess. Lawyers have specialized knowledge off pegeciples and case law. While a layperson
might learn some or even all of that knowledge ateaknowledge is still a unique, distinctive part
the profession, and it is rare for non-professistalknow it.

Does project management have a unique knowledgelikeethe law or medicine? If so, what is
contained within it?

Why the Current Body of Knowledge is Not Unique

Project Management Institute, the InternationajdatoVianagement Association, and many other
organizations have compiled different documentswtauld appear to identify a project management
body of knowledge. Unfortunately they fail the tefuniqueness, because these documents include
many concepts that are commonly used outside gégirmmanagement:

General management techniques like team buildiogflict resolution, negotiation, and
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recruiting

Quality and risk management techniques used in rmatystries and in many process
improvement methods

Selection and optimization techniques used in nsmmntific disciplines

Removing the shared knowledge areas would requaissive changes to these documents. These
“body of knowledge” documents do not define thequiei body of project management knowledge.

Candidates for Unique Areas of Project Management Knowledge

Contained within these documents, though, are doraeledge areas that could form the core of a
new, unique body of knowledge. These techniques@trgenerally used by non-project managers, or
they have been enhanced in unique ways by projanagers.

Scheduling Techniques

Both critical path and critical chain schedulingheiques are rarely used by non-project managers.
The basic concepts of sequencing, estimating, elmedsiling work is fundamental to many types of
planning and time-sensitive process analysis, lmjept management has gone beyond commonly-
used techniques. “Finish to finish logic,” “schadgl buffers” and other concepts are more than just
project management jargon. They are techniquesaakytical tools that are particular to project
management.

These techniques are not used universally by ajept managers, though, and different industries us
different terms to refer to the same elementssufreedule. Standard language and best practices are
emerging, but slowly. Scheduling techniques aretangial basis for a unique body of knowledge,
especially if these standardization and documentagfforts are successful.

Earned Value Management

The basic idea of measuring progress against basetstimates is not revolutionary and not unique to
project management, but earned value as a tot@mnsysf measurement and control is unique in many
ways. Earned value has developed complex standardsasuring and management, beyond the basic
formulas and calculation techniques for EV, BCWPI,&PI, and so on. Specialized software and
change control systems are part of this practigpeBs debate finer points of how and when to bse t
technique, and whether it has been applied coyrecth given management system. The sophistication
of the management systems involved in earned vahreagement make this a non-trivial knowledge
area that could contribute to a professional bddgnowledge.

Delay-Claim Calculations

Within the construction industry, “delay claims®dinancial claims based on contracts, damages, and
schedule delays. Project schedules are a centrddiex these lawsuits. This litigation has addiggbr

to scheduling methods. Experts have developed & techniques and methods to help value and
settle these cases. Specialists audit schedufegite out who caused the delay and the amount of
damages due. Their techniques could become an elerha professional body of knowledge.
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Work Breakdown Structures

Although they look similar to standard organizatahrarts, work breakdown structures as a method to
define and control scope are unique to project mament. Almost all project managers recognize the
acronym “WBS” and recognize a WBS diagram on sibjlot. all project managers use one, but it is not
uncommon for project management methodologiesderathat these are required tools. This method
has gone beyond the simple concept of decomposginvedables into parts and become a unique
element of project management practices.

Project Start-Up and Closure

The process of starting and closing projects isaifribe less-developed parts of the project
management literature. These processes are trigyelto project management. By definition, any
process that is unique to projects is a prime catdifor the unique body of knowledge of project
management. Hopefully practitioners and academiltslevelop these knowledge areas more
completely in the future. With a better-developerature, these processes would play a centralimol
a unique project management body of knowledge.

Integration of Management Techniques

Integration is the most promising part of the boflknowledge, but it is also the most abstract. The
very act of combining general management techniquasspecific, coordinated way to manage
projects may be unique to project management. Ehvaingh the individual techniques are not unique
to project management, their use in combination beaynique. Unfortunately, few articles and books
specifically teach and define this issue specifijcdllany project management textbooks and high-
level documents talk about the need for the prajemager to bring together, coordinate, and integra
all the project processes. The nature of the wodkthe specific steps involved are highly open to
debate and interpretation, because the area isst@et. If project managers can agree on common
practices, integration of the project work, to@lsd processes would form a uniting element to the
whole body of knowledge.

The Case for Developing Unique Project Management Knowledge Areas

If the emerging profession of project managemett lsecome a full profession, there must be
increased attention paid to uniqgue knowledge ardas value of study in these areas goes far beyond
this issue of professionalizing project managemeat.eloping unique knowledge areas and practices
increases the stature, usefulness, and originalipyoject management research.

As long as project management authors and acadamgaontent to explore management techniques
that are shared with many other areas, there wid bemptation to simply rework other people'ssdea
into a project management context and to present #s “new.” To develop a unique voice in
academia and to create truly innovative technigtnesgiscipline of project management must develop
ideas and techniques that go beyond those alreaaiine practice.

Whether project management becomes a true profgsgimains an “emerging profession,” or is
accepted as a discipline or technique, there wikdmething called “project management” for the
foreseeable future. The better we can define wladkiesit special and different, and the more we
develop unique techniques the better people wileustand the unique value of project management.
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| encourage you to consider, define, and develagwiedge that is truly unique to project management.
If anyone has more unique knowledge areas to atltetlist above or wishes to discuss this topic
further, | welcome conversation with youveebmaster@alexsbrown.com
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