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Emergence of 
Human Factors

For over two decades, the successful teachings and practices of Ed-

ward Deming, Joseph Juran, Quality Management, Total Quality

Management, and Six Sigma have been key drivers in shaping business

culture. They have helped improve business productivity and enabled

change through greater strategic alignment, customer focus, and con-

tinuous process improvement. These concepts have greatly contributed

to the global competitiveness and success of international companies.

They have provided philosophies for effective strategic leadership, sys-

tematic methods for improving business processes, and tools for driv-

ing performance improvements. Most important, they have advanced

the concepts of teamwork in organizational performance.

In the past three decades, business management has dramatically changed. Prior

to 1970, management was predominantly top down, rules based, and autocratic.

A militaristic philosophy was common. This changed as companies realized that

when power was restricted to the top few, creativity and discretionary perform-

ance suffered. In the 1980s, team-based, values-driven organizations appeared.

More employee participative philosophies were introduced. Companies were no

longer driven by rules and autocrats but by systems and teams. They were still

managed by rules, policies, and standard operating procedures. The effect was to

standardize behaviors and shape people to fit processes. The visionary 1990s
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inspired a shared mission, vision, values, and objectives approach and opened the

process for greater employee participation. With a shared vision and plan, people

were considered in sync with the direction and priorities of management—a new

shared ownership of objectives. But this shared ownership turned out to be insuf-

ficient, and new tools and processes to execute these objectives were needed. En-

lightened companies soon recognized that old command-and-control processes

did not work well with their shared strategies. Also, companies faced pressures of

rising costs, product cycles, globalization, and a rapidly changing workforce and

were forced to adopt a more distributed, leveraged system of operation. In other

words, they had to make every employee count. A key enabler of this change was

technology, which provided the connectivity and critical tools to make dramatic

improvements in information sharing, work productivity, communications, and

rate of change. Another key was building organizational capabilities around core

businesses and technologies.

These business developments resulted in a profound change in organizational

structures and how work was being managed. The traditional hierarchical struc-

ture was replaced with natural teams, self-managed teams, cross-functional teams,

employee networks, and project teams. A team operated as a group of people with

shared objectives and processes and possessed complementary skills, knowledge,

and experiences. Some of these team structures, such as project teams and cross-

functional teams, were not necessarily new, but how the teams operated and the

impact of these teams on organizations were far different and much more em-

powered than in the past to make changes.

The team-based structure quickly became a norm in organizations. Businesses

and projects benefited when people worked together well as a team. Successful team-

based companies saw higher employee morale, innovation, and financial success.

But creating a productive, sustainable team environment took more work. In addi-

tion to strategies and processes, a third need was identified: an improved system for

managing people’s behaviors. Modifying and adopting new behaviors to facilitate

strategies and processes were not keeping pace with the structural changes that were

occurring. Behavioral management was an intangible, the soft side of business. Yet

it is critical to success. Companies knew this but did not know how to do it.

In the past decade, the focus on strategies and processes has significantly shifted

to team behaviors and project execution. It has been recognized that successful ex-

ecution requires a stronger emphasis on people skills such as leadership and col-

laboration, and team behaviors around decision making, problem solving, and
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conflict resolution. To help, companies began personalizing their value statements

by defining specific behaviors that supported those values. These values define how

people will work together on a day-to-day basis. Companies have sought to build

a community of workers dedicated to common behavioral norms (the GE Values,

The Nokia Way and Values, the Chevron Way), cast as the things they believe in.

They seek not just to get results but to get results the right way, meaning that peo-

ple walk away feeling good about the project and themselves, including their rela-

tionships with others and their contributions to the team. Feelings and

relationships are the motivating human factors that carry over into future proj-

ects. These motivating factors generate human energy and discretionary per-

formance and produce sustained success. The new definition of success in project

management is “getting results and feeling good about it.”

As Figure 1.1 shows, project success has two dimensions of performance. First

is meeting project expectations. This means that the results meet project objec-

tives, which includes being on time, on spec, and within budget. Second is meet-

ing people’s expectations: this means that values are respected, people feel fulfilled,

and they succeed together as a team. High performance in one or the other is only

partial success; true project success requires meeting both people and project ex-

pectations. Project managers lead both projects and people.

We are in the midst of learning how best to manage employees in a changing

global business environment. A team-based work environment still fits well in a

rapidly changing global marketplace. However, there is a strong drive to maximize

knowledge, skills, and behaviors across the enterprise. The focus on shaping work-

force behaviors has resulted in greater profit sharing, individual and team incen-

tives, greater team recognitions and awards, and employee development programs.

With a new emphasis on team behaviors, human factors have emerged as a crit-

ical element. The study of human factors has extended beyond ergonomics and

engineering and into team behaviors as it relates to organizational performance.

Human factors are clearly a business issue today. The issue has grown in large part

due to globalization and workforce reductions: employee downsizings, right siz-

ing, rationalizing, optimizing, restructuring, delayering, and offshoring. These

“ings” have reshaped how we work and reshaped our view of the work environ-

ment forever. These developments have changed not only the competitive land-

scape but also the human landscape: the relationship between employees and

employer and how people behave on the job. Companies that recognize this change

and respond to it successfully will be the winners.
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Organizational success will continue to depend on how people work and in-

teract with each other. Human factors help by bringing effective behavioral ele-

ments into structure and process. The power of human factors is understanding

motivation. How we motivate and develop people is determined by their talents

and dynamics, as well as the competitive challenges of company objectives and

strategies. When people understand each other and processes are in place to sup-

port them, enormous human energy and productivity are created. When they are

in conflict or are forced to fit into processes, tremendous opportunity is lost. For

example, a major movement in business today is to standardize and institutional-

ize processes to get the best and most efficient results. So companies continue to

streamline, reengineer, right-size, and rationalize their enterprises to achieve su-

perior business results for the shareholders. What this approach fails to recognize

is that people are not standardized, and trying to force-fit people into standard-

ized processes can limit success by limiting human creativity, motivation, and free-

dom to operate. Work becomes a compliant, punishable activity.

When setting organizational standards, it is important to ask which human el-

ements are being affected and which behaviors are critical for the execution of these

standards. Respecting diversity and individuality are essential. For example, does

a strict nine-to-five work schedule respect individual needs? Does placing em-
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ployees in standardized work cubicles maximize employee performance and cre-

ativity? How will an open work environment affect people’s values, personal stress,

and emotions? Standardization is good as long as human factors are considered

and integrated into these processes. Processes become best practices when they are

aligned with business objectives, human elements, and the culture of the organi-

zation. That is why best practices in one organization are so difficult to adopt in

other companies. In order for an organization to be successful, the human element

must be factored into operational and management systems. When human factors

are well integrated into the objectives, strategies, and processes of the organiza-

tion, then people are engaged and performing at their best.

The motivational power of human factors comes from meeting the intellectual

and emotional needs of people, valuing people for who they are, and respecting

the diversity of their backgrounds, cultures, and experiences. Project objectives

need to align to processes, but they also need to align to people if projects are to

be planned and executed successfully. People, not objectives and processes, create

success. Objectives and content provide direction and processes enable action, but

ultimately human factors make or break a project. Only people can generate the

needed motivation and human energy to get the job done. In today’s complex work

environment, people must be good collaborators and facilitators, because no one

has direct control over everyone they work with. As time goes on, we must depend

more and more on the cooperation of others to get our own job done. At the same

time, organizations are functionally more integrated, and departments and divi-

sions are more leveraged in their operations and work processes. Basically, com-

panies are becoming more dependent on internal and external partnerships to

meet their business goals.

The dynamics of individual values versus organizational values creates an op-

portunity for both great successes and deep disappointments. When people are

asked to work in close quarters with others, there is a potential risk because of

the many uncertainties and personalities involved. They are brought together to

work on a common goal, yet their interests, background, commitment, compe-

tencies, and personalities may be quite different and unknown to others. In the ab-

sence of this knowledge, people will make assumptions and judgments based on

their personal experiences, culture, and psychological types. Each of us copes with

change and new challenges in a different way. Typically we all carry our emotional

highs and lows from past team experiences, hoping for the best but also braced for

the worst.
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Teams within the same company are usually fairly successful, probably due to

shared organizational structure, policies, and behavioral norms. Also, people gen-

erally like to work on teams. Maybe they like the safety in numbers, a break from

normal routines, or the promise of great achievement, but the idea of joining a

team has always had a certain special allure. Being selected to serve on a team is a

special commitment. In most cases, people are asked to do something beyond their

current job. As they move out of the comfort and familiarity of their own work

group, they are challenged with intercompany and intercultural differences among

people. Misunderstandings and even conflicts may result. Misunderstandings may

be intellectual, but conflicts are emotionally consuming and take people to places

that can be very deep and regretful. Working on a new team can truly test a per-

son’s intellectual and emotional strengths.

SUMMARY

Over the past three decades, organizational structures have made the transition from

a top-down, autocratic structure to a team-based, values-based structure. This shift

has caused a change in how people view and execute projects. How team members

treat each other is more important than procedures and work plans. The ideal goal

in project management is to “achieve results and feel good about it.” Human fac-

tors are the driving force behind project success. Projects fail when there is a failure

to motivate and respect human factors. When human intellectual and emotional

needs are met and systems are in place to support those needs, enormous human

energy and productivity are created. When people are in conflict or are forced to fit

into processes, tremendous opportunity is lost. The motivation and human energy

needed to execute projects successfully are generated by people.

Human Factors in Project Management16

c01.qxd  5/4/07  9:33 AM  Page 16


