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Abstract---An increased interest in project management over 
the last decade resulted in a greater adoption of international 
standards, increased academic research, and in training on 
project management concepts. However, studies continue to show 
lower than satisfactory project success rates. The aim of this 
paper is to determine the current levels of project success in 
Africa, as well as the extent that project manager competency 
influences project success. Six hundred survey responses, 
reporting on 9 389 projects executed in various Southern African 
countries, were analyzed statistically. The results indicate a 
success rate of 70% and suggest that organizations with more 
competent project managers produce more successful projects. 
The article bridges the current gap between theoretical insights 
into this topic and the managerial reality in Africa today. It also 
stresses the need for investment in training and development of 
project managers in Africa.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

Organizations are increasingly using projects and 
programmes to achieve their strategic objectives, resulting in 
an increasing need for the developing of competent project 
managers [1]. Project management in the engineering industry 
is however commonly treated as an accidental profession [2] 
and engineering managers are often expected to play the role of 
project manager without formal training in project 
management; they are expected to learn about project 
management while on the job [2], [3]. Project managers are 
often chosen based on their technical competence rather than 
on management competence and, as a result, they are often ill 
prepared and frequently lack the necessary management skills 
needed to effectively manage a project [3], [4].  

Project success rates are often low, for example in the IT 
industry the rate of project success was 34% in 2004 and 19% 
in 2015 [5]. Many organizations tend to neglect the risk 
management aspects of their projects which frequently leads to 
project failure and disappointing results [6]. In light of the 
literature, as stated in the previous paragraph, the question 
arises if a project manager’s skills and competencies have a 
significant effect on the high rate of unsuccessful projects. This 
study investigates the current level of project success in Africa. 
It also attempts to answer the question if the skills and 
competencies of the project manager have a significant impact 
on the perceived success of the projects within an African 
context. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Project Success 
Project success is a multidimensional concept and to 

classify a project as a success or a failure is to a certain degree 

subjective [7], [8]. Project success is not a set target and 
different stakeholders may view project success differently [9], 
[10]. Personal perceptions may influence an individual’s 
perception of failure and success [10].  

Nicholas and Steyn [11] define project success as “hitting a 
target that floats in a three-dimensional space” with the 
dimensions being cost, time and performance being the three 
dimensions. “The purpose of project management is to hit the 
target” [11]. It can be deducted from this that a project could be 
perceived as successful when the “target has been hit”. 

Project success and project management success are two 
different concepts. Project success is usually measured in terms 
of achieving project goals, and the assessment of project 
management success uses performance criteria that include 
completing the project within time, budget and meeting scope 
and quality requirements [12]. In other words, project 
management success refers to the internal measure of 
efficiency, and project success is related to the project’s 
measure of external effectiveness [10]. Project performance is 
assessed in terms of successfully completing the project [13].   

Over time the traditional definition of project management 
success of completing the project within time, cost and scope 
has progressed to one that also include meeting stakeholder 
requirements and to achieving customer satisfaction [14].  

Project management success can be determined from three 
different viewpoints [10]: 

• The client view focuses on the deliverables: scope, 
quality and client satisfaction, 

• The team view on the deliverables that are created 
(scope, cost, and time), and the 

• Organizational perception of financial and 
commercial aspects. 

In this study project success encompasses project 
management success and project performance, and it was self-
defined by the respondents. 

B. Project Manager Competency 
The Cambridge English Dictionary [15] defines 

competency as “the ability to do something well” or “an 
important skill that is needed to do a job”. Spencer [16] 
defines a competency as an “underlying characteristic of an 
individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced 
effective and/or superior performance in a job or situation”. 

Crawford [17] distinguishes between input, output and 
personal competencies: 
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• Input competencies are “the knowledge and 
understanding, skills and abilities that a person brings 
to a job”. Knowledge is contained in bodies of 
knowledge, and skills and abilities through 
qualification and experience. 

• Output competencies are “the ability to perform the 
activities within an occupational area to the levels of 
performance expected in employment”. Noticeable 
performance and the use of project management best 
practices in the workplace characterise this skill.  

• Personal competencies are “the core personality 
characteristics underlying a person’s capability to do 
a job”. Personality traits and behaviours form part of 
this competency area. 

A “superior” project manager demonstrates a higher level 
of the following competencies: an achievement way of 
thinking, initiative and pro-active actions, information seeking, 
a focus on the needs of the client, impact and influence, 
directiveness, teamwork and cooperation, team leadership, 
analytical thinking, conceptual thinking, self-control, and 
flexibility and adaptability [18]. Project manager competence 
further involves the comprehension of project management 
knowledge areas, and the business environment [19]. 
Stevenson and Starkweather [20] highlights six critical project 
manager competencies: leadership, communication at multiple 
levels, verbal skills, written skills, attitude, and the ability to 
deal with uncertainty.   Alvarenga, Branco, Guedes, Soares and 
Silva [21] identifies communication, commitment and 
leadership as the three most important competencies that a 
project manager should possess. 

As a further point of reference, project management 
institutions have developed competency models for project 
management, such as the “Project Management Competency 
Framework” [22] and the International Association 
Competence Baseline [23]. However, it should be kept in mind 
that specific contexts and project types, as well as different 
criteria for project success, demand different sets of 
competencies from project managers [23]. 

For the purposes of the study ‘project manager 
competency’ was self-defined by the respondents.  

C. Project Manager Competency and Project Success 
Pressman [24] stated that the number one cause of project 

failure is poor project management. Back in 1987, Kerzner [25] 
asserted that the project manager plays a part in project 
success, therefore project manager selection criteria is a critical 
success factor for excellence. In 1988 Pinto and Slevin [26] 
came to the same conclusion. They [26] found that the “right” 
project manager is a “critical” factor to project success.  

Zqikael, Levin and Rad [27] proposed a maturity model for 
improving project performance. This model was based on 
several top management support factors of which the selection 
of a suitable project manager was one.  

In their study conducted in Islamabad, Ehsan, Waheed, 
Asghar, Nawaz, Mirza and Sarwar [28] found that the 
knowledge of the project manager plays a contributing role in 

project success. A well-informed project manager will augment 
team performance by exerting vitality, strong leadership in 
combination with joint team effort, and good risk management 
[28]. Blaskovics [29] and Azis and Putra [30] postulate that it 
“inevitably seems that project managers have a considerable 
impact on projects” and therefore play a major role in the 
achievement of project success.  

The involvement of the project manager in the initial stages 
of a project, as well as competent team members, which 
include the project manager, improve project performance [2]. 
Two independent studies by Anantatmula and Rad [31] 
indicate that an organization with project guidelines and 
procedures in place (thus a higher level of maturity) may want 
their project managers to acquire a PMP certification. To 
support this requirement, professional bodies such as the 
International Project Management Association (IPMA) and the 
Project Management Institute (PMI) have created standards 
and professional certification systems (IPMA framework since 
1987, and PMP®, since 1984) [1]. 

Several authors agree on the impact of a project manager’s 
competency on project success: 

• The project manager’s competence (administratively, 
interpersonally and technically), and the amount of 
authority to perform his/her duties are important for 
project success [26]. 

• A project manager directs the project towards its goals 
and is also a critical success factor in a project [32]. 

• A project manager’s level of competence has a major 
impact on the performance of a project [33], [34].  

• Project managers’ competency level should be a 
prerequisite for the selection of qualified project 
managers, in so doing encouraging successful projects 
[34].  

• Effective project managers need to have a set of 
competencies in order to contribute to project success 
[18], [21].   

• A positive relationship was found between the 
competency level of project managers and the 
efficiency of executing projects [35].  

This supports the hypothesis: 

H: More project managers with adequate competencies in 
an organization will increase the likelihood of project 
management success within an organization. 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Qualtrics XM PlatformTM was used to distribute an 
online, structured, and self-administered survey to respondents 
working in project environments. A section of a survey 
questionnaire, developed by Sonnekus and Marnewick [36] 
was used. It requested respondents to base their answers about 
project success and the competence of the project manager on 
the outcomes of projects in their organizations. The 
questionnaire consisted mainly of linkert scale questions. 
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The Kruskal-Wallis Test, which is a non-parametric test, 
was used for the testing of the hypothesis.  

 
Fig. 1 Countries in which projects were executed 

 

 
 

Fig. 2 Industries in which respondents have been involved in projects 
 

IV. RESULTS 

A. Descriptive Statistics 
The electronic survey was stopped when a total of 600 

responses were received. The outcomes of 9 389 projects were 
reported on. Although the questionnaire was sent out to 
practitioners working on South African projects, they could 
also report on projects that they were working on in other 
parts of Africa. The majority of projects were executed in 
South Africa (52%), with Botswana second (8%), and 
Mozambique and Namibia third (each 7%). It should be noted 
that not all responses were complete. 

Most projects (52%) were executed in South Africa (see 
Figure 1). A total of 4% of all projects were executed in each 
of Namibia, Mozambique and Botswana, 3% in each of 
Zimbabwe, Zambia and Kenya, and 2% each in Nigeria and 
Ghana. The “other” category included African countries (e.g., 
Ivory Coast and Ethiopia) where the number of projects 
executed were less than 2%.   

 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Percentage of projects perceived as successful, challenged and 
failures 
 

The majority of respondents came from engineering 
(15,4%), construction (14.8%) and information, 
communications technology (ICT) (12.0%), and the “other” 
category which included industries not listed in the 
questionnaire (e.g., education, NGO) (see Figure 2). 

The respondents perceived the majority of their projects as 
successful (70% of all projects), 22% as challenged and 8% as 
failures (see Figure 3). 

 
A. Results of Statistical Hypothesis Testing 
H: More project managers with adequate competencies in an 
organization will increase the likelihood of project 
management success within the organization. 

The hypothesis states that one would expect that an 
organization will execute more projects successfully when 
they employ more suitable and qualified project managers or 
train their project managers to be more competent in 
performing their job. 

Table I shows the results of the Kruskal-Wallis Test that 
was performed to test the hypothesis. The test size of 9.594 
was adjusted for ties and the p-value of 0.008 is greater than 
the significance level of 0.050 which indicates that H0 can be 
rejected. 

The hypothesis was excepted.  

V. CONCLUSIONS 

The majority (70%) of the projects that were executed 
were perceived as successful. A possible explanation for this 
could be the fact that most projects that were executed in the 
subcontinent in the past decade were mostly construction 
projects. Furthermore, only a small number of these projects 
were megaprojects that typically have a high rate of failure 
[37, 38]. Most projects therefore had a relative low level of 
uncertainty and risk, leading to a relatively high average 
success rate. 
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TABLE I.  INDEPENDENT-SAMPLES KRUSKAL-WALLIS TEST SUMMARY 
Total N 274
Test Statistic 9.594a

Degree of Freedom 2
Asymptotic Sig. (2-sided test) 0.008bc 

a. The test statistic is adjusted for ties. 
b. The significance level is 0.50. 

c. Asymptotic significance is displayed. 
 
The study confirms that organizations with more 

competent project managers tend to execute more successful 
projects than organizations with less competent project 
managers. This is in line with the findings of several studies as 
discussed in section 2C. This study was performed in 
developing countries, and mainly in South Africa, which 
indicates that the situation does not differ from that in the 
developed countries indicated in the literature study. The need 
for investment in training and development of African project 
managers is evident and will increase as projects become more 
complex and technologically advanced in future. 

It seems as if the competencies of project managers gained 
more importance since 2010. The importance of good 
leadership and governance that has been pushed to the 
forefront in recent years could be an influencing factor. 

VI. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Project success and project manager competency was 
reported on from the respondents’ viewpoint (success and 
competency were self-defined). Further studies could give 
clear guidelines on what aspects of project success and project 
manager competency are measured. 
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