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Abstract 

As IT becomes more prominent in our everyday life the pressure to develop high-quality IT 

product and services increase. Currently, the IT industry suffers from high project failure 

rates, the high failure rates are in part attributed to the lack of good project managers. This 

has spawned a multitude of both IT-management education and studies in hopes of 

creating optimal IT project managers. However, is there a discrepancy between what 

companies want and what they need? This study investigates what traits, competencies, 

and education that are regarded as valuable for project managers by the IT consultancy 

sector. This is done through qualitative interviews with personnel within IT-consultancy 

firms. The study concludes that the IT consultancy firms value the right personality above 

all. Then experience as a major requirement, followed by the right competence that suits the 

company's work. It also shows that the consultancy firms are bounded by requirements set 

by their customers. To conclude the study suggests how this can be changed to move the 

industry towards a direction that will benefit new graduates and potential IT project 

managers. 

 

Keywords: IT-management, IT-consultancy, Project Management, Management, Project 

Manager, Project Leader, Competence 

1. Introduction 

IT systems are becoming an essential element in the business world. This has resulted in a 

growing interest for researchers to investigate the many aspects of IT and especially IT 

projects. The simplest definition for projects would be temporary activities undertaken to 

create a unique service, product or result. Schwalbe (2012) defined IT projects as projects 

which “involve using hardware, software, and/or networks to create a product, service, or 

result" (Schwalbe, 2012, p.7). By nature, IT projects creates the need for cross-functional 

teams where skills from social science, design, business, and engineering are combined 

(Schwalbe, 2012). Despite the extensive research on IT projects and their different aspects, 

IT projects still carry a high risk of failure. In 2004, it was reported that about 18% of all IT 

projects failed or were canceled in midway while around 53% failed to deliver projects as 

planned in terms of budget or time constraints (Standish group, 2004). Common 

contributing factors to project failure are unrealistic or unarticulated project goals, 

unmanaged risks, and inability to handle project complexity among other factors (Charette, 

2005). Kappelman et al. (2007) concluded that weak project management is also a 

contributing factor for project failure. One of these critical factors is the IT project manager 

(Kappelman et al., 2007; Schwalbe, 2012). Kappelman et al. (2007) argued that weak project 

managers (PM) can be one of the reasons that projects fail. Weak PM's were identified as a 

warning sign while investigating early warning signs of IT projects failure. Weak PM does not 

mean lack of power. Instead, it means weak regarding skills needed for project success such 

as communication or leadership (Kappelman et al. 2007). Pinto and Slevin (1987) conducted 



 

2 

 

a literature review where they concluded that the initial selection of the PM is a crucial factor 

that affects success. Munns and Bjeirmi (1996) argued that the wrong project manager can 

be one reason for failure. According to the Chaos report, experienced Project Managers are 

one of the top 3 factors that contribute to IT projects success (Standish group, 1995). Due to 

the nature of projects, project managers or sometimes referred to as leaders are considered 

the most valuable team member. Project managers are expected to apply their skills, 

knowledge, tools and techniques to project activities in order to achieve project goals. 

Moreover, their responsibility includes leading the team, dealing with customers, sponsors, 

and other stakeholders. Project managers are also expected to be good business leaders with 

strong intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, and not only a good project leader. Considering 

the previous factors and the fact that IT project managers have to understand the business, 

technology, and the organizational aspects in order to achieve their goals. It can be argued 

that the project manager is one of the most important factors in a project. In some cases, 

project managers can also affect/control other factors. Due to the nature of different 

industries and organizations, IT project managers are expected to have slightly different 

skills and knowledge depending on their job. Previous research has investigated what skills 

these IS leader/IT PM should have (Thite, 1999; Strang, 2007; Mülller & Turner, 2010). 

However, there is a lack of research on what companies look for when hiring or appointing 

project managers. Research have been focusing on identifying the ideal IT project manager in 

different situations. What kind of education the project managers should have, what kind of 

training they should undertake and what competence and skills they should have or develop. 

While in the practical world, companies hire the ideal candidate from the limited possibilities 

they have. This candidate does not have to be ideal as the literature suggests. Our research 

will investigate what companies consider while hiring IT Project managers in Sweden. The 

study is focusing on project managers in IT consultancy companies. The research question is 

formulated as following: What are the competence and the education that companies IT 

consultancy companies look for while hiring or appointing1 IT project managers and what 

are the criteria they are hired based on?   

     The aim of the research is to see what companies consider as important factors when 

hiring IT project managers. Moreover, considering how their competencies are measured 

and how it affects the evaluation and selection process.  The research will also determine if 

there is another important factors that affect the hiring process and if the companies 

consider current research while hiring project managers.  

2. Related research   

2.1 Project managers and leadership  

As organizations move towards more project oriented activities, the demand for good project 

managers is increasing. Nowadays, project managers can be found in nearly every 

                                                 
1 Throughout the document the word “hiring” will be used to describe both hiring and/or appointing 

candidates 
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organization. The project manager's role is crucial and good project managers are considered 

a strategic asset to the organization. Typical Project Manager role lies in managing the 

project regarding planning, executing, controlling and closing the project. Moreover, they 

have the responsibility. To manage the project team, business expectations, and any other 

activity that will lead to project completion. Project type, size, complexity, and other business 

aspects greatly affect the role, responsibilities and skills expected from a project manager to 

another.  

     IT project managers face unique challenges due to the nature of their role. Understanding 

and combining the organizational and business perspective with IT technical skills and 

aligning it with the company strategy is the main challenge they face (Karahanna & Watson, 

2006). Researchers have been investigating different aspects and attributes of project 

managers and their relationship to projects. Some research have focused on project 

manager's leadership and how it affects projects, others have focused on project managers in 

relation to project success (Thite, 1999a; Müller & Turner, 2010; Sumner, Bock & 

Giamartino, 2006; Turner & Müller, 2005; Nixon, Harrington & Parker, 2012). Moreover, 

some research focused on determining what an ideal project manager would look like (Thite, 

1999b; El-Sabaa, 2001; Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010; Kayworth & Leidner, 2000; Fisher, 

2011). In his paper, El-Sabaa (2001) investigated the perception of the ideal project manager 

in different sectors including the Information Technology sector. IT project managers should 

focus and develop human skills followed by conceptual and organizational skills and finally 

technical skills in order to be successful in their career (El-Sabaa, 2001). In her literature 

review, Crawford (2000) has concluded that project success is clearly correlated to the 

competence, knowledge and skills of the project manager. Crawford (2000) has also argued 

that some other factors found in the literature affects project success e.g communication, 

planning, etc. are directly related to or dependent on the project manager competence and 

knowledge (Crawford, 2000).  

     Leadership is considered one of the most important human skills and a skill that every 

project manager should have. Through the past 20 years leadership have been an important 

topic that is being researched and discussed within many research fields. This came as result 

of recognizing the importance of the interpersonal side of the project team members on the 

projects. Moreover, in her work Crawford (2000) has found that the most discussed 

competency regarding project manager competence is leadership. Clarke (2012) has 

categorized leadership literature under 3 main areas which are leadership style, behaviors 

and roles, and traits (competencies, characteristics and personality). Literature has also 

discussed the project manager's duties towards the project team. Anantatmula (2010) have 

identified some people-related factors that affect project performance. He developed a list of 

people-related factors which included defining roles and responsibilities, communicating 

expectations, establishing trust, employing consistent processes, facilitating support, and 

managing outcome. Moreover, he argued that project managers should efficiently fulfill these 

tasks in order to ensure the project success (Anantatmula, 2010). A study on leadership 

competency profiles concluded that successful project managers score high on three EQ sub-

dimensions; Influence, motivation and conscientiousness. This was true for project managers 

across different fields (Mülller & Turner, 2010). In order to connect these three sub-
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dimensions to traits found during the data collection in this study they need to be explained. 

As the other sub-dimensions does not seem to correlate with good project management skills 

they will not be explained. Emotional Quotient (EQ) is a measure of a person's self-

awareness and soft skills. EQ consists of seven sub-dimensions. Influence describes how well 

the subject can persuade others to change their view by understanding their position and 

provide a rationale for the change. Motivation is a way of measuring how well the person 

handles long and short term goals and their ability to pursue goals through hardship. 

Consciousness is the ability to give encouraging support to others in order to achieve a 

common goal (Dulewicz & Higgs, 2005). Mülller and Turner’s (2010) findings would suggest 

that a good leader should possess these traits. It also indicates that there might be some way 

to measure leadership qualities through tests. Regarding other sub-dimensions of the EQ 

there was a difference depending on what type of project the project manager worked on. For 

example, project managers that handled project with a high level of complexity scored high 

on all EQ sub-dimensions while project managers that handled engineering projects only 

scored high on motivation, influence, and consciousness. This may be caused by the need for 

different competence in different types of projects. This indicates that leadership traits or 

skills are dependent on the project type and complexity. Sumner et al. (2006) have identified 

the IT project leaders characteristics that are associated with project success (Sumner et al., 

2006). One of their conclusions was that project success can be predicted by external 

perceptions of project leadership. They also concluded that IT project managers leadership is 

as important as project management skills and both of these skills should be enhanced. As 

mentioned earlier, projects are complex and different types of projects require different 

leaderships styles. Depending on complexity, size and nature of the projects, different traits 

such as communication, influence, motivation, emotional resilience, strategic perspective, 

etc. might be more important than others in different projects (Muller & Turner, 2007; 

2010).  

2.2 Competence  

In order to discuss competence, the word competence must first be defined. Competency is 

similar to many terms used in the business world in the sense that it does not have a single 

accepted definition. Competency is dynamic and its definition varies from one person to 

another (Seppanen, 2002). We will adopt the same definition as Skulmoski & Hartman 

(2010) used in their research based on Athey & Orth, 1999; Boyatzis, 1982; Crawford, 2001; 

Spencer & Spencer, 1993 work as it is a widely used definition in the literature and provides 

the meaning we are searching for. Competence is “performance based and includes 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and personal characteristics that can be improved with 

experience and/or training” (Skulmoski & Hartman, 2010, p. 1). Competence have gained a 

great deal of attention in the project management field. As many projects fail, efforts of 

trying to identify the best practices and factors that contributes to project success has 

increased. One of these crucial factors is the project manager competence. The research field 

is now shifting towards behavioral approaches instead of the technical (Cheng, Dainty & 

Moore, 2005). This shift is the result of realizing that behavioral approaches are more critical 

to project's success than technical skills. An important distinction to consider when talking 
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about technical skills is between IT technical skills such as programming and technical skills 

such as planning. Some research have distinguished between the two while others consider 

both of them as hard skills. We are considering both as hard skills.  

     Geoghegan and Dulewicz (2008) research has concluded that some competencies have 

direct relationship with project success. For example, Thamain (2004) concluded that 

employee satisfaction is a contributing factor to project success, therefore a good leader that 

possesses the skills to keep employees happy is important. Sabaa (2001) argued that the 

difference between project manager and functional manager is the need for more versatile 

skills in order to efficiently function in a cross-functional team. He also stated that it is 

important that project managers take charge of their career and obtain these skills. This 

would suggest the need for active persons who search for opportunities to learn and develop. 

Sabaa (2001) also concluded that technical skills are the least important when compared to 

human or conceptual and organizational skills. Research conducted by Stevensons and 

Starkweather (2010) also supports that human skills are more important than technical 

skills. Human skills have greater impact and influence on project management practices and 

contribute to its success. Skulmoski and Hartman (2010) have investigated the soft skills 

needed but with a focus on which is more important based on project phases. Based on 

practitioner’s opinion, research have identified aspects of competence which are supposed to 

act as benchmark/role model characteristics of effective project managers. Apart from self-

explanatory competencies such as Delivering Results and Meeting Customer Expectations, 

the competencies planning and organizing, deciding and initiating action, leading and 

supervising, and persuading and influencing where deemed to be essential for project success 

(Aitken & Crawford, 2008).   

2.3 Project Management Education  

Every project manager has to consider three important factors; scope, time and cost, these 

are sometimes referred to as the triple constraint (Schwalbe, 2012). Several tools has been 

developed in order to monitor and handle issues concerning the triple constraint. The triple 

constraint is managed through methods and tools such as Agile methodology, Gantt charts 

and other methods and tools. There are a large number of project management training 

programs, both academic programs and internal programs within companies. Currently 

there is a discrepancy between the training that prospective project managers receive and 

what they should have according to management research (Thomas & Mengels, 2008). In 

this section human skills are referred to as soft skills, and project management or IT 

technical skills will be referred to as hard skills. Furthermore, the training discussed is 

general project management training unless specified otherwise. The training programs 

focus on hard skills such as organization and scheduling through the aforementioned tools 

while current theory (Cheng et al., 2005) describes softer skills such as team building and 

leadership capabilities as more important. The need for soft skills in Project Management 

has been established through management research. Thomas and Mengels (2008) study 

concluded that skills such as communication, team building and leadership are important 

within Project management. Despite the need for soft skills, education still has a large focus 

on planning and organization and the training is conducted through literature such as 
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project management body of knowledge (PMBOK) or similar (Thomas & Mengel, 2008). 

PMBOK is regularly used in project management education, in USA several education 

programs are built around the book (Thomas & Mengel, 2008). Research has suggested that 

PMBOKS focus on hard skills such as planning is disadvantageous to project managers that 

instead would benefit from the usage of skills more related to building meaningful 

relationships (Thomas & Mengel, 2008; Cheng et al, 2005). This is also seen in output 

measures where PM’s educated with the help of PMBOK are more focused on metrics such as 

on schedule and on budget instead of softer metrics such as customer and employee 

satisfaction (Thomas & Mengel, 2008). Even though research has found that employee 

satisfaction is an important factor in project success and thus it is important for project 

managers (Thamain, 2004). This shows that there is a large divide between what education is 

focusing on and what is needed. This may be due to the problems with measuring soft skills 

such as conflict resolution and team building.  

     The argument for more soft skills in project management is also strengthened by the study 

conducted by Turner and Mülller (2007) where they concluded that emotional intelligence is 

an important factor for project success, sensitivity and the ability to communicate where two 

of the most important skills for project managers. Thiry (2004) suggests that one of the 

issues with current project management training is the project-oriented view on education 

and the quantitative way of measuring success. For example, the quality of the course is 

measured by how many attendees it has. Thiry (2004) proposes a system with larger focus on 

soft skills and a better need analysis in order to align education with company and market 

needs. According to Schwalbe (2012) there are some important certificates that IT project 

managers can seek. The three most popular certification among project managers are PMP, 

Prince2 and ITIL. PMP is a certificate that validates that the certified project manager has 

the competence, education and experience to direct and lead projects. Prince2 is developed 

by the UK as a project management methodology which is widely used with IT projects. ITIL 

is a certificate centered around a framework that provides methods and practices when 

delivering IT services.   

3. Methodology  

3.1 Object of study and choice of method 

Information technology is a field where multiple professions converge in order to create 

products and services. This requires a projects manager to possess multiple skills in order to 

lead the project team and execute the project successfully. The aim of this study is to 

investigate the important competencies for IT project managers, the education and training 

needed, and the criteria used to hire IT project managers in Sweden. The study will focus on 

how the selection process is done and the important factors that affects the decisions during 

the selection. In order to capture the whole process and reach our research aim, a qualitative 

approach was used. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. Semi-structured 

interviews were used because the topic of skills is somewhat intangible, complex and hard to 

quantify. When discussing soft skills, it is important to gather rich data that can be analyzed 

thoroughly to find similarities across different respondents. Due to the complexity of soft 
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skills, interviews was concluded to be the best way to gather this data. According to Ritchie 

and Lewis (2003) interviews are a good method to gather rich data that can provide an 

understanding of the investigated phenomenon. The method, sampling, data material, data 

analysis, ethical considerations, and limitations of the method will be described in the 

following of this chapter. 

 

3.2 Sampling or selection strategies 

3.2.1 Selection of companies 

The companies selected for this study are IT-consultancy companies based in Umeå and 

Örnsköldsvik. The rationale for selecting IT-consultancy companies is that consultancy 

companies are by nature creating and hiring project managers to others. Therefore, they 

should have more experience determining what makes a good project manager, compared to 

for example a company with an IT-department, who might have limited experience in 

appointing project managers. Another benefit from looking at IT-consultancy firms is that 

the study covers a wide range of different IT-project types such as software development, 

architecture, organizational development, etc. Five varied IT consultancy companies were 

selected as our sample for the research. The respondent company's customer base was also 

varied. Some companies had customers in healthcare, government and other big 

organizations while other companies worked with smaller local firms. The reason for 

selecting varying company size and sectors was to gather as varied data as possible. A 

narrower sample size might have been more affected by the sectors that the companies 

operate in or by special qualities that are needed in small or large companies. 

3.2.2 Selection of respondents within companies 

The study used criterion based nonprobability sampling when participants were selected. 

Criterion-based sampling means that the respondents were selected based on certain criteria 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In the case of this study, the criteria were selecting people 

responsible for hiring IT Personnel. These criteria were to ensure that the respondents had 

have sufficient knowledge about the criteria for hiring Project Managers. The people in 

charge of hiring PM’s can differ depending on the company, therefore the respondents have 

different roles within their respective company. The years of employment in a recruitment 

position varied from 1.5 to 5+ years. One of the respondents was a person working as a 

project manager, this person was also responsible for training new project managers. 

3.3 Data material/data collection 

Data collection for our research was conducted through semi-structured interviews with 

personnel responsible for hiring IT project managers in IT consultancy companies. Semi-

structured interview is an interview method where the researcher has predetermined 

questions that they will ask the respondent. Opposed to structured interviews semi-

structured interviews allows for flexibility. Semi-structured interview questions usually 

consist of questions that demand deeper and richer answers and there is an inherent 

flexibility that makes it possible to address topics that may arise during the interview 
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(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The interviews were recorded and later on transcribed. As 

mentioned earlier, the aim is to capture the process by which IT project managers are 

selected based on what they need to get appointed.  Based on the research question and the 

available data in previous research, rich data was needed in order to be able to compare the 

data from this study with previous data. The questions (Appendix A) used during the 

interview were generated by reviewing and analyzing results from previous research and 

applying it to the IT consultancy sector. By analyzing the literature, we were able to extract 

competencies and skills that are considered important for IT project managers to have, in 

addition to the preferred education and certificates that are considered important. The 

interview questions consisted of different themes arranged in 3 sections. The first section 

consists of general questions regarding the company, recruiter background and the hiring 

process. The second section discusses competencies and how they affect the selection 

process. Some questions were centered around definitions and measurements of 

competencies. The third section focus on project management training and education. 

Participants were also supplied with a paper containing a list (Appendix B) of the most 

desirable competencies that an IT project manager should possess. This list was based on 

Stevenson and Starkweather (2010) work on IT project management in US industries. The 

list consists of the 15 most important IT project management competencies. This was done in 

order to generate a discussion with respondents and see how this list fits in IT consultancy 

sector. Four interviews were conducted with people involved in the hiring process of IT 

personnel. One interview was done with an IT project manager that gets hired to different 

projects. The interview with the project manager was done in order to give us an insight into 

how the people that get recruited think and act in the process. Understanding both sides in 

the hiring process will help to get a better insight into the process. The positions of the 

respondents in the companies were the site manager, HR personnel, team manager and 

project management educators. Some of the companies had different titles for certain 

positions. These have been translated into more common titles in order to ensure anonymity. 

The interviews were performed during the duration of 3 weeks, and was conducted at 

different locations. The conducted interviews ranged from 50 minutes to one hour. 

Interviews were later transcribed and analyzed carefully using qualitative content analysis 

which is described in the next section.  

3.4 Data analysis 

Due to the nature of the raw data, the research question and the potential results a 

qualitative method for data analysis was appropriated. Qualitative methods are used when 

the researcher wants to gain a deeper understanding and knowledge of the investigated area 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). If the research questions would have been answered through a 

quantitative study the results would have been shallow and therefore of little or no use for 

the field. The interviews where transcribed from digital audio files to text. According to 

Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) a researcher has to answer three questions when preparing the 

data. 1), Should all the questions be transcribed? 2), Should it be transcribed literally or in 

summary? And 3), Should observations and reactions be transcribed? All the questions and 

answers where transcribed, this was done in order to have as much data as possible. The 
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transcriptions are literal with exception of instances when it was obvious that the respondent 

misspoke and corrected him or herself afterwards. This occurred frequently but is most likely 

due to the fact that the interviews were conducted in English. Observations and reactions 

were not transcribed since this would not be of any importance for the study. Before starting 

the analysis, the unit has to be defined. Due to the nature and complexity of the topic, single 

words or sentences would not be sufficient to represent ideas. Therefore, themes were chosen 

as a measurement unit to code the data. Coding is the process of assessing bits of data and 

labeling them with a code that summarizes the content of the data bit (Saldaña, 2015).  When 

using theme as a unit to measure and code data the data can be of any length as long as it 

represents an expression of an idea (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). This allows for great 

freedom when coding and is therefore suitable for data that is of varying size. The categories 

were derived inductively from the data by analyzing text units and codes in order to find 

similarities and generate classifications. Category generation was done while considering the 

research questions and the research aim in order to find the relevant categories that will help 

explain the phenomena. Throughout the coding process comparative method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) was used in order to check the validity of both the data and the categories. As 

the coding was done by two people who were doing it together there was no need for a coding 

manual. 

3.5 Ethical aspects 

Clarity and honesty was followed with all the research participants about the research aim 

and how the data will be used. Participants were free to choose the confidentiality and 

anonymity level they preferred. Moreover, all participants had the right to withdraw from the 

study at any point (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). When presenting the data, there was a risk of 

maintaining complete anonymity about the participant’s companies. Particularly since Umeå 

is a small town with a small number of companies that offer IT-consultancy services. This 

was something that had to be discussed in depth within the research group to not 

compromise the anonymity. Some of the respondents were referred to us by their superiors, 

and in some cases the respondent might not be in a position where they can say no to their 

superior and might feel forced to do it. Therefore, the respondents that were referred to us by 

superiors within the company received extra attention to ensure that their participation was 

voluntary and they had the time to participate.   

3.6 Advantages and limitations of the research design 

Semi or unstructured interviews is one of the most commonly used data gathering 

techniques in qualitative research, it is a good way of collecting rich data. However, as 

described by Myers and Newman (2007) there are pitfalls that should be considered when 

interviews are used for data gathering. According to Ritchie and Lewis (2003) the biggest 

caveat with interviews is the unnatural setting that occurs during interviews and the possible 

lack of trust for the interviewer. The aforementioned factors can affect the results from the 

interview. It is hard to account and try to change this factor, but measures were taken in 

order to minimize the effect of it. The interviews were held at locations that the respondents 

preferred, the interviews started with some casual talk about themselves and a general 
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discussion about their company. These discussions were done in order to relax the 

respondent and make them feel as comfortable as possible (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). It was 

also important to consider who is being interviewed and what status the respondents has, 

this is particularly important in the case of this study. All the respondents in this study are 

high ranking personnel within their company and will therefore give that point of view on the 

studied phenomenon (Myers and Newman, 2007). It is also important to note that the 

respondent will most likely not want to display their company in a bad way and will therefore 

answer truthfully, but may avoid giving out information that can give a bad image of the 

company. By being presented with a premade list of competencies the respondents may also 

be affected and pressured to give an answer and therefore give a dishonest or untruthful 

answer (Myers and Newman, 2007). This was solved by prompting the respondents to give 

examples instead of just answers, this gives a richer data and it also makes the respondent 

think more about the question and the subject that is being investigated.  

     Due to time restrictions and the limited number of available respondents in Umeå the 

search was expanded to other municipalities.  The response rate was less than expected. 

More than ten companies were contacted and only five accepted to participate. Two of the 

participants preferred to conduct the interview over Skype. Both of the interviewers felt that 

it was much harder to conduct a thorough interview through a Skype call than by physically 

being in the same room as the participant. As a result, the structure of the questions was 

changed, but the quality of the data was not affected. Another obstacle for the research was 

the use of English language as conducting language. Some respondents thought it would 

have been easier if the interviews would be in Swedish and they might have provided richer 

data. During the interviews, every participant was encouraged to use Swedish instead of 

English to describe something in case they thought it would provide more value. Despite 

efforts to find female respondents all of the respondents were male. It is hard to say how this 

affected the results of the study. After the data collection was conducted the researchers 

discussed how the lack of gender diversity might have affected the results. The most affected 

areas would be personality and competencies as these areas are judged subjectively and there 

is more room for personal opinions and biases. Due to the small sample size and the area 

range it is not recommended to generalize the results of this study to the population, but it 

can be a base for further research on this topic. The selected companies were situated in the 

small towns Umeå and Örnsköldsvik which might affect the company's hiring criteria. A 

smaller town with a small population might not be the ideal location to search for employees, 

therefore companies cannot be as selective as they might be in larger towns. Smaller cities 

might lead to a less picky attitude and therefore to a modification of the hiring criteria. This 

assumption is alleviated by the fact that most companies in the sample were multinational 

companies or large firms that followed the same procedures while hiring project managers. 

The respondents from smaller companies did not have the same rigorous procedures and 

provided some variation in the results. The variation can be described as a more relaxed 

attitude towards hiring procedures and processes. 

4. Results 
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This section presents the results and findings of our research based on the qualitative 

content analysis made. The results are shown in terms of themes divided into categories that 

arose during the coding process. The three main themes are the evaluation process, 

candidate/project manager, and factors influencing the recruitment process and evaluation. 

4.1 IT Project Manager/Candidate 

This theme is the IT project manager, and sometimes will be referred to as the “candidate”.  

Based on the respondent’s answers, these are the factors that are most important about the 

IT project manager candidates and have the most effect on the hiring and evaluation process. 

4.1.1 Personality/History 

Although being part of the competence, this category strongly presented itself in the coding 

process. All the respondents acknowledged that it can be a part of the competence but they 

considered it as important as the other factors in the competence. All of the respondents 

agreed that without the right personality that allows a candidate to fit in the company, this 

candidate cannot be hired even if that person is better than other candidates. All respondents 

agreed that at a certain point in the evaluation process where the candidates meet the other 

requirements, personality is the decisive factor. Respondents were asked about their action 

in a situation where they have to choose between two different candidates. The first 

candidate with good education and limited experience and the second candidate with no 

education, but more experience than the first. One respondent answered that when it comes 

to limited experience candidates, personality will differentiate between candidates and will 

have a strong effect on the choice. 

“When we talk about 5-8 years of experience then it is the personality that 

differs. what kind of person you are and how will you fit to the requirements?”  

(Respondent Lannister) 

 

Another respondent had the same answer when asked about the same situation but with 

experience and competence instead of education. 

“Have you met the basic criteria for experience then we hire the one with great 

personality or right talents and traits.” (Respondent Stark) 

 

Personality is an important factor based on all the respondent’s answers. With the right 

personality, a candidate can fit in the company and with the employees and customers. All 

respondents agreed that finding a candidate with the right personality is one of the most 

important factors. Fulfilling all other criteria but having the wrong personality would 

eliminate the candidates chances of being hired. 

4.1.2 Experience 

All of the respondents thought that experience as a project manager was one of the most 

important factors when hiring new project managers. In all cases, the experience was 

regarded as proof that the candidate possesses the necessary competencies required for the 

position. Respondents were asked about the type of experience needed to be a project 
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manager and if there are different types of experience. There was a general agreement that 

office or any work experience is important but most important is that the candidate has 

experience in project management or experience of working in projects. Working in projects 

was considered as a special type of experience that without a person could never lead a 

project. Respondent Lannister said the following. 

“No, its experience in the area where they will work. So if you are looking for 

job as a project manager and you have very long experience but as a developer 

for ten years. Then it is another situation than a project manager that has ten 

years. So the type of experience also matters.” (Respondent Lannister) 

 

The companies required a minimum of three or more years of experience working with 

projects or as a project manager. The reason for this was that their customers always 

demanded an experienced project manager. Therefore, a project manager without experience 

within project management would not be sellable to the company's customers. Experience as 

a project manager was also regarded as a yes or no question, as long as the candidate reached 

the necessary level of experience other factors were more important than experience. 

“ You have to have the right experience. If you have the right experience then we 

need to look at is this a great person. Because are you supposed to work as a 

senior PM we can't only look at the person. Because if we find this great person 

we can learn him project management of course, but they will never have this 

experience. So when we present them to our customer, they will see that this one 

hasn’t seven years experience as a project manager. Then we don't want that 

one. And that's very sad I would say, in my opinion the things you kind of learn 

are like your talent.” (Respondent Stark) 

 

The quote above also displays that there is a desire to accept candidates with less or no 

experience, but this is not a possibility due to the customer demand for experienced project 

managers. Candidates who were promoted from within the company were usually promoted 

from positions such as delivering, service, engagement or account manager. 

“Some part of delivering manager or service delivery manager or engagement 

manager or account manager. In some way a person that has worked in 

projects, with things that are more in the delivery phase than in the project 

phase.” (Respondent Stark) 

4.1.3 Competence 

When asked about the competence project managers/candidates needed to get hired, 

respondents had nearly full agreement about what is needed, but sometimes with different 

priorities. All respondents agreed with the list of competence provided in the interviews. 

When asked about which special competencies IT project managers should have compared to 

a normal project manager, respondents agreed that sector or domain specific knowledge is 

important. Other competencies in the list were important for any project manager even if not 

working in the IT consultancy sector. 
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“In general no, but when it comes to domain-specific competence, there of 

course is a difference. But, that goes for any kind of project. Whatever kind of 

project you are managing.  You need to have domain-specific competence. If 

you are building road or railway you need to know something about road or 

rail building. Same goes for IT, but otherwise there is no difference.” 

(Respondent Arryn) 

 

Another respondent also agreed stating that it is important for IT project managers and 

candidates to have knowledge about the sector and type of project that the customer 

companies work with. 

“Let’s say you work in energy company and it is related to billing system for 

energy company. Then I need to have knowledge about how energy companies 

work in general or rules that applies to energy companies and what are the 

terminology they are using and so on. And I also need to have some knowledge 

about the specific kind of business function that the system is related to in this 

case, I mention billing system. But then I must understand how does billing 

work. I must have that kind of knowledge and how do I prove I have this kind of 

knowledge.” (Respondent Arryn) 

 

Discipline and communication were of the most important competencies that IT project 

manager/ candidates needed to work in IT consultancy sector. Respondents believed that 

these competencies were important due to the fact that the consultancy sector is based on 

customer satisfaction. Ability to demonstrate the right attitude would give an advantage over 

other candidates. Recruiters believed that if candidates convinced them that they have the 

right attitude, customers would also have the same feeling about them. 

 “I mean you need to have some specific behavior in order to be professional 

project manager. You need to be structured. You need to be some kind of 

discipline and you need to be able to communicate well and project team and 

stakeholders, and that’s quite difficult if to prove that you have the right kind of 

knowledge.” (Respondent Arryn) 

 

Other factors also affect the amount of knowledge needed for example project size, customer 

requirements and the company itself. When asked about if the IT project manager and 

candidates need technical skills. One of the respondents mentioned that strong IT skills are 

needed. This is due to the small sizes of some projects they work on, and sometimes project 

managers can get involved in technical work. 

 “It can be a bit yes. Not always, maybe sometimes. It depends on how big the 

project is.” (Respondent Targaryen) 

 

In summary, there was an agreement about what competence are companies looking for in 

the IT project managers. 
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4.1.4 Education 

All respondents valued some form of higher education, in one company a bachelor degree or 

higher was a requirement. Interestingly enough although all companies valued higher 

education, while the studied subject matter was not as important. Education was perceived 

as a test of the candidate's character and ability to learn things. It was more about the 

process of learning more than the subject learned. 

“It's often correlated to how you will perform later on in your career. If you are 

a good student with good results and finish your degree, it shows that you have 

some kind of drive. And you can get things done. If you compare it to a person 

who didn’t finish his degree. For me, it says something about the person how 

they are as a person.” (Respondent Stark) 

 

This sort of reasoning was recurrent throughout all the interviews, although the importance 

of a degree decreased with years of experience. 

“Yeah, but I think that you have to have a (degree), but when you worked as a 

project manager for 5-10 years of course it’s not important what you studied.” 

(Respondent Stark) 

 

Certificates such as ITIL, PMP and similar were regarded as good but not a necessity. The 

respondents did not regard certificates as a guarantee for being a competent project 

manager. 

 “We don’t focus much on certificates. It’s because it’s like a driver license, it 

doesn’t really mean you can drive a car.” (Respondent Targaryen) 

 

Some respondents also mentioned that project managers with certificates may be more 

attractive to certain customers. 

“But then you can have something that makes you more attractive to a certain 

customer like a certificate. You can have learned about ITIL or you can have 

learned about some specific project manager theory or you can have worked in 

Agile projects or you can have been a Scrum master or whatever. But those are 

more extras on the top.” (Respondent Stark) 

 

In some cases, customers required certificates and if the candidate lacked that specific 

certificate the company would provide training to the candidate. Therefore, having a 

certificate may be an advantage but not having the certificate is not a disadvantage. 

Alternatively, as one respondent put it. 

“If we have one with experience and one with a lot of certificates, we take the 

one with experience and let them take the certificates. Because it's a lot easier to 

let them take the certificates than have someone learn by working.” 

(Respondent Stark) 
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4.1.5 Training and Development plans 

Training and development's plans were important according to respondents answers. 

Respondents considered them as the base that makes the Candidates ready for the real world 

projects or at least makes them fit in the new way of working in a specific company. Project 

management development plans are plans available for employees (not project managers) 

inside the company that want to become project managers. It is usually a unique plan that 

depends on the individual status that trains and qualifies a person to become an IT project 

manager. Development plans are long term plans provided by a company to fulfill the vision 

of the employees. 

“Every member has his own development plan, its two parts. One part is the 

own development plan its, that is how my long term goals as a member, what 

do I want for say five years, then I want to become a senior manager or vice 

president or something. Okay what do I need to do that, I need to work with 

this, I have to take this exam for example and that maybe one of my developers 

might say that in 5 years I want to be a project manager” (Respondent Stark) 

 

Project management or competence training is also part of development plans that leads to 

project managers, but it can also be provided separately. It is usually training that makes new 

candidates fit with how the company works and/or develop any specific attribute that might 

be important for the career. Another kind of training was about certificates and special 

training that the candidate need or customers will find attractive. 

 “If they want to be a PM or a project leader, we arrange some education for 

them and get some certification and some stuff they need.” (Respondent 

Targaryen) 

 

Respondents said that the most common kind of training was competence and specific skills 

training. Candidates usually get training in the competence they feel they are weak at or 

which might require more development. Competence training is not 100 percent effective but 

most of the time it helps candidates to improve. 

“It is how people work in groups, how the group dynamic is. Conflict handling, 

learn more about yourself. How you act in different situations to be able to 

build up your leadership skills. Stuff like that. So it is pretty common.” 

(Respondent Stark) 

4.2 Evaluation process 

In most cases, evaluation and choice is a hard process. Trying to determine which person will 

be the best fit for the company and be able to provide most value is not easy. In the process, 

recruiters use a couple of tools to help them in their decisions. Respondents did not believe 

that the candidate's competence can be quantified. Therefore, the evaluation did not depend 

on which is the best in practice as much as it focused on the best fit. 

4.2.1 Recommendations 
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Recommendations are internal or external praises or suggestions to hire a specific person. 

Recommendations were perceived as an excellent way to find new candidates. In some 

companies, the employees were encouraged to recommend people that they thought would 

fit the company and its culture. The company's rationale for utilizing recommendations 

differed, some companies believed that the employees would only recommend candidates 

that they wanted to work with. On the other hand, it was considered as an advantage since 

recommendations usually come from someone who knows how the company works. 

Therefore, recommendations were considered as an advantage since it is assumed that 

recommenders have thought about if the candidate will fit in the company and they will not 

recommend someone who will not make them proud.   Respondent Lannister said. 

“We endorse our employees to recommend other people, because it's a really 

good way of recruiting employees. Because you don’t want to work with 

another person that you don't like.” (Respondent Lannister) 

 

Respondent Stark believed that recommenders would not risk their reputation by 

recommending candidates that were not suitable for the company. 

“Yeah, if a college here recommends someone I value that more than just 

reading their resume. Because you as a person never recommends someone you 

don't fully think would make this and make you proud. Because if that one fails 

you fail, it's the way that gangsters do too” (Respondent Stark) 

 

In some cases, like respondent Stark, recommendations were also used to maintain or aid 

customer relationships. 

“We had a senior customer that recommended a person to us, and we trusted 

that recommendation. More than other recommendations. Because that is a 

person we have worked with for a long time and we still want to be working for 

that person a long time. In that way we could hire this person with more 

confidence. “(Respondent Stark) 

4.2.2 Test 

All respondents except for one used the tests to determine how suitable a candidate was for 

the job. The most preferred test method seemed to be online tests combined with a follow-up 

interview regarding the test results. Companies use the tests only to weed out the least 

appropriate candidates and limit the number of candidates to be progressed in the hiring 

process. 

“Yes it is at least it helps getting rid of people in beginning because it’s really 

hard to get rid of them after they get the job. It’s not for picking up the cherries, 

but get rid of the bad.” (Respondent Targaryen) 

 

While other companies used tests to concretize competencies and personality traits, this 

gives the candidate a chance to try to demonstrate themselves in terms of competence. 
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“Because it’s very hard to measure soft skills. It’s nearly impossible but you can 

by making a personality test or making those skill based test.” (Respondent 

Stark) 

 

Tests were also used to circumvent the usual white lies or textbook answers that occur during 

interviews. During the interviews, respondents are usually faced with typical or ideal 

answers. Test force candidates to present these answers in terms of their personal 

experience. 

“Because often when you talk about soft skills they say, “yeah i’m a great 

listener”. Okay can you describe when was the last time you listened great? Or 

what was the outcome when you did that? Describe a time when you didn’t 

listen great and what happened? It’s about making them give you examples” 

(Respondent Stark) 

 

The significance and value of psychological tests varied between different companies, in 

some cases, practical work sample tests were perceived as better than psychological tests. 

Psychological tests were viewed as something that can be manipulated in the candidate's 

favor. Some respondents believe that candidates can talk and convince recruiters that they 

are good at fulfilling some responsibilities or tasks. Practical job tests are used to counter this 

and show if the candidates possess the skills they claim or not. 

“They are more practically oriented test. They are much more better than 

psychology test. You can always fool psychology test. Yeah, but you cannot 

really fool that job skills test. “ (Respondent Arryn) 

 

Others believed that psychological tests where a valid way of quantifying soft skills that 

might otherwise be hard to grasp or measure. There were respondents who believed that 

tests were valued higher than references. Not all respondents agreed. Respondent Lannister 

did not agree with this view. 

“Because references are telling a lot about how the person will act in real 

situations. The test is only a test, its questions that you try to answer as good as 

possible. But of course you have to take in that they are not giving you bad 

references.” (Respondent Lannister) 

 

The one respondent that did not utilize tests were considering to start using them to evaluate 

candidates. When asked how he would use tests in case he started using them he answered. 

“Probably to weed out the worst ones, I think it’s hard to find the best ones by 

using tests.” (Respondent Greyjoy) 

4.2.3 References left by candidate 

References were perceived as a good way to gain knowledge about the candidate's 

competence. Respondents were asked about how they deal with the fact that candidates only 
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provide references that will talk positively about them. In most cases the respondents felt 

confident in their skills to interpret the answers from the references and could interpret what 

the references thought about the candidate. 

“But if I put a direct questions to you about Markus in a certain area. I think 

you can answer in a different way and I can hear how you answer if it's really 

good or if you try to put it in a nice way but maybe there are some issues.” 

(Respondent Lannister) 

 

Other respondents thought that contacting companies and customers that have worked with 

the candidate was another good solution. They believed that this was a good way of verifying 

the skills of the candidates. 

“That’s why you always want to have some kind of reference person… Hiring 

company normally wants to have some kind of reference person they can call, 

they can verify this individual possess this kind of behavior qualities.” 

(Respondent Arryn) 

 

Some companies perceived calling other people except the references as a dishonest method 

of gaining knowledge and would not use it. This was limited to random checks based on 

previous experience but not on mutual contacts that might have information. 

“I only call references that the person looking for the job has supplied, but if 

they know someone who knows someone we will check with them.” (Respondent 

Lannister) 

 

One respondent had little to no trust in references and preferred other methods such as tests 

although they still usually contacted references. 

4.2.4 Instinct 

Instinct was something that all respondents agreed that they use while hiring or choosing 

between candidates. It is how they feel about the candidate and if they feel that this is the 

right person. When presented with candidates similar in everything this is when instinct is 

used to decide. Instinct is also related to respondents perceive the candidate and the image 

that candidate leaves. 

“Little bit about feeling.  Maybe I like this one better, something in your 

stomach. (Referring to gut feeling) If they have totally the same then it comes to 

feeling.” (Respondent Targaryen) 

4.2.5 Customer expectations 

The nature of consultancy companies makes satisfying customers as a top priority. Even 

before the project starts, companies always think about the candidate from the eyes of their 

customers. The respondents claimed that sometimes customers put requirements for the 

project managers they need. This affects the searching process by enforcing some 



 

19 

 

requirements even before the customer presents a project. When asked if the customers have 

a direct influence on choosing the person one respondent answered. 

“No, not in that way that they are influencing the exact person we are recruiting 

but by knowing what the customers here in this town are looking for and they 

look for consultant we must have people who fill that competence needed, that 

profile.”  (Respondent Stark) 

 

Other respondents also agreed that sometimes customers put minimum requirements for the 

IT project managers they require. This influences the evaluation process and the 

requirements that companies look for. 

“No, no that is when we are in the situation that the customer wants to hire a 

person from us, in a consultant assignment. Then the customer can have some 

different requirements of how the person should be or not be. Or what kind of 

experience they want. That's of course some input that we have when we hire 

in.” (Respondent Lannister) 

 

Respondents were asked if they considered the literature to hire a good project manager. The 

answers focus was on what customers would want and what the company itself wants, not 

what is considered as a good project manager in the literature. 

“I think it’s based on what we see that our customers are looking for not what 

someone else defines as a good project manager.” (Respondent Stark) 

4.3 Other factors influencing the process 

There are other factors that can influence the evaluation and hiring process. These are the 

city, company which is hiring and the personal background of the recruiter. 

4.3.1 City 

As mentioned in section 3.3 our sample was from Umeå and Örnsköldsvik. These two cities 

are considered small in regards to other major cities. Usually the bigger the city is, the bigger 

the company branch and employees. This was shown in the interviews where most of the 

respondents mentioned that this is how the process works in the city. The size of the city 

might affect requirements and how picky the company branch can be. 

“No, I think that here in Sweden we are more vague when we recruit, than say 

England or North America, they are more specific. Because I think it's also part 

of that there is more to choose from here in Sweden here in Umeå if I would hire 

a PM here in Umeå it's very hard to say that you have to have at least this and 

this and this and this. Then i won't find anyone, but if you are a part of a big 

company in Washington DC off course you can have higher expectations on the 

candidates.” (Respondent Stark) 
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Some mentioned how the size of the city affected the reference checking. Since it was a small 

town, most people in the city working in the same sector knew each other. This makes the 

reference checking easier for them. In bigger cities it will be harder to check as the sector will 

be bigger. 

“Yes, especially here in Umeå it’s so small that everyone knows each other. So 

it’s quite easy to contact people to know how person have been.” (Respondent 

Targaryen) 

 

City size and other factors related to location can affect the evaluation and the hiring process. 

By a direct or indirect way, it can make the process easier or more difficult. 

4.3.2 Company 

IT consultancy companies can work in different sectors. Each company can be different from 

the other. Company size, culture, employees, sector and their customers will influence the 

choice of IT project managers. When the respondents were asked that about who will have 

higher chances of getting hired based on gender. Most respondents agreed that females will 

have a higher chance if the male and female applicants are equal. Respondents felt that the 

number of female project managers is low, and they hope to balance it more. 

“We also consider whether male or female. In our business, not enough women 

so if there are same we would go for the woman. 20 to 25% in our business is 

women.” (Respondent Targaryen) 

5. Discussion 

Our research aim was to investigate what companies are looking for when they are hiring IT 

project managers in the IT consultancy sector. To fulfill that, recruiters were asked about the 

competence, education and training IT project managers need to be hired. Furthermore, how 

are these points evaluated and how they choose between multiple candidates. The related 

literature and results will be compared in this section. This chapter will be divided into two 

sections.  The first section will talk about what IT project manager candidates need and what 

companies look for. The second section will center around the evaluation and selection 

process of the potential candidates. 

5.1 IT Project Manager 

Prior research has concluded that human skills are important for project managers to 

develop their career. Human skills are part of the competence that IT project managers 

should develop to ensure project execution and success (Thamain, 2004; Thomas & Mengels, 

2008). Stevensons and Starkweather (2010) developed a list of IT project management 

competencies in the US. This list was confirmed with our respondents in regards to IT 

consultancy companies in Sweden, and with the addition of discipline. As previous research 

concluded the importance of competence (Stevensons & Starkweather, 2010; Sabaa, 2001; 

Aitken & Crawford, 2008), recruiters also believe that having the right competence is one of 
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the crucial factors to be hired. Human skills are regarded as more important than technical 

skills in the recruiters opinion. Discipline and communication were the most important from 

the respondent's point of view to become an IT project manager in the IT consultancy sector. 

The study shows that to work in IT consultancy companies, the IT project manager should 

have all the previously listed competencies (Appendix 2). Discipline is about following the 

rules and norms that the company follows and to be able to finish what one has started. 

Communication was one of the skills that the recruiters focus on while evaluating candidates. 

Other than being essential for project execution, communication is important because 

working in the consultancy sector means that dealing with customers is unavoidable. It is 

apparent that recruiters do not only search for these competencies to ensure project success, 

but also to ensure customer satisfaction (Thamain, 2004).  

     Domain knowledge was another point that respondents focused on. Sector knowledge was 

even more important than technical IT skills according to most respondents. Knowledge 

about the sector and the projects that companies work with was extremely important.  A 

good project manager might not be able to work on certain projects if he or she is not 

familiar with the terminology or the systems being implemented. That is what makes 

customers demand this knowledge as a requirement, which in terms affect the company 

criteria while searching. Personality is an important factor when hiring project managers, 

this becomes even more important in the consultancy sector where the IT project manager 

represent their company and meet new people often. Personality is hard to measure or 

compare between candidates. Companies utilize motivational tests, interviews, and 

references to evaluate a candidate's personality. Although none of the methods are perfect, 

they give the companies some way to evaluate the personality of the candidate. In instances 

where the project manager was promoted internally, the evaluation was easier since the 

recruiter already knows what kind of personality the candidate has. A good personality for a 

project manager in IT consultancy is someone who gives a good first impression is outgoing 

and knows how to work with others. It is also important that the candidate gives a good 

impression during the interview because the recruiter will use his first impressions to 

evaluate what the company's customers will feel when meeting the candidate if they are 

hired. Personality was one of the deciding factors in cases when deciding which candidate to 

hire, in some instances, the companies would consider a less experienced candidate due to 

the candidate's personality.   

     Education is highly valued among the respondents, most of them perceive a finished 

degree as a proof of character and an indication of the candidate's personality. What the 

candidate has learned during their education is of lesser importance. The skills learned 

during education is rarely enough to handle real life projects (Crawford, Morris, Thomas, & 

Winter, 2006; Thomas, & Mengel, 2008) and therefore assumed that whatever the candidate 

has learned under their education is not that important. When studying previous research 

about project management education, the research revealed that the focus should shift from 

hard organizational skills towards education on softer skills such as conflict resolution and 

team building (Thomas & Mengels, 2008). This also agrees with Müller and Turner (2010) 

who concluded that project managers training focus should shift to soft skills rather than 

technical skills. Also, education and especially management education should be more 
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practical and real life experience oriented. Management education focuses on knowledge that 

cannot be used by graduates immediately after graduation, i.e. knowledge that is useful for 

managers. By the time, the candidates might be able to use this knowledge they realize that 

they have already gained it by experience. The optimal situation would be to combine both 

practical and theoretical education in a way that gives the candidates experience that can be 

used when applying for jobs while learning the trade.  The industry should also allow for 

more internship style employment where less experienced personnel can work while 

learning.  

     As the previous research concluded, there is a large emphasis on certificates in the current 

education (Thomas & Mengels, 2008). This study concluded that companies value 

certificates, but they do not consider it as an indicator of being capable of working as a PM. 

Recruiters believe that having a certificate is a proof only of theoretical knowledge and that 

doesn't ensure practical implementation of this knowledge. The recruiter's point of view is in 

contrast to Mülller and Turner (2007) who argued that certifications are important to project 

managers, but in agreement with Morris et al. (2006) who argued that certifications is a 

recognition of knowledge, and it does not mean good performance. Therefore, recruiters 

usually do not require certificates, and they do not make hiring judgements based on these. 

In some cases, certificates can be a prerequisite. The study also shows that recruiters will 

rather select a person with more experience or personality than a person with a certificate. 

Because a certificate is easy to obtain compared to changing one's personality or gaining 

experience.  

     Although all of the respondents agreed with the presented list created by Stevensons and 

Starkweather (2010) with the addition of attitude and discipline. They regarded experience 

as the most important criteria for being hired as an IT project manager. Without experience, 

it is almost impossible to confirm that a candidate possesses the necessary competencies and 

skills. Candidate's experience proves to the recruiter that the candidate can work in IT 

projects and is, therefore, a good way to evaluate his skills. Education is not perceived as 

sufficient enough to handle real IT projects complexity and pressure (Crawford et al.,  2006; 

Thomas & Mengel, 2008). Additionally, the IT consultancy companies customers have 

requirements based on years of experience which makes it hard to hire project managers 

without any or little experience. Three years is the minimum required project experience to 

be hired as IT project manager in an IT consultancy company. It is recommended for people 

who want to become IT project managers to try and get experience in working with projects. 

Even a technical position can lead to a project manager position. The important factor is to 

gain experience about how actual projects are managed. Moreover, companies prefer to 

promote internally than search for external candidates. Companies always check to see if the 

position can be filled internally. The reason behind this is that employees usually follow 

unique development plans under company supervision, and being internal allows for easier 

evaluation of skills and work. References are viewed as a good way to evaluate a candidates 

personalities and competencies, it is mainly used to evaluate softer skill such as if the person 

is a team player. The recruiters and companies know that a candidate will only give 

references that give a positive response when asked about the candidate, but most of the 

companies believe that it is easy to see past that. If the recruiter has the possibility to contact 
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people that they know has worked with the candidate there is a high likelihood that they will 

do that even if the candidate did not leave them as a reference. This shows that it is 

important to manage and develop a good reputation within one's professional community. 

5.2 Evaluation 

Measuring and evaluating competence is not an easy task. As Crawford (2000) argued that 

although competence is an important factor for success, it is hard to quantify. Recruiters 

agree that the evaluation process is not always accurate. The only possible way to evaluate a 

candidate is through recruiters opinion and instinct and by the help of tests and references. 

Most competence standards and research conducted in project management is based on the 

practitioners opinions (Crawford, 2000). Tests and references are used to help in the 

evaluation and decision-making process, but it is acknowledged it is not the most accurate 

way to do. Tests are used to eliminate obvious ill-fitting candidates and sometimes to 

decrease the numbers to consider, but tests are still not an indicator that a person is bad. 

Candidates can be faced with unfortunate circumstances that lead to bad results. 

Simultaneously, it is natural or expected for a candidate who is expected to lead a project to 

work or perform well under pressure. References give a good indication or image about the 

candidate. Although this is dependent on asking the right person and how this person 

chooses to answer the questions asked by the recruiter. Based on the tests and references, the 

recruiters use their instinct and opinion to decide and select a candidate. It can be argued 

that using instinct and personal opinion is not an accurate or optimal way to decide. Personal 

judgement can sometimes be wrong. In some cases, it can be obvious that a person is not a fit 

or a perfect fit for the company, but that is not a rule. Furthermore, this makes the 

companies dependent on one recruiter’s personal opinion which sometimes maybe not be 

aligned with the company opinion or different recruiters. At the same time, it is noted that 

recruiters do not have another way to do it. Therefore, it essential to find a more systematic, 

accurate and reliable way to evaluate candidates.  

      There is a thin line between competence and personality. Personality or personal 

characteristics was part of the competence definition that can be improved with experience 

and/or training. Skills and personal traits are two different things from the companies point 

of view. Companies can consider people with limited skills and good personality, but not the 

opposite. Skills can be improved or polished by training; For example, communication, 

Leadership, etc. On the other hand, personal traits are hard to change and train, so bad 

personality is not accepted; examples of personal traits are honesty, curiosity, patience, etc. 

Recruiters prefer choosing candidates with a good personality and work on polishing their 

skills rather than risking choosing a candidate with amazing skills and work on trying to 

adjust their unfitting personality. Therefore, it is recommended to prioritize improving the 

personal traits and look for companies that may fit culturally, rather than only focusing on 

improving skills.   

     In the consultancy sector, the customer's expectation on the IT project manager will 

determine what companies look for. In a sense the consultancy company is not hiring a 

person only to fit in their company, they are hiring a person that should also fit within their 

customer's companies. It is also important that a consultant is able to expand the business 
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within the customer, this means creating more work for their employer within an existing 

customer. This aspect is something special for the consultancy sector where they are 

expected to have a certain aspect of selling to be considered a good consultant. With good 

communication and the right attitude and discipline projects will be executed smoothly. This 

has also been established through previous research (Sabaa, 2001).  The customer's 

perception can affect the success of the project (Thamain, 2004). Consultancy means being 

able to satisfy customers. In order to satisfy customers, the ability to communicate with them 

and understand their needs is crucial. The process of hiring a project manager is not easy, 

nor is how the competence is measured. Recruiters have a hard time defining and measuring 

the required competencies. In this case, competence is defined and measured by how the 

interviewer perceives the candidate. This is what makes the recruiters go further into the 

process by the help of references and previous assignments. By doing interviews and tests 

and in some cases a test with a psychologist, recruiters can build an image of the candidate's 

competence. Therefore, it is important for the candidate to be able to present his 

competencies in terms of his experience. Being able to express his skills and relating it to 

projects or previous experience would increase the chance of being hired as it gives a clearer 

picture to the recruiter. 

The city size affects the companies possibilities to hire efficiently. A smaller city will have 

fewer candidates, and therefore, the companies will lower their requirements on prospective 

candidates. The ability to view a candidate's previous work and projects is better in a smaller 

town where the population knows each other. Project managers in small cities IT consultancy 

companies are usually known to each other. This increase the ability to do a more thorough 

background check on candidates and this will affect their ability to be hired. Non-Swedish 

speakers will have less chance of being employed in smaller cities due to the preference of the 

local customers to communicate in Swedish. Smaller cities will have fewer opportunities, but 

also fewer requirements for candidates. Research on gender in IT literature has shown that 

females face more barriers than male when it comes to leadership positions and especially in 

IT sector. Results have shown that companies recognize that there is a lack in the female 

workforce in IT leadership positions, and they try to balance it. If different gender candidates 

are equal in terms of all criteria, female candidates would have higher chance to get hired. 

It is important to note that the recruiters do not use literature directly in the process of 

searching for the IT project managers or their development. Their criteria are based on what 

the company or customers perceive as a good project manager. The recruiters opinion can be 

similar to the literature because the research done on ideal PM’s is based on practitioners 

opinions (Crawford, 2000). This does not mean that all practitioners share the same opinion. 

In our research, the recruiters shared the same opinion, but this can differ with a larger 

sample size. Research on PM is investigating what an ideal PM would be, but in practical 

world recruiters do not always face candidates with all these competencies. Different 

practitioners may value different competencies higher than other based on different 

situations. Customers preferences had more effect on the hiring process than the literature. A 

situation where a recruiter has to hire based on customer preference or an ideal candidate 

according to the literature, they will prioritize a candidate that corresponds to customer 

preference. This creates a problem because as much as customers might know about the 



 

25 

 

practical world, there is a risk that they are not exposed or updated on the literature and 

what it offers. This problem is hard to fix since the companies have to adhere to the 

requirements set by their customer. Therefore, to fix this problem, the customers of the 

companies have to be convinced to change their perspective before the consultancy 

companies can change the criteria. The competence in the recruiting process is all about 

being able to present and convince the recruiter with the skills. As shown in the results, this 

sometimes prevent companies from choosing potential and competent candidates because 

customers do not share the same opinion about competence and skill. 

6. Conclusion 

This thesis set out to explore what IT consultancy companies look for while hiring IT project 

managers. This is important to ensure that prospective IT project managers know what they 

need to improve and develop. The thesis aimed to answer the following question “What are 

the competence and the education that companies IT consultancy companies look for while 

hiring or appointing1 IT project managers and what are the criteria they are hired based on.”. 

This research shows that IT consultancy companies look for candidates with general project 

manager's competence with a specific focus on attitude, discipline and communication. A 

personality that fits in the company was crucial to be considered for employment. Project 

experience and specific knowledge about industries and sectors were required. Moreover, 

there are some factors that contribute to the evaluation process such as recommendations, 

references, gender, company, recruiter, and the company customers. Furthermore, our 

research has shown how complex the evaluation and selection process is, and how the 

companies try to overcome it. This thesis contributes to research by showing the process of 

recruiting IT project managers in IT consultancy sector. Based on the results, people will 

know what to develop to reach this position. Educational institutes can also reconsider and 

change the way future IT project managers are educated to fit what companies and the 

practical world are looking for. The study concluded that a larger emphasis on internship and 

practical work experience would be beneficial for future IT project managers. The study 

revealed a large gap between what institutions are teaching and what companies are looking 

for. Also, the study revealed the need for a better evaluation process that should be more 

accurate. Future research can focus on developing a method that would measure competence 

more accurately and use the results from our study to change the way education is conducted 

at the moment. Moreover, future research can look at what companies in other sectors are 

looking for in IT project managers. This will help in allowing people to polish their skills to 

specific job positions. This study had some limitations that can affect the generalization of 

the results. Interviews respondents were all male, and we believe this have an effect on how 

they see the candidates. In our research, we also concluded that values such as personality 

are used to evaluate a candidate. This would mean that the recruiters own personality and 

background can affect the evaluation process and how they value different candidates.  
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Appendix A 
 

It is important to note that not all question were asked during each interview since the 

respondents usually answered multiple questions within one answer. The questions also 

changed depending on what was discovered during the interview. 

 

Interview questions 

General questions 

-Could you talk a bit about your IT projects? 

● What kind of projects do you have? 

● Duration of the projects? 

● Repeat customers? 

-Could you explain how the company hierarchical structure works? 

-What is your position in the company? 

-How long have you been working in this position? 

-What is the role of a PM in your company, do they do any technical work or just 

managing/business? 

● What is difference between IT-PM and normal pm in your opinion. 

○  Do you believe they possess different competencies and which is more 

important in IT field? 

● How do you balance between education and competence 

● Is there any formal criteria that you hire on? (if yes, we will try get a copy ) 

-How are you involved in the hiring or reviewing process of new project managers? 

-Describe the process of appointing and reviewing IT Project Managers? 

● Are they reviewed first? Who is the one that recommends the new PM 

● Are project managers hired based on projects needs/type or general hiring.   

● Who is responsible for hiring them ? is it a board, HR, or previous PM 

● Is the process influenced by any stakeholders?(Board members, customers) 

● Are there difference in the hiring process of IT-pm and normal pm. If company have 

both. 

● Do you believe that a normal pm could be transferred to IT-pm without major 

problems?   

● Is there any formal criteria that you hire on? (if yes, we will try get a copy ) 

○  What are they based on? Research, experience, opinion 

 

-Which is more common external hiring or appointing internal project managers. 

● If PM’s are promoted internally is there track prepared for potential candidates? 

○  What does it focus on 

○  When does it start and what is its structure 

○  Who supervises it? Senior management, mentors a teacher 
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● What position are they commonly promoted from? (Programmer, team leader, 

project coordinator, assistant,...) 

● Did the reviewing and hiring process change by time? If yes, how and if possible 

support by examples 

● Can exceptions be made during the hiring process? 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

- 

Experience 

○  Education 

○  Experience 

○  Length of prior engagements 

○  Past team size 

○  Technical experience 

○  Work history 

● Which ones are the most important? 

● Why is that considered important? 

○  How many years of experience needed to become an IT PM 

○  Is there specific type of experience needed or preferred. 

○  Can education help decrease the need for experience? 

○  Is length of prior engagements important? If yes what is the 

preferred duration 

○  Is past team size considered during the decision and what is the 

optimal   

○  If it is external recruitment,are references checked before hiring 

or it is just a paper work. 

○  Is european project experience considered better than swedish? 

 

Human skills or soft skills 

○  Ability to communicate at multiple levels 

○  Ability to deal with ambiguity and change 

○  Ability to escalate 

○  Attitude 

○  Leadership 

○  Verbal skills 

○  Written skills 

○  Cultural fit 

● Which ones are the most important? 

● How are they defined or measured. How is a good leadership or good communication 

defined.  Especially from external recruitment. 

● In IT consultancy sector, which competencies would you say are really important for 

this sector than others. 

● Do you judge different competencies for different type of projects. Elaborate. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Education & Training 

Do you offer internal training to new PM’s? 

● Is the training grounded in literature such as PMBOK, ITIL  or similar/ Is specific 

type of certificates or education provided? Internal or external 

● If not then, What does the education look like? 

○  What is its form, aim, contents, outcomes 

● On what does that training focus? 

○  Technical skills, planning or people skills(conflict resolution etc) Do you 

balance between different skills? 

○  Does it differ from being from hired or promoted. 

● Can the training differ depending on the prospective PM’s earlier education and/or 

experience? 

● Is the training done within the company or outside? 

● Does training include software training like project management tools 

 

-What certificates if any do you value? 

● Pmp, Prince2, ITIL 

● Software certificates 

 

-Is university education important? 

● Is bachelor degree important at this point? If yes,is the education related to current 

projects, ie does it matter if the education corresponds to the project “topic”? E.G is a 

bachelor's in economics good if you are working on a project for a bank? 

● What do you consider as a good education for being a IT PM? MBA, MSC, CS, 

Engineer 

 

-How important is skills such as education/experience in 

● Agile development? 

● Time management tools such as Gant 

● Control/management systems such as Git 

● Leadership from unrelated fields? 

● Technical skills such as Programming, web tech, etc. 

 

-How do you balance between education and competence 

-Is there anything you want to add? 

 

 

Do you know anybody else that might be qualified and willing to participate in an interview 
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Appendix B 
 

1. Ability to communicate at multiple levels 

2. Ability to deal with ambiguity and change 

3. Ability to escalate 

4. Attitude 

5. Cultural fit 

6. Education 

7. Experience 

8. Leadership 

9. Length of prior engagements 

10. Past team size 

11. PMP certification 

12. Technical expertise 

13. Verbal skills 

14. Work history 

15. Written skills 

 


