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project managers to program managers in a variety of organizations and
has a doctorate in industrial/organizational psychology. 

W O R K F O R C E  D E V E L O P M E N T

Developing Future Program
Leaders: Part 3

Timothy S. Kroecker

In Part 1 of this series, I explained that organizations
need to capture the expertise of an aging, highly skilled
workforce and to develop the next generation of pro-
gram leaders. I detailed the importance from both an
organizational and employee perspective in terms of

increased efficiency and individual engagement; intro-
duced a process to facilitate understanding of the pro-
gram manager role; and defined competencies, a key to
understanding any role as well as any development ef-
fort. Part 2 explained the challenges faced when defining
program management, as well as the process for creat-
ing a complete understanding of the program manager
using a “success profile” structure with the required com-
petencies. In this third and final part, I shall explore the
alternatives available to create a PM development pro-
gram.

Creating a Program Manager Development
Program
Once the competencies, success profile, and proficiency
levels have been specified for PMs, training programs and
experiential assignments need to be created or reviewed
against those requirements. The training programs and
developmental assignments need to be organized into a
long-term developmental process. The overall PM devel-
opment program should involve multiple assessment op-
portunities that encourage current and future PMs to
stretch their skills and develop themselves beyond the re-
quirements of the current job, project, or program. This
encompasses not only those employees most likely to be
promoted, but also those who are inclined to work on im-
proving themselves and their overall level of profession-
alism upon completing the developmental process. 

Training programs should be analyzed in terms of the
competencies they develop and the depth and breadth
of capability participants are expected to have attained
by the conclusion of the training. In addition, the train-
ing programs should be designed to teach the compe-
tencies in the context of the challenges faced by PMs. 

Experiential assignments should be designed to encour-
age the development of the same critical competencies.

The experiential assignments can include coaching, men-
toring, or special team or project work. Because these as-
signments are often highly customized for individuals,
development objectives should be concrete and explic-
itly communicated to coaches and mentors as well as to
those being coached or mentored. The more specific the
development objectives, the more likely that individuals
will be able to create development plans linked to achiev-
ing them. 

Since experiential assignments for the PM roles are likely
to be organization- and employee-specific, they can't be
examined in a general article; however, I shall discuss sev-
eral component parts for structured PM training and de-
velopment programs, including assessment centers;



blended learning; coaching programs; 360-degree feed-
back; and online talent development systems.

Assessment Centers
In this instance, the term “assessment center” refers to
a specific approach to evaluate the competencies of PMs,
including both technical project management skills and
leadership capabilities. The distinctive features of as-
sessment centers include multiple assessment techniques;
multiple trained raters; ratings based on observed be-
havior; assessment of individuals as they interact with
others in group exercises; and use of simulations that re-
flect actual job situations or, in the case of PMs, “multi-
ple days in the life of a large-scale program.”

Assessment centers that are designed for development
rather than selection emphasize both assessment and
long-term development coaching,  typically consisting of
a one- or two-day process intended for six to 10 partici-
pants. The assessment center should assess competen-
cies of both new and experienced PMs. State-of-the-art
assessment centers integrate all of these elements using
technology to administer and create realistic simulations. 
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Given that assessment centers are expensive to develop
and administer, attendance should be considered a cap-
stone experience for individuals who have first gone
through a series of learning experiences. The assessment
center should also be one of the individual's last learning
exercises centering on the PM competencies before or
very shortly after he or she becomes a PM of significant
programs. 

Blended Learning 
The term “blended learning” is intended to describe a so-
lution that combines several different delivery methods,
such as independent study, technology-based simulations,
and instructor-led learning. The emphasis is on individ-
ual learning rather than assessment, in an event intended
for a large group (of, for example, 20 to 30 participants).
These events contain case studies that expose the learner
to program- and project-management competencies, tools,
and techniques. The participants react to real-life program
challenges and risks, both individually and as teams. They
then share their learning experiences with one another.

There is a range of costs for this approach.They will de-
pend on such variables as the length of the course (rang-
ing, for example, from one hour to several days); the com-
plexity of the simulation (paper-based versus computer-
based role-playing simulations); and the degree to which
the content needs to reflect the specifics of an organiza-
tion (a generic case-study versus an organization-based,
fully researched case study). However, these costs are to
some degree mitigated by the large number of individu-
als who can receive the training. Because the depth of
knowledge being imparted can vary from introductory to
advanced, the blended-learning approach can be used
several times with different content in a PM development
program. 

Assessment centers and blended learning provide orga-
nizations with the opportunity to assess PM competen-
cies in simulated work situations. These methodologies
furnish richer, more contextually based feedback to both
the organization and the program participants; they help
participants pinpoint their most critical development
areas, and they help organizations determine what ad-
ditional individualized development programs or experi-
ences are most needed—mentoring or assignments to
special programs or initiatives, for example.

Coaching Programs
For the purpose of this article, coaching programs facili-
tate mutually designed, beneficial relationships between
a professional coach and a high-potential new project
manager or program manager and the organization. The
coaching relationship is created to benefit the employee
who is (or is on track to be) accountable for highly com-
plex programs. The focus of the coaching is on organi-
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This addendum updates information in an article pub-
lished in Defense AT&L, January-February 2007. The
previous article showed how Systems Engineering stan-
dards and Earned Value Management provide a frame-
work for linking award fees to desired program out-
comes in accordance with Department of Defense
directives. However, that article did not include the re-
cently published Guide for Integrating Systems Engi-
neering into DoD Acquisition Contracts.

The guidance is now organized into the following top-
ics:
• Technical reviews
• Integrated plans
• Technical Performance Measures
• Technical Baselines
• Integrated Baseline Review
• Award Fee

An updated summary of the DoD policy and guides, as
well as the pertinent section of the DoD Appropriations
Act of 2007 are presented in tabular form at <www.PB-
EV.com>. At PBEV Resources, you will also find links to
previous articles. 
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zational performance and individual learning and devel-
opment, using leadership competencies and project man-
agement skills as additional concentrations. The process
of coaching involves gathering information on perfor-
mance from multiple sources to help identify and act on
improvement needs, clarifying and objectifying difficult
issues, capitalizing on strengths, and providing hands-on
advice. For a PM coaching program to be successful, the
coaches should be individuals with extensive program
management or senior leadership experiences, as they
can offer informal career suggestions as well as practices
based on personal experience. 

Coaching programs have a range of costs, depending on
such variables as the use of internal versus external
coaches, the number of coaches and participants, and
the frequency and length of meetings. This approach is
best used for high-potential employees who need specific
in-situation feedback, rather than for turning around poor
performers.
360-Degree Feedback 
360-degree feedback is a competency-based assessment
method that includes a self-assessment by the project/pro-
gram manager; and feedback from his/her peers, supe-
riors, subordinates, and—potentially—customers. The re-
sults of these confidential surveys are tabulated and shared
with the employee, usually in a debriefing session con-
ducted by a more senior manager, coach, or human re-
sources professional, who interprets and discusses the
results, trends, and themes in terms of relative strengths
and development needs. 

360-degree feedback programs are generally cost-effi-
cient development tools. Once the initial assessment in-
strument has been created (based on the behaviors in
the PM competencies), the process can be automated
and administered as many times as is appropriate dur-
ing the long-term developmental process. Costs can be
reduced either by using instructor-led sessions to intro-
duce the elements of the feedback to a larger number of
participants, or through e-learning tools that cover the
same material. This approach can be used effectively for
individuals who are interested in developing into PMs or
to enhance the competencies of existing PMs. 

Program Manager E-resource Guides 
PM e-resource guides are online systems that allow users
to view resources (books, articles, Web sites, courses, etc.)
related to PM competencies. The individual is assessed
against the competencies through a self-diagnosis and/or
360-degree feedback. The e-resource guides help indi-
viduals create development plans linked to organizational
goals and objectives; provide just-in-time development
tools/resources; ensure development resources are avail-
able anytime and anywhere; ensure development re-
sources accommodate different learning styles; and en-
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The editor welcomes comments and questions and
can be contacted at tkroecker@cambriaconsulting.
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able the organization to track each PM’s ongoing devel-
opment efforts. 

E-resource guides are cost-efficient development tools.
The self-assessment process (using the PM competen-
cies) can be used if the organization does not make use
of 360-degree feedback. Quality e-resource guides are
frequently updated and customized to address the latest
trends in the profession and industry. The resources con-
tained within the system should be varied to address the
needs of both novice and more senior PMs, so that once
in place, the e-resource guide can be used continuously
throughout the PM development process. This approach
can be used effectively for all individuals who are inter-
ested in developing into PMs or who are interested in en-
hancing their competencies. 

Providing Feedback to All Participants
The best-designed organization-wide developmental
process will achieve optimal impact on the organization's
ability to fill program management positions if feedback
is provided to all participants throughout the process. The
type of feedback provided should—and will—vary, de-
pending on how much the individual participates in the
developmental process; as the PM progresses, the depth
and complexity of the feedback should increase. In ad-
dition, time should be allotted to provide one-on-one de-
briefings and/or career development sessions with those
individuals who request them. This is in the best interest
of the organization; the sessions can focus PMs on ways
to address development issues and raise the overall bench-
strength of the organization.

To further ensure viable candidates for future PM posi-
tion openings, funding should be set aside for the con-
tinued development of those candidates who make it to
the end of the developmental process, regardless of
whether or not they are selected for an open PM position
(or in those instances when an opening may not occur
for an extended period of time). These individuals pos-
sess the drive, ambition, capability, and desire to move
up to leadership positions within the organization. 

Organizations will face an increase in the number of PM
openings as the workforce ages and reaches retirement.
Organizations that want to create a viable internal can-
didate pool to fill PM vacancies should create a long-term
PM development program. By creating PM success pro-
files with competencies, the organization can develop
programs to specifically target both individual and orga-
nizational strengths and developmental gaps.
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