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Abstract

In contemporary project management, the adoption of methodologies, frameworks, planning
tools, governance models, collaborative platforms and established practices is now considered a
necessary condition for managing complex projects. PMBOK®, PRINCE2®, Agile, Scrum, Kanban
and hybrid approaches have contributed to building a common language, operational discipline
and greater professional maturity. Yet many projects continue to fail even when they appear to
be formally well structured: charters, WBSs, plans, risk registers, steering committees, progress
reports, dashboards and collaboration tools are all in place.

This paper argues that the failure of many projects does not stem from the absence of method,
but from the distance between the formal system of the project and the real system in which the
project actually lives. Methodologies define the visible structure of the project; its real
governability depends instead on a less visible layer: organisational dynamics, power, ambiguity,
conflict, implicit expectations, decision quality and human behaviour.

The author introduces the concept of the Invisible Competencies of the Project Manager,
understood not as a generic label for soft skills, but as a clearly defined set of capabilities that
operate at the interface between the formal system and the real system of the project. Based on
an analysis of recurring failure patterns in complex projects, four core competencies are
identified — assertiveness, negotiation, organisational awareness and communication as
decision enablement — together with three transversal competencies: ambiguity management,
influence without authority and psychological safety. The paper justifies this selection by showing
how each competency responds to a specific type of failure observable in practice.

The paper also addresses the relationship between these competencies and the evolution of
artificial intelligence in project management. Automation will make the visible activities of the
Project Manager increasingly efficient — planning, reporting, minute-taking, data analysis and
decision support — but it will not remove the need for judgement, influence, accountability and
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contextual interpretation. On the contrary, precisely because many administrative activities will
progressively be automated, Invisible Competencies will become the true distinguishing factor of
the Project Manager.

Finally, the paper analyses why organisations, despite recognising the importance of these
competencies, struggle to develop them systematically, and proposes practical lines of action
adapted to the constraints typically found in high-complexity environments.

Keywords: project management, invisible competencies, soft skills, stakeholder management,
leadership, negotiation, ambiguity, influence without authority, psychological safety, artificial
intelligence, automation, project governance.

1. Introduction: The Paradox of the “Well-Managed” Project That Fails

There is a recurring paradox in organisations: the project that fails while apparently being
managed according to the rules. This is not the improvised project, lacking planning or entrusted
to the goodwill of individuals. On the contrary, these projects often have all the elements that
should guarantee control: a formal project charter, a sufficiently detailed WBS, a schedule, a risk
register, a declared governance structure, regular meetings, progress reports and collaboration
tools.

On paper, the project appears to be governed. In reality, however, it stagnates, fragments,
accumulates delays, generates silent conflicts, loses sponsorship, consumes trust and eventually
derails.

This paradox is one of the most frustrating phenomena for those working in project
management: having done everything “by the method” and yet watching the project fail. The
problem is not always the absence of project management. More often, the problem is that
project management remains confined to a formal and documentary dimension, while the real
project takes place elsewhere: in the invisible space of undeclared expectations, postponed
decisions, passive resistance, unspoken conflicts, competing priorities and power dynamics.

A concrete case, drawn from recurring experience in critical infrastructure environments, helps
to clarify the phenomenon.

Case 1 — Formally complete disaster recovery. A project aimed to introduce disaster recovery

capability for a set of critical services. The full lifecycle had been followed: risk analysis, definition
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of RTO and RPO, selection of the technical solution, implementation and testing. The risk register
had been compiled, milestones had been achieved and the steering committee had approved
the release. Formally, the project was a success.

Six months later, a failure required the disaster recovery capability to be activated. The recovery
site technically existed, but no one had updated the runbooks to reflect the changes that had
occurred in the meantime. The credentials needed to access the recovery environment had been
changed and had not been redistributed to the on-call team. The communication plan for users,
written during the project, had never been exercised. The result was a recovery time five times
longer than declared and a loss of trust in the platform that took years to rebuild.

What had happened? The project had produced the formal system: the technology, the
documents and the approvals. But the real system — document maintenance, credential
rotation, continuous staff training and periodic exercising — had not been properly governed.
The failure was not technical; it was organisational and managerial.

This case illustrates the central thesis of this paper: a methodology can define how a project
should be managed, but it cannot replace the Project Manager’s ability to read reality. The
Project Manager is not merely the administrator of a method. They are the person who must
make the method practicable within a concrete organisation, crossed by interests, conflicts,
ambiguity, constraints, culture, power and human behaviour.

For this reason, alongside the visible competencies of project management — planning, control,
cost management, risk management, scope management and resource management — a second
layer of competencies must be recognised. These are the Invisible Competencies of the Project
Manager.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 clarifies why methodology, while necessary, is not
sufficient. Section 3 introduces the concept of the real system of the project as a level of analysis.
Section 4 presents the Invisible Competencies, justifying their selection and the distinction
between core and transversal competencies. Sections 5 to 11 analyse each competency with
concrete cases. Section 12 describes the symptoms of missing Invisible Competencies. Section
13 discusses why organisations struggle to develop them and proposes practical actions. Section
14 addresses the relationship with artificial intelligence. Section 15 concludes.
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2. Methodology Is Necessary, but Not Sufficient

Before developing the concept of Invisible Competencies, one point must be made clear: this
paper is not a criticism of project management methodologies. On the contrary, without method,
a project becomes fragile, dependent on individuals, poorly traceable and difficult to govern.
Methodologies provide a common language, structure, discipline, decision criteria,
organisational memory and tools to reduce improvisation.

The PMBOK® Guide, in its various editions, has helped build a shared professional language for
project management. The Sixth Edition consolidated a structured view based on processes,
knowledge areas and process groups. The Seventh Edition further evolved this approach towards
principles, performance domains, tailoring, value, stakeholders, uncertainty and adaptability.
This evolution is significant: mature project management cannot be reduced to a set of
procedures applied mechanically. It must be adapted to the context, objectives and nature of the
project.

The same applies to agile, hybrid, iterative and flow-based approaches. Scrum, Kanban, Lean, XP
and other models have introduced greater attention to feedback, transparency, adaptation,
collective responsibility, flow management and waste reduction. However, these approaches too
can be emptied of meaning when they are applied as rituals: daily meetings without problems
being surfaced, retrospectives without learning, boards updated without decisions, backlogs
ordered but lacking any real negotiation of value.

The problem, therefore, is not methodology. The problem is methodological illusion: the belief
that a correct framework can compensate for a lack of managerial judgement, professional
courage, political awareness, negotiation skills or situational leadership.

Where does this illusion originate? Partly from training: many project management courses tend
to emphasise procedural and documentary aspects because they are easier to teach, certify and
assess. Partly from organisational demand: it is simpler to require a certificate than to develop
judgement. Partly from the nature of the project itself: documentation is visible, while the ability
to read the context is not.

The consequence is that many Project Managers emerge from training with an excellent
command of methodological tools and limited awareness of the limits of those tools. They know
how to build a WBS, but they do not know how to recognise when a WBS is falsely precise. They
know how to compile a risk register, but they do not know when a risk goes undeclared because
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it is politically uncomfortable. They know how to schedule a steering committee meeting, but
they do not know how to read the signals that someone is attending without truly engaging.
Methodology is necessary. But it is not sufficient.

3. The Formal System and the Real System of the Project

To understand the gap between method and results, it is necessary to distinguish between two
levels of every project: the formal system and the real system.

The formal system is what is documented. It includes scope, planning, declared roles, procedures,
expected deliverables, milestones, budgets, the risk register, scheduled meetings and progress
reports. It is the project as it should be.

The real system is what happens in practice: how people interpret roles, what information is
actually shared, what decisions are made or avoided, how priorities are managed in moments of
conflict, what behaviours are rewarded or sanctioned by the organisation, where resistance hides
and how power manifests itself. It is the project as it actually behaves.

Most project management methodologies focus on the formal system. For good reason: the
formal system is necessary for traceability, control and organisational memory. But the project
lives in the real system. And the distance between the two systems is often the primary cause of
failure.

The following table summarises the fundamental differences between the two systems and the
role that Invisible Competencies play in connecting them.

) ) Formal System — . )
Dimension Real System — Invisible Competencies
Methodology
What is||[Scope, WBS, milestones,|[Implicit expectations, latent conflicts, passive
documented budget, risk register resistance
RACI, job descriptions, . ) .
How roles are ] .. |IReal influence, informal leadership, networks of
i project organisation
defined trust
chart
How Reports, minutes, . . . .
o Weak signals, silences, what is not said,
communication dashboards, scheduled| . .
] misaligned languages
occurs meetings
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. . Formal System — . .

Dimension Real System — Invisible Competencies
Methodology

How priorities are||Approved plan, formal|Daily conflicts between functions, unplanned

managed change requests urgencies

. Formal governance, . T .

How decisions are . . Postponed decisions, implicit choices, undeclared
steering  committees,

made power

planned escalations

. . ||Approved documents, . o
How compliance is|| . . Operational practicability, updated procedures,
. signed policies, formal ]
interpreted } real competencies
audits

. . . ||Assertiveness, negotiation, organisational
Which Planning, control, risk o .
. awareness, communication as  decision
competencies management, scope L .
] enablement, ambiguity management, influence
govern it management . . .
without authority, psychological safety

When this distance is small, the project is governable. When it is large, the project appears
controlled on paper but is substantially out of control.

For example, an infrastructure migration project had approved functional requirements and
passed its tests. In production, performance issues emerged that had not been detected during
testing. The cause was a set of non-functional requirements that no one had made explicit
because they were “taken for granted”: maximum latency, behaviour under load and tolerance
of traffic peaks. Operational stakeholders had these requirements in their heads, but they had
never written them down. The formally complete project was operationally inadequate.

The Project Manager who ignores the real system is not managing a project: they are managing
a representation of the project. And the representation, however accurate, is never the reality.

4. The Invisible Competencies: Definition and Selection

If methodology governs the formal system, who governs the relationship between the formal
system and the real system? Who translates plans into action, documents into behaviours and
procedures into decisions?

This is the function of the Invisible Competencies of the Project Manager.
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To avoid the risk of definitional circularity, it is necessary to specify precisely what is meant here
by Invisible Competencies. They are not simply “all soft skills” or “what is missing when a project
fails”. They are a clearly defined set of capabilities that operate specifically at the interface
between the formal system and the real system of the project.

The selection of competencies presented here is not arbitrary. It derives from an analysis of
recurring failure patterns observed in complex projects, including critical infrastructure, cloud,
digital transformation and public administration. For each type of failure, the competency whose
absence appears to be the most frequent cause has been identified. The following table
summarises this correspondence.

. Corresponding Invisible
Observed failure pattern
Competency
The project absorbs requests without trade-offs being )
o Assertiveness
made explicit
Priorities conflict without agreement being reached Negotiation

Decisions are postponed or taken outside governance|[Communication as decision
channels enablement

The PM does not recognise latent stakeholder resistance |Organisational awareness

The project starts with ambiguous requirements that are o
. Ambiguity management
never clarified

The PM is accountable but has no authority over resources||Influence without authority

Risks are not declared in a timely manner Psychological safety

Not all the soft skills traditionally cited in project management literature fall within this selection.
For example, empathic communication, team motivation, stress management and personal time
management are undoubtedly useful, but they do not operate specifically at the interface
between the formal system and the real system. They have been excluded to maintain an
operational, non-generic definition.

The seven identified competencies do not all carry the same weight. Four are core competencies
— assertiveness, negotiation, organisational awareness and communication as decision
enablement — because they act directly on interactions with stakeholders. Three are transversal
competencies — ambiguity management, influence without authority and psychological safety
— because they create the contextual conditions for exercising the core competencies.
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The following sections analyse each competency in detail.

5. Assertiveness: Protecting the Project from the Denial of Reality

Assertiveness is perhaps the most underestimated competency. It is often confused with a
personality trait: being decisive, self-confident or able to impose oneself. In project management,
assertiveness is first and foremost a professional duty.

A non-assertive Project Manager risks becoming an administrator of other people’s expectations.
They record requests, accept constraints, absorb pressure, avoid uncomfortable conversations,
update increasingly unrealistic plans and produce increasingly polished reports about a project
that is becoming less governable. They do not protect the project; they temporarily protect
organisational calm, until reality presents the bill.

Assertiveness is not aggression. It is the ability to make constraints, trade-offs and consequences
visible. It means being able to state, professionally, that a date is not compatible with the
available resources; that a scope is not sustainable; that a priority can only be added if something
else is removed; that a decision cannot be postponed any further; that a formally present but
substantively absent sponsor is becoming a risk; that governance unable to decide is not
governance, but organisational theatre.

Case 2 — Undeclared scope creep. A cloud migration project was experiencing growing delays.
The Project Manager accepted new requests without renegotiating scope or timelines, fearing
that he would appear “uncooperative”. The project accumulated undeclared scope debt to the
point where the schedule became completely unrealistic. The final crisis was far more painful
than a timely discussion of trade-offs would have been.

A Project Manager who cannot say “no” does not avoid conflict. They postpone it. And postponed
conflict tends to become more costly, more personal and more difficult to resolve.

Assertiveness is particularly important in projects where failure does not arise from a single
obvious error, but from a slow erosion of governability. Small, unformalised scope extensions,
exceptions granted “just this once”, decisions made outside governance bodies, urgent requests
that become precedents and technical risks transformed into communicative optimism rarely
destroy a project in a single day. They consume it progressively.

© 2026 Luca Paolo Giuseppe Prinzio
https://pmworldlibrary.net/ Page 8 of 21



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
https://pmworldlibrary.net/

PM World Journal (ISSN: 2330-4480) The Invisible Competencies of the Project Manager:
Vol. XV, Issue VI - June 2026 Why Projects Fail Despite Good Methodologies
www.pmworldjournal.com Commentary by Luca Paolo G. Prinzio

Assertiveness in the field is not about becoming rigid or confrontational. It is about developing
the habit of making the consequences of every request explicit: “We can make this change. It will
impact the release date by X days. Is that acceptable?”; “We can bring this milestone forward,
but that will require moving resources away from another activity. Which priority do we choose?”
Assertiveness does not block change; it makes change conscious.

6. Negotiation: Governing Competing Interests

Every project is a system of competing interests. Projects do not move within a neutral space.
They are crossed by business units seeking value, technical functions seeking sustainability,
operations seeking stability, finance seeking cost control, security seeking risk reduction,
suppliers seeking margin, users seeking simplicity, sponsors seeking visible results and teams
seeking realistic working conditions.

In this scenario, negotiation is not an occasional event. It is a permanent function of the Project
Manager.

The PM continuously negotiates scope, priorities, resources, timelines, acceptance criteria,
residual risks, release windows, quality levels, roles, responsibilities, escalations, technical debt,
compromises and expectations.

In the classic Getting to Yes, Fisher, Ury and Patton distinguish between positions and interests.
This distinction is crucial. Stakeholders often come to the table with positions: “we need this
date”, “we need this functionality”, “we cannot add more resources”. The PM’s task is not simply
to record these positions, but to understand the underlying interests: why is that date important?
What risk is someone trying to avoid? What organisational need is hidden behind an apparently

rigid request?

Case 3 — Negotiation over acceptance criteria. In a project to introduce a cryptographic key
management platform, two stakeholder groups had apparently incompatible demands. Security
required rigid procedures and full traceability. Operations required simplicity and fast recovery.
The PM stopped asking “who is right?” and asked instead “what real interest lies behind these
positions?”. For security, the interest was auditability. For operations, the interest was the ability
to restore service quickly in an emergency without overly complex procedures. Once interests
were made explicit, it was possible to design a solution that distinguished between ordinary
operations, with full procedures and full traceability, and emergency operations, with a simplified
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workflow but full subsequent traceability. The positions were in conflict; the interests were
composable.

A weak Project Manager negotiates to keep the peace, seeking to satisfy everyone and producing
an internally incoherent plan. A mature Project Manager negotiates to make trade-offs explicit.
They do not eliminate conflict; they make it visible, discussable and governable.

7. Organisational Awareness: Reading the Real Project

The project plan describes the formal organisation. Organisational awareness reveals the real
project.

Every project lives within an organisational system made up of structures, processes, roles and
hierarchies, but also informal relationships, history, culture, alliances, resistance, incentives,
fears, habits and power. Ignoring this dimension means managing an abstract project.

The Project Manager must be able to read what does not appear in the organisation chart. Who
really decides? Who can block the project without appearing to oppose it? Which function owns
critical resources? Which stakeholder is formally marginal but operationally decisive? Which
sponsor has nominal authority but no political energy? Which pre-existing conflict is conditioning
current collaboration?

Case 4 — Stakeholder formally present but substantially absent. An infrastructure consolidation
project had obtained formal approval from all functions. Meetings were held regularly,
operations representatives attended and minutes recorded their approval. However, when the
project required resources, requests remained unanswered. The PM discovered that the
operations manager was in conflict with the sponsor over a previous failed initiative and was
silently obstructing the project. Once the dynamic was understood, the PM acted not on the
technical plane but on the organisational plane, involving a higher-level sponsor to separate the
pre-existing conflict from project decisions.

This ability to read the real system — what is not said, implicit alliances, passive resistance and
inherited conflicts — distinguishes the PM who executes a plan from the PM who governs a
project.

Organisational awareness enables the PM to distinguish between informed stakeholders and

genuinely engaged stakeholders. True engagement does not coincide with formal attendance. It
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coincides with the willingness to make decisions, support trade-offs, remove obstacles and
accept accountability.

8. Communication as Decision Enablement

Project communication is not simply the transmission of information. It does not coincide with
sending reports, convening meetings or updating a dashboard. It is effective when it produces
shared understanding, alignment, decisions and coordinated action.

A report that does not enable someone to decide, correct, approve, remove an obstacle or
assume responsibility is not real communication. It is the orderly archiving of ambiguity.

Case 5 — The report that generated no decisions. A database-as-a-service project produced a
monthly progress report of twenty pages, with technical details, metrics, charts and risk analysis.
It was punctual and complete. Yet no one used it to decide. The sponsor skimmed through it
quickly, the steering committee discussed it superficially and the resulting actions were generic:
“monitor the situation”, “keep it under control”. The problem was not the quantity of
information, but the absence of a structure that forced decision-making.

The turning point came when the PM added a mandatory section: “Decisions required”, with
three columns: decision, deadline and decision owner. The report became shorter, less detailed,
but far more effective. It was no longer trying to “inform”. It was trying to make the project
decidable.

The invisible competency of the PM consists of translation. Translating a technical problem into
business impact. Translating an operational risk into a managerial decision. Translating a client
request into consequences for scope, time and cost. Translating a team issue into a governance
matter. Effective communication does not simply make the project more understandable. It
makes it decidable.

9. Ambiguity Management: Creating Clarity Where None Exists

Many projects fail because they are managed as if the problem were clear, when in fact it is not.
This happens especially in contexts of digital transformation, technological innovation,
cybersecurity, cloud computing and artificial intelligence. The project often starts inside a grey
area. The need is only partially understood. Language is not shared. Stakeholders use the same
words with different meanings.
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The inexperienced PM immediately seeks documentary certainty, produces detailed plans on
fragile foundations and crystallises assumptions as if they were requirements. The mature PM
does not deny ambiguity: they work with it.

For example, an authentication platform development project had formally approved
requirements. Yet during implementation, continuous discrepancies emerged between what was
developed and what stakeholders expected. Terms such as “high availability”, “acceptable
response time” and “smooth user experience” had completely different meanings for developers,
operations and business owners. The PM did not seek abstract definitions. Instead, he
transformed ambiguity into operational questions: “What does ‘high availability’ mean in terms
of fault tolerance? Is one failure per month acceptable?”; “What does ‘acceptable response time’
mean in numbers?”; “What does ‘smooth user experience’ mean in observable behaviours?”

Managing ambiguity means distinguishing what is known, what is assumed, what is uncertain
and what must be decided. It means building clarity incrementally. Weick uses the concept of
sensemaking to describe this process. In project management, sensemaking is an operational
competency: helping different stakeholders share a common representation of the problem,
transforming a technical conflict into a managerial decision and making implicit assumptions
explicit.

10. Influence Without Authority: The Structural Bridge

One of the structural contradictions of project management is that the Project Manager is often
accountable for the result without having full hierarchical authority over people, priorities,
suppliers or key decisions. This is the PM'’s trap: accountability without full authority.

A PM who cannot issue orders but must still make things happen has to obtain collaboration from
people who report to other managers, negotiate priorities with functions that have their own
objectives, request decisions from sponsors who have broader agendas and coordinate
specialists who may have deeper technical expertise than the PM on specific subjects.

Case 6 — Influence without authority. An infrastructure project required collaboration from three
technical teams with different reporting lines and competing priorities. The PM had authority
over none of them. Trying to impose deadlines would have generated passive resistance. He built
influence through credibility: he demonstrated an understanding of each team’s technical
difficulties, presented evidence of the mutual impacts of delays and helped resolve problems
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that were blocking the teams, such as access rights, test environments and missing information.
When the teams saw that collaborating with the PM made their work easier, influence
consolidated.

Kotter showed that managerial power derives not only from formal position, but from the ability
to build networks, credibility, relationships and positive dependencies. An influential PM is not
the one who imposes most, but the one who makes cooperation more convenient than
resistance.

Influence is not built through tactical manoeuvring. It is built through consistent behaviour over
time: listening, competence, reliability, fairness and transparency. Every meeting in which the PM
clarifies a problem increases their credibility. Every correct escalation increases trust. Every
promise kept strengthens their position.

11. Psychological Safety: The Early Warning System

Psychological safety is often interpreted as a “soft” concept. In complex projects, it is an early risk
detection mechanism.

Edmondson defines psychological safety as the possibility for people to express ideas, doubts,
mistakes and concerns without fear of humiliation or punishment. A team in which people cannot

say “l don’t know”, “we have a problem”, “this estimate does not hold” or “we are not ready” is
a team that artificially reduces the visibility of risk.

The risk register may remain empty not because risks do not exist, but because no one feels
authorised to declare them. A dashboard may remain green not because the project is healthy,
but because the organisation penalises those who bring bad news.

Case 7 — Known but undeclared risk. A critical system upgrade project was delayed due to
unresolved technical problems. The team had known this for weeks, but no one spoke about it
in official meetings. The Project Manager had previously reacted harshly to those bringing bad
news, turning the problem into personal blame. The team had learned the lesson: better to stay
silent. When the problem finally exploded, there was insufficient time to recover. The project
suffered a major delay.

Psychological safety does not mean lack of accountability. It does not mean avoiding conflict or

lowering standards. On the contrary, it enables higher-quality dialogue. A psychologically safe
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team can discuss earlier, correct earlier, declare earlier and learn earlier. In projects, “earlier” is
often the difference between management and crisis.

The PM has a decisive role: distinguishing useful dissent from sabotage, protecting those who
report real risks, avoiding the immediate transformation of error into blame, explicitly asking for
contrary opinions and showing that bad news is not punished but used to make better decisions.
Psychological safety is a risk management competency. It is not organisational kindness. It is an
infrastructure for learning.

12. When Invisible Competencies Are Missing: Symptoms and Pathologies

When Invisible Competencies are missing, methodology does not disappear. It remains visible,
often even abundant. There are plans, reports, meetings, templates, dashboards and minutes.
But progressively these tools lose their ability to affect reality. The project enters a form of
managerial formalism: everything seems managed, but little is truly governed.

The symptoms are recognisable.

First: the ritual meeting. People meet regularly, update status, confirm already known problems,
but make no decisions. The meeting becomes exposure, not governance.

Second: the zombie risk register. Risks are listed, but not discussed, quantified, assigned,
mitigated or taken to the correct decision-making level. The register exists as documentary
evidence, not as a living tool.

Third: watermelon reporting — green on the outside, red on the inside. The project appears
under control until the crisis becomes too obvious to hide. This happens in organisational cultures
where bringing bad news is perceived as personal failure.

Fourth: late escalation. The problem had been known for weeks but is brought to sponsors only
when options are reduced and recovery costs have increased.

Fifth: apparent alignment. Everyone receives information, few decide. Everyone attends
meetings, few expose themselves. Everyone confirms the project’s importance, but no one
removes the real obstacles.
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Sixth: planning used to record delay, not to govern it. The plan is updated after reality has
changed, but does not help to anticipate, simulate, correct or negotiate.

Seventh: defensive use of methodology. At project closure, it can be said that the process was
followed, documents were produced, meetings were held and risks were recorded. But the
project failed anyway. Methodology has become a shield, not a lever.

With the introduction of Al, an eighth symptom may emerge: cosmetic automation. The project
produces better dashboards, faster summaries and more frequent alerts, but decisions still
continue not to be made. The organisation has automated the representation of the problem,
not the ability to address it.

13. Why Organisations Struggle to Develop Invisible Competencies — and What
to Do

If Invisible Competencies are so relevant, why do organisations struggle to develop them
systematically? The answer is not “because they do not know about them”. It is more complex
and concerns incentives, training, measurement and culture.

Organisations measure what is visible. A PM is assessed on delivery of deliverables, budget
compliance and schedule management. Rarely are they assessed on the quality of decisions they
enabled, the timeliness with which they exposed uncomfortable risks or the ability to keep the
project oriented towards value despite contrary pressures.

Traditional project management courses emphasise methodologies, tools and processes.
Training on Invisible Competencies — when it exists — is often relegated to optional modules or
standardised role plays that do not prepare participants for real complexity.

It is difficult to measure assertiveness or organisational awareness with a simple numerical
indicator. Not because it is impossible, but because it requires design effort that most
organisations do not undertake. It is easier to measure training hours delivered than timely
escalation capability.

In many organisations, bringing bad news is discouraged. Conflict is seen as a problem to avoid,
not as a resource to govern. Influence is praised in theory, but formal authority dominates in
practice. In these cultures, Invisible Competencies are not only undeveloped; they are actively
discouraged.
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Overcoming these barriers requires practical actions, not just statements of principle.

Mentoring between senior and junior PMs is one such action. Invisible Competencies are learned
through exposure and feedback, not by reading a manual. A junior PM observing a senior manage
a difficult conversation, and then receiving feedback on their own handling of similar situations,
learns far more than in a standard course. Mentoring must be structured through dedicated
sessions, not left to chance.

Project retrospectives should address decision quality, not just timelines. In addition to asking
“what did we do?”, teams should ask: “what decisions did we make, and which did we avoid?”;
“which risks emerged late?”; “which stakeholder was formally aligned but substantially absent?”.
Bringing invisible dynamics to light is the first step towards governing them.

Simulations of difficult conversations are also useful. PMs should practise, in a protected
environment, the conversations they often fear in reality: telling a sponsor that a date is
unrealistic, negotiating with a function that does not release resources, communicating a scope
change to a client or conducting an escalation without turning it into an accusation. These
simulations should be recorded and discussed, not carried out perfunctorily.

Qualitative KPIs can also help. Not everything can be reduced to numbers, but some proxies are
possible: average time between problem identification and escalation to the appropriate level,
number of decisions with clear owner and due date, percentage of meetings that produce explicit
actions, and frequency of risks surfaced by the team rather than only by the PM. These KPIs
should be discussed with PMs, not used punitively.

Communities of practice among PMs provide another practical lever. A structured space where
PMs share real cases — “how did you manage that sponsor?”, “how did you raise that risk?”,
“how did you read that resistance?”, “how did you realise the team was not telling the truth?”
— transforms individual experience into collective learning.

Finally, Invisible Competencies should be assessed in career development processes. If the
organisation assesses PMs only on time, cost and scope, PMs will focus on time, cost and scope.
Adding dimensions such as timely escalation capability, quality of stakeholder communication
and ability to negotiate trade-offs signals that these competencies matter.

© 2026 Luca Paolo Giuseppe Prinzio
https://pmworldlibrary.net/ Page 16 of 21



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
https://pmworldlibrary.net/

PM World Journal (ISSN: 2330-4480) The Invisible Competencies of the Project Manager:
Vol. XV, Issue VI - June 2026 Why Projects Fail Despite Good Methodologies
www.pmworldjournal.com Commentary by Luca Paolo G. Prinzio

None of these actions is miraculous on its own. But together, they begin to change the informal
incentive system that currently penalises Invisible Competencies.

14. Artificial Intelligence, Automation and the Future of the Project Manager

The evolution of artificial intelligence and automation is profoundly changing the work of the
Project Manager. Generative Al tools, predictive systems, integrated project portfolio
management platforms, data analysis engines, virtual assistants, scheduling algorithms and
automated reporting systems are progressively entering project management practice.

Many activities traditionally associated with the Project Manager are, at least in part,
automatable. Drafting meeting minutes, synthesising issue logs, generating progress reports,
analysing dependencies, detecting anomalies, supporting estimation, building alternative
scenarios, identifying recurring delays, producing dashboards and performing preliminary risk
classification can increasingly be carried out quickly by intelligent systems.

This does not mean that the Project Manager will become useless. It means that an
administrative conception of the role will become less defensible.

If the value of the Project Manager is identified exclusively with the production of plans, reports,
minutes, presentations, status updates and reminders, then automation represents a direct
threat. A machine can produce documents faster, aggregate information more continuously and
detect hidden patterns in data with a capacity superior to that of human beings.

But this is a reductive view. The real value of the Project Manager does not consist in producing
documentation. It consists in transforming information into decisions, decisions into coordinated
action and coordinated action into value.

Al can suggest that a project is late. It cannot, by itself, persuade a reluctant sponsor to redefine
priorities. It can highlight a risk of resource overload. It cannot negotiate the release of people
from a function with competing objectives. It can analyse negative sentiment in team
communications. It cannot rebuild trust after a conflict. It can generate a list of potential risks. It
cannot assume the political courage to state that the real risk is the absence of sponsorship.

This is the central point: artificial intelligence can strengthen the formal system of the project,
but it does not eliminate the real system. On the contrary, it makes it even more evident.
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Automation will improve the ability to see what is in the data. But many decisive elements of
projects are not fully contained in data. They are found in silences, hesitations, deteriorated
relationships, incoherent incentives, organisational culture, previous conflicts, unspoken
promises, political constraints and individual fears. They require interpretation, judgement and
accountability.

The subtler risk is that Al produces a new form of methodological illusion: algorithmic illusion.
After believing that applying a correct framework was enough, organisations may now believe
that having an intelligent project control system is enough. But a more intelligent dashboard does
not automatically make governance more courageous. A predictive algorithm does not replace a
postponed decision.

This is where Invisible Competencies become even more important. In a highly automated
environment, the Project Manager will have to be less a compiler of information and more an
interpreter of meaning. They will have to distinguish between data and reality, signal and noise,
prediction and decision, statistical correlation and managerial responsibility.

The Project Manager of the future will need to ask better questions of intelligent systems. But
above all, they will need to ask better questions of the organisation. Why are we really late? What
decision are we avoiding? Who has the power to remove this obstacle? Which stakeholder is
formally aligned but substantively resisting? Which risk are we not naming?

Artificial intelligence will make the production of answers faster. The Project Manager’s value will
increasingly lie in the quality of the questions.

Ultimately, automation does not reduce the value of Invisible Competencies. It increases it.
Because when everything procedural, documentary and repetitive becomes more easily
automatable, what remains truly distinctive will be the Project Manager’s ability to do what
machines cannot fully do: read the context, negotiate interests, make conflicts visible, build trust,
protect value and transform ambiguity into decisions.

15. Conclusion

The future of project management does not consist in abandoning methodologies.
Methodologies remain necessary because they provide structure, language, traceability,
discipline and organisational memory. Without method, the project becomes dependent on
improvisation and uncodified individual capabilities.
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But method alone is not enough.

Projects fail despite good methodologies when the Project Manager cannot govern the real
system in which the project lives. This real system is made of ambiguity, power, interests, culture,
expectations, conflicts, trust, responsibilities and decisions. It is less visible than the plan, but
often more decisive.

The Invisible Competencies of the Project Manager are not accessory soft skills. They are the
operational infrastructure that enables methodology to work. Assertiveness protects the project
from the denial of reality. Negotiation transforms competing interests into possible decisions.
Organisational awareness reveals the real project behind the formal one. Communication as
decision enablement transforms information into action. Ambiguity management builds clarity
where none yet exists. Influence without authority bridges the gap between responsibility and
power. Psychological safety allows risks to emerge before they become crises.

Artificial intelligence does not weaken this thesis. It strengthens it. By automating many visible
and documentary activities, Al will make even more evident the value of capabilities that cannot
be reduced to templates, reports or algorithms. The Project Manager of the future will not simply
be the person who knows more frameworks or produces more accurate reports. They will be the
person who knows how to integrate method, technology and human judgement.

Methodology provides the map. Al can make the map more up to date, detailed and predictive.
But Invisible Competencies make it possible to walk on the real terrain.

Many projects do not fail because they lack method. They fail because no one is able to make the
method alive within the real organisation. And this is the true, often invisible, task of the Project
Manager.
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Note on Anonymisation

The five patterns described in this article are anonymised and generalised. They do not refer
to specific organisations, projects, suppliers or individuals. They are patterns observable in
many complex projects and have been formulated generically to allow analysis without
reference to identifiable contexts.

Note on the Use of Al

During the preparation of this article, artificial intelligence tools were used solely to assistin
translation from Italian to English and to improve the linguistic clarity of the text. All content,
analyses, arguments, and conclusions are entirely the work of the author, who maintains full
responsibility for the originality, accuracy, and validity of the presented work. No part of the
substantive content was generated by Al.
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