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“I came to see, in my time at IBM, that culture isn't just one aspect of the game. It is the 
game". 
 
 - Lou V. Gerstner Jr., Former CEO IBM 

 

Ask yourself what culture means, and you may find it difficult to state a clear and succinct 
definition, but it is likely that you can recall an organization in which you have worked that had a 
healthy culture, and just as likely that you may recall an organization that you would characterize 
as having an unhealthy culture. Why is that? Although culture is a many-faceted thing that may 
seem difficult to boil down into a sound bite, it is something that impacts everyone. The culture 
determines how people define themselves and their relationships with others, and greatly 
influences a person’s sense of self.   
 
In organizations that thrive on projects, a healthy culture is a prerequisite to high performance 
because teams are the lifeblood of projects, teams of people who must repeatedly mobilize into 
temporary endeavors that deliver change in the midst of business environments that are always 
changing. In such organizations, the culture is often the thing that prevents complexity from 
degrading into chaos. It is nearly always the case that high performing organizations have highly 
developed cultures, and nearly always the case that low performing organizations suffer from 
problems associated with how the people work together, how they define themselves and their 
relationships with others, and the experiences and views that individuals have regarding their 
sense of self within the organization. So why don’t we see more organizations carrying out 
specific, measurable and effective programs to transform their cultures?  
 
Understanding Culture as the Key to Execution 
 
One would think that transforming the culture would be a primary focus for any Project 
Management Office (PMO) implemented to help organizations deliver projects successfully, 
consistently, and predictably, but too often this is not the case. Too often the culture is not 
understood as the key to execution that it is, and those leaders who do give priority to 
transforming the culture may not know how to translate that priority into action with a PMO. We 
can summarize four main reasons why this happens:  
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1. The organization’s leaders may not have a clear sense of what a healthy Project 
Management culture is according to industry best practice. This is about knowing 
excellence.   

 
2. The leaders may not have assessed the organization methodically in order to see the 

current state-of-affairs according to the views of people throughout the organization. This 
is about assessing oneself rigorously. 

 
3. The organization may not have created clear ownership for transforming the culture. This 

is about creating accountability.  
 

4. The organization may not have created a realistic and measurable plan for transforming the 
culture. This is about distinguishing action.   

 
These reasons are cumulative in their effects just as the steps for transformation of your culture 
are hierarchical as shown in figure 1.  
 

 

Figure 1: Hierarchical Steps of Culture Transformation 

If an organization does not have a realistic and measurable plan for transforming the culture, it is 
often because they have not created clear accountability for developing and executing such a plan. 
If they have not created that accountability, it may be precisely because they have not assessed the 
organization in actionable ways that give them the information needed to effect change. Leaders 
are unable to develop effective strategies and tactics to transform the Project Management culture 
without an actionable assessment of the organization, and even though people may want to 
change they may not know what to do without that information. An actionable assessment is 
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difficult to achieve without a clear standard for excellence describing the many elements that 
comprise a healthy Project Management culture.  
 
People focus on what they know. Many organizations that have implemented a PMO or are 
considering implementing a PMO focus their attention on the Project Management processes. 
They focus on defining the processes for managing projects and making them capable through 
process management. As the saying goes, this is “wise as far as the beard,” or wise in appearance, 
but only truly wise if the culture is addressed also. It is the job of the PMO to create a virtuous 
cycle between the transformation of the Project Management culture and development of capable 
Project Management processes as shown in figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2: Virtuous Cycle of Culture and Process. 

Management processes are performed by people, and the culture defines the norms for how 
people work together. One must cultivate both the management processes and the environment in 
which those processes operate, more specifically, the culture that makes the environment 
conducive to successful projects. Because the science and art of making processes capable has 
been developed and implemented with demonstrable success across the globe and throughout 
industry, many organizations know about the four stages of process management, i.e. 
standardizing processes, measuring processes, controlling processes, and continuously improving 
processes.  
 
By comparison, the agenda for transforming one’s culture may seem less clear cut. Ironically, 
once practitioners learn key elements of transforming the Project Management culture, some find 
it easier to address the culture than to do the things necessary to make processes capable. This is 
probably because the hands-on application of process management techniques to management 
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processes (as opposed to manufacturing processes) remains the domain of specialists. No matter 
what one’s level of knowledge is regarding process management versus “culture transformation,” 
and whether one or the other seems easier to address, the bottom line is that the building of 
capable Project Management processes and the transformation of the Project Management culture 
go hand in hand. It is necessary to understand what each is in relation to the other, and to 
cultivate both. 
 
Organizational Project Management Maturity (OPM3) 
 
Process management standards have gained popularity for nearly a century, whereas the standards 
for transforming the Project Management culture have catapulted to center stage only within the 
past decade. In 1998 the Project Management Institute chartered a program to create an 
international standard for assessing and developing the ability of organizations to achieve their 
corporate strategies through projects. The resulting standard, called OPM3, focuses equally on 
both process capability and transforming the culture.  
 
The agenda for building the organization’s process capability starts with effective governance and 
policies, documenting processes, and standardizing to achieve consistent implementation of work 
methods. This process management agenda is advanced further through metrics that make the 
processes measurable, which generates the data necessary to control process performance and 
variability. Internal systems are created to manage the performance of processes with data, and 
the resulting infrastructure enables the organization to create widespread participation in 
sustainable process improvements in ways that can benefit the top and bottom lines. This process 
management agenda has been elevated to the status of gospel over the years through the works of 
Shewart, Demming, Dewey, Ishikawa, Juran, Crosby, Taguchi, and many others.  
 
Thanks to these icons, I knew of the rich body of knowledge developed over the past century in 
the domain of process management when I accepted the role of Program Manager of the original 
OPM3 Program on PMI’s behalf in 1998 and wrote the PMI OPM3 Program’s charter. But I also 
knew that every person we recruited to the OPM3 Program had their own ideas about what 
contributes to organizational environments in which projects are successful.  PMI agreed to the 
incorporation of both primary and secondary research into our charter, i.e. secondary research 
involving the summary of existing research, and primary research involving the collection of data 
that does not already exist.  
 
We mobilized a research team within the OPM3 Program to solicit ideas methodically. Secondary 
research included a review of process management standards and maturity models, and primary 
research included surveys that were deployed repeatedly to over 30,000 practitioners. Bridging 
the gap between theory and practice, this research assimilated input from real practitioners sharing 
their own experiences in real organizations of all shapes and sizes across industries in 35 
countries.  
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Over time I began to understand many of the inputs we received from a cast of thousands as 
elements we may characterize in terms of culture. Together those elements determine how people 
work together and how people define themselves and their relationships with others. The more 
widely known stages of process management from governance and standardization through 
continuous improvement were integrated with the agenda for transforming the Project 
Management culture, which was delineated in terms of so-called “Organizational Enablers” that 
enable the environment in which Project Management processes occur. Today leaders are 
leveraging the legacy of standards for making processes capable in tandem with these standards 
for transforming the Project Management culture. These Organizational Enablers are divided into 
seventeen categories:  
 

1. Organizational Project Management Policy & Vision 
2. Strategic Alignment 
3. Resource Allocation 
4. Management Systems 
5. Sponsorship 
6. Organizational Structures 
7. Competency Management 
8. Individual Performance Appraisals 
9. Project Management Training 
10. Organizational Project Management Communities 
11. Organizational Project Management Practices 
12. Organizational Project Management Methodology  
13. Organizational Project Management Techniques 
14. Project Management Metrics 
15. Project Success Criteria 
16. Benchmarking 
17. Knowledge Management and PMIS 

 
Even the titles of these Organizational Enablers or “categories of cultural capability” suggest 
various kinds of processes, which underscores the truth that building process capability goes hand 
in hand with transforming the culture.  
 
Whereas the process management stages of OPM3 describe process management in detail, the 
Organizational Enablers help us to discern a clear agenda for cultivating the environment in which 
those processes operate, which is comprised of people who require a vision, policies, systems, 
training, methodologies, and communities in order to gel into a cohesive whole that brings order 
to chaos in the midst and change. Together these many elements determine how people work 
together, and define how people see themselves and their relationships with others. They address 
the aspect of executives communicating the importance of Project Management to the 
organization. They address the strategic alignment of Project Managers to the organization’s 
strategies.  
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They address the definition of required management roles, and the need to provide the 
management support necessary for Project Managers to fulfill their roles. They address the 
management of a competent resource pool, the cataloguing of skills relevant to key roles, and the 
evaluation of activities to raise visibility of the competency building process and progressive 
career paths. They address the implementation of policies for performance reviews and training, 
learning from others, and the management of knowledge. The list of examples of elements in 
OPM3 that address how people work together and how people see themselves and their 
relationships with others goes on and on.  
 
Through implementation of OPM3, organizations can design their PMO’s to fit the organizations 
those PMO’s serve, focusing on the integrated agenda of building process capability while 
orchestrating a transformation of the culture. OPM3 is a foil for clarifying what the Project 
Management culture is and enabling leaders to assess the organization from a variety of 
perspectives in the organization in actionable ways that predicate the creation of accountability for 
specific and measurable steps to build the organization’s project delivery capability.  
 
OPM3 Implementation Examples 
 
Two organizations have recently implemented OPM3 to advance their respective PMO’s and 
exemplify the ways in which building capable Project Management processes and transforming the 
Project Management culture go hand in hand.  They also demonstrate the impacts that each may 
have on the other, i.e. processes on culture, and culture on processes. The first of these is Harris 
Corporation’s RF Communications Division (RFCD), an international communications and 
information technology company. The second is the National Information Center (NIC) of the 
Ministry of Interior in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.  
 
Harris RFCD demonstrates the impact of processes on culture. Harris is a multi-model process 
improvement environment, which includes the CMMI, ISO, and OPM3. Process requirements are 
the focus of change. The process-oriented culture within RFCD has driven the cultivation of many 
aspects of the environment pertaining to the Project Management culture. By contrast, the Saudi 
NIC demonstrates the impact of culture on processes. The culture within the Saudi government 
and the NIC in particular draws heavily upon a rich legacy of leaders who have imbued the 
organization with a tradition of deference to the vertical management hierarchy. This pattern is 
reinforced by Saudi culture at large, which expects leaders to distance themselves from 
subordinates and for leaders to issue clear and complete orders. As the NIC has evolved, it has 
matured its PMO to begin to transform its inward focus on the line organization’s management 
hierarchy into one that faces outward to the customers of the PMO.  
 
Both Harris Corporation and the NIC offer compelling insights into the impacts which process 
can have on culture and vice versa. Each of these organizations understood the four reasons why 
many organizations fail to transform their Project Management cultures.  Our firm worked with 
these organizations to help them avoid these pitfalls. Both of these organizations understood the 
need for knowing excellence, the need for assessing oneself rigorously, the need for creating 



 
 

Published in PM World Today – April 2009 (Vol XI, Issue IV) 
 

 

 

PM World Today is a free monthly eJournal - Subscriptions available at http://www.pmworldtoday.net  Page 7 

accountability, and the need for distinguishing action. Each organization addressed these needs by 
combining the PMO and OPM3 to transform their Project Management cultures.   
 
While many other models emphasize process management almost to the exclusion of everything 
else, often in terms of five levels corresponding to the steps of statistical process control, OPM3 
expands upon the conventions of process management to address the Project Management culture 
in which processes occur. This is based on the self-evident premise that processes do not occur in 
isolation. In fact management processes are usually performed by people, and the environment 
wherein those people find themselves interacting is the culture. Thousands of practitioners from 
across the world contributed to OPM3 their own experiences in real organizations of all shapes 
and sizes, and the ways in which the resulting body of knowledge can be transformed into an 
execution framework are described in the next two sections by the respective PMO leaders of two 
world-class organizations.   
 
The work with Harris Corporation showed how OPM3 can be used to implement a PMO in an 
organization whose commitment to process frameworks (which are competitive barriers to entry 
that define the industry) drives the transformation of the Project Management culture. In this case, 
Harris reduced process complexity an order of magnitude with OPM3. This strategic 
improvement drove and was reinforced by many-faceted improvements to the environment or 
culture in which the Project Management processes occur. Emphasis given to process 
improvements drove a virtuous cycle of improvements between those processes and related 
elements of the environment in which those processes occur, resulting in a strategic project 
delivery capability driven by the PMO.  
 
By comparison, the Saudi Ministry of Interior’s National Information Center demonstrates the 
impact of culture on the institutionalization and deployment of Project Management processes. In 
this case, strong cultural traits of the organization evolved a PMO that viewed its vertical 
management hierarchy as the customer of its Project Management processes and services. The so-
called “power distance” between leaders and subordinates conflates sponsor roles with customer 
roles. We helped to dismantle this confusion and to frame a shift from an inward-facing PMO to 
an external-facing PMO which would address the strategic intentions of the PMO Manager’s 
superiors, treating the Ministry’s sectors as the PMO’s internal customers. Emphasis given to the 
predominant culture was recognized and used to advance a virtuous cycle of improvements 
between elements of the Project Management culture and process governance, process policies, 
process customers, and process metrics.  
 
The successes described in each of these cases derive from the fact that the leaders of each of 
these organizations cultivated their knowledge of excellence, committed their organizations to 
being assessed rigorously, created accountability for assessment results and for improving on 
those results, and distinguished specific actions to advance their PMO’s by creating virtuous 
cycles of synergistic improvements using OPM3. Each of these organizations exemplifies the ways 
in which the Project Management process and culture are inter-dependent, and how OPM3 can be 
used to implement a PMO that advances the organization’s strategic intent.  
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In future issues of PM World Today, read the experiences of the leaders of each of these PMO’s 
as described in their own words. When one leading company in any industry can demonstrate the 
long-term advantage of its superior performance due to capable Project Management processes 
and an effective Project Management culture (which are the keys to execution), it will change the 
rules for all of its rivals forever. These two PMO’s have embarked on a journey to do just that 
using OPM3. 
 
Read the full account in “Business Driven PMO’s: Practical Insights, Techniques, and Case 
Examples for Ensuring Success” by Mark Perry (J. Ross Publishing).  
 
For more information about OPM3, join the free OPM3 SIG discussion group on LinkedIn at 
http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=1312167.  



 
 

Published in PM World Today – April 2009 (Vol XI, Issue IV) 
 

 

 

PM World Today is a free monthly eJournal - Subscriptions available at http://www.pmworldtoday.net  Page 9 

 
 
  About the Author: 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
John Schlichter 
 
Author 
 
 

 
 
John Schlichter is CEO of OPM Experts LLC 
(http://opmexperts.com), an organization 

development and project management consultancy specializing in 
Organizational Project Management (OPM). John was asked in 1998 by the 
Project Management Institute (PMI®) to lead the largest standards 
development initiative ever undertaken by PMI, to develop a standard in 
Organizational Project Management for industry and government designed to 
help organizations assess and develop the capabilities necessary to execute 
their strategies through projects, i.e. the OPM3 Standard. In that capacity, 
John led a team of 800 people across 35 countries for nearly 5 years. John is 
widely credited with being the  foremost expert in the OPM3 standard's 
content and application. John was contracted by PMI to help develop the PMI 
OPM3 ProductSuite Assessor/Consultant Certifications beyond the PMP 
certification. John has implemented OPM3 in many name-brand companies, 
including ADP, Battelle, Harris, Panasonic, Popular Financial Holdings, 
Northrop Grumman, T-Mobile, and many others.  John can be contacted at 
jschlichter@opmexperts.com.   
 
 

 


