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UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF COMMUNICATION IN TRANSFORMING THE 

PROJECT MANAGEMENT WORLD 

ABSTRACT 

Project management has experienced new conceptual developments over the past few decades. The 

developments and transformations have focused on two main project objectives: schedule and cost. To meet 

project objectives, the project manager relies on information to communicate with the project team and 

stakeholders. Efficient information and communication management systems can help project managers to 

track cost and schedule and to identify issues, risks and other challenges for project completion. This 

research examines the role of communication in project management and explores the key drivers of 

effective communication and suggests that developing a front-end planning information tool could not only 

help project managers to meet communication needs but also be useful in transforming the project 

management world.  

Keywords:  Communication, Project Objectives, Leadership, Culture, Stakeholder, Integrated Process 

System.  

INTRODUCTION 

Project management is an evolving process aimed at delivering successful projects. Since the 1940s 

systematic tools and techniques have been employed to better manage projects (Sylvain & Christoph, 2010), 

and from the 1970’s advancements in technology and the use of computers projects started being managed 

through software like Oracle, PRINCE2 and CCPM (Seymour and Hussien, 2014). There are four periods 

through which the project management evolved: prior to 1958, 1958 – 1979, 1980 – 1994, and 1995 to 

present (Kwak, 2003). Each era saw the evolution of a new concept that brought transformation to project 

management. Prior to 1958 the Gantt chart was introduced to illustrate project schedules. Between1958-

1979, the program evaluation review technique (PERT) or critical path method (CPM) was practiced, which 

remains an essential tool used in project management for scheduling project activities in conjunction with 

PERT. During the third era, from 1980-1994, the project world saw the emergence of advanced 
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technologies and the application of software that were used to manage projects focusing on schedule, cost, 

quality and risk management. The fourth era, from 1995 to the present, technology continues to be the 

prominent force in driving projects. Critical Chain Project Management (CCPM) an alternative schedule 

tool to CPM was introduced by Eliyahu M. Goldratt in 1997. This shows that all the developments in 

management evolved around schedule and cost:   Gantt chart, PERT, CPM, and CCPM. There are limited 

research exploring how planning information flow can help meet the communication needs of the project. 

There is an urgent need of research to establish that planning information flow will help deliver successful 

projects. A Project team can plan information using a front-end planning information tool. A front-end 

planning information tool would help the project team to plan information flow at the planning stage of the 

project. Planning information using the information planning tool could help address communication issues 

and mitigate communication risks. Managing communications effectively and efficiently would drastically 

improve project performance and chances of project success (Gina, 2013) as 40% project fail because of 

poor communication (Leybourne, Kanabar, & Warburton, 2010).   This suggests that there is a dire need of 

research to establish that planning information using a front-end planning information tool is critical.  This 

will allow managers to plan, execute, monitor and control information and effectively communicate with 

team members and stakeholders to complete each construction activity and to meet project objectives. The 

future may see a transformation in project management with the evolving significance of communication.  

This paper explains the role of communication in project management and how information and 

communication influences projective objectives.  It argues that project manager relies on information and 

communicates with the project team and the stakeholders to meet the project objectives. Without which 

tracking project cost and schedule and providing the stakeholders with project updates and work 

information reports would not be possible. This paper suggests that communication is a key to achieve 

project objectives. The next section introduces to the key drivers of communication. Addressing and 

managing these key drivers is critical to effective communication. If these drivers are not addressed they 

can cause barrier to communication which in turn impair project objectives.  This research identifies a gap 
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and explains the importance of planning information flow to meet communication needs of project useful 

to meet the project objectives. It is then followed by conclusion.  

ROLE OF COMMUNICATION IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

Communication is an integral part of project management and plays an important role in project success 

(Muszynska, 2015). The importance of project management and communication processes cannot be 

understated in the success of any project (Müller & Turner, 2010). The project manager’s communication 

is primarily between the project team and the stakeholders (Rajkumar, 2010). Research by the project 

management institute (PMI) finds that 55 percent of Project Managers agree that communication with the 

stakeholders is the most critical success factor in project management (PMI, 2013). Management, as a key 

stakeholder, focusses on cost, schedule and contractual risk due to their own interest as they have a stake 

in the outcome of the project.  Due to their interest they set the project objectives and monitor progress of 

the project intermittently (Rajkumar, 2010). To achieve the project objectives, the project manager relies 

on the information and communicates with the project team and the stakeholders regarding timing, cost and 

quality as well as any identify issues, risks and challenges for project completion (Pitts, et al., 2012). The 

completion of all the project activities have exponentially increased the exchange of information and 

knowledge between the project team and the stakeholders. The project manager provides regular project 

updates, status and work information reports to the stakeholders. Without proper information and 

communication system cost, and schedule tracking would not be possible. The project would lack 

information to predict future project status and would lack strategy to manage the project objectives within 

its parameter. Figure 1 show how project objectives are informed through work information data, project 

status, project update and work information reports, and this information is dependent on an effective 

information and communication system.  

Insert Figure 1 about here 

It is observed that communication in project management is not efficiently followed and practiced by 

project managers (Monteiro de Carvalho 2013). Projects fail due to poor communication and project 
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manager’s work involves 90% of communication (Leybourne et al, 2010). A Bull survey reveals that 40% 

of projects fail because of poor communication, and is ranked as the third most frequently cited reason for 

project failure. It demonstrates that communication is key to achieving project objectives. An effective 

information flow and communication system helps management in the following ways: 

1) It enables management to integrate data from various processes and provide information for 

business performance across multiple projects. 

2) A well-informed communication system provides access to Project Performance to manage risk 

and the required information to respond promptly to changing environments. 

3) It provides Scoreboards/Dashboards as it transforms information into one centralized place in the 

form of graphs, charts and indicators. 

4) It allows management to mitigate risks and strategically analyze what could happen in the future 

that impacts budgets and forecasts, and allows informed data-supported business decisions.  

The role of communication in communicating effectively is key to project success (Gina, 2013). There 

are key drivers of communication that influences the information flow. Addressing the issues related to the 

key drivers of communication is a prerequisite to use the information flow model for effective 

communication. It is also critical to understand how cultural diversity influences these key drivers of 

communication. Cultural diversity contributes to communication complexity that cause project failure. 

A review of the literature identified the following key drivers of communications: leadership skills 

(Luthra, 2015), cultural diversity (Hall, 1959), stakeholder management (Gina, 2013), integrated functional 

processes (Everse, 2012) and knowledge transfer (Gumus, 2007). Research suggests that if these key drivers 

of communication are not managed well, they can disrupt information flow and make communication 

ineffective. 

KEY DRIVERS OF COMMUNICATION IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

The first driver of communication is leadership skills. Since 90% of the project manager’s work involves 

communication (Leybourne, Kanabar, & Warburton, 2010), and communication is driven by effective 

leadership or vice versa (Luthra, 2015), it is critical for the project manager to have leadership skills to be 
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able to communicate efficiently and complete the project successfully. Skilled leadership and effective 

communication are critical success factors in project performance (Turner and muller,2005 as cited in 

Anantatmula, 2015). Both are integrated (Luthra, 2015). It is important to understand the impact of 

leadership on communication as Leadership impacts communication.    

It is noted that project managers should have leadership initiatives, interpersonal skills, cross cultural 

competence, coaching and motivational skills, resolving team conflict capability, and effective stakeholder 

communication skills to complete projects successfully. Deficiencies in leadership skills causes 

communication issues (Odine, 2015). Most project managers lack intercultural competence, cross-cultural 

communication skills and leadership skills to manage cultural diversity in project management (Obikunle, 

2002). A Leader must possess interpersonal and relationship skills. Leadership is built on relationships 

(Kouzes, 2014).  A survey of 250 project managers identified that the most critical success factor for project 

success is ‘relationships’, surpassing schedules and costs (Kuchta, 2013, p3). Relationships are built on 

trust which is an essential component for effective communication between project team members and 

project leaders.  A trustworthy leader motivates teams to achieve project goals. Individuals want to follow 

a truthful and ethical leader. Project leaders manage a diverse set of people coming from varied cultural 

backgrounds which can cause misrepresentation and misinterpretation of ideas and misunderstandings, and 

therefore result in mistrust and conflict that ultimately impacts communication (Obikunle, 2002). In such a 

scenario, communication becomes challenging due to increasing complexities and cultural diversity. If this 

issue is not addressed, poor leadership style would impact communication that can lead to project failure. 

Leadership style influences communication process (Luthra, A. 2015). Strong leadership skills will 

overcome these shortfalls and improve communication to lead the team towards project success 

(Maznevski, 2007).  Thus, leadership impact the effectiveness of communication (Odine 2015). 

The second driver of communication is cultural diversity. According to Hall “Culture is communication 

and communication is culture” (Hall, 1959).  Communicating effectively in a diverse and cross-cultural 

environment is imperative to achieve project objectives. People from different cultures have different ways 

of accomplishing tasks (Kiss, 2005). They differ in their values and beliefs. They pursue task differently as 
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they vary in perception, relationship building, assertiveness level and time-orientation (Kiss, 2005) It is 

therefore critical for project managers to manage cultural diversity in today’s complex business 

environments to avoid a serious communication issue.  Moreover, individual culture is influenced by 

national culture, race, religion and gender and how people behave and communicate in that cultural context 

(Kiss, 2005)  

Cultural factors are inextricably linked with key drivers of communication. It influences Leadership, 

Stakeholder relationship, Knowledge sharing and Integrated processes. Cultural diversity possesses distinct 

leadership challenges for project managers (Eberlien, 2008). Cultural factors can impact knowledge 

transfer. Culture can influence one’s understanding, judgment and action (Lee and Yang, 2000 as cited in 

Al Alawi et al, 2007). It plays a significant role in the way leader’s transfer and shares knowledge to help 

the project meet its objective. People can cause a barrier as they can be hesitant to transfer and share 

knowledge due to cultural differences (Hauke, 2006). Culture also significantly influences the stakeholder 

relationship. In today’s era of diversity, stakeholders are from different cultural backgrounds. Cultural 

biases, different usage of languages, attitudes, and gestures may impact stakeholder communications 

(Brisline, 2008 as cited in Gina, 2013). Culture also influences integrated processes and communication 

system as it could be impacted by behaviors of people, as people come from different cultural backgrounds 

(Everse, 2012). Therefore, it is critical to understand how cultural factors influences key communication 

drivers and communication process. As communication is an integral part of project management 

(Muszynska, 2015), addressing cultural issues would improve communication and success rate of project.   

The third driver of communication is stakeholder management. Stakeholder management has especially 

gained its importance in today’s complex business context.  Cultural diversities affect effectiveness of 

stakeholder communication. Communication is more challenging as the stake holders are in different 

locations, countries, and can be remote or virtual stakeholders. Significant communication takes place with 

stakeholders from different cultures as compared to homogenous stakeholder groups (Luckmann 2016, 

p.92). Communication is primarily between the project team and the stakeholders (Rajkumar, 2010) and 

majority of communication takes place between them at all stages of the project. Poor stakeholder 
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management can cause barrier to communication between the project team and the stakeholders. Ineffective 

communication can result into misunderstanding, conflict, unhealthy relationship and impact project 

success rate. Therefore, a strong stakeholder management can ensure effective communication and improve 

the chances for project success. It is critical to perform stakeholder analysis at the planning phase of the 

project.  It helps to identify the information flow for each type of stakeholders at each stage of project as 

stakeholders interacts and influences each other in different ways (Jepsen & Eskerod, 2008) Not performing 

stakeholder analysis at the planning stage will impact the information flow and communication with 

stakeholders. Stakeholder analysis is crucial to manage stakeholder expectations (Jepsen et al, 2008) 

because cultural biases, different usage of languages, attitudes, and gestures may impact stakeholder 

communications (Brisline, 2008). The project manager must have communication, management and 

negotiation skills to manage stakeholder expectations and meet their needs, address issues, resolve conflict 

situations, and achieve project goals. Stakeholder analysis helps in identifying cultural factors that disrupts 

knowledge transfer and stakeholder communication (Luckmann, 2016 p90). Research suggests that there is 

a need for future research to infuse stakeholder analysis and enterprise resource planning (ERP) as this can 

significantly contribute to information systems application (Mishra, 2013, p9) and communication 

effectiveness. Planning communication well will get all stakeholders involved to meet project needs (Gina, 

2013).  

The fourth driver of communication is integrated business processes through software applications. 

Communication is best driven when the project team uses information within integrated business processes 

and systems to communicate between themselves and other stakeholders to complete project activities 

(Back & Moreau, 2001, p1).  An automated business process system provides managers with accurate data 

and enable them to plan, report, manage a project efficiently and deliver value to clients. When a project 

delivers value, clients receive benefit and the performing organization receives business profit. On the other 

hand, a disconnected functional system results in business process inefficiencies that inhibit 

communication, productivity and profitability. To improve performance an organization must integrate 

business processes, resources, and communication to achieve desired goal (Boev et al., 2008) 



9 

 

The fifth driver of communication is knowledge transfer. Knowledge transfer and sharing is critical for 

effective communication and firm success as it can foster the firm’s development (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland, 

2004). Communication is driven by knowledge transfer in an organization where there is skilled leadership, 

integrated processes, strong cross-cultural skills, diversity, and good reward systems (Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2000).  A good organization culture is formulated when lessons learned from mistakes are 

addressed and knowledge is shared among members as a process of continuous improvement (Park, 2004). 

Interpersonal trust is high because knowledge sharing is more effective in firms. Knowledge repositories 

are shared through integrated information systems containing data and processes. However, cultural 

differences can impede effective knowledge transfer in an organization in spite of the existence of an 

established communication system. Even with a sound communication system and strong internal 

conditions, people may be hesitant to share and transfer knowledge because of lack of trust, fear, high 

esteem, and discrimination. It is a challenging task for managers to motivate, encourage and promote a 

culture in the organization in order to share knowledge within the process system (Al Alawi, Al-Marzooqui, 

& Mohammed, 2007). In Summary, figure 2 shows the key drivers of communication.  

Insert Figure 2 about here 

It should be noted that the above key drivers of communication are interrelated. If any of them is not 

managed well, they can impact communication. This relationship becomes more complicated with 

increased business complexities. Coping with complexity has become a challenge to sustainable growth in 

a competitive business environment (Ozel, 2013). One of the main drivers of increasing business 

complexities is diversity (Maznevski, M. 2007) which impacts communication. An organization faces 

challenges of diversity from both internal and external factors (Maznevski, 2007). Complexities occur when 

there are changes and uncertainties in both the internal and external factors (Cavanagh, 2011). “Today’s 

complexity is only expected to rise” (Palmisano, 2010). For organizations, one approach to respond to 

external pressure from the constantly changing environment is to develop its internal capability (Cavanagh, 

2011). Firms should have strong knowledge of business processes, procedures, systems, policies, and plans, 
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and be able to forecast. In addition, firms should display strong culture, and leadership skills to build 

relationships with team members, stakeholders and clients in order to deliver results and achieve 

organizational goals (Cavanagh, 2011). Thus, capability development is a key to managing the challenge 

of rising complexities. 

NEED FOR PLANNING INFORMATION TO MEET COMMUNICATION NEEDS 

As noted before, communication is key to achieving project objectives. Project objectives can be 

achieved through effective communication. Communication can be effective if the information flow is 

planned at the planning stage of the project. A front-end planning information flow tool can make it 

convenient for the project team to plan the information at the planning phase of the project. It will enable 

them to plan and manage the information through all the phases of the project. The front-end planning 

information model could speed up communication and enable the project team to make well-informed 

decision. Enhancing communication capability could transform the project management world. Absence of 

front-end information planning tool would continue to overwhelm the project team in managing 

communication efficiently. Therefore, it entails that there is a dire need of research to establish that there is 

a need for planning information to meet communication needs of the project that could transform the project 

management world.  

Previous research shows that the objectives of project management mainly focused on the schedule and 

cost. Not many research indicates that communication is core competence of project management which 

keeps the project team and the stakeholders well-informed about the project. An innovation in project 

information and communication system could drastically transform the way the projects are being currently 

managed.  

Project managers communicate with key stakeholders and project team members for project updates to 

meet project schedule, cost and quality. Project managers depend on information and communication for 

project updates, work information reports and forecasts to report to stakeholders that intermittently monitors 

the progress of projects. Without effective information and communication systems, progress monitoring 

would not be effective.  Planning information and communication can enhance the effectiveness of 
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communication to manage projects efficiently. Project Management Institute (PMI) suggests planning is 

important and project planning is directly related to project success (Tesfaye et al., 2016).  PMI is a globally 

accredited organization (since 1969) that certifies a person as a project professional to manage projects. In 

1987 PMI introduced the project management book of knowledge (PMBOK). PMBOK is a book that guides 

and provides a fundamental framework for project professionals to practice project management effectively. 

It covers 10 knowledge areas, 5 process groups and 49 processes (PMBOK 6, 2017). PMBOK affirms the 

imperative role of planning in project success and stresses that communication has not been emphasized as 

a significant knowledge area. PMBOK indicates that there are 49 processes in project management. Out of 

these 49 processes, communication has only 3 processes. Whereas planning is one of the five elements 

within project management process groups. PMBOK advises that planning includes 24 processes out of the 

total 49 processes, which is 48.97% of the total process involving planning. Further, out of these 24 

processes in planning, communication includes only 1 process.  The statistics show that planning has been 

significantly emphasized in project management while the important role of communication has been 

largely overlooked.  

Figure 3 shows the processes of communication in the management plan. This diagram shows a broad 

spectrum of communication management in the project management context. It emphasizes managing 

communication through information systems but ignores the importance of stakeholder communication in 

the planning phase of projects. This diagram shows the importance of interpersonal skills and modes and 

methods of communication but fails to address issues that causes barrier to communication. Therefore, 

more comprehensive research is needed to explore how information can be planned and used as a front-end 

planning tool for project teams to manage communication effectively. Both planning and communication 

are critical in project management. A useful front-end information planning tool will not only help the 

project team and stakeholders to plan information flow and communicate effectively in order to meet project 

objectives, but also can transform the future project management practice.  
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Insert Figure 3 about here 

CONCLUSION 

Communication management is broadly discussed in the project management literature (Dow & Taylor, 

2010), and is considered one of the most important critical success factors in project management (PMI, 

2013). Project objectives primarily focus on cost, schedule and quality. To meet project objectives, project 

managers need effective communication management and information systems. While key stakeholders 

focusses on cost and schedule, project managers communicate with project teams and stakeholders for 

project status, updates, and work information reports to meet project objectives. If communication is not 

understood or practiced efficiently, projects run into risk and project objectives are not achieved. Therefore, 

communication is a key that integrates information to keep all the project members and stakeholders well-

informed, manage risks, and pursue project objectives (Muszynska, 2015). 

PMI places less emphasis on processes of communication and more on the planning phase of project 

management.  It should be noted that both planning and communication are critical to meet project 

objectives.  Although current concepts of project management have evolved to focus on schedule and cost 

components, information and communication model may transform the project management world. 

Therefore, this study aims to fill the gap and develop a front-end information planning tool which is useful 

to communicate and manage projects effectively. The intended information planning tool will address the 

key communication issues and allow managers to plan, execute, monitor and control information and 

effectively communicate with team members and stakeholders in order to complete each construction 

activity and to meet project objectives. Designing such an information planning tool need to consider key 

factors that influence communication processes such as leadership, culture, relationships, involvement of 

stakeholders, integrated systems, and knowledge transfer (Gina, 2013).  
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Figure1. Project objectives driven by project reports and data through communication system 

Information and Communication 
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Figure 2. Key Drivers of Communication 
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Figure3. Project Communications Management 

Source:    PMBOK sixth edition, 2017, http://www.projectengineer.net/the-10-pmbok-knowledge-

areas/ 


