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Abstract 

 
Construction industry growth necessitates effective management of projects to meet time, 
budget, quality and safety considerations. This research explores ‘project success criteria’ and 
project managers as ‘critical success factors’ to determine successful leadership styles and 
attributes. Utilizing an exploratory approach, 16 qualitative interviews with project managers 
and specialist recruiters were undertaken. Content analysis was also carried out on 200 
industry targeted job advertisements Findings highlight that the three traditional success 
criteria (time, budget, and quality) should also include stakeholder satisfaction, community 
engagement, health and safety, and environmental factors. Project managers must 
demonstrate leadership, communication, team motivation, entrepreneurship and 
decisiveness. These are important contributions to industry and recruitment practices within 
construction project management.  
 
Keywords: project management, residential construction, success factors 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Australia’s property industry is an important economic, social, and environmental 
contributor to society, as the country’s largest industry sector representing 13 percent of gross 
domestic product and contributing AUD$202.9 billion to the nation’s economy (Zorbas, 2023). 
Sixty percent of this contribution is attributed to residential property (AUD$122 billion) 
(Property Council of Australia, 2017).  The residential property development sector in 
Australia directly supports nearly 735,000 full time equivalent jobs.  Because of its complex 
nature this economic sector also contributes to indirect employment through activities such 
as manufacturing and energy usage, finance, materials, equipment, and labour (Navaratnam 
et al., 2022). Therefore, the property industry is a significant contributor to the social and 
economic prosperity of Australia generating income and job opportunities, while also 
supplying housing and other built form.  
 
Housing is among the basic social conditions which define quality of life and well-being for 
any nation’s citizens. However, in a constantly changing and urbanizing world, housing 
supply has not been able to adequately keep pace with demand (Chan & Adabre, 2019; Gan 
et al., 2017).  A survey conducted among some developed countries including USA, Australia, 
Singapore, Hong Kong (China), New Zealand and Ireland revealed that only 63 out of 293 
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housing markets were considered affordable (Chan & Adabre, 2019; Cox & Pavletich, 2008).  
Because more than forty percent of low-income Australian households now face housing 
stress, defined as spending more than thirty percent of their income on housing, federal and 
state governments have introduced several planning mechanisms to assist with housing 
affordability (Han et al., 2021). 
 
These affordable housing initiatives need to preserve the economic sustainability of 
developers through effective cost management of projects to ensure that they can be delivered 
on a continuous basis (Gan et al., 2017; Pullen et al., 2009).  Cost management is part of the 
purview of project managers and is defined as the process of planning, estimating, 
coordination, control and reporting of all cost-related aspects of a project (Ashworth & Perera, 
2015; Kirkham, 2014; Obi et al., 2021).  Therefore, efficient construction project management 
not only ensures successful project delivery but also has far-reaching effects on housing prices 
and affordability.  
 
The complexity of construction projects has increased in recent decades as projects have 
grown in scale (Chan et al., 2004; Pollack & Remington, 2016; Turner et al., 2009). Project 
managers are pivotal in managing these complex construction projects by applying project 
management tools during the planning, execution, and handover phases (Giri, 2019; Hwang 
& Ng, 2013; Jasper, 2018; Yang & Maxwell, 2011).  To craft an effective strategy, it is important 
that project managers possess the essential skills, knowledge and competencies to be able to 
make timely decisions and actively engage the right people in the right jobs (Ahmad & 
Pinedo-Cuenca, 2013).  
 
Project managers are a critical factor in achieving project success (Aronson & Lechler, 2021; 
Gunduz & Yahya, 2018; Mavi & Standing, 2018; Müller & Turner, 2005). Research identifies 
that people management drives project success more than technical issues (Aronson & 
Lechler, 2021; Gorod et al., 2019; Kukah et al., 2022), although few studies examine the people 
side of project management (Magano et al., 2020; Müller & Turner, 2005; Nicholas & Steyn, 
2020; Prabhakar, 2008). Possessing traditional project management technical competencies is 
no longer sufficient to achieve project success (Magano et al., 2020).   Consequently, project 
management studies in recent years have demonstrated growing interest in transferable skills 
like leadership, strategic management, problem-solving, communication, negotiation, and 
teamwork (Blaskovics et al., 2023; Magano, Silva, et al., 2021; Ribeiro et al., 2021; Rogo et al., 
2020).  
 
Despite the economic significance of the property industry and its heavy reliance on the 
management attributes and leadership styles of project managers, there are clear gaps in 
literature relative to the determination successful leadership styles and attributes. Although 
some existing research identifies leadership, teamwork or interpersonal competencies as 
contributing to project success, there is little that explores these elements. There is even less 
relating to construction projects and none regarding the role of project managers of land 
subdivisions and low-rise residential dwelling construction in Australia. To address this 

literature gap this study explores insights of project managers as a Critical Success Factor 
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(CSF) from the perspectives of two sample groups, project managers and recruitment 
specialists. While there are parallels in the pre-requisite skills and desirable characteristics 
deemed essential for employment of project managers across various industries, the main 
thrust of this research undertaking is limited to developing a better understanding of the 
employable skills and requirements in the residential construction industry in Australia.  This 
approach allows for potential regional differences owing to domestic variations with respect 
to construction practices and regulatory compliance. 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Project Managers 

 
Literature highlights that, globally, the construction industry underwent significant 
transformation during the 1990s in response to increased human resource competition, 
technological advancements, contractual negotiations, and supply chain logistics (Abdel-
Wahab & Vogl, 2011; Hayden, 1996).  Emphasis was placed on supplementing traditional 
skills and knowledge of project managers with non-technical skills to meet these 
unprecedented industry changes (Edum-Fotwe & McCaffer, 2001; Magano, Silvius, et al., 
2021).  
 
Studies highlight the critical role played by construction project managers in solving 
organizational challenges such as improved productivity, conflict resolution and 
environmental safety (Gunduz & Yahya, 2018; Magano, Silvius, et al., 2021). Effective 
management as a critical factor in defining project success has been researched since the 1970’s 
(Albert et al., 2017; Ika, 2009; Rezvani et al., 2016).  Despite this, an agreed upon definition of 
project success does not exist (Prabhakar, 2008; Serrador & Turner, 2015).  Construction project 
success has been studied in terms of ‘project success criteria’ (PSC) that are used to measure 
success and ‘critical success factors’ (CSFs) that facilitate the achievement of success (Biddulph 
et al., 2018; Gomes & Romão, 2016; Ika, 2009). 
 
Project Success Criteria (PSC) 

 
Stakeholders assess success criteria according to how accurately they align with both 
individual perspectives and enterprise goals (Alami, 2016; Baccarini & Collins, 2004; Chang et 
al., 2013).  Traditionally, construction PSC have been associated with the “Iron-Triangle”, 
highlighting time, budget and quality as benchmark measures of success (Chovichien & 
Nguyen, 2013; Musa & Amirudin, 2016; Silva et al., 2016).  In an age where ‘housing 
affordability’ has become such a prominent topic, ‘budget’ is a particularly important PSC.  
Pollack et al. (2018) posit that although the Iron Triangle does not fully account for project 
success measurement, the criteria of time, budget and quality are indicative of whether a 
project has been delivered as planned.  
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The emerging need to broaden the concept of success has led researchers to adopt additional 
success criteria (Al-Shaaby & Almessabi, 2018; Lamprou & Vagiona, 2018).  Product success 
(Baccarini, 1999), project efficiency, customer impact, future organizational benefits (Shenhar 
et al., 2001), stakeholder satisfaction (Khan et al., 2013), and other dimensions for measuring 
project success have been identified evolutionary elements of literary project success 
constructs (Castro et al., 2019).  Other important literary PSC include safety, employee 
satisfaction, learning and development, and environmental performance (Al-Shaaby & 
Almessabi, 2018; Albert et al., 2017; Silva et al., 2016).  ‘Safety’ has long been adopted as a PSC 
without any ambiguity or confusion (Adabre & Chan, 2019; Lamprou & Vagiona, 2022; Parfitt 
& Sanvido, 1993). It is defined as the degree to which general conditions promote the 
completion of a project without major accidents or injuries (Chan et al., 2004; Muñoz-La Rivera 
et al., 2021; Silva et al., 2016).  
 
‘Satisfaction’ is a term that is widely defined as a PSC within literature (Chovichien & Nguyen, 
2013; Khalifeh et al., 2020; Rezvani et al., 2016). Narrower uses of the term include ‘user 
satisfaction’ and ‘customer’ satisfaction (Al-Tmeemy et al., 2011; Chan & Chan, 2004; Ellatar, 
2009). Referring to ‘client satisfaction, Takim and Adnan (2009) mentioned benefits to end 
users, including functionality, aesthetic value, service, a pleasant environment and easy 
maintenance. An emerging ‘satisfaction’ PSC relates to staff retention, morale, growth, and 
skills development (Oh & Choi, 2020; Serrador & Turner, 2014). Another PSC that has 
attracted less attention from researchers is ‘learning and development’ (Takim & Adnan, 2009; 
Williams, 2016). This is important because lessons learned in executing projects can improve 
future processes and actions through better knowledge and understanding that extends 
beyond standard staff training (Takim & Adnan, 2009; Wai et al., 2012). 
 
Australia’s private housing sector interacts with environmental factors in three ways. First, it 
‘impacts’ climate change through land clearing and resource usage; Second, ‘sustainability’ 
measures aim to mitigate present and future environmental impact through design decisions, 
material choices and process planning; Third, extreme weather events expose projects and 
their outputs to ‘risk’, which project managers aim to identify and mitigate (Hurlimann et al., 
2019; McAneney et al., 2014). Recent studies have turned their attention to assessing these 
aspects of environmental performance as a construction PSC (Li et al., 2019; Mavi & Standing, 
2018; Wuni & Shen, 2020). 
 
Sebestyen (2017) suggests that creating a universally agreed upon PSC checklist is a 
continuous quest because PSC will vary from project to project and depend on a variety of 
issues (Kothandath & Jom, 2018; Lamprou & Vagiona, 2018; Shokri-Ghasabeh & Kavoousi-
Chabok, 2009).  For example, the degree of complexity, as determined by the size, duration or 
other parts of a project, will compel project managers to identify varying PSC (Luo et al., 2017; 
Ma & Fu, 2020).  As technological advancements make existing systems more complex, 
organizations are dealing with increasingly multifaceted and perplexing issues that place 
greater responsibility on project managers (Jitpaiboon et al., 2019; Zuo et al., 2018; Joslin & 
Müller, 2016; Raziq et al., 2018). 
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Critical Success Factors (CSF) 

 
Although PSC and CSFs are fundamentally different, the two elements are highly interconnected (Yong 
& Mustaffa, 2012, 2017).  According to Altarawneh and Samadi (2019) PSC are defined as the measures 
by which success or failure of a project or business will be judged, whereas CSFs are the management 
inputs that lead to the success of the project or business. Appropriate CSFs should be identified and 
agreed upon at the commencement of a project as they can be used as a guide to stakeholders’ behaviour 
and are key to project success (Els et al., 2012). Todorović et al. (2015) claim the first paper that defines 
CSFs was published as late as 1979. CSFs in the construction industry have been extensively researched 
since the 1980s by numerous authors including Rockart (1982), Boynton and Zmud (1984), Sanvido et al. 
(1992), Chua et al. (1999) and Yu and Kwon (2011).   
 
A systematic review undertaken by Zia (2020) focused on identifying the top ten CSFs after reviewing 
40 research papers found the most critically important factor was the competence of the project manager. 
The remaining nine critical success factors included; appropriate planning, proficiency of the project 
team, management skills, past experience of project management, on-time decisions, size of the project, 
effective procurement methods, effective communications, and project control (Zia, 2020).   
 
CSFs in the construction industry may include various components such as meticulous project inception, 
continuous management support, project manager competency, project team members competency, 
effective leadership, adequate financial resources, commitment, and continuous monitoring (Ahmed & 
Azmi bin Mohamad, 2016; Cserháti & Szabó, 2014).  Although project manager competency has been 
regularly highlighted in the literature as a CSF (Seiler et al., 2012; Verburg et al., 2013; Zwikael & Smyrk, 
2009), most studies on project success have fallen short of identifying or analyzing the positive 
contribution of effective soft skills (Zuo et al., 2018).  Thus, this study seeks to go some way to filling that 
gap in literature. Some of the factors associated with the performance of a project manager in the 
construction industry will be discussed in the succeeding section.  
 
Project Managers as a CSF 

 
Project managers play a key role in making a project successful (Giri, 2019; Zuo et al., 2018).  While earlier 
studies only focused on the significance of project managers’ technical knowledge and skills to project 
success (Hyvari, 2006; Pinto et al., 1998; Thamhain, 1999), subsequent literature also includes the positive 
effects of effective communication mechanisms (Davis, 2016).  In fact, behavioral elements of project 
managers, such as their attitudes, interpersonal skills and knowledge, are strongly correlated with 
project performance (Fan et al., 2014; Thal & Bedingfield, 2010). However, no unequivocal literary 
consensus has been established for the measurement of personal characteristics of a project manager, 
particularly in the construction industry (Moura et al., 2017).  The same can be said for project failure.  
Sauser et al. (2009, p. 665) stated that “When important projects fail, the investigation is often focused on the 

engineering and technical reasons for the failure… Yet, in many cases the root cause of the failure is not technical, 

but managerial.” Sage et al. (2014) also noted that project failure is often a result of technically deficient 
management.  
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Lechler (1998) made an early assertion that project management is all about people management. Project 
managers enhance project success by influencing employees’ morale, rather than only focusing on 
traditional project planning and controls (Aronson & Lechler, 2021).  During those intervening years, 
project management ushered in a fresh focus on people skills (soft skills), representing a paradigm shift 
that moved away from technical (hard) skills of project managers (Leybourne, 2007). Notwithstanding 
the core fundamentals of project managers’ training, which focuses on hard skills and formal 
qualifications, the requirement for sound human skills has become imperative (Pant & Baroudi, 2008).  
 
A positive relationship between successful construction projects and applied management skills can be 
seen as contributing to the economic success of construction enterprises (Rezvani et al., 2016).   This has 
led to the expectation that project managers need to grasp strong interpersonal skills such as enhancing 
unity and managing conflict, in addition to the more generally accepted, requisite technical skills (Gao, 
2017).  Although some authors suggest the application of interpersonal skills in the construction industry 
can contribute to successful outcomes (Ahsan et al., 2013; Love et al., 2005), there is scarce available 
literature to help equip graduates with sufficient interpersonal skills to enable them to become strong 
communicators, problem-solvers, conflict resolvers, decision makers, or leaders (Suhonen & Paasivaara, 
2011).    
 

METHODOLOGY 

 
A qualitative research methodology was utilised as it focuses on describing and understanding the 
meaning of a particular phenomenon that is constructed by people (Basias & Pollalis, 2018).  Gorman 
and Clayton (1997) assert that the goal of qualitative research is to understand those being 
studied from their perspective.  Because people and their social world are the subjects of the 
social sciences it is necessary to see and understand the world through their eyes by seeking 
their views, gaining an insight into their context, and comprehending their experiences 
(Bryman, 2008). 
 
A purposive sampling approach was used to home in on a specific phenomenon or process (Robinson, 
2014), with expert subjects recruited who were able to offer more useful insights about the research 
questions from the two sample groups. Primary data was collected from semi-structured interviews of 
approximately 30 minutes duration.  Interviews offer the added benefits of being good at obtaining 
detailed information and requiring few participants to gather rich and detailed data (Atkinson & Coffey, 
2002; Creswell, 2003; Fontana & Frey, 2005; Kvale, 1996).   Interviews of approximately 30 minutes 
duration were conducted via online conferencing and face-to-face during a four-month period in 2021 
from June to September, inclusive.   
 
In total, 16 respondents were interviewed, including 8 project managers who were either working 
actively or had been recently engaged in land development and low-rise residential construction in 
Australia.  The remaining 8 respondents were recruitment professionals possessing considerable 
experience in the successful placement of project managers in the construction industry within Australia.  
Since qualitative studies aim for depth as well as breadth, the constraints of time, budget and resources 
restrict the analysis of substantial numbers of interviews (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In instances such as 
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this, where there is narrow research scope with a homogenous target group sharing similar 
characteristics, eight interviews per group is deemed sufficient to achieve data saturation because 
individual interviews are likely to overlap considerably in content (Atkinson & Coffey, 2002; Bryman, 
2008; Bunce et al., 2006). Figure I displays a typical pattern of data saturation where the majority of 
information comes from initial interviews and then diminishes to a point where no new information is 
observed. 
 
Figure I: Data Saturation Pattern  

 

 
Source: Bonde (2013) 

 
The purposive sampling technique, also referred to as judgement sampling, is a non-random 
technique that does not require underlying theories or a set number of participants (Tongco, 
2007). In purposive sampling, the researcher decides what needs to be known and sets out to 
find people willing and able to provide the information by virtue of their knowledge, 
experience or expertise (Bernard, 2002). The main strengths of purposive sampling are that it 
is time and cost efficient and is suited to exploratory research design (Taherdoost, 2016). The 
main weaknesses are that it does not allow for generalisation and can be seen as being 
subjective (Etikan et al., 2016). 
 
Typically used in qualitative research, purposive sampling involves identifying and selecting 
individuals or groups that are well-informed about a phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 2003; 
Patton, 2000). This form of purposive sampling is often referred to as expert sampling (Etikan 
et al., 2016). In addition to providing knowledge and experience, effective purposive subjects 
need to be available and willing to participate in studies and be able to articulate their 
experience reflectively (Bernard, 2002). These two study groups were sourced through 
professional networks and targeted internet searches according to their ability to fulfil the 
aforementioned criteria. Details about profiles of participants are presented in Tables I and II.  
 
 
 



 

PACIFIC RIM PROPERTY RESEARCH JOURNAL 

2024, VOL.29, No.2, 66 – 96   
 

73 

 

Table I: Profile of Participants (Project Managers) and Interview Settings 

 
Manager A B C D E F G H 
Academic 
Qualifications 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree X2 

Diploma Nil 

Professional 
background 

Architecture 
Town 
planning, 
Engineering 

Public 
service 

Property 
economics 

Property 
developmen
t 

Engineering, 
economics 

Real 
estate 

Trade 
(Plasterer) 

Years of 
industry 
experience 

>20 >15 >3 >10 >5 >20 >20 >20 

No. of 
companies 
worked for 

>5 >3 2 2 2 >5 >5 >5 

Nationality 
 

Australian Australian Australian Australian Australian 
Australian/ 
Indian 

Australian Australian 

 
Table II: Profile of Participants (Recruitment Specialists) and Interview Settings 

 
Manager A B C D E F G H 
Academic 
Qualifications 

Advanced 
Diploma 

Nil Nil 
Undergrad 
Degree 

MBA 
Undergrad 
Degree 

Undergrad 
Degree 

Diploma 

Professional 
background 

Recruitment 
Industry 

Technical 
Recruitment 
Industry 

Recruitment 
Industry 

Accounting 
Human 
Resources 

Recruitment 
Industry 

Recruitment 
Industry 

Years of 
industry 
experience 

>20 <5 >5 >20 >10 >5 <5 >20 

No. of 
companies 
worked for 

2 2 1 3 2 2 2 4 

Nationality 
 

New 
Zealand 

Australian Australian 
South 
African 

Australian Australian 
United 
Kingdom 

Australian 

 
The 16 interviews yielded 150 pages of interview transcripts providing inputs about project success 
criteria, critical success factors, and personal characteristics of a successful project manager.  Data analysis 
commenced with reading the transcripts thoroughly to achieve immersion. Codes were then derived 
through a process of highlighting exact words from the text that captured key thoughts or concepts. 
NVivo software was utilized to support descriptive coding and identify recurring words, phrases, and 
themes. Upon completing the coding process, key themes were identified, and their frequency noted. A 
word frequency analysis was undertaken to facilitate comprehension of the proximity between all the 
identified themes.  
 
 

FINDINGS 

 

This section focuses on presenting individual findings from interviews with both the recruiter and 
project manager sample groups, beginning with perceptions of PSC.   Project manager attributes are 
explored as a CSF together with leadership styles of successful project managers. In the tables below, 
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each individual was given a code ‘A’ through to ‘H’ for both project managers and recruiters. Project 
manager responses are represented by ‘X” while recruiter responses are shown as ‘O’. 
 

Project Success Criteria 

 
Table III: Perceptions of PSC 
 

 A B C D E F G H 

Budget 
Shareholder return, profit / margins, budget 
delivery, cost control 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

Time 

Timeframe, timely delivery, quick sales, schedule X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

Quality 

End user, customer alignment, right fit /product, 
Great place to live 

 
X 

 
 
O 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
O 

X 
 

 

Community 
Community need, does not disenfranchise, 
amenity 

X 
 

 
 

X 
O 

X 
 

 
 

X 
 

 
 

 

 

Safety and Compliance 
Workplace health and safety, accidents, injury X 

O 
  

X 
 

  
 
O 

X 
 

Stakeholders 

Satisfaction, inclusion, relationship building  
O 

 
O 

X 
O 

 
O 

  
X 

 
X 
O 

Environment         
Compliance, environment, avoid contamination X 

 
       

X = Project Manager Responses O = Recruiter Responses 
 

Both sample groups were asked to identify and discuss PSC according to their own standards and beliefs 
of what is important. They were requested to name their own set of criteria, in the absence of any 
prompting, with outcomes summarised in Table III.  All project managers believed that budgetary 
control is necessary as a measure of success in construction projects while most perceived that project 
managers need to constantly remind themselves not to deviate too much from the budget forecast for 
any given activity. According to Project Manager C, “If the project meets or goes beyond its specified business 
case then it would be a successful project”. In this context, it was explained that the reference to going beyond 
the specified business case related to exceeding budget expectations. Like the findings of project 
managers, all the recruitment specialists identified budget as a key indicator of project success.  
 
Just as with budget, every project manager in the group considered time, in the context of keeping to 
schedules, as being an important criterion.  “Is it on time and is it on budget?” stated Project Manager 



 

PACIFIC RIM PROPERTY RESEARCH JOURNAL 

2024, VOL.29, No.2, 66 – 96   
 

75 

 

H who wasn’t the only one to group those two criteria together.  There was a recurrent theme that a 
detailed and practical schedule for project activities should be developed to ensure that project 
performance remains on track with respect to the schedule baseline.   All but one of the recruiters stated 
time is a crucial element that must be considered with high priority.  Like the project managers, most 
recruiters grouped time and budget together as evidenced by Recruiter E’s opinion that “most important 
are time and budget”. As testament to the enduring emphasis placed on the “Iron Triangle” incorporating 
budget, time and quality, the next most common response from project managers, related to quality of 
project outputs.  Project Manager D framed the importance of this criterion by claiming “The real success 

is how well it aligns to customer expectations in respect of quality”.   Surprisingly, the criterion of quality was 
mentioned by only two recruiters.   
 
Community engagement was raised as a significant factor by some of the project managers who share 
the view that local residents have an important role to play in determining the success of low-rise 
residential projects.  This manifests as harmony and support where planning processes are inclusive, 
thereby creating a perception that people’s lives will be enhanced by both a greater sense of community 
as well as added amenities.  According to Project Manager C “Successful projects tend to create a strong sense 

of community, especially in property development projects”.  Only one of the recruitment specialists made any 
reference to community engagement, marking the first of several points where a divergence between 
the two groups became most evident. 
 
Workplace safety was raised by only three project managers with minimal detail, despite 
placing emphasis on its importance. “… the issue of safety and compliance is very, very important 

to us” (Project Manager A).  Similarly, only two recruiters offered anything in relation to this 
PSC with Recruiter A noting “they would have had a good safety record as well”. 
 

While not a dominant theme among the project managers, some cited stakeholder satisfaction 
as an important PSC.  Project Manager C articulated the point by saying “I look more to the 
inclusion of the stakeholders and it's sort of like getting that win-win outcome”.  In contrast to the 
project manager group, almost all the recruiters were mindful of stakeholder satisfaction with 
one example being Recruiter D who listed “Good stakeholder engagement” as an important skill.  
However, when pressed to define the term ‘stakeholder’, almost all recruiters focused on their 
clients as prospective employers of project managers.   
 
Although literature highlights the growing importance of complying with ever increasing 
environmental development conditions (Haaland & van Den Bosch, 2015), only one project 
manager mentioned this topic.  However, this participant was very passionate about 
environmental issues, stating the importance of “Meeting all the enviro benchmarks” (Project 
Manager A).  None of the recruiters made any mention of environmental compliance. 
 
Project Managers as a Critical Success Factor 

 
Respondents were asked to describe the salient attributes of successful project managers as CSFs based 
on their experience.  Table IV presents the key attributes that contribute to the success of project 
managers that emerged through the interviews.    
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Table IV: Attributes of Successful Project Managers as CSFs 

 
 A B C D E F G H 

Leader         
Captain, leader, management, engaged, strong, 
resilient 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
O 

Communicator         
Communicate, communicator, detail, vision, 
listener 

X 
O 

X 
O 

 
X 
O 

 
O 

X 
 

X 
O 

 
O 

Motivator         
Disciplined, motivated, organized, Diligent, 
focused 

X 
O 

 
 

X 
 

 
O 

 
 

X 
O 

 
 

X 
 

Entrepreneurial         
Strategic, visionary, creative  

 
X 

 
 
O 

X 
O 

 
 

X 
 

X 
 

 
O 

Decisive         
Decision, decisions, decision maker  

 
X 
O 

 
 

X 
O 

 
 

X 
O 

 
 

X 
O 

X = Project Manager Responses O = Recruiter Responses 
  
All respondents from both groups formed the view that successful project managers display natural 
leadership qualities.  Leadership is the function of having vision that is well communicated, building 
trust among team members, and influencing groups of individuals to achieve a common goal (Al 
Khajeh, 2018; Bennis, 2009; Law, 2008; Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014; Al-Malki & Juan, 2018; 
Gandolfi & Stone, 2017; Northouse, 2007).  The underlying theme of all responses was summed up by 
Project Manager A who stated that, “My belief is the attributes of a good leader are usually the attributes of a 
good project manager”.   
 
Five project managers mentioned communication with Manager B stating, “The best PMs are 
ones that have an ability to communicate amongst teams”.  This attribute faired even more 
prominently among the recruiter group and was underpinned by comments like, “good 

communication skills lead to the successful completion of the project on time and on budget” (Recruiter 
A).  Taking the theme of communication to the next level, four project managers mentioned 
the ability to motivate others as a key requisite for successful project managers.  Project 
Manager A stated, “They need to find effective methods to motivate their project team members”.  
Three recruiters mentioned the significance of motivation with their sentiments best 
summarised by Recruiter D’s assertion that “…indeed, the responsibility for team motivation is 

entirely dependent upon the project manager”. 
 

According to some studies, entrepreneurialism is among a short list of key attributes that are 
most commonly correlated to project success, particularly in complex projects (Malach-Pines 
et al., 2008; Muller et al., 2012).  Four project manager participants raised this concept. “It's 
that entrepreneurial or raw visionary quality that is key to development project success” according to 
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Project Manager B.  Meanwhile three recruiters underscored the importance of project 
managers exercising an entrepreneurial mindset with Recruiter D positing that “It comes down 
to being visionary and an out of the box thinker”. 
 
Mullaly’s (2004) study of management practices and concepts of 550 large organizations deduced that 
one of the key contributors to project success included effective decision-making which was raised by 
four project managers and four recruiters.  According to these interviewees, successful project managers 
are able to gather all available information from appropriate people and sources, weigh the pros and 
cons, then facilitate successful results through timely decisions.  Representative of each group, Project 
Manager C asserted that “they're the person who will make sure that all decisions are made” while Recruiter B 
stated “They need to quickly come up with answers and resolve issues”.   
 
Leadership Attributes 

 
Respondents were asked to describe the leadership traits of successful project managers based on their 
experience.  Table V presents the leadership abilities of successful project managers that emerged 
through further investigation. 
 
Table V: Views on Leadership Styles of Successful Project Managers 

 
 A B  C D E F G H 

Collaborative          
Collegiate, inclusive, empowering, ownership, 
listening; communication, direction, understanding 

X 
 

X 
 

 X 
O 

X 
 

X 
O 

X 
O 

X 
 

 
O 

Authoritative          
Power, management, skilled, expert; aggressive; 
direction 

  
  

O 
 
O 

X 
 

X 
 

 
X 

 
Adaptive          
Chameleon, adapt, flexible  

O 
X 
O 

  
O 

 
X 

 
X 

 
 
O 

 

X = Project Manager Responses O = Recruiter Responses 
 

All but one project manager voiced support for a collaborative leadership style in successful project 
managers.  Summarizing their views, collaborative leadership takes place when the project manager and 
other team members trust each other and jointly decide on adopting a path of mutually beneficial 
cooperation. In these circumstances, everyone, including the project manager, is willing to share 
knowledge and resources for the benefit of positive outcomes.  Successful project managers “…do not 
pretend to be the smartest person in the room but enable the smartest ideas out of that group to drive the direction of 

the project” (Project Manager D).  There was also strong support for a collaborative leadership style from 
four recruitment specialists.  Those recruiters believed that project success is fundamentally dependent 
on a project manager’s ability to engage, involve and empower their teams.  One example of this came 
from Recruiter F who asserted “…project success is a derivative of the collaborative contribution of teams of 

skilled experts”. 
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Another dominant style of leadership mentioned by both groups was generally termed as being 
authoritative.  While the concept of being authoritative was generally supported, the notion of dictating 
terms in a strictly authoritarian fashion was mostly resisted.  One example of this came from Project 
Manager E who stated, “I ended up having to pull the “I’m the client, you’re the contractor” talk which I don't 
like doing at all”.  Two of the recruiters firmly believed that Authoritative leadership is oftentimes required 
in the construction industry.  They openly expressed these rigid opinions with statements like, 
“Everyone's got their job to do and they need to take responsibility if things go wrong” (Recruiter E).   
 
Two project managers expressed the view that different circumstances require different leadership 
styles, allowing flexibility to adapt according to situational demands.  “…when you're dealing with your 
consultant team, it's collaborative but it's also authoritative to say, ‘That's great, guys, but we need to hit the 
performance criteria’" (Project Manager F).  Both respondents believe that the complex nature of 
construction projects means it is important for project managers to readily adapt to changing 
circumstances as they arise.  Project Manager F talked about being “a chameleon at times”.   Meanwhile, 
three recruiters also felt that successful project managers need to employ an adaptive leadership style to 
effectively deal with people from all walks of life.  Recruiter B proffered “You really need to adapt your style 
to who you're dealing with”. 
 
 

DISCUSSION 

 
Budget, time and quality were the three main PSC that were identified in this research study, 
albeit the criterion of quality was less underscored by both interview groups, particularly the 
recruiters.  Although budget, time and quality have always been the traditional measures for 
project success, they are now regarded as less essential PSC (Liu et al., 2020; Turner & Zolin, 
2012).   
  
Community engagement as a PSC, is also evident in areas of literature.  Thwala (2010) documented the 
role of community participation in South Africa; asserting that any construction development should be 
people driven.   Others contend that community participation should be considered at the time of 
initiating the project as well as during implementation phases to instill a sense of ownership and 
responsibility in local community populations (Ahmed & Abdullahi, 2017; Sebestyen, 2017).  As noted 
in the findings section of this article, this was the first of several points where there was significant 
divergence between the responses of project managers and those of the recruiters. Being current industry 
practitioners, the project managers are in sync with the literary view that effective community 
engagement is important, while the recruiters proved not to be. 
 
Workplace safety was only mentioned in a minor way by some project managers. Although 
there seems to be a general lack of commitment to the importance of safety, another possible 
explanation is that the wellbeing of site workers is so entrenched in industry norms, that it 
falls outside of the project manager’s purview. A review of the literature reveals that, despite 
years of policy reform and safety initiatives, the Australian construction industry still 
managed to record 27 work-related fatalities in 2022 (Safe Work Australia, 2023).  A 2018 
attitudinal survey of 228 construction employees found that training was largely ineffective 
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in changing workers’ safety attitudes (Loosemore & Malouf, 2019). This may be because male 
domination is a hallmark of the Australian construction industry (Cartwright & Gale, 1995; 
Loosemore & Galea, 2008), and industries with a strong masculine culture tend to attract and 
retain workers with a ‘macho’ attitude who are inclined to take risks in their daily duties 
(Lingard & Wakefield, 2019; Mearns & Yule, 2009). 
 
To be properly achieved, project success should be explored from a range of different 
perspectives including active stakeholders and end users of the project’s outputs (Chan et al., 
2004; Wai et al., 2012).   However, stakeholders have competing interests that are often at odds 
with each other and these need to be balanced (Bahadorestani et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2018).  
Stakeholder satisfaction was raised as a PSC more prominently by recruiters, as compared to 
project managers.  This may well be because recruiters are most influenced by pleasing their 
clients who as owners, investors, or senior managers of projects who they perceived as 
stakeholders.   
 
The low priority placed on the criterion of environmental compliance by both groups is 
consistent with contemporary literature.  Hurlimann et al. (2019) collected data from more 
than two-hundred construction projects across Australia finding 499 environmental breaches 
that occurred over 8 years.  Most common environmental incidents included oil leakages, fuel 
spillages, plant and machine breakdowns, and contamination found in groundwater 
(Hurlimann et al., 2019).  Notwithstanding the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (1999), research pertaining to Australia’s construction industry reveals that 
the existing regulatory context is a major obstacle in achieving climate protection (Hurlimann 
et al., 2018).  Other impediments to the nation’s environmental compliance include lack of; 
resources, awareness about climate change, interest in spending money on green 
development, and risk-averse behaviors of financiers (Hurlimann et al., 2018; Shearer et al., 
2016).   
 
Of the three ways that Australia’s private housing sector interacts with the environmental 
effects of climate change, ‘sustainability’ is the most contentious in the context of this study. 
Brundtland (1987, p. 2) defined sustainable development as ‘development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs’, thereby acknowledging social and economic aspects rather than exclusively focusing 
entirely on environmental matters.  However, because most economic benefits are spread over 
the useful life of buildings, there is no immediate return for the party who bears the cost and, 
therefore, little motivation to do so (Bordass, 2000). It therefore follows that the willingness of 
house buyers to pay an extra premium for climate-adaptive elements to housing developers 
is low, making it harder for developers to garner financial support for “green” projects 
(Crabtree & Hes, 2009; Tapsuwan et al., 2018).   
 
Thus, the main barrier to sustainable development at project investor and senior management 
levels is the perceived additional cost that is met with market resistance by end users. 
Although modern literature seeks to address negative perceptions of sustainable 
development and promote its uptake, it is slow to take on and does not feature strongly as a 
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PSC in the purview of project managers. Similarly, recruiters are not particularly 
environmentally literate in the context of this study. Although there is a gap between real-
world practice and the literature, the move towards greater sustainability is inevitable and 
could be better managed with proper planning at the corporate level that flows through to 
project managers and is also shared with educators and recruiters. 
 
Although the significance of effective leadership has been recognised as a major contributing 
success factor for organizations, there is scant material available to support the relationship 
between construction project success and leadership styles of project managers (Müller & 
Jugdev, 2012; Yang et al., 2014). Nonetheless, there are some authors who note that among 
CSFs, the personal qualities and leadership styles of project managers have a significant role 
to play (Khan et al., 2013; Müller & Turner, 2005; Thal & Bedingfield, 2010).  It is clear from 
this research that project managers and recruiters alike believe strong leadership qualities are 
required to generate successful outcomes. Another significant congruence of CSF responses 
related to effective communication, both through appropriate use of correct channels as well 
as the way in which information is framed. The importance of smooth, effective 
communication between project managers and other team members should not be 
underestimated as it can either allow teams to work freely or, conversely, it can constrain the 
open flow of information and ideas (Fedor et al., 2003; Rezvani et al., 2016). 
 
The emphasis that project managers and recruiters placed on the ability of project managers 
to motivate others as a CSF is interesting.  Although theories of motivation are abundant in 
leadership literature, the same cannot be said in relation to project management as a 
discipline. Regardless, the Chartered Institute of Building (2010) asserts that part of the role 
of construction project managers is to effectively motivate their project management teams to 
fully optimise each individual’s positive contribution to the overall effort and outputs of the 
project.  Effective motivation of project managers can substantially influence the productivity 
in projects, especially within the construction sector which relies heavily on human resources 
(Johari & Jha, 2020; Phan et al., 2020; Van Tam et al., 2021). 
 
Strong support from both interview groups for entrepreneurialism as a key determinant of 
project management success is well represented in literature. While there is definitional 
diversity of the term entrepreneurship (Alegre et al., 2017; Audretsch et al., 2015; Conway 
Dato-on & Kalakay, 2016), several accepted sources describe it as opportunity pursuit, 
business creation, and profit-seeking (Bennett, 2003; Bennett, 2006; Prince et al., 2021).  Hence, 
it has been contended in some studies that there is a need to apply entrepreneurial functions 
to construction projects to achieve success (Abd-Hamid et al., 2015; Mbiru et al., 2020). 
According to a literature review of entrepreneurial research studies over the last 20 years, 
creative thinking is at the core of entrepreneurial success, together with a willingness to take 
risks, managerial skill sets, the ability to mobilise resources and the ability to bounce back 
from failures (Yoganandan & Kumar, 2021).   
 
The final finding relating to CSFs was the decision-making skills of project managers.  Eweje et al. (2012) 
asserts that decisions made by project managers depend heavily on the information on which they are 
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based and have a significant impact on the strategic value of the asset delivered.  To be truly effective 
decision makers, project managers should be empowered with sufficient authority and avenues of 
delegation (Giri, 2019).  Timely decisions made by project managers can also help significantly in 
adopting effective measures to mitigate risks (Giri, 2019). 
 
The three prominent leadership styles that emerged were identified as ‘Collaborative’, ‘Authoritative’ 
and ‘Adaptive’. Collaborative can be aligned with ‘Democratic’ leadership where one 
encourages employee participation, works with employees to determine what to do, and does 
not micromanage (Tayfur Ekmekci & Tosunoglu, 2016).  Meanwhile Authoritative resembles 
‘Autocratic’ leadership, where one person makes all decisions, tells employees what to do, 
and micromanages them (Tayfur Ekmekci & Tosunoglu, 2016).  These categories originated 
from Lippitt and White’s (1939) early experiments on the behaviours of leaders and remain 
relevant today (Billig, 2014; Gandolfi & Stone, 2017; Ullah et al., 2019).   
 
The third identified leadership style, Adaptive, bears resemblance to Situational Leadership 
as first recognised by Hersey and Blanchard (1969).  This leadership style is based on a leader’s 
ability to adapt to the requirements of different teams and situations (Jasper, 2018). 
 
Several studies posit that project success is being viewed more widely as a collaborative achievement 
involving trust and teamwork to overcome challenges and deliver positive outcomes (Bond-Barnard et 
al., 2018; Buvik & Rolfsen, 2015; Cuganesan & Floris, 2020).  The true spirit of collaborative leadership, 
however, can only be achieved when all project members share a common purpose, develop mutual 
trust, and when all the members follow work practices (Chen et al., 2003; Ollus et al., 2011).  From this it 
can be deduced that what the respondents referred to as a collaborative leadership style can just as easily 
be interpreted as Democratic. 
 
Autocratic leadership is most common in smaller enterprises and leads to low levels of 
employee satisfaction (Turner et al., 2010).  Project managers who subscribe solely to this style 
of leadership generally struggle to control and direct their team members (Ali et al., 2021).  
This may well explain why the project manager interviews yielded tempered responses 
suggesting moderation in adopting an authoritative leadership style.  It is perplexing, 
however, that there was such staunch support for autocratic leadership coming from at least 
two of the recruiters. 
 
The final leadership style identified in this study was Adaptive leadership which has been 
likened to Situational Leadership as it was spoken about in terms of being flexible according 
to differing situations and dealing with people from all walks of life.  Although recognized as 
being easily understood, intuitively appealing, and applicable to a wide range of settings in 
some areas of literature (Jasper, 2018; Shonhiwa, 2016) there was only minor support for 
Situational Leadership from both project managers and recruiters.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

 
There is strong evidence to support continued adherence to budget, time and quality as major PSC 
despite some studies suggesting a movement away from these traditional benchmarks.  Of particular 
note is that budget and time seem to attract the major focus with attention to quality being deemed as 
less important.  This is most likely a result of economic pressure pertaining to the magnitude and risk 
profile of land development and residential construction projects.  The lack of attention paid to quality 
as a PSC may also be representative of the stakeholders that were interviewed. It would be reasonable 
to assume that owners of a project or consumers of its outputs would place far more importance on 
quality as a measure of project success. The divergence between project managers and recruiters 
regarding the remaining PSC is understandable in the sense that members of the former group are 
immersed in the industry full-time, while those in the latter group are not.  It is also reasonable to 
conclude that recruiters’ gaps in understanding may well be a result of being improperly briefed at their 
time of engagement.   
 
In gaining an understanding of the identified themes of successful attributes from both project 
managers and recruiters, the labels of leader, communicator, motivator, entrepreneurial and 
decisive are obviously quite generic.  Similarly, Collaborative, Authoritative and Adaptive 
leadership styles have all been recognized in long established literature, albeit under different 
names.  While none of these are specific to any industry or situation, the findings of this study 
conclude that project managers who exhibit Collaborative leadership attributes are most likely 
to achieve successful outcomes.  Therefore, recruiters who are seeking project managers for 
construction firms in Australia should place a great amount of significance on requisite 
interpersonal skills and leadership qualities, as opposed to established, conventional criteria 
such as technical knowledge, formal qualifications and management competencies. 
 
All research has limitations, and we wish to acknowledge the key limitations of this study. 
Firstly, the research approach required a depth of understanding of the phenomena from 
those experiencing it and as such in-depth interviews with a smaller number of respondents 
were undertaken.  While this enhanced the depth of information that was able to be obtained, 
the subjective nature of the data may not be generalizable to all populations.  Secondly, the 
sample size was limited to project managers and recruitment specialists and as such these 
stakeholders have particular views of PSC and CSF that might not be replicated by other 
stakeholder groups. Thirdly, interviews that take place in a natural setting make it difficult to 
replicate studies (Wiersma, 2000). During the interviews, particular attention was paid to 
avoiding any possibility of interviewer bias by not leading the interviewees.  Fourthly, an 
inductive approach to content analysis was also adopted in this study, with researcher bias 
can potentially influence the process of inductive coding through their own subjectivities 
(Bryman, 2008).  To address this, detailed field notes were taken immediately after each 
interview for later reference.  Finally, because this research is exploratory by nature and 
identifies characteristics or attributes that these specific individuals consider important to the 
success of project managers the findings are not readily transferable or generalizable. The 
findings do form a basis for addressing this under-researched field, particularly in this 
context. 
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The misaligned perception of clearly defined PSC that exists between project managers and 
recruiters is a cause for concern.  These criteria generally form the basis of key performance 
indicators by which project manager performance is assessed, so there should be far stronger 
alignment and clarity regarding expectations.  Construction firms need to create systems and 
processes that ensure recruiters are adequately briefed to attract suitable candidates who 
clearly understand what is expected of them. As it is now widely recognized that the role of 
project managers has evolved to extend beyond technical elements of a project and 
incorporate effective people management, there is a requirement to make sure they are 
equipped with the metaphoric tools to succeed.  In this sense, education, upskilling, and 
ongoing training programs need to include elements such as interpersonal skills, conflict 
resolution, negotiation strategies, teamwork and critical problem-solving techniques.   
 
This study benefits both the land development and low rise construction industry by 
identifying specific factors that define successful project managers so that employers can 
apply better targeted essential selection criteria.  It also provides recommendations to training 
and education institutions about more effective focus areas so that courses and subjects can 
be better targeted towards the specific knowledge requirements that will aid project managers 
in delivering successful outcomes. At present there are significant gaps to explore within the 
literature as there is limited research that is targeting this specific discipline and industry 
context.  A key contribution of this study is that it extends the work of researchers in project 
management as a broad field, whilst demonstrating links between existing literature and, 
more specifically, the discipline of land development and low-rise construction in a local 
context. 
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