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Introduction

The future of work in Australia is uncertain. Rising 
costs, supply-chain issues and staff shortages 
mean SMEs must remain agile when managing 
projects and change. 

In a recent webinar, SmartCompany senior 
business journalist David Adams spoke with 
three people at the coalface of project and 
change management. 

Ariel Achtman is a project manager at the 
Olivia Newton-John Cancer Research Institute 
(ONJCRI), where she specialises in collaborative 
project design. 

John Khoury, executive of delivery at the tech 
services business Telstra Purple, is part of a 
team that is responsible for running up to 2000 
projects a year.

And as the ANZ head of client engagement with 
the Project Management Institute (PMI), Annie 
Sheehan helps businesses improve their change 
and project management capabilities through 
education, training and certification.

Throughout their hour-long discussion, Sheehan, 
Khoury and Achtman had a lot to say about project 
and change management, how it’s evolving, and 
what the future holds. This eBook packages up 
some of their key insights to help SMEs further 
develop their skills and know-how in this critically 
important area. 
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PROJECT MANAGEMENT: 
AN EVER-EVOLVING FIELD

Chapter 1
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People want to feel a sense of belonging, she 
explains, and when changemakers prioritise 
team-building and health-and-wellness check-
ins, morale improves, as does job satisfaction 
and engagement. Belonging, in turn, leads to 
better outcomes. 

The “people, not just processes” approach is 
backed up by the PMI. The latest trend in project 
management is towards “bringing values into 
how you kick-off your projects,” Sheehan says, 
“starting with the people, starting with the team 
first, rather than having a necessarily highly 
prescriptive approach.”

In other words: “finding out what's going to work 
for people in order to achieve their outcomes”.

EMPHASISING HUMAN 
CONNECTION 
“The way that we all connect as individuals and 
as groups has changed fundamentally,” Khoury 
says. “Now it's being recreated through a different 
ecosystem of technology, a different pattern of 
whether you go into the office or you don't. 

“The dimensions of connecting with the supply 
chain that support your project, the customer 
that you're working with… How do you have 
those ‘water-cooler connections’ when you 
are on Teams all the time, and it's a little bit of 
a vacuum?” 

Technologists are already working on solutions 
to this problem, and there are several tools 
available to help foster more of those incidental 
and genuine moments of human connection 
among remote and hybrid teams.

HOW TECH HAS 
TRANSFORMED THE 
ROLE
The world has changed a lot since 1969 when the 
PMI was founded by a group of working project 
managers, with advancing technology naturally 
being one of the major disruptors. 

“Technology's now in my mind changing the shape 
of project management — not necessarily just 
from the scope of what is being deployed, but 
also the use of tools and applications that we use 
to deploy our projects,” Khoury says. 

Having access to sophisticated tech allows 
project managers to spend their time on more 
“human” tasks, such as setting the context for 
a project or change, breaking down barriers 
between different disciplines, and team-building. 

The right tools free up project managers to 
become “change agents”, Khoury says, because 
“they’re not dragged down into managing the 
detail or the work product. The systems and tools 

do that for them.” 
A SHIFT TO PEOPLE-
FIRST THINKING
People-first strategies have become vital to 
project management, particularly in the hybrid 
work era. A distributed workforce presents some 
unique challenges — for example, how do you 
keep everyone on the same page when people 
are working asynchronously in different locations 
and/or time zones? 

“I've read a statistic that you have to invest five 
times as much effort into team culture when 
you're working in an online environment as you 
do face to face,” Achtman says. “You actually 
have to make space for relationships, for shared 
experiences — for fun, really.” 
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Tools for collaboration, 
connection, culture and comms
Achtman recommends: 

• Menti and Slido for facilitating parallel 
communication. 

• MURAL and Miro for asynchronous 
communication, where everybody is 
contributing in their own time.

• Slack for creating avenues for non-
essential communication, which builds 
camaraderie and culture. 

“[Slack has] an app called Donut, 
where they randomly pair people in the 
organisation to meet up,” Achtman says. 
“Then you're talking to people you wouldn't 
normally interact with and seeing what's 
happening in the business.”
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https://www.slido.com
https://www.mural.co/
https://miro.com/
https://slack.com/intl/en-au/
https://www.donut.com/


TAKE YOUR TALENTS 
TO THE NEXT LEVEL

Chapter 2
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of the people that they want to train are not 
traditional project managers,” Sheehan says. “A 
lot of them are engineers and technologists who 
want to get trained up in project management so 
that they know the fundamentals.” 

TREMENDOUSLY 
TRANSFERRABLE SKILLS
The advantages of upskilling in project 
management are wide-ranging, and benefit the 
overall business as much as the individual. 

Among other things, project-management 
training gives people in-depth planning 
capabilities to stay “disciplined agile”, adapting 
their strategies and approach in response to 
changing situations. 

It also teaches:

• Skills in teaming,

• How to kick off a project team the right way to 
get their best outcomes, 

• Which stakeholders they need to involve and for 
how long,

• The value of a diverse team.

On top of this, project-management skills open 
people’s minds to risk-awareness and challenging 
their assumptions, Achtman says, which they can 
often “set and forget” at the start of a project. 

“I think that having a broad awareness of project 
management is really beneficial because it gives 
people a shared framework to work in,” she says.

THE LATEST 
FRAMEWORKS, TIPS 
AND TECHNIQUES
Project management appeals to a particular type 
of thinker, the kind of mind that is always looking 
for ways to improve systems and processes. So 
it’s hardly surprising that PMI’s body of knowledge 
is continuously being reviewed and upgraded. 

“The original edition of the PMBOK was published 
in the '90s,” Sheehan says. “That's PMI's Project 
Management Body of Knowledge, and it's been 
the go-to place for practitioners to source 
information for how to set up and lead and 
land change.” 

RISING INTEREST FROM 
OTHER BUSINESS AREAS
Each edition of the PMBOK is written by people 
with real experience and expertise in change 
management. But the seventh and latest, 
published at the beginning of 2022, aims to be 
more accessible to the general reader.

“One of the refreshing changes for this particular 
edition is that there's a lot less technical jargon to 
reach a wider audience who may not necessarily 
specialise in project management,” Sheehan says. 

This is to cater to business leaders and people 
from other areas, who are increasingly discovering 
how much project and change management is 
involved in their roles. 

“I've been approached by several organisations 
over the last six to 12 months [and] the majority 
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Most PMI chapters around Australia and New 
Zealand also hold monthly events, online and 
in person. 

It’s all about keeping “your finger on the pulse” 
Sheehan says, and knowing what’s happening 
— “not just from what you've read online, 
but from real people [providing] up-to-the-
minute information.” 

Project-management training 
improves:
• Communication skills

• Empathy

• Openness

• Risk awareness

• Team-building and people skills

• Time and resource management

• Critical and agile thinking

• Planning

BOOST YOUR EMPLOYER 
BRAND
Project management skills are invaluable at 
work and home, Khoury notes. And, if you’re 
upskilling others, they’re also a win-win way to 
improve retention and company culture by giving 
your employees the training and development 
opportunities they crave. 

“I think people like to have diversity in their 
careers and skill sets that allow them to traverse 
different businesses,” Khoury says.

KEEP YOUR FINGER ON 
THE PULSE
One of the best things SMEs can do to stay up 
to date with the latest insights and knowledge is 
to become a member of an organisation like PMI, 
which has vast amounts of information available 
through newsletters and articles. 
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THE FUTURE OF PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT

Chapter 3
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AN AGILE MINDSET
Given the uncertainty of the post-COVID era, 
with its supply chain issues and staff shortages, 
the latest edition of the PMBOK is “very much 
focused on how to adapt your projects for agile 
delivery,” Sheehan says. That includes looking 
at how you can deliver in minimum business 
increments, rather than “with a big bang 
implementation at the end”. 

Like “rolling-wave planning” — where you plan 
broad, rough strokes into the future and work 
out the finer details six weeks in advance – this 
approach allows you to stay flexible.

It’s about “being able to plan those risk factors 
in much more strongly and accept that the 
plan's likely to change without losing heart”, 
Sheehan says. 

The aim is to “use traditional practices, like 
having your eye on the vision and achieving the 
outcomes and benefits,” she explains. “But very 
much: how do we do it in the smallest viable 
business increments to build up to something 
that's of great value?”

SCHEDULING REGULAR 
REVIEWS
Building in checkpoints to re-evaluate project 
viability along the way is critical for both agility 
and ongoing goal-alignment. 

“You have ‘stage gates’ where you review whether 
the project is ready to move to the next stage, 
but also [whether it is] still viable? Does it still 
make sense?” Achtman says.

SETTING THE CONTEXT 
THROUGH STORYTELLING
When employees understand the real value of 
a project and why their contribution matters, it 
helps them stay motivated, even when doing 
mundane tasks. 

Telstra Purple’s upgrade to the Tasmanian 
Government Radio Network is an excellent 
example of how project leaders can create a 
sense of value through storytelling. 

“If you were to describe the scope of that project, 
you'd probably put the audience to sleep,” Khoury 
says. “But actually, the context is that it’s setting a 
new standard for 13 different emergency services 
around Tasmania to respond on the same 
network. That is the value of that project.” 

Being purpose-driven is particularly important 
post-COVID, with people increasingly seeking 
jobs that provide a sense of personal value 
and fulfilment.

VALUES AND GOALS 
ALIGNMENT 
Making sure projects align to the values and 
purpose of the organisation increases your overall 
chances of success, as you’re more likely to have 
buy-in from leadership.

“I think probably the most important thing is the 
embedding of projects into the organisational 
strategy,” Achtman says. “Having a long-term 
vision of the impacts you want to achieve, and 
[using the strategy] as a checkpoint — is a project 
that's been proposed in or out of scope?”
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The 6 Cs of successful project 
management:
1. Communication. “They say that 80% of 
project management is communication,” 
Achtman says, while poor communication 
is “almost lethal”. As well as nailing your 
own communications (and clarifying what 
has been understood), focus on facilitating 
and translating exchanges between 
different groups.

2. Consultation. Where relevant, Khoury 
recommends getting advice from a subject-
matter expert in the field you’re working 
in. For example, Telstra Purple is using 
a specialist in stadium technology from 
Cisco to advise them on a communications 
upgrade at a Melbourne stadium.

3. Clearly assigned responsibilities. 
It’s important that stakeholders and 
team members know what everybody is 

responsible for and what is expected from 
each individual involved in the project. 

4. Consistency in risk management. 
Risk-management processes should be 
consistent, with clearly defined processes 
and guidelines for identifying and 
reporting risk.

5. Community. Sheehan suggests 
larger organisations set up a “project 
community”, where project managers 
and people involved in different projects 
get together at regular intervals to share 
updates and insights.

6. Culture. When you're working on 
a project, you can't just concentrate 
on tasks and goals. You also need to 
consciously develop a strong culture by 
focusing on morale, job satisfaction, team 
maintenance, and making sure people 
work well together.
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https://www.pmi.org/da-basics


Final thoughts
Project management moves with the times, and in 
the midst of so much post-COVID chaos, the best-
practice strategies emphasise adaptability. 

There’s also a focus on balancing technological 
developments with the human need for connection 
and purpose. 

A people-first approach requires project leaders to 
invest in their teams, ensuring everyone is equipped 
with the tools to do their best work, while creating a 
culture where they feel supported and valued.

Because project management moves with the times, 
there’s always more to learn. And in doing so you 
can continue to tweak your processes to achieve the 
best possible business outcomes.

Additional sources

https://hbr.org/2022/04/3-ways-to-boost-retention-
through-professional-development 

https://www.gartner.com/en/articles/employees-
seek-personal-value-and-purpose-at-work-be-
prepared-to-deliver 
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