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ABSTRACT

Benchmarking is used as an evauative tool to assess the level of management sKills of
project managers. Didtinction is made between project and program managers. It is
agued that different organisationa dtructures of projects require  different
management kills. Therefore when benchmarking the work of project managers the
underlying variable of the project's organisationd sructure should be included in the
evaudion. Research has shown vast differences in the performance between leading
companies and average companies in  peforming paticular activities By
benchmarking leading companies, many firms have experienced Sgnificant success in
upgrading their organisational capabilities. (Grant, 2000). It is infered that as
benchmarking can dgnificantly improve the peformance of managing companies,
gmilar evaduaions can lead to smilar improvements in the performance of managing
projects.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Benchmarking can make a very significant improvement to performance

(Lock, 2001.)

The concept of project management has changed from the traditiond notion of an
engineering firm being tasked to build a hospitd, office block or bridge to numerous,
senior and middle managers in dl sorts of organisations being tasked to consider their
role as one of a project manager. A key advantage of considering a work task as a
forma project is that it directs the focus of the job onto the planned outcome. Projects
are vaioudy defined but the key dement is that it is a one off unique task that has a
definite and finite completion. Otherwise the task is termed a program. As a result of
this change in management practices there are a huge variety of project managers in
both the public and private sector who are managing projects that can range across the
organisational spectrum.

Research has shown vast differences in the performance between leading companies
and average companies in performing particular activities By benchmarking leading
companies, many firms have experienced ggnificant success in upgrading  thelr
organisational  cgpabilities. (Grant, 2000). It is inferred that as benchmarking can
dggnificantly improve the peformance of managing companies a dmilar improvement
in the performance of managing projects is aso likey. The effectiveness of a project
management process will determine whether or not those projects play a role in
providing a source of competitive advantage for an organisation. Those organisations
that are the most resourceful in seeking out best practice and making those aspects
work for them will be the most successful. (Maylor, 1999, p.3)

This paper discusses some aspects of benchmarking managerid  performance  of
projects within different project team formations. There are three mgor types of
project team formation, namely, the pure project dructure, the functiond project
dructure and the matrix sructure. Different types of benchmarking processes should
be applied to different team dructures. The skills and competencies of project
manegers are arguably benchmarked according to different perceptions of project
manager’s roles. These roles change to some degree depending on the project team
dructure. Some of the problems facing benchmarking of this dlusve subject matter is
adso discussed. The generad pupose of benchmarking as an evduative tool to provide
continuous learning for both the project manager and the project organisation are seen
as chdlenges that need to be addressed more widdy in the project management
discipline. The paper concludes by recommending the adoption of benchmarking as
an evduative tool that dimulates continud improvement in project management
ills.

Benchmarking can be a continuous event which is used to compare and measure the
management of one project to the manageriad processes of a leading project manager.
It is essentid of find the information or date that will guide the specific project
manager towards improvement. (Andersen and Pettersen, 1996) This paper assarts
that different projects and the different structures within those projects require
different information and data to provide guidance to the specific benchmarking being
undertaken.
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2TYPES OF BENCHMARKING

Types of benchmarking reflect ‘wha is compared and ‘whom it is compared
agand’. (Anderson and Pettersen, 1996). The former involves performance, process
and drategic benchmarking, whilst the latter involves internd, competitive, functiona
and geneic. (Evans 1994) Kadlingam expands Evans grouping of ‘whom it is
compared against’ to include industry and nationa best in class. (see Figure One)

Best Practice of
National Company

Industry Best Practice
Competitors Best Practice
Internal Best Practice

Figure 1. Types of Benchmarking: The Analysis Pyramid
(Kaslingam, 1995)

Dorf (1999) explains performance benchmarking as a broad measure such as sales per
employee or some other quantifiable output form. Process benchmarking is explained
as a comparison of yidds and through put such as manufacturing yied rates, through
put times on assembly lines and direct labour productivity. Strategic benchmarking is
comparing a competitor's drategy to one's own in the same market and product
benchmarking compares the features and performance of actual products. Gattorna
and Wadlters (1996) argue that unless the drategic direction of the targeted benchmark
company is understood, it is unlikey that the comparative exercise will prove
successful, especidly in the management drategies of projects.  Management
peformance fdls under peformance benchmaking but is influenced by the
company's drategies. Benchmarking project management is a sub s&t within the
managerid performance indicators.

Grat (2000) ligs five dages involved in externd benchmarking. Externd
benchmarking is sometimes referred to as industry or competitive benchmarking and
takes place when a busness compares itsdf with other organisations which
demondtrate best practice in the way they produce Smilar services.

Internal  benchmarking occurs when one sub-divison of an organisation compares
itsdf with another subdivison with the intention of finding and aoplying best
practice. Performance of smilar management processes or functions within projects
can vary widely and once compared (benchmarked) the best processes can be applied.
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Applying internd benchmarking to management processes of projects occurs when
higher level management identifies a particular functiond or divisond aea or project
manager, or project team of the organisation that has a proven record of
accomplishment in managing projects within its area of respongbility. The projects it
has completed can be examined and the organisation can identify the practices they
conduct well and how they conduct them, which enables them to outperform other
areas of the firm.

Internal benchmarking has a number of advantages over externd benchmarking. Firgt,
the organisation using internd benchmarking can eedly obtan access to detaled
information about different projects it has conducted. Second, internad benchmarking
reduces the likelihood of culturd and definition problems which can often affect the
vdidity of benchmarking. There is no benefit in comparing ‘ gpples with oranges .

However, multi-nationa organisations conducting internal  benchmarking need to be
aware tha definitiond and culturd problems may ill aise if the organisation has
acquired firms in different countries. For example, a German firm benchmarked the
peformance of a British subsdiay and the assessment determined that the British
firm was peforming wel beow dandard. However, there were consderable
differences in how the two organisations defined particular terms. These definitiona
differences resulted in a flawed benchmarking assessment.(Maylor 2000, p.271)

Internal  benchmarking has its shortcomings. Often  management dyles, vaues,
thought process and culture, permeate throughout the organisation. This may cregte
perceptua limitations on how to improve the management of projects leading to a
tendency to conduct activities which only conform to management and gpproved
culturd norms.

Benchmarking outsde the organisation can lead to the discovery of radicaly different
gpproaches to the same problems. The advantages of externa benchmarking are: that
it prevents the company from being interndly focused, it reduces incrementa process
change and minimises low management commitment. With externd benchmarking, a
company can develop a concrete understanding of competition, utilizes new ideas of
proven practices and technology, and generates a higher level of commitment. (Camp
1989 p.30)

The Audrdian Inditute of Project Management (AIPM) concurs with Camp's
as=ssment of the benefits of benchmarking. It identifies leading practices such as
how to best develop and deploy project management processes, provides comparisons
of project management data with other organisations, provides confirmation of good
practices and chdlenges to accepted practices; and improves learning for both project
managers and the organisation.

Wason (1993) continued Camp’'s understanding of the continuous improvement

process and viewed benchmarking as a process that should evolve as a business
process.
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Fifth Generation
Global Benchmarking

Fourth Generation
Strategic Benchmarking

Third Generation
Process Benchmarking

Second Generation
Competitive Benchmarking

Sophistication

First Generation
Reverse Benchmarking

Timeto Introduce

Figure2 Benchmarking as a Developing Evaluation Tool
(Watson, 1993)

Figure Two shows the Fird Generdtion as evolving in the early nineties. It was
product related and manly described the Xerox experience. Typicdly it was an
evduation or comparison with smilar products The Second Generdtion of
benchmarking evolved when product comparisons expanded to evauaing smilar
processes with competitors. The Third Generation of evdudion implied that
comparisons occurred outsde the same industry. Evaluations targeted companies with
recognised strong practices independent of the industry and competitors. This redly
led to a lot of process evauaions. The Fourth generation is referred to as strategic
benchmarking. It is a sysematic process of evduating dternaives, implementing
drategies and improving peformance by underdanding and adapting successful
drategies from external partners who participate in an ongoing business dliance. This
generation of benchmarking differs from process benchmarking in terms of the scope
and depth of commitment among the sharing companies. Benchmarking is used as a
driver that fundamental changes the business, not just ‘tweak processes. Watson sees
future generations of benchmarking in globd applications where busness process
diginctions among companies are bridged and their implications for busness process
improvements are understood. In this era of globa project management organisations,
this generation of benchmarking will hep such organisations identify and link with
the best in class.

WHAT TO BENCHMARK

‘A project manager is a businessman, a psychologist, an accountant, a technician,
part designer, part nutsand-bolts. A truly rare combination of skills.’(Birnberg,
1998) Obvioudy a project manager wears many hats in orchestrating the project’s
progress and the firm/client partnership. This section consders two questions. What
are the skills and competencies required? How can they be measured and evaluated?
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Wysocki (1995) proposes that two levels of characteristics determine the performance
of a project manager. At the visble leve are kills that can be observed, measured
and improved with training. Competencies are hidden below the vishble levd and are
more difficult to develop through training. Competencies can be seen in practice but
canot be messured directly. Wysocki used Bloom's Taxonomy of Educationd
Objectives and Cognitive Domain to provide sx levels of project management skills.
They ae knowledge, comprehenson, gpplication, andyss, synthess and evauation.
He used the Corporate Educetion Center of Boston University to demondrate five
types of competencies required to be an effective project manager. They are business
achievement, problemsolving, influence dbilities, people management and df
management competencies.

The Project Management Inditute (PMI) has identified eight primary competencies
that the effective project manager should master. In an era of lean organisaions,
doing more with less is important. Project managers need to be highly effective
people — people who possess knowledge of the technicd detals of their jobs as well
as the capacity to get things done. The PMI captured the core project management
competencies in its Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) series. The
eight primary competencies are:

Scope management (incdudes understanding the project life cycle, congruction of
work-breakdown structures, change contral).

Time management (scheduling with Gantt chats, milestone chas PERT/CPA
networks, tracking schedule variances).

Cost management (effective employment of cost estimating methodologies, budgeting
processes, tracking cost variances).

Human resource management (managing conflict, motivating metrixed resources,
team building, evauating and gppraiang work performance).

Risk management (identifying and modeling risk, planning for risk).

Quality management (identifying who the cusomers are, doing things right the first
time, monitoring qudity and standards).

Contract management (understanding contract and procurement processes, resolving
disputes).

Communication management (underdanding the impects of different communications
vehicles, avoiding communications breskdowns). (www.pmi.org)

The difference between sKkills and competencies can perhaps best be distinguished by
the definition of competency applied by those with a psychometric leaning, that is,
‘competence conssts of dtributes possessed by individuas. These consst primarily
of knowledge, <kills and dtitudes, dl of which ae directly measurable and
quantifiable according to predetermined categories and criteria A number of writers
have questioned the accuracy and rdiability of measurements reaing to certan
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attributes such as knowledge and attitudes (llgen and Favero, 1985). A less obvious
but more fundamentd limitation to this definition of competency is that it equates the
possesson of attributes with competence. Hunt and Wallace (1997) argue that the
mere possession of a range of attributes may or may not in itsef ensure competent
peformance. They give the example of vauable communication sills that may be
measurable but that may be well gpplied or misgpplied, according to the inclination of
the project manager or according to adverse environments. Consequently the core
competencies provided by the PMI, dthough measurable on a ranking scae, cannot
ensure consistent application by project managers.

Having surveyed twenty-four sudies delineating managerid functions, roles, skills
and competency units, Hunt and Walace advance the working definition for
manageria competency as.

the ability to perform effectively in a given context, the capacity totransfer knowledge
and skills to new tasks and situations, and the inclination or motivation to energize
these abilities and capacities. (Hunt and Wallace, 1997, p.59)

Meredith, Posner and Mantd (1995) categorized the skills needed for a project
manager into Sx skill aeas  communicaion, organizationd, team  building,
leadership, coping and technologica skills. In 2000 Meredith and Mantd compared
the requirements of a project manager to those of a functiond manager and clamed
thet:

a project manager isa generalist rather than a specialist, a synthesizer rather than an
analyst, and a facilitator rather than a supervisor. (Meredith and Mantel, 2000,
p.128)

Katz in his famous aticle of 1991 aso suggested that effective project administration
rested on three basic developable though inter-related skills of human or interpersona
skills, conceptuad and technicd skills. He went further and clamed that dthough
interrelated these skills can be developed independently and should be thus sort after
to suit appropriate projects.

El-Sabaa (2001) used Katz's three skill types and developed a table rating the
importance leading project managers atached to esch skill. He then extended the
survey to the career path of effective project managers. The mogst effective project
managers appear to have extensve cross-functiond experience. It is argued that a
multi-disciplinary resource knowledge is a key competency of an effective project
manager.

The cornerstone of evauating whether a project has been a success or a falure has
been the so-cdled “Iron Triangle’. As Atkinson (1999) dates “Cost, Time and
Qudity (The Iron Triangle) over the last 50 years have become inextricably linked
with measuring the success of project management” (Atkinson, 1999, p.337). Atkinson
argues that in fact these factors will not indicate whether the management of a project
has been excdlent or otherwise. The main thrust of his argument is the so-cdled Iron
Triangle is flawved in that evauding agang these criteria redly implies trying to
match ‘two best guesses (time and cost) and a phenomena (quality) correctly’. He
argues that these three estimations (especidly time and cost) are put together at a time
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when the lees amount of information is available regarding the project — typicdly in
the planning stages. Gardiner and Stewart agree with this point and estimate that 50-
70% of projects (depending on the type of project) will have sgnificant budget or
scheduling overruns. If this is the case then initid estimates of codt, schedules and
qudity should not be the basdline for evauating management success.

If the benchmarking process centres around these three criteria trandated loosdly as
within budget, on time and to a prescribed qudity then benchmaking the
management processes will be flawed aswell.

Atkinson (1999) suggests the adoption of what he called the “square root” to create a
more redigic view of the management of projects. (see Figure 3) He lumps together
time, cos and qudity, ie the ‘iron triangle into a single criterion and added three
other criteria They are information systems, benefits to the organisation and benefits
to the stakeholder community. The attributes comprising each of the four components
include both tangible and intangible dements, which would make benchmarking
difficult to underteke. For example information sysems condst of maintainability,
relidbility, vdidity and information-quality usage. Benefits to the organisation pertan
to improved efficiency, improved effectiveness, increased profits, dtrategic gods,
organisationd-learning and reduced waste. Whilst benefits to the sakeholder
community refer to satified customers and users, socid and environmenta impacts,
persond development, professond learning, contractors profits, capita  suppliers,
content project teams and economic impacts on the affected community.

Thelron Triangle The Information Systems
The Square Root

Benefits Benefits

(Oraanisational) (Stakeholder Communitv)

Figure 3. Atkinson’s* Squar e Root”

The scope of Atkinson's method dthough logicd would need subgtantid de-
aggregation for benchmarking the management of a project. Neverthdess many
authors agree with Atkinson.

Beout (1998) clams that the key aress of interest in evauding the management of a
project are effectiveness and efficiency. Efficiency is broadly understood as the
maximisation of output for a given leve of input or resources while effectiveness is
directed to the achievement of goals or objectives This supports the definition of
Hunt and Wallace that also concentrates on capabilities and effectiveness.
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Nicholas (2001) clams that: Variety in the sources of information increases the
validity of the evaluation, particularly when several sources all lead to the same
conclusion. (Nicholas, 2001, p.414)

As has been shown there is surprisngly little agreement among educators and training
program directors of many leading inditutions on what competencies are required to
make a good project manager. Nevertheless there is a wide variety of sources of
information on this topic. Thus if or when the skills and competencies can be agreed
upon the measurement thereof is widdy agreed then and only then eventudly will
benchmarking become widdy acceptable. Although a present, any agreesble generic
benchmark evaluation of project manager’s competencies are acceptable the debate

dill rages.
DRAWBACK Swith usng benchmarking

There are a number of reasons why it may not be good practice to introduce
evduation via benchmaking of proect management. These include the
gopropriateness of the tool, timeiness and cost effectiveness. A man problem with
usng benchmarking of management practices between different projects is that
projects by ther very naure are unique. All projects will involve some dements that
can't be directly trandated between one another. There is no secure metric system
than can be used between projects. Maylor's statement is very pertinent in relaion to
benchmarking: Figures without clear explanation of their means of collection and the
meanings of each, with clear bounds established as to what they include, are
misleading. (Maylor, 1999, p.271) Benchmarking may not be appropriate for dl
management processes because there might not be a comparable management
gtuation.

The lack of compardble objectivity is a difficulty that is wel recognised within
project management evaduation exercises The intangible factors effecting the
management of a project include such thins as culture, politics, project environment,
inditutiona arrangements and legidations. Culture drategy and philosophy  differ
between organisations and between different divisons within organisations operating
in different environs.

Many factors that may have a dgnificant impact on the implementation of a project
are outsde the direct control of the project manager. For example, lack of support
from higher management, politicd interference, the environment in which the project
operates in (ie economic environment) and the cooperation of key suppliers.
Therefore benchmarking project management in isolation from the project perse could
bein itsdf very mideading.(Clarke, 1999)

Clarke dso argues tha managing large and complex project involves smultaneoudy
attempting to manage many differing factors (such as people, finances, risk, priorities,
gpecifications etc) and thar interrdationships. Consequently it is virtudly impossble
to give them al your equd attention. Therefore she argues that you should apply the
Pareto rule of separding the important few from the trividd many. This means that you
should identify those key factors that will have the grestest impact on the success
implementation of a proect and give them the mgority of your management
atention. This adso means that these key factors should form the bass of your
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management evauation criteria. Factors that are considered aitica to the success of a
project should form the bads of the management evduation criteria Also when
benchmarking the management of projects the underlying influences of comparadle
projects must be smilar.

Benchmarking has often been found deficient because it highlights the performance
gaps without giving the reasons for these ggps. Sometimes, the performance gaps
identified through benchmarking have more to do with the differences in the way the
organisation measure and track the peformance of their systems, rather than any
meaningful differences in the way each manager controls his or her project. Project
management today is seen as a sysematic process. The management processes are
centered around computerised schedules. If these systems interact differently in the
management processes then the evaduation of the managing of differing processes will
be flawed.

Benchmarking is above dl, a comparison. This limits any evauation to that of the
level that it was benchmarked againgt. Not only does a comparison be made between
like with like (gpples and apples) but what is often missed is the qudity of the goples
being benchmarked. If the management processes are a the lower end of the spectrum
of qudity management functions then the performance gep may be quite smadl.
Neverthdess the scope for improvement might be quite large and this larger gap
would have shown up if the benchmarked management processes were further up the
quality management spectrum. So not only does the data need to be smilar the choice
of the levd of the data is ds0 a confounding varidble. Three levels of benchmarking
of the management of projects can be caegorised as functiond, generic and
competitor benchmarking. Functiond benchmarking is limited in the levd of
improvement to the gpecific functiond management it can provide. Generic
benchmarking can be expendve time consuming and difficult to do. Whilst
competitor benchmarking on a ‘tota management of the whole project’ bass can be a
difficult endeavour, given that competitors am to stay ahead, not help those who
compete againgt them. (Kerzner, 2000)

Another drawback is that benchmarking does not and cannot address problems that
have not been previoudy recognised or encountered. If an aspect of the management
is experiencing a difficulty and the comparable partner has not experienced a amilar
difficulty, it isimpossble for the benchmarking process to provide any solution.

Often a drawback of benchmarking is based on expense. Benchmarking often requires
excessve time and cost of gahering and andysng peformance data This can
consume scarce resources. Benchmarking is not quick. Finding the ‘right’ company to
benchmark the ‘right’ aspects of management with can be time consuming and
expengve. It is dso highly risky in that a lot of trust and internd knowledge has to be
shared. There may be unwillingness to share information. Benchmarking does not
ded reaults It is an open and legd sStudy of another organisation’s management
practices. (Muir, 2000) These so-cdled drawbacks can be offset somewhat by the
benefits arisng from benchmarking. Wheress audits and other forms of evauation
tend to occur a st points in time benchmarking can be a continua process that
permits reciproca benefits to both partners.
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Camp (1995) defined benchmarking as ‘the continuous process of evauation of
production process, products, and services with reference to those of the strongest
competitors, known as best practice’. There are two key points about his definition.
They are the emphasis on the ‘continuous process and the comparison with the
‘sdrongest’ competitor. If this form of benchmarking was undertaken then some of the
above mentioned drawbacks would be overcome.

General Purpose of Benchmarking

Benchmarking must be a continuous process which is not just copying or imitating
from others but is a process of investigation and learning from the best in a class to
get useful information for improving and changing an organisation or in kegping with
this paper a project manager. Bent and Humphrey link the individua competencies
with the processes, adminigrative procedures and systems of an organisation.
‘Benchmarking is the technical core of the Total Quality Management (TQM)
process. It identifies the quality of current personal skill levels and company
procedures/methods, and then compares this quality with the latest state-of-the art
techniques.’ (1996)

Kerzner (1998) supports this notion. Since the growth of technology and
gysematisng of project schedules through computerisation, project adminigtration
has become more encompassing and complex. As a result a project manager in the
future should be flexible, adaptable, a quick learner and a good communicator. Thelr
new skill requirements became more related to new technology. This evolution of
project management changed the skill requirements expected of effective project
managers. The skill base is changing a present to match the business objectives that
ae now seen as more important than technical objectives New kills include
knowledge of the bugness, risk management and integration skills. Kerzner predicts
that one of the biggest skills need for future project managers will be risk
management sKills.

One of the drengths of benchmarking is that it seeks to identify key performance
indicators for a project manager to aspire to. It is a systematic structured approach to
searching for the best way to choose and then measure chosen skills and
competencies. As has been shown there are numerous skills and competencies to
target in project management. Benchmarking partners will work together to pick out
the key peformance indicators that will hep both paties to improve ther
performances.

For project managers to maintain their cgpabilities and continue to improve, the
goplication of benchmarking techniques to both skills and competencies will guide the
changing skill and competency base requirements. Those project managers who keep
abreast with the evolving management processes and remain flexible and adaptive to
new techniques and technologies will benchmark well with the bes in dass
Benchmarking is one of most responsve evduation tools to cregting a learning
organisation that is receptive to both externa and internd best management practices.
Benchmarking management practices helps accderate an manage change by
encouraging a culture of continuous improvement in the management of the projects.
(Muir, 2000)
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CONCLUSION

“Conddering the role of world-class performers through benchmarking and adopting
their principles is just one tool in the improvement process’. (Maylor, 1999, p.255)
Maylor's satement regarding benchmarking is made in the context of gaining the
maximum benefit from a project not only in outcomes for the immediaie project but
aso by improving the peformance of management in future projects. The maximum
benefit that Maylor describes, can in part, be obtaned by effectively evauating the
quality of project management.

There is no dngle benchmark, which will cover dl the aspects of management
evauation. The best method of benchmarking the management of a project will be by
usng the best st of matching criteria for each aspect of the management process
being evduated.

Regardless of the difficulties associated with  effective  benchmarking of project
management practices it is predicted tha the use of this evauation tool will increase.
In the opinion of Razmi, (2000) the markets are moving fast, and competition is often
built of speed and top performance. Customers are more aware and demand more.
Change is happening a an unprecedented rate so according to Razmi corporations in
order to survive in the new century have to rethink ther sructures, products,
processes and markets. They must re-establish themsdlves to be nimble and flexible
and be able to handle rapid change. These thoughts are echoed in many management
writings. Managers are being defined as change agents and many corporations are
using projects to ingtitute change. In order to achieve a postive change, evauation &

necessary.

One of the fundamenta characteristics of project management is that a change is
manifested in the system. Evauation alows the project manager to look a what was
done well, poorly and what can be done better next time. The nature of project
management is that it is trangtory and dlows for rapid change but it must know
where it needs to go. Benchmarking as an evauaion tool provides this direction.
Consequently, benchmarking the management of projects is here not only to stay but
to expand as akey evauation tool in project management.
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