
Studies in excellence

BY Colleen O'Hara
July 12, 2004
Michael Cullen began his career as an environmental engineer, but he has ended up a program manager. Not only that, he is recognized as a very good one,managing a national system that provides the public with information on hazardous waste sites.

"It's really serendipity that I ended up in information technology project management," Cullen said.

Sandra Borden, on the other hand, started out in IT project management with the Navy and now manages a multimillion-dollar vessel-tracking program for the U.S. Coast Guard that plays an important role in homeland security.

Cullen and Borden are among six government employees selected by a Federal Computer Week panel of judges as being among the best IT program managers in government. This is not an exhaustive list — there are more great program managers out there. But these six illustrate the traits and qualities that help make a program manager great.

What it takes 

Great program managers have a mix of technical know-how, and people and management skills to make them successful. They are not necessarily IT geeks nor are they always IT management gurus, and they come from a variety of backgrounds. But they have figured out a way to communicate well and motivate people to move a program forward even when the odds are stacked against them.

Some characteristics great program managers share include:

· Having good communication skills. 

· Being able to translate and explain technical terms so anyone can understand. 

· Acting as an advocate for the program. 

· Being flexible and creative when plans change. 

· Having an ability to manage costs, schedules, performance and risk. 

In some ways, being a good communicator is a no-brainer in this equation. How else can a program manager provide clear direction and a vision for a program that requires the involvement of many different people? 

Being able to communicate well at different levels is essential, said Gene Bounds, chief operating officer at Robbins-Gioia LLC. Program managers have to be effective communicators who command respect at the department and chief information officer levels as well as at the practitioner and manager levels, he said.

Some of the best program managers do not have an IT background, Bounds said. But that doesn't matter. They "understand enough about IT that they can understand and translate IT terms and technology to the stakeholders," he said.

Knowing how to speak to your audience is important, said Gen. Michael Mazzucchi. When Col. Thomas Cole began to take on additional programs as part of his program manager responsibility, he was able to articulate the vision to Army brass and those closer to the program front lines. He would be asked the tough questions, Mazzucchi said, but Cole would tailor the answer based on whom he was speaking with.

In some ways, good program management is an art rather than a science.

"These large technology programs tend to kind of lose people after a while because we talk in such specific language" that the full value of the program isn't clear, said Charles Armstrong, CIO at U.S. Customs and Border Protection.

What makes Sharon Mazur a good program manager, Armstrong added, is her ability to take technical information and help folks understand "how it will impact their operations downstream so she can get buy-in and alignment around the mission objectives."

Cheerleading 

It's not enough to have good communications skills. Great program managers must also know how to fight for what their programs need. "I think all program managers should be advocates for their programs," said Capt. George Molessa of the Coast Guard. Borden is a prime example of this, he said. She has been faced with some unique challenges brought on by inconsistent funding.

"You have to fight for dollars, and you don't always get them," he said. "You have to reassess. What has to slide to the right? What other things do we have to carve out in an existing task order that makes sense?"

Being an advocate for a program means not taking no for an answer, said Rick Martin, deputy director of the Office of Information Analysis and Access in the Environmental Protection Agency's Office of Environmental Information.

For instance, when Cullen was convinced years ago that the agency should install local-area networks, his recommendations met with skepticism. But he pushed and pushed, compared various technologies and demonstrated how the LAN technology was the best solution in the long run. Eventually, he won the fight.

In recent years, the usual challenges of program management have been exacerbated by an increasing workload.

"A lot of us came into the positions before" the 2001 terrorist attacks, said Col. Wells Barlow, deputy program executive in the Army's Program Executive Office for Enterprise Information Systems. "Since that time, we've been challenged to do a lot more things and different things."

Col. Lee Price's program management office, he said, has been challenged more than others, but she has risen to the occasion. Price "has good long-range vision, [and can] reach out and touch a lot of people to find out what needs to be done," Barlow said.

Great program managers, such as Teresa Sorrenti, who oversees development of the governmentwide Integrated Acquisition Environment, know how to get buy-in, when to compromise and when to be creative, said Marty Wagner, associate administrator for the General Services Administration's Office of Governmentwide Policy.

"When deadlines are tight, [you] can't wait for permission for things; you have to know what not to wait for," he said. "Certain decisions you can't make, but [for] an awful lot of things you can read the wind."

For instance, acquisition executives may tell you an organization is taking a particular approach, but it is not yet official. "If you wait for everything to be official, you've lost six months," Wagner said.

It's this kind of intangible quality that can't be learned in a classroom — creativity, a good attitude, good intuition and confidence, for instance — that help make program managers successful. Formal training and education are important, and developing a structured process for the program is a necessity, but they can only take you so far. 

Great program managers are not afraid to tackle the tough jobs and have the confidence to do them well. "I would say don't be intimidated by your environment," Price said. "Some of the jobs we took, others wouldn't want them, but we like them."

And it's important to like what you do, Cullen said. "Taking on different experiences gives you something to get up in the morning for. Otherwise, you get sort of bored."

O'Hara is a freelance writer in Arlington, Va.
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Responsibilities: Sorrenti is program manager for the Integrated Acquisition Environment (IAE) at the General Services Administration. IAE will link various acquisition systems used across government.

What makes her a good program manager: Unlike most program managers, Sorrenti deals with many agencies in carrying out her mission. But she is effective because she is well organized, has an inclusive management style and knows when to compromise, said Marty Wagner, associate administrator of GSA's Office of Governmentwide Policy. And, when deadlines are tight, she knows when not to wait for permission. "Certain decisions you can't make, but [for] an awful lot of things you can read the wind," Wagner said.

How she ended up in the job: Sorrenti has overseen IAE since the program's inception in October 2001. She was working at the Federal Supply Service, where she developed and implemented logistics and acquisitions systems and also helped launch GSA Advantage, an online procurement system. She's also been active in national and international groups that are developing standards for electronic commerce.

Best advice she's received: Keep communicating with all the players — both agencies and vendors — to make sure folks are on board when decisions are made, so no one gets surprised. Stakeholders must be engaged so they see future benefits early on and are willing to work through the internal process changes required to achieve benefits.

Best lesson she's learned on the job: It is rarely the technology that is the true roadblock — it is people and processes. "Don't underestimate transition and business process change within the agency," she said. "You can have buy-in with the concept and a lot of agreement, but that doesn't mean there's not a lot of work to be done by the agencies and that they don't need a lot of assistance in transition."
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