
PM World Journal  (ISSN:2330-4480)   The Great Project Management Accelerator                
Vol. XII, Issue XI – November 2023                                                      Crackng the Excellence Code 

www.pmworldjournal.com     by Dr. Harold Kerzner and 

Series Article                  Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 

 

 

 
© 2023 Harold Kerzner and Al Zeitoun 

 www.pmworldlibrary.net  Page 1 of 10 

 
Cracking the Excellence Code1 

 

  By Dr. Harold Kerzner 

and 

Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 
Introduction _________________________________________________________ 
 
Historically, most project management textbooks defined excellence as a continuous 
stream of successfully managed projects.  Many of the definitions of excellence focused 
more so on how the contractors used the tools and techniques of project and program 
management rather than the impact on the customers and stakeholders.  Articles have 
been written discussing how work breakdown structures, statements of work, and 
capturing best practices lead to excellence. 
 
Today we realize that there are many components of excellence.  Excellence is now being 
defined in business as well as behavioral terms.  Behavioral excellence has become a 
much more critical component than in the past because of AI.  Excellence is not just in 
implementing the tools and techniques effectively, but also in understanding the true 
value of project management as seen by customers and stakeholders. 
 
Excellence organizationally and personally is now a journey.  In the context of project 
management, going on that journey has been changing overtime and especially fast in 
the last few years.  The mega technology disruptions have contributed to the change and 
the recent potentially positive scaling with generative AI is no exception.   
 
In this article we will tackle a few elements pertaining to the changing views and 
approaches to excellence in delivering the promises of projects and programs and 
question some of the traditional views of leading and driving teamwork in this digital age.  
We would like to crack the code on how excellence has changed over time and what 
future leaders would need to equip themselves with as part of their new expanded toolbox. 
 
Excellence in project delivery has usually been tied to consistency in utilization of certain 
practices and supporting behaviors time and again. This is not enough in the future as 
the patterns and the ways of working will continue to change at a fast pace and what 
might be a best practice today might be challenged as the project team goes to work in 
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the morning.  This intense level of adaptability is empowered by technology and the 
merging of the virtual and real worlds has become the norm.  Technology is changing not 
only the content of the project management forms, guidelines, templates, and checklists 
we are using today, but how they will be used in the future.  Simply stated, technology is 
helping us understand the true value of excellence in project management. 
 
 

The AI-Enabled Future _______________________________________________ 
 
Even though, the hot topic of AI, based on large language models (LLMs) such as 

ChatGPT, is gaining major attention, the concept of AI itself was first proposed by British 

mathematician, Alan Turing, in his 1950 paper "Computing Machinery and Intelligence".  

We reached a state where the educating of AI that we achieved, coupled with the massive 

amount and higher quality of data, got us to a point of impact creation on initiatives 

delivery that is meaningful and disruptive. 

 

To support the future of project management and the new ways of achieving excellence, 

AI-enabled project work: 

 

▪ Creates efficiencies that were not possible previously 

▪ Levels the playing field where the basics of planning and executing projects can 

easily and quickly be covered 

▪ Expedites the onboarding of project teams to get them to performing faster and 

more smoothly 

▪ Creates a heavy focus on understanding the customer’s definition of project 

business value 

▪ Enhances the quality of decision-making and turn the supporting processes to a 

highly data-driven approach 

▪ Opens the door for new skills and roles for the project managers and teams of the 

future 

 

The Future belongs to Empathetic Leaders __________________________ 
 
There are both concerns and equally high levels of excitement about the future of 

achieving excellence. This same concern is a main point of discussion around AI.  

Although the future is highly digital, it is also highly human.  The human of the future 

though is a departure from today’s human.  Empathy is at the center of that person.  With 

http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/


PM World Journal  (ISSN:2330-4480)   The Great Project Management Accelerator                
Vol. XII, Issue XI – November 2023                                                      Crackng the Excellence Code 

www.pmworldjournal.com     by Dr. Harold Kerzner and 

Series Article                  Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 

 

 

 
© 2023 Harold Kerzner and Al Zeitoun 

 www.pmworldlibrary.net  Page 3 of 10 

data comes responsibility.  This starts from the prompts that are used in interacting with 

AI-enabled chatbots to sensing the true and meaningful takeaways form the outputs of 

that interaction with the machine.   

 

Humans and future leaders need to differentiate themselves with the power of relating 

and collaborating differently, not only amongst team members, but with all stakeholders 

as well.  Social leadership will become the norm and the ability of the leader to further 

humble his/her self is increasingly becoming more critical.  It is not about the leader or 

the classic ways of operating, yet it is about the team and the future delivery mode called 

projects.  The upside of AI is the time.  Time that leaders can spend in understanding and 

relating to key initiatives’ stakeholders.  Time that leaders can spend building partnerships 

and alliances, and forging ecosystems for experimentation and furthering adaptability 

capacity. 

 

Your future role is shaping to be a true empathetic connector.  Your role will continue 

to be a barriers breaker and a mindset shaper, where the teams are free to innovate, 

create, and focus on further enhancements to delivery outcomes.  Embracing the 

changing ways of achieving excellence is also largely a behavioral change, as it requires 

a departure from the comfort zones where the focus of traditional leaders has typically 

resided. 

 

Future leaders are empathetic connectors. 

 
 

Purpose Linked to Customer and Strategy ____________________________ 
 

Describing future excellence requires a tight balance between purpose, the customer, 
and the strategy.  This clarity is likely to be extracted from the fast access to data and 
should give the space to dedicate more focus on the rational and purpose behind many 
of the future initiatives. This tended to be a key missing link for the success of programs 
and projects and this it is a great value-add.  This new view of excellence and the 
approach of achieving it, also puts the customer much closer to the center of these 
change initiatives.  When this is coupled with a tight alignment with strategy, the delivery 
is effortless and the teams are consistently highly motivated and capable of sustaining 
that excellence journey. 
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The ingredients of this future view of excellence are: 
 

▪ Purpose that is inspiring and clear so that project teams are energized to deliver 
on the initiatives 

▪ Customer empathy that capitalizes on a more effective utilization of data to 
create a differentiated customer experience 

▪ A strategy that is clearly articulated and is built on quality data that enables 
better choices which are closely linked to achieving customer value 

▪ A heavy focus on how the customer defines value and understanding the 
customer’s components that create the value 

 
 

Breaking Down the Barriers to Excellence ____________________________ 
 

An important analogy that relates to this changing view of excellence is the focus on 
breaking barriers like the ones that continue to exist across organizations in this digital 
world.  Figure.1 highlights how a future excellence that is coupled with enhanced use of 
technology and capitalizing on the power of AI, could change the dynamics of how leaders 
and their teams work in the future.   
 
Program and project leaders can focus on 4 supporting building blocks to achieve 
excellence.  The first block is the enhanced questioning power.  The high access to quality 
data gives the space for practicing quality questions that are specific, have proper context, 
and that open the door to understanding the possible complexity in a given initiative.  The 
second building block, focusing on thinking, is one of the most valuable aspects of 
technological disruptions where we could have copilots and the many other upcoming 
advances, free up the time that we could block on our calendars to think away from the 
busy projects noise, and thus become more strategic.   
 
This is also where we could then scale the amount of experimenting that the third block 
covers.  It is about creating a knowledge-powered engine where continual learning from 
experimenting becomes the norm for achieving future excellence.  The fourth and final 
building block, delivering, then starts taking on a different style as the linkages to strategy 
and purpose increase, while keeping the customer highly engaged in the journey to 
achieving aspired outcomes. 
 
While all these blocks are important, delivery may be the most challenging.  Keeping 
customers highly engaged may create issues if the customers are unfamiliar with the new 
technology being used on their projects or are resistant to the use of new concepts.  
Eventually there will be alignment, but this may take time and require educating 
customers on new technologies and ways of working. 
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Figure 1. The Future Excellence Building Block 
 

 

THE PATH FORWARD ___________________________________________________ 

 
Shifts in how excellence is defined and achieved and even what it means in the future 

are continuously changing.  Being focused on delivery excellence, in the form of projects 

and programs, the technological innovations around us and the attention to innovating 

the way we work and where we spend our time, will directly contribute to our ability to 

lead with impact into the future.  Customers are expected to have an input into the 

definition of excellence and the relationship with the customer’s definition of project 

management value creation.  Most organizations are seeking to get the value AI is 

capable to contribute to their ability to execute on their strategic agenda.  The path 

forward requires a different risk appetite and boldness in decision-making.  It also 
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assumes that we capitalize on high physiological safety to achieve that boldness in 

decisions and for scaling at speed. 

 

Excellence in the future also means that sustainability is not just an added word to the 

strategy or strategic plan, but a true focus of where resources and time are being spent.  

Project and program leaders are expected to be the right hand to the executive leadership 

teams of future organizations in order to create the space for faster and more innovative 

processes and products.  This is another way the Next Gen of program/project leaders 

would take the helm of driving the most impactful future transformational changes.  
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