Project Management Constellations
"In enabling project managers to hone their skills, along with the rest of the Management discipline, can benefit from spreading its wings to other disciplines such as social anthropology, psychotherapy and psychoanalysis."

One of the intriguing things about project management is that not withstanding the ever greater elaboration of rules and protocols, too many projects still ‘fail’. They exceed costs, do not come in on time, or produce results which fall short of expectations.

While the many standards and methodologies that exist provides a step by step blueprint for what should happen, project outcomes all too often escape intentions and things don’t turn out as planned. This is not just because people do not apply the procedures as rigorously as they might. Rather it is because PM is more like an art than an exact science, especially where large, complex projects are concerned. Here, the secret of success lies in the ability of project managers to deal effectively with such complications as fuzzy lines of authority, conflict, uncertainties, multiplicity of interests and ever changing tasks.

The ensuing complexity calls for more than painting by numbers: it requires political, cultural and interpersonal skills and a balance of technical knowledge, management knowledge, diplomacy and good judgment. In enabling project managers to hone their skills here, project management along with the rest of the management discipline, can benefit from spreading its wings to other disciplines such as social anthropology, psychotherapy and psychoanalysis. They have long been involved in trying to understand what might be broadly termed the human condition. These disciplines provide powerful lenses and attendant methodologies through which to view cultural, relational and systemic issues.

One such methodology, the Constellation is particularly relevant to organizations. It was initially created by Virginia Satir, a psychoanalyst, further developed in the family therapy domain by the German psychotherapist and philosopher Bert Hellinger and then adapted to Organisations by a German psychiatrist, Gunthard Weber.

When applied to project Management, the Organisation Constellations Methodology helps project managers to:

• see beyond idealized, aspirational or stereotypical pictures of how projects are proceeding or ought to proceed and thereby become more sensitive to the subtlety of what is really going on in their organizations and in their projects;

• model the complexity of the interpersonal team and stakeholder relationships that are involved and so better balance the conflicting people agendas and expectations and better reconcile the competing formal components (time, quality, cost, scope) of project management

• become more open to learning and change through recognizing ones blind spots, shortfalls and denials;

• envisage new possibilities, new solutions and new pathways towards them.

The Organisation Constellation involves a form of role play which allows Project Managers replicate in the class room what is going on in practice. It works by bringing more sharply into focus what is hidden, what is denied, what is overlooked, what is out of manager’s awareness and some fundamental principles that are essential for management and organization effectiveness.

In using the method, the constellator identifies with a client a project management “question of issue”, which the client has a strong desire to explore. The client then sets up a constellation of people representing the primary relational system central to the issue. The client moves the representatives in a space within the group until their positions relative to one another ‘feel’ like they felt in the original system and become a

living model of it.

The constellator works phenomenologically, looking at the events that might have disturbed the integrity of the system, sapped people’s energies, and damaged their relationships. The constellation “…brings to light that which was previously not known or seen, and leads us therefore, on different paths to good resolutions” (Weber, 2000.6). It provides a safe and enjoyable way to explore and develop high level personal and organisation competencies in project management.
