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Abstract  
This article identifies the essential skills that site managers, responsible for 
carrying out civil construction works, are expected to have. These skills were 
determined through a survey carried out with site managers and human 
resources professionals of construction companies. The aim of the study is to 
contribute to improve people management and to set up a competency 
management system (CMS). Initially a literature review identified 25 important 
competences, and the key skills among these were defined by site managers and 
human resources professionals. The respondents of the survey also determined 
the frequency that these skills were applied on a daily basis.  The study also 
reinforces the importance of organizations to pay attention to the definition of 
competencies, and to set up mechanisms to measure them and monitor their use 
while their construction projects are in progress. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The majority of construction companies develop short, medium and long term projects with their 
respective strategies, which are critical to the outcome of business and corporate survival. The 
management of these projects demands a set of practices that systematize and integrate the actions of 
preparation, development, monitoring and project delivery of these works.  
In the integrated management model called Competing Values Framework the basic assumptions are: a) 
organizations must be adaptable and flexible, while keeping stable and controlled structures; b) internal 
processes should be standardized and efficient, but able to provide flexibility and innovation to adapt to 
every day changes; c) human relations should be valued, but linked to the goals and plans that are 
usually quite demanding (QUINN et al, 2011). 
In this context, site managers should develop and apply the skills necessary to be able to run multiple 
and competing functions, focusing on performance improvement, especially in relation to innovation, 
growth and organizational effectiveness. 
This scenario leads to a discussion on how to achieve the targets, how to carry out projects on schedule, 
within the budget, and with the required quality, and meet the implicit and explicit expectations of 
stakeholders, as well as achieving the goals. 
Viable answers to these questions come from project management, from the definition of core skills of 
professionals who work and will work in numerous projects that cover the entire production chain in the 
civil engineering industry. 
Kerzner (2009) warns that the 40-year-old traditional view of project management, where the triple 
constraint: cost, time and performance - considered the key indicators of success of a particular project - 
no longer answer to the reality of companies. Faced with a constant scenario of economic instability and 
global competition, a site manager must understand the business and strategy, as well as aim to generate 
value, while complying with the needs of the end customer and the company. 
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The watchwords are: compete faster, create better goods and services, control costs, and collaborate to 
ensure employee commitment to company goals. To live and manage this implies managing paradoxes, 
where success is in the execution of things that apparently seem to be mutually exclusive (QUINN et al, 
2011). 
Project Management is closely connected to People Management. This is a critical success factor of any 
enterprise. If the success of projects depends on its people, then the skills of site managers must be clearly 
defined and the professionals must be aware of the skills required of them so that they can adapt and 
carry out their defined roles more effectively. One must continually think on what the market expects of 
these professionals and how they see themselves in relation to these skills and which skills they can in 
fact apply in their day to day work. 
The concept of competency is used on both a human and managerial level for the building of a small 
number of strategic skills that give a competitive advantage, and which may be classified as basic and 
essential. Essential strategic skills determine the competitive advantages that differentiate one 
organization from others that are working in the same business niche (PRAHALAD and GARY 1990). 
The study of competencies is linked to knowledge, to abilities and to attitudes, as reflected in the verbs: to 
know, to do and to be. They require the mobilization of a set of knowledge: knowledge about a particular 
topic; knowledge on how to act in such a way to generate results and add value; and knowledge on how 
to behave in a set of values, beliefs, desires. This set of knowledge is required to carry out one’s duties. To 
know how to mobilize depends on knowing how to combine and how to transform VARELLA et al 
(2013); Le BOTERF (2000) 
The definition of competencies implies an extensive range of requirements that a professional in the area 
of project execution should have in order to carry out his/her role. But in order to carry out a systematic 
study, these macro concepts need to be translated into items that can be measured, analyzed and checked 
for their importance and applicability. 
Thus, in this scenario of constant changes, to ensure effective management it is necessary not only to take 
into account the tools and techniques that are recognized as good practice for all areas, but the 
professional must know his/her area in depth; be able to apply this knowledge to the activity that is 
being carried out; have consistent attitudes, encompassing leadership and personality characteristics, and 
be able to guide a team, always seeking to achieve the goals defined within the scope of the project. PMI 
(2013) 
This article seeks to define the essential skills for the site manager, responsible for the execution of civil 
construction projects. It aims, on one hand, to draw a parallel between the main competencies from the 
point of view of human resources (HR) professionals and their degree of applicability by the company 
professionals; on the other hand, to identify what skills the site manager considers important to carry out 
his/her duties and how often these skills can be applied in his/her daily work. 
The issues that drive this discussion are: Do the skills required for the site manager, responsible for the 
execution of civil construction works, have the same degree of importance and applicability for HR 
professionals and site managers? What are the differences, if any? 
The process of identifying these skills is based on the works of authors included in the literature review 
that highlight the concepts and skills defined by the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMI, 2013) 
and in the PMCD Framework/PMI - Project Manager Competency Development Framework (PMI, 2013) 
which is divided into three conceptual areas: knowledge skills, management expertise and personnel. 
 

METHODOLOGY 

Initially 25 core competencies were identified from those listed by authors who deal with the skills that 
are important for site managers, and provided a basis for this work: Quinn et al (2011), Varela et al (2013); 
Kerzner (2009); Rabeschini Jr (2011); Dinsmore, Silveira Neto (2004); Mersino (2009); PMDC/Framework 
(2007); and Larson & Gray (2011). 
A survey was conducted in the Scopus and ISI Web of Knowledge data bases (Web of Science). Only 
eleven (11) articles were found that dealt with issues relating to competencies of site managers 
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responsible for the execution of civil construction works; however, none of them were directly related to 
the theme of this article. 
Following the data search a field research was carried out using a planned questionnaire according to the 
methodology proposed by Pinto (2013), and was based on the following steps: a) decide which 
information is important to collect; b) decide what type of questionnaire should be used; c) prepare an 
initial draft; d) review and revise the questions; e) carry out pre-tests; f) revise the questionnaire; g) 
specify procedures for its use. 
All questions were multiple choices and asked the respondent to give only one answer from the available 
options. The questionnaire was divided into four parts: 
1st - Presentation of the aims, identification of the author, the advisor, and the institution and 
acknowledgements for participating 
2nd - Identification of the respondents: gender, age, current job position, qualifications and time working 
in current function; and size and activity of the company. 
3rd - Identify the level of importance for each skill required for a site manager with the following options: 
not important / low importance / important but not essential / very important. 
4th - Identify the use of such skills by a site manager on a day to day basis, in other words how often each 
skill is applied, with the following choices: never / rarely / with reasonable frequency / very often. As 
there are two groups of respondents, the following instructions were provided: 1) the HR professionals 
should evaluate the applicability of each skill on a day to day basis by a site manager; and 2) the site 
manager must identify the frequency each skill can be applied in their day to day duties. 
The non-random sample was made up of HR professionals and site managers operating in the civil 
construction industry in the state of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The sample was divided into two groups: 1) 
those involved in recruitment and selection of professionals and 2) those that de facto were in the position 
of site managers, regardless of his/her job title in the company where he/she was employed, and were 
selected on the basis of experience in the role. 
SurveyMonkey software was chosen for the distribution and collection of the questionnaires, which 
allowed the preparation and submission of online research with safety, objectivity and speed of 
responses, and without the need for any personal contact with the respondent. 
Out of a total of 111 responses received, 105 were considered valid. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Table 1 shows the degree of importance of each skill for a site manager to carry out his/her duties and the 
frequency that these skills are applied by site managers on a day to day basis, according to the HR and 
site manager respondents. 
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Table 1 - Degree of importance and frequency with which the skills are used 

RESULT OF SEARCH 

COMPETENCIES/ 

SKILLS 

ACCORDING TO HR 

PROFESSIONALS 

ACCORDING TO SITE 

MANAGERS 

IMPORTANCE FREQUENCY IMPORTANCE FREQUENCY 

KNOWLEDGE 

- Knowledge and 

experience 

- Technical Competency 

79% 

67% 

38% 

32% 

69% 

74% 

46% 

42% 

MANAGEMENT  PERFORMANCE 

- Management 

- Time Management 

- Allocating Resources 

- Team Building 

- Budget 

- Organization 

- Planning 

- Customer Relations 

- Troubleshooting 

- Management Support 

- Systemic View 

42% 

46% 

46% 

67% 

58% 

42% 

71% 

42% 

71% 

54% 

46% 

33% 

38% 

25% 

26% 

25% 

13% 

25% 

29% 

38% 

29% 

26% 

43% 

64% 

48% 

68% 

64% 

73% 

78% 

69% 

73% 

47% 

51% 

19% 

42% 

31% 

28% 

30% 

31% 

39% 

27% 

49% 

24% 

47% 

PERSONNEL     

- Communication skills 

- Personal Confidence 

- Empathy 

- Entrepreneurship 

- Ethics 

- Initiative 

- Innovation 

-Emotional intelligence 

- Leadership 

- Negotiation skills 

- Sense of humor 

- Solidarity 

 

79% 

42% 

17% 

29% 

50% 

42% 

33% 

38% 

67% 

58% 

4% 

38% 

21% 

26% 

8% 

17% 

22% 

25% 

17% 

21% 

38% 

35% 

0% 

17% 

66% 

67% 

43% 

33% 

69% 

51% 

43% 

53% 

68% 

65% 

25% 

46% 

37% 

49% 

25% 

23% 

61% 

32% 

21% 

46% 

43% 

35% 

26% 

34% 

 

The profile of the HR respondents is shown in Table 2: 

The top ten skills that HR professionals considered very important for a site manager were: 

communication skills (79%), specialized knowledge and experience (79%), planning (71%), 

troubleshooting (71%), technical competence (67%), team building (67%), leadership (67%), budget (58%), 

negotiation skills (58%) and management support (54%). 
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Table 2 - Profile of HR respondents 

Gender Female (79%), Male (21%) 

Age Up to 29 years old (42%) from 30 to 45 years old (37%) over 45 

years old (21%) 

Profession Engineers (13%), Architects (4%), Administrators (29%), 

Psychologists (29%), Lawyers (4%), Accountants (4%), not 

informed (4%) 

Time in profession Up to 5 years (42%), 5 to 10 years (37%), 10 to 20 years (8%), 

over 20 years of experience (13%) 

Size of present 

company 

Up to 99 employees (33%), 100-299 employees (29%), 300-499 

employees (17%), more than 500 employees (21%). 

Activity 

(FIRJAN, 2014) 

Building construction (50%), structural works (20%), 

specialized services (30%), 
 
Figure 1 shows the relationship between the skills considered important and the frequency that they are 
applied on a daily basis. 
In contrast, the skills that the HR professionals considered as the most used by site managers were: time 
management (38%), leadership (38%), troubleshooting (38), expertise and experience (38%), negotiation 
skills (35%), management (33%), technical skills (32%), customer relations (29%), management support 
(29%) and team building (26%). 
Figure 1 summarizes this information presenting the skills that the HR professionals considered 
extremely important for a project manager and the frequency with which they are applied on a daily 
basis. 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1 - Skills and the frequency with which they are applied on a daily basis according to the HR 
professionals 

79% 79% 
71% 71% 67% 67% 67% 
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38% 

25% 
38% 

26% 
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 Competencies: Importance x Frequency - RH 
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Table 3 shows the profiles of the site managers: 
 

Table 3 Profile of Site Managers 

 
The ten core competencies considered very important by site managers to carry out their duties were: 
Planning (78%), Technical competence (74%), Organization (73%), Troubleshooting (73%), Ethics (69%), 
Customer Relations (69%), Specialized knowledge and experience (69%), Team building (68%), 
Leadership (68%), Personal confidence (67%) and Communication skills (66%). Figure 2 summarizes this 
information presenting the skills considered very important by site managers and how often they are 
applied on a daily basis. 
 

 

Figure 2 - Important Skills and frequency with which they are applied on a daily basis according to the 
site managers 
 
The site managers identified the following skills as the most frequently used: Ethics (61%), Personal 
confidence (49%), Troubleshooting (49%), Systemic Vision (47%), Emotional Intelligence (46%), Expertise 

78% 74% 73% 73% 69% 69% 69% 68% 68% 67% 

39% 42% 
49% 

31% 

61% 
46% 

27% 

43% 

28% 

49% 

Competencies: Importance x Frequency - GP 

Importance  Frequency 

Gender Female (28%), Male (72%) 

Age Up to 29 years old (15%),from 30 to 45 years old (38%), over 45 years 
old (47%) 

Profession Engineers (64%), Architects (19%), Administrators (6%), Building 
Technicians (5%), Economists (1%) not informed (5%) 

Time in profession Up to 5 years (28%), 5 to 10 years (14%), 10 to 20 (22%), more than 20 
years of experience (36%) 

Size of present 
company 

Up to 99 employees (44%), 100-299 employees (21%), 300-499 
employees (11%), more than 500 employees (24%) 

Activity – 
(FIRJAN, 2014) 

Construction of buildings (40%), structural works (23%), specialized 
services (37%) 
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and experience (46%), Leadership (43%), Time management (42%), Technical competence (42%) and 
Planning (39%). 
The results show that six skills were evaluated with significant difference between what the HR 
professionals are seeking and consider relevant when hiring a site manager and what a site manager 
prioritizes as essential skills to carry out his/her duties; these differences are summarized in Figure 3: 

 

Figure 3 - Skills showing different assessments between the HR professional and the Site Manager 

respondents 

Both groups considered Ethics as important (50% and 69%), but when evaluating the frequency of 
application, there is a big gap. While the HR professionals estimate that only 22% of managers put Ethics 
into practice frequently, the site managers say they apply it very often (61%). 
Ethics is a key issue in labor relations and very important for the site manager, who should be guided by 
the standards and values established by the occupation. (PMI/PMDC 2007) 
The emotional intelligence competency was also notable for its different assessments by the two groups. 
Both Mercino (2007) and Goleman (2013) considered this competency as very important for the 
development of interpersonal skills and when well applied can boost the career of a project manager, as 
well as a site manager. In this survey there were evident differences between the percentages identified 
by the two different respondent groups. The HR respondents considered that only 21% of the site 
managers manage to apply it daily, while the site managers say that they apply it 46% of their time. 
Empathy, considered as the springboard of interpersonal abilities and closely linked to Emotional 
Intelligence, according to Quinn et al (2011), Mercino (2007) and Goleman (2013), is another competency 
with low effectiveness since the two groups do not consider it important and do not identify it as present 
in the daily work routine of site managers. 
The item sense of humor was of low relevance for the two groups, even to the point that the HR 
professionals clearly showed that they considered it to be hardly ever used. 
A sense of humor facilitates relations, decreases resistance, and strongly contributes to a good 
organizational climate. It is not related to pejorative jokes, aggressive mockery, or with debauchery. On 
the contrary, this competence is one of the facets of emotional intelligence, as it demonstrates the ability 
to believe in oneself, helping to deal with stress and difficulties of everyday life. In the work of Larson & 
Gray (2011) the ‘sense of humor’ can be identified as among the major competencies highlighted, since it 
related with: proactivity, high emotional intelligence, political skills, optimism, the building of a 
relationship before it is needed, confidence supported through face to face contact, leading by example, 
identification with the team, acceptance of different opinions and ways of expressions, establishment of 
high standards of personal performance, and the ability to keep focused and to share a sense of common 
purpose. 
In the literature review initially carried out 25 skills relevant to a site manager’s duties were identified 
and compared. The results of the survey showed that there were significant gaps between the essential 
skills identified and the frequency that a site manager manages to apply them on a daily basis. 

Systemic 
View 

HR 

(46%; 26%) 

PM 

(51%; 47%) 

Client 
relations 

HR 

(42%; 29)% 

PM 

(69%; 27%) 

Empathy 

HR 

(17%; 8%) 

PM 

(43%; 25%) 

Ethics 

HR 

(50%; 22%) 

PM 

(69%; 61%) 

Sense of 
Humor 

HR 

(4%; 0) 

PM 

(25%; 26%) 

Emotional 
Intelligence 

HR 

(38%; 21%) 

PM 

(53%; 46%) 
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Table 4 shows that the four skills with percentages higher than 70% of importance had low applicability 
in the daily life of these professionals. 
 

Table 4 - Key competences of the site managers identified by HR professionals and Site Managers 

Core competencies of the site managers as identified by 
HR professionals 

Importance (%) Frequency 
(%) 

Expertise and experience 79% 38% 

Communication skills 79% 21% 

Planning 71% 25% 

Troubleshooting 71% 38% 

Core competencies as identified by site managers Importance (%) Frequency 
(%) 

Planning 78% 39% 

Technical competence 74% 42% 

Troubleshooting 73% 49% 

Organization 73% 31% 

 
The results shown in Table 4, are in line with some skills considered essential by Kerzner (2009): 
teamwork, multidirectional leadership, communication skills, commitment, planning, organization, 
relationship with stakeholders, innovation, proactive management, personal confidence. All these values 
are fundamental so that a site manager can meet the goals with the available resources and within the 
constraints of time, cost, and performance, showing his/her abilities to negotiate the limitations of the 
project, and pay attention to the premise and constraints, always aiming to generate profit. 
 On the other hand, a clue to the analysis of these discrepant numbers may be found in the survey itself, 
because those skills that are the drivers for the ones considered essential are classified as of minor 
importance, as shown in Table 5. 
 

Table 5 - Skills of minor importance according to the HR professionals and Site Managers 

Site manager skills considered of low importance 
according to HR professionals 

Importance (%) Frequency 
(%) 

Empathy 17% 8% 

Sense of humor 4% 0% 

Innovation 33% 17% 

Entrepreneurship 29% 17% 

Competencies considered of low importance according 
to site managers 

Importance (%) Frequency 
(%) 

Entrepreneurship 33% 23% 

Sense of humor 25% 26% 

Innovation 43% 21% 

Empathy 43% 25% 

 
When checking the low effectiveness of communication skills and troubleshooting, it is clear that 
empathy is considered as of minor importance and low frequency by both groups. There is a clue how to 
analyze these factors, considering that empathy is a driver of the main skills classified as personal, 
according to Goleman (2013) and Mercino (2007), who emphasize empathy as the base of a relationship 
process.  
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The skills of a site manager are usually presented in an extensive and monumental list of attributes and 
skills that are unlikely to be found all in one professional. The minimum expected is that the site manager 
executes the projects on schedule, within the budget and with quality defined by the pre-established 
standards, and therefore fully meets customer expectations (DINSMORE E SILVEIRA NETO, 2004) 
The challenge HR professionals and site managers face, with an extensive list of skills required to 
perform the manager’s duties, is to focus on skills that are really important and that are aligned with the 
strategic planning of the company and that can be applied on a daily basis. There is no advantage of 
having knowledge and skills if a person does not have the right attitudes or abilities to apply this 
knowledge and skills in his/her work. (ISO 10018). The performance of the site manager depends less on 
management theories and more on the norms and values of the company. (QUINN et al, 2011) 
Goleman (2013) demonstrates the importance of having and maintaining focus, based on the triple focus 
that is: ‘Inner’, ‘Other’ and ‘Outer’, as a condition of personal and professional life, highlighting the 
importance of mastering this triad. 
 The ‘Inner’ focus attunes one to intuitions, emotions, values and principles and guides decision making; 
the ‘Other’ focus facilitates connections with people; and the ‘Outer’ focus helps one navigate in the 
world. A manager out of touch with his/her inner world will be disoriented; a manager blind to the 
world of others will be uninformed; and managers indifferent to the larger systems within which they 
operate will be taken by surprise. This triple focus must be balanced. Thinking deeply requires keeping 
the mind focused. The more distracted, the more superficial ones reflections are. (Goleman, 2013) 
 Le Boterf (2000) praises the importance of culture and of situational character of human competency 
applied to the work being performed. He says that a competency is a really competency only if it makes 
good sense to the professional, taking into account labor relations, scope of the project, budget 
constraints, and the complexity of work, i.e., everything that he, the manager, understands and thus 
makes sense to him. He believes that competence is influenced by personal and environmental resources 
within a given context.  
Analyzing the skills within a framework of four quadrants where: Q1 - minor importance and infrequent; 
Q2 - infrequent and very important; Q3 - some importance and very frequent; and Q4 - very important 
and very frequent. Q4 quadrant is the ideal situation, where the core skills are located and that in fact are 
practiced daily. Among the 25 skills listed in the survey, only one skill is located in quadrant Q4, and was 
identified in the survey by the site managers - ethical competence, which received 69% of importance and 
61% frequency. In the survey with the HR professionals, no skill was found in this quadrant. The two 
skills that were the closest to this quadrant, from the perspective of importance, leave much to be desired 
when the frequencies are analyzed: knowledge and experience, and communication skills obtained 79% 
for importance, but only scored a rate of 38% and 21%, respectively for frequency. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The research showed that the essential skills required for site managers are not yet widely applied in their 
daily activities.  
In a scenario where organizations need to be increasingly agile, focused and flexible, it is of vital 
importance to identify which skills should be prioritized, and set daily action plans for effective 
implementation. From this point of view, it is crucial that companies that seek to deploy management by 
skills are attentive to the premise of this process that is characterized by a management effort that aims to 
lever, develop and mobilize skills which are related to the organizational strategy, in order to align the 
terms of the binomial: efficiency and effectiveness. 
HR professionals should identify with clarity the skills that the site manager already has and which skills 
need to be improved, to comply with the mission, vision, values and strategies of the organization, and 
facilitate the making of an action plan so that they may be incorporated into daily operations. The site 
manager must be able to integrate a diverse set of skills, aiming at a broad and consistent effectiveness of 
the organization. 
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Thus, core skills will become consistent practices, leading the projects to meet the premise of the triple 
constraint - cost-x-time-x-performance as well as complying with the requirements of the stakeholders, 
their implications in the business and the generation of profit. 
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