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Professional development has always been a major
concern at NASA, but until recently there has been
no systematic process for the development, growth
and improvement of the Agency’s people working on
projects.

Ten years ago NASA established the Program
Project Management Initiative (PPMI) to provide
project management development in advance of
need. Over the years, PPMI has met the needs of
thousands of NASA employees. In recent years
greater emphasis has been placed on having a more
systematic, Agencywide process for the development
of people in projects.

In order to establish a systematic process which
would best represent NASA and meet the demands
of our workforce, a study was conducted to deter-
mine the components of an effective development
process. The researchers interviewed over 150 peo-
ple from five NASA Centers at various stages of
their careers. The central finding of this study was
the need for a NASA project management develop-
ment process that would be voluntary, nonbureacrat-
ic, open to many, and involve a minimum of paper-
work.

In August of 1993 the results of the full-scale Career
Development Research Study were published. The
study, titled Career Development for Project
Management, was designed to create an empirically
based foundation for the Project Management
Development Process (PMDP). A shortened version
of this document was published in the Winter 1994
edition of Issues in NASA Program and Project
Management, NASA SP-6101(08).

Out of this significant study came the four-level pro-
fessional development chart (Figure 1) for people in
projects, which has been widely reprinted. More
directly, this study led to NASA senior manage-
ment’s recommendation to establish and institution-

alize the Project Management Development Process.
The PMDP, formally established in 1995, has
received a great deal of interest from other govern-
ment agencies and industry, as well as international
organizations.

While communicating the PMDP and receiving ideas
for implementation, General Spence “Sam”
Armstrong, Associate Administrator for Human
Resources and Education, and I visited each and
every NASA Center. What we found was a great
depth of concern for fairness and equity in the devel-
opment of program and project managers. Loud and
clear, the predominant concerns were that NASA
management would openly support and communi-
cate such a process for NASA employees, and that
the PMDP not result in a system which forced Center
managers to hire project managers who have only
gained “checklist” qualification. It should be neither
a barrier nor a guarantee of promotion, but rather a
wide-open, professional enhancement opportunity.

In January of 1995 a group of NASA project man-
agers and human resources management profession-
als met with PPMI staff at Kennedy Space Center to
plan the launch of PMDP. This group refined and
expanded the developmental experience and training
recommendations described within the two PMDP
handbooks. (Both the participant and supervisors
PMDP handbooks are available through local train-
ing offices, as well as through the NASA PPMI web
site: http://www.hq.nasa.gov/office/HR-Education/
training/ppmi.htm.) The group also refined the
PMDP structure found in Figure 1, showing the
preparation and four levels of accomplishment, plus
the reviews needed for advancement to ongoing pro-
fessional development.

Note that PMDP is a process, not a program or prod-
uct, and it is open to senior managers as well as to
new hires and mid-career NASA employees. The
development process is ongoing. It is also important
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Figure 1. PMDP Levels of Accomplishment.

to keep in mind that PMDP is not a training process;
rather, it is a development process for enhancing crit-
ical competencies associated with the work of people
in projects. With this direction, PMDP encourages
gaining competency through appropriate and specif-
ic work assignments which are supplemented by
well-timed training and development rotations and
assignments.

The Project Management Development Process
became official on August 22, 1995, when General
John R. Dailey, Acting Deputy Administrator, noti-
fied officials at headquarters and directors of field
installations. In part he wrote:

“During this time of dramatic change at NASA, it is
critical to reemphasize the importance of our career

development programs for our employees. We must
maintain our commitment to the future by supporting
the ongoing learning and necessary work and train-
ing experiences of the NASA workforce. It is the
responsibility of each Installation to support mem-
bers of the project management community in
receiving the proper experiences during their career.

“Over the past two years, we have instituted many
efforts within NASA to codify a more consistent
approach for managing our projects. As part of these
efforts, the Program Management Council has been
established to review major programs, and NMI
7120.4 (Management of Major System Programs and
Projects) has been enhanced to better reflect the cri-
teria for the effective management of our major pro-
grams and projects.
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“To successfully implement these changes, we must
communicate and institutionalize these project man-
agement standards to make them a natural compo-
nent of how we do our work. A key vehicle for
assisting this integration is the PMDP. The PMDP is
an Agencywide professional development process
for employees interested in project management. It
will assist employees with identifying work and
training experiences beneficial to their professional
development. In addition, it will also support a more
consistent application of successful project manage-
ment practices across NASA. There are significant
benefits for both NASA and our employees.”

Shortly after General Dailey’s announcement, mate-
rials describing the process and startup procedures
were sent to the training and development office and
to senior management at each NASA installation.
Included were a 14-minute videotape, guidebooks
for both participants and their mentor or supervisor
and an Individual Development Plan (IDP) advisory,
listing potential ways to gain specific skills and
experiences.

PMDP Guidelines

To support the PMDP, a participant handbook and a
supervisor handbook were created. Both guidebooks
begin with a description of the Project Management
Development Process, including the three main goals
of strengthening “the consistent application of suc-
cessful project management practices” across all of
NASA, providing “clear information” about profes-
sional development opportunities in the Agency, and
identifying “work experiences, training and develop-
mental assignments” which enable people in projects
to enhance their competencies and support career
development goals. The PMDP is not a selection
process that limits future selection, nor is it a guar-
antee of future promotion. It is intended to support
the enhancement of professional capabilities and
growth, not to preselect future managers or limit pro-
motion opportunities to a select few.

PMDP is a “tool” to assist the NASA employee in
development planning. Its starting point and frame-
work is the employee’s Individual Development
Plan, a projection of the applicant’s career objectives

along with the on-the-job work requirements to be
supplemented by training and work assignments.
The IDP is worked out in conjunction with a super-
visor and, if desired, a mentor who will guide the
employee through the PMDP. An IDP can be a
Center-specific process, the NASA process or an
approach the individual and immediate supervisor
support.

The mentor and/or supervisor will ordinarily begin
the process by asking the applicant to fill out a
Record of Accomplishment (RoA), which will help
each of them to determine where the employee is in
terms of professional development. The RoA is a
simple form, not unlike a resume or curriculum vitae,
listing relevant education, work experience, training
courses and other accomplished development oppor-
tunities. There is a sample RoA page within the par-
ticipant handbook. It is the development of this RoA
or listing of work and educational experiences that
provides the individual and the supervisor with the
information necessary to discuss an appropriate ini-
tial level of entry into the PMDP. More important
than the initial level, however, is the fact that the
RoOA forces a person to take the time to document
specifically the past experiences which establish a
skill mark and visually supports the person in plan-
ning for future goals.

During the initial planning process the supervisor
should provide honest feedback about the employ-
ee’s accomplishments, skills and areas of growth. In
addition, a mentor may be extremely useful for pro-
viding guidance of expertise which the supervisor
might not have. It is important to keep in mind that
the intent of this process is not to ascend to the high-
est level possible; the objective is to document the
experiences gained to date honestly and clarify indi-
vidual competencies, areas for growth and specific
steps for enhancing competency. The PMDP should
open up a window of needs and concurrent opportu-
nities for gaining competencies.

Both the RoA and the IDP are simply professional
development tools. Completion of the forms is not
an end in itself nor a contract for advancement.
Emphasis should always be on the development
process, not merely filling out forms and getting



them signed. (In fact, the intent is that after the ini-
tial establishment of an RoA and a IDP, documenta-
tion and maintenance become simple.)

To assist the employee in building the Individual
Development Plan, the PPMI has created the IDP
Advisor, a 34-page handbook with locator that pro-
vides specific examples of potential work experi-
ences and training recommendations for each of the
four levels. The IDP Advisor is intended as a cata-
lyst of potential activities, not a prescription. It will
also be periodically updated to reflect management
changes and offer new ideas.

Management Development Process
At the heart of PMDP are the core competencies for
each of the four levels. Within each level are knowl-
edge, skills and competencies clustered within the
following eight general factors:

* organizational knowledge

* technical knowledge

* technical management

project life cycle and program control

* contract acquisition

individual and team development

L]

Agency, business and international relations
* risk management and safety

As can be seen in the four-level competencies chart,
hands-on technical expertise is emphasized in Level
One, while broad leadership competencies are
emphasized increasingly up through Level Four.

Typically, Level One is considered entry level after
one to three years of basic discipline development
and work experience. It focuses on hands-on engi-
neering tasks. One critical component is under-
standing NASA guidance on the management of pro-

Jjects as documented in the soon to be released NPD
7120.4 (and concurrent handbook). Also considered
critical to job performance in terms of organization-
al knowledge is some kind of understanding of and
experience with the NASA Project Life Cycle. The
supervisor and/or mentor may specify the observa-
tion of at least one program review per phase local-
ly, plus several observations of project life cycle
reviews with the Center director or directorate.

In the technical area, hands-on hardware/software
operations are deemed critical, along with configura-
tion management systems and procedures, plus qual-
ity assurance. Over a period of three or four years,
the entry-level candidate is expected to develop thor-
ough technical knowledge in his or her discipline,
and participate in both operations analysis and
research activities.

Three core training experiences are required for
Level One candidates, each related to a correspond-
ing work requirement. The Program Control
Overview course relates to Project Life Cycle devel-
opment activities, while Systems Engineering and
Task Management enrich the technical program flow
as well as cost and scheduling work requirements.
(Be aware that the Task Management course is called
by other titles at local Center offerings, typically
Project Leadership Simulation.) Several other PPMI
courses are encouraged, depending upon the candi-
date’s work schedule and experiences. The funda-
mental idea is to make theory and practice mutually
beneficial. As the one informs the other, the candi-
date in Level One obtains a broad foundation of
knowledge and experience necessary for systematic
career development.

Level Two candidates, on the other hand, typically
find themselves gaining valuable experience as a
technical expert or as a leader on small subsystems
or instrumentation projects. Their required courses
are Project Management and Program Control
Overview. At this point the candidate should be
designing, developing, testing and reviewing hard-
ware/software at the test bed and system level. He or
she may serve as the leader of a matrixed team, and
lead team meetings.
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Their knowledge of issues in interagency and inter-
national relations can be enhanced through work
assignments, task teams and possible rotations. The
candidates should by now be writing reports,
requirements and Statements of Work (SOWs) for a
subsystem. At this level they are encouraged to
enhance their managerial skills because they will be
assuming more managerial duties, with their com-
munication and interpersonal skills becoming more
important.

Level Three reflects a systems manager perspective.
A candidate is expected to manage a systems-level
project, including contractors and NASA team mem-
bers. The individual manager is usually responsible
for contract management, developing and monitor-
ing master schedules, maintaining budget control,
preparing a Program Operating Plan (POP) and man-
aging the overall system life cycle. The project man-
ager at this level is seen as an Agency resource and
may be asked to serve NASA-wide boards.

The Advanced Project Management course must be
completed before completing Level Three. Courses
in management and Performance Measurement
Systems are encouraged, along with the Project
Management Shared Experiences Program offered
every other year.

The PMSEP is also encouraged for participants in
Level Four, along with the Senior Executive
Program. Work or developmental experiences
require knowledge for NASA’s political environment
and strategic planning, as on Level Three.

At Level Four people are expected to interface with
all project implementation organizations internal to
NASA (Mission Assurance, Engineering, Opera-
tions, Acquisition) and external organizations (indus-
try, academia, international partners, and U.S. gov-
erning bodies). They are expected to manage and be
held accountable for the entire program or project
which they are leading.

In terms of individual and team development activi-
ties, Level Four people should become adept in man-
aging people (including recruitment, human resource

development, coaching, mentoring and personnel
evaluation) and teamwork (including team selection,
motivation, rewards, empowerment and conflict res-
olution). They will be known for their decision mak-
ing skills, creative problem solving and trou-
bleshooting experiences. Working across Agency,
Center and international lines, they learn to deal with
other cultures and handle external factors which act
on any project.

Of course, not everyone who chooses to enter the
PMDP process will want to move through all four
levels. Our NASA history and past practices show
many talented, successful scientists and engineers
have found their niche, working on technical tasks,
managing small projects or balancing laboratory
work and management.

Others will choose to progress through the ranks and
up the four levels of accomplishment. They will
enter the PMDP, meet with their mentor and/or
supervisor regularly, plan their training and profes-
sional development activities, discuss their IDP and
document their progress in their RoA, and make
adjustments to the IDP at least annually, until the
career objectives are fully achieved.

Moving from one level of achievement to the next
higher one also involves a minimum of paperwork
and procedure. First of all, a candidate’s supervisor
has the authority to recommend individual place-
ment up to Level Two. To begin Level Three, how-
ever, the supervisor will have to submit a completed
IDP or RoA from Level Two to the Installation PMC
Panel for review and approval. Level Four entry
requires the same procedure, plus concurrence from
the Center Director and the Agency-level PMC. In
each case, the Center’s human resource organization
will receive a copy of the revised IDP and complet-
ed RoA. Upon completion of each level the individ-
ual will receive an Agency certificate of recognition.
For this to happen, the interested candidate must
make sure that the local human resource department
has forwarded the candidate’s name to the NASA
Office of Training & Development. Candidates with
questions about this can call this office at
202-358-0300.



The primary responsibility for professional develop-
ment rests with the applicant. We tried to keep the
PMDP process as self-directed and self-monitored as
possible, with plenty of assistance from mentors,
supervisors and the PPMI. We have developed
PMDP handbooks for the supervisor/mentor as well
as the participant, and we ask that the applicants
themselves who choose their mentors, if any, com-
plete and process the documentation such as their
own IDP and RoA, and that they schedule all meet-
ings with mentor and/or supervisor for guidance and
feedback.

The Installation Panels at the third and fourth levels
set policy for the Center’s PMDP to ensure fair and
consistent treatment for all participants. They also
approve ‘“graduation” to the next level of accom-
plishment.

Likewise, the Program Management Council sets
policy Agencywide for the PMDP and approves
entry into Level Four. Our Headquarters PPMI
Office coordinates the Agencywide project manage-
ment training program in support of the PMDP and
continues to periodically evaluate the PMDP as it
relates to the quality of project management within
NASA. With all this attention at various levels of
NASA management, constant revision, upgrading
and improvement of the PMDP process is expected
as conditions change and as the needs of the Agency
evolve.

With the increasing emphasis around the world on
core competencies for project managers, the PMDP
provides unlimited opportunities for NASA project
managers to plan and manage their own future.





