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Abstract: The paper is based on the assumption that there is a strong relationship between successful projects and implementation of tools for managing project stakeholders. Stakeholders are considered by project management theorists and practitioners as vital for all project phases. Even more, stakeholders’ management is a specific knowledge area in most international project management standards (e.g. PMBoK, APM Body of Knowledge, ICB etc.). One can note that different meanings are associated to project stakeholders; further more, different tools and methodologies for stakeholders’ management are promoted world wide, this fact being reflected upon the way public and private projects are conceived, implemented and evaluated. The paper aims, on one hand, at clarifying the meaning of project stakeholders, and, on the other hand, at analyzing the relationship between the constant usage of stakeholders’ management tools and the successful progress and impact of public and private projects. 
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1. MANAGING STAKEHOLDERS – FOCUS ON SOFT SKILLS

Stakeholders’ management has lately gained an essential important role in publicly and privately funded projects. As information technology becomes more and more involved in every aspect of global business, we increasingly hear about the need for project managers and their teams to gain a better understanding of the needs of stakeholders and the best ways to communicate with them (Davis-Muffett, 2004). This poses a major challenge. Since project management is a profession that emerged primarily from the technical disciplines of engineering and technology, it poses a major challenge for the project manager as well. Project managers have typically been highly technically proficient and very good at motivating a team. The disciplines associated with stakeholder management and communication, however, are quite “exotic”. As more and more project managers gain a place at the table with business executives, these skills become critical. It is no longer sufficient to have a communications plan elaborated to control the appropriate status reviews at the right point in the management process. Instead, project management offices must take a proactive approach to actively marketing their project goals to the wider organization and to other stakeholders beyond their organization if they want to keep their funding, maintain focus on their efforts, and ultimately, ensure success. 
This is an obvious twist from focusing on “hard” skills to handling “soft” skills. In this regard, both theorists and practitioners have come to the conclusion that effective project managers must know how to communicate with stakeholders. The fact that communication is "touchy-feely” and wastes time is a myth. The belief that stress equals success is a myth. In fact, these are just two of the myths dominating project thinking that have wasted untold billions (Flicker, 2004). 
In one benchmark study conducted by the Standish Group in 1995 (www.standishgroup.com/public.php), of the $250 billion spent in the U.S. each year on IT projects, $81 billion was wasted on cancelled software projects (that's almost one third). Three years later, in 1998, they analyzed 500 software development projects from the perspectives of coming in on time and on budget - only 25 percent were successful. That translated into project overruns and failures totalling $97 billion. Even though resources were supplemented, project managers and project teams better consulted and supported by the government, these projects represented expensive failures. This may have happened due to the fact that these projects did not benefit from clear principles and rules related to stakeholders’ management. A primary conclusion is that better communication and efficient stakeholders’ management would probably be a better (and cheaper) remedy for these $97 billion issues (Cleland, 1986). 

2. WHO’S WHO?
The latest project management books and articles underline the importance of stakeholders within all project phases. Most of the authors focus on stakeholders’ management techniques and methodologies, rather than on issues referring to the meaning of the term “stakeholders”. Various definitions for “stakeholders” can be found in project management standards, glossaries, books, and articles. No matter the professional approach, project management theory and practice consolidate the idea that effective communication with all project stakeholders is absolutely fundamental to project success (Dixon, 2000). Moreover, the project management maturity of an organization is measured by taking into account the use of tools and methods for stakeholders’ management (Gareis, 2006).  
The World Bank (www.worldbank.org) defines stakeholders as “those affected by the outcome-negatively or positively-or those who can affect the outcome of a proposed intervention”. World Bank plans its operations by taking into account the identified key stakeholders or those directly affected by a proposed intervention. 

In the PMBoK 2004, the standard promoted by the American most powerful project management association – Project Management Institute, it is stated that “stakeholders are those affected by the outcome-negatively or positively-or those who can affect the outcome of a proposed intervention” (PMBoK, 2004, p. 22). PMBoK makes a clear difference between project team and project stakeholders; stakeholders are considerer as being outside the project “borders”. The project management team must identify the stakeholders, determine their requirements and expectations, and, as far as this is possible, manage their influence in relation to the requirements to ensure a successful project. 
International Project Management Association, the European project managers’ association, adopts the term of “interested parties” as a synonym for stakeholders. Interested parties are “people or groups, who are interested in the performance and/or success of the project, or who are constrained by the project” (ICB – IPMA Competence Baseline, version 3.0, 2006, p. 34). All the interested parties can influence the project either directly or indirectly. Influences such as interested parties’ interests, project management organizational maturity and project management practices, standards, issues, trends and power have a bearing on the way the project is conceived and developed. 
The European Commission considers stakeholders at the project concept stage; less importance is granted to stakeholders as far as their actual involvement in project activities is concerned. This is in spite of the fact that project team members are seen as project stakeholders. A basic premise behind stakeholder analysis is that “different groups have different concerns, capacities and interests, and that these need to be explicitly understood and recognized in the process of problem identification, objective setting and strategy selection” (PCM Manual, 2004, p. 61).

If the American model puts a clear barrier between project managers and their teams, on one hand, and the project stakeholders, on the other, the European model is tributary to the idea that the project team could be regarded as one of the project key stakeholders. This difference plays an important role when it comes to stakeholders’ management processes and decisions. 
3. STAKEHOLDERS’ MANAGEMENT – A POPULAR SUBJECT ONLY
Based on the aforementioned definitions, we can say that there is no clear and universally accepted meaning for this term. This may be one of the reasons why there is no agreed translation of this term in Romanian, a fact that causes much confusion, especially with regard to publicly-funded projects. For example, in the Phare [1] application forms project stakeholders have at least four different meaning and usages: “project direct beneficiaries”, “project indirect beneficiaries”, “project final beneficiaries”, and “project target groups”. That is one of the reasons why applicants don’t understand the relationship between the proposed project and its “interested parties”, thus allowing for serious errors and misjudgements in planning the project activities (i.e. cost plan, risk management plan, communication plan, schedule etc.). 
This paper is based on the assumption that stakeholders’ management is based on the manner in which the term of “stakeholder” is understood and made operational by the project management team. In order to test this, a number of 11 project managers were questioned in relation to their project management experience. It is to be noted that each of these ones worked as project manager or expert in an average of 9 projects (privately or publicly funded) implemented in the following fields: engineering/construction, human resources development, and environmental protection. 
All project managers confirmed that stakeholders are essential in order to achieve project success. Even though stakeholders’ management is considered as very important, communication with stakeholders is not generally listed among the causes of project failures. This proves that stakeholders’ management is a popular issue among project managers, but this popularity is not necessarily based on specific actions pointing at how to manage stakeholders. 

The meaning of the term “stakeholders” raises many “disputes”: most of the respondents (62%) define “stakeholders” as “parties that affect or may be affected by the project”, a few (15%) consider that stakeholders are similar to the project customers, while only 13% stated the stakeholders may indicate both the project team and parties that are outside the project “borders”. 
Generally, no tools or specific methodologies are used for stakeholders’ management. Most of the respondents (55%) stated that they used no Project Communications Plan in their projects. A few made serious confusions between Project Communications Plan and Project Marketing Plan, thus allowing for the following interpretation: stakeholders’ interests are viewed and evaluated especially out of publicity / marketing purposes. This trend is quite visible in private projects, where communication is often directed towards the customer only – this is the main focus. According to H. Kerzner, this kind of relationship is short-term, simply tactical, and based on “exchange” principle (results delivery equals customer satisfaction). Stakeholders’ management must be built on a long-term, strategic approach, focused on a wide range of stakeholders. Stakeholders’ identification must offer the arguments for a long-term thinking. That is why “for every development concern being addressed, a broad spectrum of stakeholders exists ranging from directly affected parties to individuals or institutions with indirect interests” (Cleland, 1995, p. 46). According to the research, stakeholders’ identification is not considered as a separate step in the project planning processes. Most of the project managers (72%) assumed that stakeholders are well known long before the actual start of the project. This result leads us to the conclusion that there is not specific concern for planning the communication with stakeholders. 
The project managers who use stakeholders’ management tools are very confident that their projects are more realistic as compared to those that don’t have a Project Communications Plan, for example. Their experience shows that a good stakeholders’ identification leads to an effective stakeholders’ management, and an effective stakeholders’ management is translated through “a more controllable project impact”. 
An important inter-relationship was established between the project managers who considered project team members as key stakeholders and those who were most convinced that communication with stakeholders is a project success factor. The wider the meaning of the term “stakeholder”, the more determined the project managers are to focus on all kind of relationships with stakeholders (indirect, direct). 
The question “Which responsibility do you consider the most important in maintaining project relationships?” received the following answers: liaison between stakeholders and the project (76%), status reporting to executives (5%), ensure resources (2%), complete customer focus (25%). The idea that stakeholders’ management is treated as a very important subject is confirmed once again. 

It is obvious that stakeholders’ management is on the “agenda” of the Romanian project management professionals. It is a glittering subject that triggers the attention to projects as complex systems, involving much more than cost, scope, quality, and customer satisfaction. Yet, one can note that efforts towards the constant use of specific tools for managing stakeholders are still weak (as far as Romanian practice is concerned). 
4. “STAKEHOLDERS” - MEANING AND USAGE  

Based on the results of the research, we may state that stakeholders’ management is identified as a “trendy” subject among Romanian project managers, rather than as a set of methodologies for project success. As assumed, there is no agreement related to the meaning of the term “stakeholder”. The confusion related to the meaning of the term generates even more confusions as far the usage is concerned. Customers or beneficiaries are only one side of the picture: they are or they may be key stakeholders; they plan an essential role in the project performance. Still, projects, as complex social systems, are built on relationships – relationships with the project team, relationships with the executive board, relationships with the community etc. Stakeholders’ management is not another time-consuming discipline, difficult to implement. Stakeholders’ management does not only stand for another sociological interaction with the project management field; its results are visible in several “pure” project management aspects, such as planning of resources, of quality, change control etc. So, it clearly translates into quantitative and qualitative indicators and results.
Stakeholders’ management and communication is a project management approach that twists the focus from project “hard” skills (content related activities) to project “soft” skills (relational aspects). Of course, both dimensions are essential and should be well-balanced. In order to attaint this goal, it is necessary for the professionals dealing with projects to become aware of the fact that stakeholders’ management tools represent a necessity with proven effective results. Why a necessity? Because “inside of the project’s bubble, everyone is very clear about project goals, status, its relevance to the organization’s strategy, its potential impact on world events. Outside of the bubble, no one even knows what the acronyms mean” (Davis-Muffet, 2004, p. 4). 
[1] Phare (Pologne et Hongrie - Aide á Restructuration Economique) is one of the main European Union financing programs, available for Romania as a pre-ascension means. 
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