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Abstract. Purpose — this paper investigates the changes in managing and leading the projects due to COVID-19 in the
Czech Republic.

Research methodology — a literature review, qualitative analysis based on conducted interviews with project managers in
the Czech Republic. The main research objective is to obtain best practices and lessons learned from project managers
in the IT sector.

Findings — the findings are based on interviews with project managers and reflect the reality in the Czech Republic
in the field of project management. It describes what the project teams and project managers had to face during the
pandemic. Findings are derived from the research and presented at the end of the paper.

Research limitations — the limitation of this paper is related to the research location, which was in the Czech Republic.
The author suggests to extend the sample of data and include other countries in future investigations.

Practical implications — findings provide recommendations for successful project management in the future projects.

Originality and value — can be found in the recommendations for companies and lessons learned that can be used in
managing new projects.
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Introduction

Nowadays, everything is accelerating more and more, and the technology used by humanity is behind the last few
years have turned beyond recognition. There is a necessity associated with this rapid step implementation of changes,
especially in the field of information technology. These changes help manage and successfully implement project
management.

Project management is already an integral part of IT projects. It includes a complex of activities such as goal set-
ting, scope, detailed planning, organization, implementation, management, and control. Thanks to this, it is possible
to manage large and demanding projects with high efficiency and effectiveness. The use of project management tools
and methods results in more successful projects.

Project management is the application of knowledge, skills, tools, and technologies to project activities to meet
the requirements of the project (Svozilova, 2011).

There are currently two ways to manage projects. They are Waterfall model and Agile. These two types of man-
agement are usually practically impossible to find in their pure form and their mutual combination is much more
common. The difficulties to determine which of these methodologies is better are related to the fact that each address
different types of projects. Today, IT projects use more agile project management with the implementation of some
tools of the Waterfall model. The agile approaches welcome changing requirements and aim at satisfying customer
needs via iterative development cycles and co-design with customers and users (Bouwman et al., 2018).

Rapidly changing market conditions, new technologies, short time-to-market cycles, and many other factors of
the social and business world influence how projects are managed (Thesing et al., 2021).
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Every project and its implementation are influenced by the environment. The project environment represents a
connection, where the project is implemented (Berkun, 2008). The project connection on the environment, whether
positive or negative, is called the context of the project (Némec, 2002).

The environment analysis is conducted at the beginning of the project. During this analysis stakeholders are iden-
tified, project risks are estimated and etc.

The project environment is made up of external and internal factors that influence project. The project manager
should consider forces from project environment and their impact on the project. External influences, affecting the
project, include factors, such as: conomic, political, social, cultural, ecological, financial, legal, market conditions,
consumer trends, organizational technological and etc. (Flannes & Levin, 2001; Baranauskas et al., 2020).

Internal factors can be described as organizational culture (such as vision, mission, and values), quality standards,
risk tolerance, project stakeholders, employees, existing project management in the company.

The aim of this paper is to reveal the best practices and lessons learned of project managers in the IT sector in
the Czech Republic.

This article is divided into several subchapters: introduction, theoretical background, methodology, findings and
and conclusion. The theoretical background is focused on defining the issue based on available literature, scientific
articles, and analysis of the situation during the pandemic in the Czech Republic. The methodology part describes
how the research was conducted, the questions included, the respondents selected and when the research took place.
The findings contain the results of the research. These results are described in detail and explanations are added. An
important aspect of this part are the recommendations, which are developed in line with the results. These recommen-
dations could be useful for project managers, who attempt to manage their projects more efficiently and successfully.

1. Theoretical background

Modern companies, business and business systems are based almost exclusively on project management. For this
reason, knowledge and skills in project management have become increasingly important recourse for every success-
ful company (Vujovi¢ et al., 2020). Project management is combination of many different tools, methods, skills, and
experience. Project success is evaluated according to the triangle of time, cost, and quality (Atkinson, 1999).

Project is a temporary endeavour, which is designed to produce a unique product, service or result with a defined
beginning and satisfy the predetermined goals and objectives, which are typically related to the beneficial change or
added value (Nokes, 2007). Success and failure of project is directly linked to the quality of the human resources,
which are selected to execute the project and adopted hierarchical structure (Kalayathankal et al., 2021).

The project manager is considered to be pivotal in traditional projects and is responsible for managing, teams,
team building, motivation, communication, decision making, planning, and coaching (Pettersen, 1991). The project
manager is envisioned as a connection between teams and project stakeholders (Shastri et al., 2021). For this reason,
staffing of the projects by including the managers who have the right competences is crucial aiming to achieve pro-
ject goal, to maintain competitive advantage and to ensure that the organization’s projects will achieve the expected
performance (Summer et al., 2017; Korsakiené et al., 2020).

The members of the project team perform one of the most important roles to achieve the success of a given un-
dertaking (Stoniec, 2015). The team includes individuals from different groups who have the knowledge of a specific
topic or skills required to work in a team (Biskupek, 2016). The COVID-19 global pandemic sent workers home
on a massive scale and forced almost everyone, overnight, to work into virtual team (Gilson et al., 2021). Follow-
ing COVID-19 and the introduction of several social distancing measures, the majority of organisations depend on
employees who can collaborate virtually, to accomplish routine tasks and projects (Zuofa & Ochieng, 2021). Virtual
project teams definitions focus on the following aspects: cultural diversity, dispersion, and technological support
(Beise et al., 2007). For many reasons the management of virtual teams is different than managing employees in a
traditional face-to-face office environment. Though some benefits of virtual work, such as better work-life balance
by working from home, more efficient use of time gained by not commuting to the office, and increased access to the
best talent that can be located anywhere are mentioned, some unique challenges, faced by virtual employees, remain
(Newman & Ford, 2020).

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the coronavirus disease — 19 (COVID-19) as s public health
emergency with a pandemic spread on March 11, 2020. As of June 20, 2020, more than 8 525 042 confirmed cases
have been reported in 216 counties across the world (WHO, 2020).

In 2019, when projects were planned for 2020, it was not possible to assume that the COVID-19 pandemic would
emerge in 2020. No risk analysis in the risk identification phase assumed that something similar could happen.

The emergence of a pandemic can be attributed to the external factors that affect not only the operations of the
projects in the Czech Republic. Therefore, several projects were suspended, especially in the spring of 2020, and pro-
ject management was replaced by crisis management. The majority of the project managers had to deal with several
obstacles such as the transition of the entire project team to home office.
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COVID-19 situation in the Czech Republic

The COVID-19 has spread in the Czech Republic from Italy after four months it has appeared in China, in December
2019. The sequence of the pandemic is as follows (IDNES, 2021):

— On March 1, 2020, the first three cases appeared in the Czech Republic and individuals became infected abroad.

— On March 7, 2020, the first person was infected in the territory of the Czech Republic.

— On March 10, 2020, after the meeting of the State Security Council, all schools were closed. The majority of

employees moved to the home office if the nature of the work allowed it.

— On March 12, 2020, The Government of the Czech Republic declared a state of emergency, closed restaurants,

state borders, shops, and services. In mid-April 2020, the spring wave of the epidemic culminated.

— On May 18, 2020, the state of emergency ended. By the end of June, COVID-19 measures were gradually being

relaxed. However, majority of employees in the IT sector stayed at home in the home office.

— On September 30, 2020, the ministers approved a declaration of a state of emergency at an extraordinary

meeting.

— Field hospitals were built in October and November.

— Due to the increased spread of the disease, the Czech Republic has reached the top of the world rankings in

the number of infected and deceased in November 2020.

— In December 2020, the measures were partially relaxed.

— In January 2021 the situation has worsened again and another emergency has been declared.

The development of the events has a significant impact on the economy and business in the Czech Republic.
Although this fact has not been reflected in the values of unemployment (in October 2020, the Czech Statistical Of-
fice published information that the value of unemployment in the Czech Republic is 2.9%), the economic situation
is affected by the governmental subsidies and interventions in the Czech economy (Czech statistical office, 2021).

Project management in the Czech Republic

A survey conducted by IPMA in the Czech Republic before the COVID-19 pandemic showed that the biggest prob-
lems that threaten the success of the projects in the Czech Republic are related to human resources. These include
insufficient qualifications and incompetence of the project team members or lack of capacity and overloading of the
team members.

The project is a temporary endeavour, which is designed to produce a unique product, service or result with a
defined beginning and to satisfy the predetermined goals and objectives to bring beneficial change or added value
(Nokes, 2007). The success and failure of the project are directly linked to the quality of the human resources selected
to execute the project and adopted hierarchical structure (Kalayathankal et al., 2021).

Project management in the Czech Republic during COVID-19 pandemic

The survey was conducted among foreign project managers who were asked to rate remote team management. What
was the reason for this survey? The idea was related to the productivity. The survey entitled “Project Management
2020”. The trends revealed fundamental differences between domestic and foreign managers. Among other things, the
differences were indicated in the approaches to the remuneration, personnel policy, and especially to the management
of the team at a distance. These aspects were assessed positively or neutrally by 60% of foreign project managers
and 30% of local managers. The reluctance of local managers to accept the approach of home work is related to the
main cause - lower productivity (ITBIZ, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has been affecting lives and work in the
Czech Republic for over a year.

The pandemic has brought a lot of changes, but also new challenges and new trends. One of them is the transition
of employees to the home office. This trend was significantly reflected in project management. Almost half of the
interviewed managers from the Czech Republic and abroad recorded at least 50 percent increase of workload from
home compared to the previous year.

The Czech company “Easy Software”, which supplies its own software solutions for project management to 26
countries around the world, has addressed local and foreign project managers from more than 250 companies across
different segments. The aim was to evaluate the last “COVID” year.

Only a third of local managers perceive team management positively or neutrally. Meanwhile, foreign managers
perceive it twice as much — about 60 percent. Nine percent of local project managers evaluate the remote management
of the team in a very positive way as compared to 22 percent of foreign managers.

In 2020, local project managers unexpectedly lost their contracts. Due to the last year’s events, two thirds of
foreign managers unexpectedly acquired new projects, most often in the amount of 10-25 percent of their project
portfolio.
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The most frequent reaction of local project managers was the reduction of remuneration. The reduction of re-
muneration was three times more frequent in local project teams than in foreign teams. It is interesting that foreign
managers almost twice more often responded by intensifying the training of their employees than local managers.

The company “Easy Software” addressed the managers of its customers’ list, which includes 252 companies. These
were local and foreign managers (especially from Germany, France, the UK, Italy, Spain, and Russia). Of these, 47
percent work in a company with up to 50 employees, 23 percent in companies with 50-250 employees, 13 percent
in companies with 250—-1000 people and 17 percent work in companies with more than 1,000 employees (Lidovky,
2021).

2. Methodology

The qualitative research is more subjective than quantitative research. It focuses on understanding of human behaviour
in the natural environment and through induction seeks to create a theory. The research focuses on a sample of re-
spondents but gathers more detailed information (Bumberova, 2019).

The first phase of this research was a literature review and Internet research. The literature research focused on
project management, project environment, COVID-19 and situation in the Czech Republic. The literature review
provided the necessary input to paper.

The main research question was focused on gaining the best practices and lessons learned of the project managers
in the IT industry in the Czech Republic.

The main goal of this research was to draw recommendations for the successful management of future projects
based on interviews with selected project managers from IT companies.

The qualitative research was chosen for the purposes of this article. This research does not require to process a
large amount of data, but to gain more detailed and subjective experience of IT project managers in the Czech Re-
public. The qualitative research was conducted in the form of guided interviews, the questions were provided to the
respondents individually.

Respondents

30 respondents were contacted for the interviews. Unfortunately, due to the current situation related to the COVID-19
and the associated capacity of project managers only 15 project managers agreed to participate, of which 3 were
women and 12 men. Gender and age did not play an important role in this survey. It was important that the project
managers have at least 3 years of experience in managing IT projects so they can reflect their experience and insights
during interviews. The interviews were anonymous so that the respondents felt comfortable and could openly talk
about their projects. The research was conducted in 7.6.2020-15.12.2020.

Questions

During the interviews the respondents were first introduced to the aim of the research, and then they were asked
questions, the essence of which was to obtain suitable data for research and aimed on the own experience of project
managers.

The questions provided to the respondents are based on the research conducted by the company “Easy Software”
and their compilation reflected the author’s experience with project management and leadership.

The list of questions, provided to project managers during the interviews, is as follows:

1. What areas of projects were most affected by the Pandemic?

2. What changes did you have to deal with in the projects because of the COVID-19 pandemic?

3. What online communication tools have you decided to start using?

4. How do you think the functioning of the team has changed?

5. How do you think the pandemic will impact the project in the future?

Open data encoding was used to extract the data for interpretation.

3. Findings

1. What areas of projects were most affected by the Pandemic?

The majority of project managers agreed that the area of teamwork and team building were most affected. Another
area is the setting of communication in the project and in the team. The last area mentioned was the reduction in staff
performance, especially at the beginning of the Pandemic.

2. What changes did you have to deal with in the projects because of the COVID-19 pandemic?
There had to be a quick transition of team members to the home office, there was a change in the functioning of
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the team, changes in communication. From the beginning there were problems with the performance of individual
members and there was also a problem with adherence to self-discipline.

3. What online communication tools have you decided to start using?

The project managers started using online tools such as: Slack, MS Teams, Zoom, Google Meets, Asana. Accord-
ing to the research, MS Teams and Slack are the most used of these tools.

4. How do you think the functioning of the team has changed?

The majority of the project managers agreed that the biggest changes in the functioning of the team can be seen
in the lack of personal contact, the lack of personal team meetings and the lack of the informal team meetings. These
issues had an impact on the already mentioned efficiency of the team.

5. How do you think the pandemic will impact the project in the future?

The answers of project managers were different to this question. One third of project managers said they thought
that after the end of the pandemic, everything returns to normal (i.e., to the state before the pandemic), half of the
project managers stated that the changes they implemented in the company’s project management remain in the com-
pany. The rest of the project managers believe that the pandemic has not yet fully manifested itself in the projects and
that it will be necessary to implement more extensive and serious changes in the projects than before.

The projects in 2020 demonstrated risks that no one expected in the planning phase of the project. The risks had to
be addressed immediately and brought a few changes to the project management and the functioning of project teams.

Th changes in the working of the team were implemented. The teams had to switch to home office overnight.
The team members were given a lot of freedom, but also hughe responsibility. Team members and project managers
had to address importan issues: how to set up online team communication, how to share documents, how to replace
personal project meetings, how to work with team and develop team spirit. At the same time, there was pressure to
develop and work with self-discipline.

Home office had an impact on team performance and productivity. Therefore, project managers must contribute
aiming to increase team performance and productivity. This may be related to the fact that remuneration for work was

reduced last year. The recommendation is to revise the motivation system, re-evaluate the motivational factors for
individual team members and set up a control system at home office.

The changes in communication were the most significant. Team members were used to meet daily in the workplace
and directly comment on issues in project meetings. However, these approaches have changed. The personal meetings
were not possible, communication lacked non-verbal communication and a number of conflicts increased. The project
managers started to use new online communication tools (e.g., Asana, MS Teams, Zoom, Google Meets and Slack).

There had to be a transition from project management to crisis management for majority of projects. The project
crisis means that the project team cannot continue to manage the progress of the project by normal means. The pro-
ject crisis is a situation where the success of the project is fundamentally endangered and extraordinary actions need
to be implemented to ensure the success of the project. After resolving the crisis, the project team can take over the
management of the project again, which will continue to manage according to the principles of project management.

Recommendation for managing and leading projects in the future

Based on the research and personal experience, the following recommendations were made for project managers and
for project management:
— At the beginning of the project, always focus on the analysis of the internal and external environment.
— When planning a project, keep in mind the risk analysis. When identifying, rely on experience and best prac-
tices from past projects.
— Perform a detailed analysis of project management during the COVID-19 pandemic and create lessons learned
for other projects.
— Set up a system of work for the home office and the functioning of a team that has the opportunity to meet
only virtually.
— Increase pressure to implement agility in projects and to transform companies.
— See in the pandemic business opportunities, opportunities for the development of project team members and
for the development of the project manager.
— Create an environment that supports the self-education of team members, the project manager and self-partic-
ipation.
— Consider the possibility of a team transition to a system of so-called self-organizing teams.
— Involve technologies and online tools supporting project management more in project management.
— Learn to work with the priorities of the project and their content.
Involve the customer more in the process of creating and managing projects.
— When managing projects, focus on creating value for the customer.
Transition to digitization also in the fields that are currently preventing it.
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Conclusions

This article investigates a contemporary topic — the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on project leadership and
management in the Czech Republic.

For a more thorough understanding of project management issues, this article also contains a theoretical backgro-
und for better understanding of the current situation. One of the main points of this article was the conducted quali-
tative research, which dealt with gaining knowledge about best practices and recommendations for project managers.

The most interesting and beneficial part of this article is the recommendations for project management and lead-
ership in the future. These recommendations could help project managers with more effective project management
and project team leadership not only in the Czech Republic. The implementation of the proposed recommendations
should lead to and increase the success of the projects.

The author sees the possibilities of further research in the repetition and expansion of questions for project manag-
ers, after the Pandemic. Another future research possibility would be to compare the situation in project management
after pandemic within neighboring countries, such as the Slovak Republic, Poland, and Germany.
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