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COWI & Mannaz
The learning process that has reinvigorated project managers: 
how COWI’s engineers learn to think like business people

Accounts published in March 2014 
revealed that the COWI consulting 
group had achieved record revenue 

and operating profit. The success is partly 
due to a close Mannaz and COWI 
cooperation.

Four-year turnaround
This was a considerable turnaround from the 
situation that had existed just four years earlier at 
COWI. In 2010, the Danish consulting group, which 
has worldwide competencies within engineering, 
environmental sciences and economics, was having 
serious problems. The company was experiencing 
high levels of project write-downs and post-project 
claims on its more complex undertakings.

COWI, which has 6,200 employees throughout the 
world, was facing the phenomenon of unbillable 
work, one of the major challenges for the 
engineering consulting industry. Large and complex 
projects can change regularly in scope and design. 
Each year at COWI, huge amounts were being 
written off as these projects expanded and changed 
without budgets being aligned with the extra work. 

The project managers’ main challenge was a lack 
of the business understanding they are beginning 
to need increasingly in today’s fiercely competitive 
global markets. 

As Lars-Peter Soebye, COWI’S CEO, said: “As 
engineers we are trained to solve problems and  
to do our best. An engineer would like to supply a 
Mercedes even though he is paid for a Volkswagen 
and business acumen is not something we are 
taught as part of our education”.
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Mannaz pre-analysis showed that  
a cultural issue concerning  
COWI’s lack of open discussion or 
experience-sharing among project 
managers had to be addressed 
before implementation of PMA
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Every year Mannaz  
A/S design and deliver 
programmes for  
more than 10,000 
executives, project 
leaders and specialists, 
they empower people 
and organisations to 
improve performance 
and business results

Ad hoc training
To compound issues, COWI’s use of ad hoc training 
to give project managers new skills was not 
consistent throughout the organisation. There 
was no overview of their required skill sets. 

After making the business case for improving project 
management, COWI invited potential developers  
to a meeting. They decided that Mannaz, an 
international frontrunner in developing capabilities  
of executive leaders and individuals throughout 
any organisation, was the ideal Learning and 
Development partner. 

“Mannaz  focus on creating a substantial impact  
that enables real achievements – not only related 
to learning but also to business”, Dorthe Thyrri 
Rasmussen, Client Director in Mannaz, explains.  
This combined with their client focus and learning 
approach was one of the main reasons they were 
selected as a partner. Via a Project Management 
Academy (PMA), Mannaz worked with COWI in a 
co-creation process that combined both enterprises’ 
strengths. 

Mannaz pre-analysis showed that a cultural issue 
concerning COWI’s lack of open discussion or 
experience-sharing among project managers had 
to be addressed before implementation of PMA.
Feedback was too easily interpreted as criticism. 
This could have caused problems in a PMA 
designed to embrace behaviour-changing 
exercises such as role-play and discussions.

It was decided therefore to train senior project 
managers from COWI to become co-facilitators at 
the classroom sessions, thereby injecting COWI 
culture and maintaining credibility with participants. 

The project managers’ main 
challenge was a lack of the business 
understanding they are beginning  
to need increasingly in today’s 
fiercely competitive global markets
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Programme design 
included 13 e-learning 
modules covering 
theoretical knowledge. 
These were  
initially designed as 
stand-alone elements 
supplied by different 
providers.
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The results of the 
programme speak  
for themselves and 
have enabled the 
company to post  
the best results in  
its 85-year history
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Key performance indicators
A number of key performance indicators were 
established to measure the programme’s impact 
and effectiveness. Business impact was to be 
measured via reduction in number of project 
depreciations, improved project quality and 
improved customer satisfaction. 

The project was aimed at level 5 project managers 
who are responsible for finances. Their assignments 
presented the greatest risk to the company because 
of the large size, high level of complexity and narrow 
profit margins involved in these projects. 

Identified organisational and learning goals included 
contractual steering and cash flow, managing 
increased complexity, strengthening dialogue with 
the customer and focusing on risk assessment, 
management and mitigation. 

Mannaz use blended learning methods including  
both virtual and classroom training. This has 
considerable impact in its own right while also 
reflecting the working situation of project managers 
who have to communicate and work on different 
platforms and tasks.

Programme design included 13 e-learning modules 
covering theoretical knowledge. These were initially 
designed as stand-alone elements supplied by 
different providers. 

“Throughout the process Mannaz and COWI have 
continuously developed the programme to adapt  
to feedback from participants, maturity in the 
organisation as well as changing market conditions. 
In regards to the e-learning modules, we went from 
different providers to integrating them directly in the 
programme based on participant feedback”, Dorthe 
Thyrri Rasmussen elaborates.  

Confronting weak points
The willingness to continuously develop and 
improve the programme was a significant factor  
in the PMA’s success. The initial design reflected 
COWI’s strategic concerns at that time but it  
was later deemed to be insufficiently flexible and 
these challenges were addressed by introducing 
greater adaptability so that, for example, new 
content could be added to reflect changing 
concerns such as a greater focus on cash flow. 

The results speak for themselves with Soebye 
describing the PMA as a “game changer” that has 
enabled the company to post the best results in 
its 85-year history. 

Four hundred and fifty level 5 project managers 
throughout COWI have taken part in the PMA 
since 2011. Between 2012 and 2014, the number 
of project depreciations (both reductions in 
write-downs and post-project claims) has halved. 

Customer satisfaction is on the up, too; Soebye 
reports that customers describe project managers 
as “outstanding” and superior to those of their 
competitors. PMA targets have been exceeded, 
while figures from a large pool of learning events 
show that the PMA has improved post-training 
and on-the-job testing results.  
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There’s a confidence coursing now through COWI’s 
project managers, summed up by one level 5 PM 
who says: “I’m getting better at identifying the client’s 
real needs and I’m given the tools to hone the task. It 
has given me greater peace of mind when I go to 
meet with clients and I’m getting better at closing the 
meeting and getting my assignments right”.

Other spin-offs
COWI also reports that the PMA now covers other 
levels of project management. The measurable 
evaluation of training initiatives, which is Mannaz 
trademark, has become standard and a culture of 
feedback, evaluation and discussion is taking root. 

Dorthe Thyrri Rasmussen adds: “For many years 
Mannaz has been able to document the effect  
of our methods with regards to learning. The 
interesting thing – well, almost revolutionary –  
is that we are now able to document the learning 
methods we apply have a real and measurable 
impact on the bottom line. In other words learning 
is a good business.” 

The PMA’s importance has always been felt 
throughout the organisation, thanks to continuous 
support from top management. This was fostered 
in the early stages by a steering committee that 
helped to set goals and targets and to establish that 
these had been met. There is also enough agility in 
the design to allow for incorporation of updated 
content, which will help to meet future challenges. 

COWI also reports that the PMA 
now covers other levels of project 
management. The measurable 
evaluation of learning initiatives, 
which is Mannaz’ trademark, has 
become standard and a culture of 
feedback, evaluation and discussion 
is taking root
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