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Introduction 
 

This paper pronounces an organization’s approach to establishing a project 
portfolio management capability. It focuses on the practical methods that can 
be used (and being used) by an Atlanta’s largest school district providing 
educational services, to elevate from a traditional activity-based project 
environment to a dynamic, cross-functional environment that manages 
projects for strategic advantages. This journey spanned over approximately 
one and half years, which is the time it took to establish the fundamentals of 
Project Portfolio Management (PPM) into the organization. In the spirit of the 
continuous improvement approach to business, this effort is still in progress. 

 

School Administrations Realizing Pressing PPM 
Concerns and Getting Ready to Change 
 

FCS (K-12), as a school district, is transitioning to become a vital player in 
the standard PMO environment. In 2016, FCS (K-12) senior management 
recognized that sustaining shareholder value called for improvement of 
business processes and the proper selection, prioritization, and delivery of 
projects.  

To achieve this goal meant more had to be accomplished with fewer 
resources, which often translated into overloaded personnel. Therefore, the 
limited resources available needed to be confirmed and applied to the most 
important projects. These projects would be noted by their clear objectives, 
strong business case and alignment to organization strategy. 

The CIO and the PMO Director of FCS (K-12) believed that the future 
success of the organization lies within establishing a process-based 
organization with a network of internal centers of excellence, including 
project management. Towards that end, the FCS (K-12) Project 
Management Center of Excellence began to take shape in early 2016. An 
executive-level senior director was named of the newly formed process area 
that would shoulder the responsibility and leadership for establishing 
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organizational competency in both project management and process 
improvement.  

The first challenges were to staff the project management area and develop 
a plan for capability improvement. While the area would embrace the 
activities commonly associated with centers of excellence and project 
management offices, it was decided that this area would best serve FCS (K-
12) known as the IT Program Management Office (PMO). 

 

Consequences of NOT Having a Project Portfolio 
Management Solution 
Having established upon the fact that the IT PMO serves as the prime center 
of excellence for the organization-wide Project Portfolio Management 
Maturity, Expertise, Implementation and Success, PMOs that fail to establish 
a robust PPM Solution for enabling their Projects, Programs and Portfolios, 
often end up in failure to satisfy their customer expectations, resulting in 
consequences as catastrophic as shut-downs, loss of revenue, loss of 
credibility and more. Let’s first see some of the reasons why PMOs fail. 

• Approximately 50% of the PMOs shut down within 3 years (Association 
for Project Management) 

• As reported by the Gartner Project Manager 2014, the interrelated 
PMO implementation failure rate is over 50%, since the year 2008 

• 68% of stakeholders perceive their PMOs to be bureaucratic (2013 
Gartner PPM Summit) 

• Only a third of all projects were successfully completed on time and on 
budget over the past year (Standish Group’s CHAOS report) 

• Only 40% of projects met schedule, budget and quality goals (IBM 
Change Management Survey of 1500 execs) 

One of the overarching issues associating with the above mentioned poor 
statistics is the fact that in many organizations, there exists an atypical gap 
between what the PMO is doing and what the business expects to be done.  

This overlooked misalignment has led to serious consequences for both the 
PMO and the business.  The failure rate is very high with about half of all 
PMOs closed within 3 years or considered implementation failure. 
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Now, having this context, let’s get back and look into the consequences of 
failing PMOs, which can otherwise be also restated as consequences of not 
having a robust PPM Practice in place: 

PPM and the PMO go hand in glove with PPM offering a number of primary 
functions to the organization, including: 

• Portfolio Tracking (Performance Monitoring) 
• Portfolio Governance and Oversight 
• Portfolio Planning including Resource Allocation 
• Portfolio Selection and Prioritization 
• Portfolio Process Management 

All of these functions are crucial to the PMO demonstrating its value to the 
business, and as our statistics show there can be significant consequences 
of not Implementing PPM. 

Immediate Effects Performance 
Impairment 

Overall Impact 

• Too many projects 
added to pipeline 
irrespective of 
capacity. 

• Resources distributed 
across the projects in 
an unplanned 
manner. 

• Breeding inefficiency 
in Execution of 
Programs/Projects – 
thereby blowing up the 
portfolio. 

• Inadequate/abnormal 
time to market. 

• Increase in the rates 
of failures of projects. 

• Loss of predictability. 
 

• Reluctancy – killing 
projects 

• Flooding of new 
projects into the 
pipeline – with 
inadequate capacity to 
prioritize and execute 

• Loss of organizational 
and strategic focus – 
leading to severe 
financial and strategic 
impacts 
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• Too many low value 
projects in execution, 
over the high value 
ones stranded in 
pipeline 

• Starvation of critical 
projects 

• Very few successful 
projects/products 

• Chaos during 
launches 

• Weakened decision 
points 

• Poor and ineffective 
Go/Kill/Go/Fix 
decisions 

• Selection of Wrong 
Projects in the Wrong 
time 

• Numerous failures, 
jeopardizing the 
system’s efficiency 
and functioning 

• Absence of tailored 
and binding criteria for 
portfolio prioritization 
and analysis 

• Biased, political, 
emotional basis of 
project selection 

• Complete 
Misalignment with 
strategy and direction 

• Dilution of efforts 
towards 
projects/products 

• Failure of new 
projects/products in 
supporting overall 
strategy 

• Missing Strategic 
criteria for selection of 
projects 

 

The summarized statement of the above table would be that we will 
eventually lose the control and ability to impact the business in a positive 
way – thereby derailing the vision, mission and objectives of the organization, 
leaving it in huge losses to credibility, tangible and intangible assets. 

 

The Benefit of PPM Solution – In a Nutshell 
 

A project can succeed without PPM; however, multiple projects could often 
be completed more quickly and to a higher standard if PPM is implemented, 
thus making the business as a whole more productive and efficient. It also 
has the ability to drive better decisions as it allows improved visibility and 
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control over your projects, which is particularly useful as your business 
grows. 

 

A Holistic PPM Implementation Approach 

 
Step 1: Kicked Off the Cultural Change Aspect in The School 
District’s Project & Portfolio Management 
Amid this new approach to business, there were bright spots showing how 
some high-profile projects could be successful. A common thread among the 
teams responsible for these projects followed the discipline of project 
management consistent with A Guide to the Project Management Body of 
Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide). The results spoke volumes as these projects 
came in on schedule and within budget. The conditions were ripe to expand 
the discipline of project management. 

During the planning period for how the PMO would operate it was clear that 
to improve the organization's project management capability there would 
need to be a concerted effort on several fronts. The PMO developed a 

• S - Specific
• M - Measurable
• A - Acheivable
• R - Realistic
• T - Timely

#1 PMO
Objectives

• Strategic Alignment
• PMO Structure
• Selection, Approval  

and Change, QA, Risk 
managment processes

#2 PMO 
Governance • Time

• % Project Delivered
• Benifit Realization
• ROI

#3 PMO 
Metrics

• Supporitng
• Controlling
• Directive

#4 PMO 
Model • People + Processes + Tool

• Projects + Programs + 
Portfolios

• Analytics
• Collaboration 

#5 PPM
Solution
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Project Management Capability Improvement Program Plan (Program Plan) 
that addressed five interrelated areas: 

•  Project Portfolio Management (PPM) 

•  A standard practice or methodology for project management 

•  Personnel training in a sustained manner 

•  Establishing an enterprise project management tool 

•  Aligning with a PM maturity assessment approach for continuous 
improvement. 

Recognizing that this effort would take careful planning and timing to 
succeed, the PMO leadership elected to concentrate on the portfolio 
management portion, the establishment of a PM standard for practice, and 
a formal training program for the company's approximately 20 project 
managers and key project team members. In the course of doing this, the 
PMO would take shape as both a provider of project management services, 
as well as leading the overall change initiative. The Program Plan needed to 
be based on the “rolling-wave” concept, given the short outlook for 
undertaking a significant organizational change initiative and the various 
potential risks and barriers that may be encountered. In general, the plan's 
outlook is six months when it is then recalibrated based upon progress and 
other environmental factors. Exhibit 1 captures the initial tollgates and 
phases structure that was used. 

 

Exhibit 1. Initial PM Capability Improvement Methodology 
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Exhibit 2. PM Capability statement for Senior Management 

 

Current State (As-Is) Future State (To-Be) 

Room for strategic alignment with 
projects 

Strategically Aligned Projects  

Portfolio Priority and Resource 
Management 

Prioritized Projects and Resource 
Balancing 

Inconsistent use of PM standards Adoption of PMI best practices 

Project Management, Process 
and Tool training not formalized 

Planned Formal Training for PM, 
Processes and PPM Tool 

Role and Responsibility, RACI 
need better definition 

Clearly defined Roles and 
Responsibilities and RACI matrix 

Risk and Change management 
are inconsistent  

Risk and Change Management 
methodology developed and 
implemented  

Room for Project report method 
improvisation 

New Report Method tailored and 
implemented  

 

Step 2 – Instilled the Thought-Process of Portfolio Management 
Concurrent with developing the Program Plan, the PMO worked with 
consultants and performed brain storming sessions of the state of project 
management within the organization. These sessions determined that 
performance improvement areas existed, as many suspected. But the 
sessions served also as an awareness tool that demonstrated that FCS (K-
12) was serious about the value of improving its project management 
capability. 

Generally, the sessions/workshops findings pointed to insufficient project 
information, particularly for major projects, for good decision-making at all 
levels. There were pockets of project management improvement activity 
within three of the nine functional or newly designated process areas. The 
application of those approaches though was ad hoc. Project roles and 
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responsibilities continued to be a source of concern. Qualifications for project 
managers were not defined. Resource management information was limited. 
The definitions of the various project types within FCS (K-12) were not 
standard. 

In the early stages of preparing and implementing the Program Plan it was 
important to have strong and frequent communications with the senior 
management team, which consisted of the President and Process Area 
Executives who also would become the Portfolio Management Team. Since 
PMOs Director was a member of that group, he would frequently: 

•  Provide progress updates as part of routine meetings 

•  Solicit feedback and ideas for making the whole movement stronger 

•  Interact positively with stakeholders every step of the way, ensuring 
understanding of and commitment to proposed changes. 

Several presentations in the early months helped educate and inform senior 
managers. One particular technique was to constantly paint the picture of the 
“to-be” state to which the Program Plan was driving. Exhibit 2 illustrates this 
point. 

Perhaps more germane to the PPM effort was the initial inventory taken of 
all current and planned projects. For approximately six months, the PMO 
worked to assemble a reasonably defined list of projects. Working with each 
of the Process Area Executives, the PMO was able to identify projects as 
either strategic, compliance, or operational. Through this exercise the senior 
management team came to agreement on a standard definition for projects 
and understood the value of knowing, on an aggregate level, what projects 
were in the pipeline. Moreover, the inventory exercise not only added value 
by assembling a composite picture projects underway, but also afforded the 
opportunity for both the Process Area Executives and the PMO to 
understand each other's context. 

We were also careful to continually examine and present realistic benefits of 
the initiative. We used a white-paper method to reinforce the “to-be” state in 
terms of benefits to which senior management could relate and measure. 
They could expect that with perseverance toward and focus on project 
management with excellence, FCS (K-12) would in good time reap the 
benefits of its effort. Those benefits include: 
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•  Optimizing customer value 

•  Gaining high levels of productivity and efficiency 

•  Realizing revenues at a maximum rate 

•  Commanding predictability in our capabilities 

•  Capturing opportunities and avoiding major negative risks 

•  Controlling project scope, schedule, and budget with greater precision for 
delivering project value. 

 
Step 3 – Took Advantage of Collaborative Internal Alliances 
One of the positive techniques for making the PPM initiative successful early 
was the alignment with other related initiatives. For example, a separate 
initiative was looking at the whole process of strategic planning, including a 
balanced scorecard approach. We were careful to link project portfolio 
management with effort, noting that the balanced scorecard noting that it too 
was a tool for executing strategic intent. In the Project Plan ties were made 
between what the PMO was doing and how it supported strategic goals. 

Also, the PPM initiative was linked to the project management guideline 
development. The FCS (K-12) Project Management Standard Practices 
Guidebook, as it is called, captured the up-front project selection practice so 
that users of the Guidebook, primarily project managers, could see the entire 
process. The PM Guidebook communicated how the system would work and 
established a documented commitment to companywide practice. The PM 
Guidebook incorporated many of the valuable practices and tools already 
existing at UI and involved most of the key project management leaders from 
the process areas during its development. 

As part of the overall capability improvement effort, the PMO sought to 
establish a practice community for project management. PPM support model 
to stay abreast of developments and offer input to such things as training 
needs and the PM Guidebook. Specific to portfolio management, the PMO 
members are positioned to have a greater understanding of managing 
strategic projects, as well as help carry the message to a wider audience. 
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One especially important alliance was and continues to be with FCS (K-12) 
processes improvement area. The two groups collaborated on project 
business case approaches and simplifying project justification methodology. 
A key concept in this relationship was the idea of review approaches gates 
to align project outcomes with strategy. 

 

Step 4 - Developed the Project Portfolio Approach 
Due to the dynamic environment, the need to staff the entire PMO, and the 
ability of the organization to internalize change, the PMO knew that 
developing the portfolio management system would have to be done 
incrementally. On several occasions, the senior management team, which 
was to become the Portfolio Management Team (PMT) was presented 
concepts and trial balloons for understanding and input. The PMO drew the 
picture of here's the problem we want to solve and this is an approach to 
fixing it, what do you think? This worked well because it generated both 
positive and negative feedback that resolved issues n. An example of what 
came out of this type of interaction was a limitation on the scope of the PPM 
system. The PMT came to the realization that not all projects would be 
treated the same. Strategic projects would be the primary focus of the PMT. 
Since compliance projects were de facto “priority,” they fall under the purview 
of the PMT. Operational, or “keep the business running” projects, would be 
left to the direction of the Process Area. However, the master project 
inventory, of all project types, would be maintained by the PMO. 

Considering project portfolio management, we looked at what the system we 
envisioned would include: 

•  Defined, current, and validated corporate strategy (values, vision, mission, 
goals, etc.) 

•  Strategy implementation plan defined at the various business levels 

•  Project selection processes, including selection, prioritization, hold, and 
cancel criteria 

•  Project business case process 

•  Project portfolio steering team with agreed-to rules of operation 
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•  Project portfolio performance review process, including change control and 
re-prioritizing 

•  Resource allocation management process 

•  Project authorization and closeout system 

•  Project portfolio management administration support, including manual or 
automated project management information system 

•  Portfolio metrics system tied to strategic goals/balanced scorecard 

•  Attitude of cooperation and continuous improvement. 

Without these critical elements established, there is little reason to believe a 
project portfolio management system will be fully effective. So, these 
elements became our building blocks that we would work with over the 
course of implementing the whole system. 

 

Step 5 - Implementation: Basic Methods 
The PMO relied on several basic methods for implementing the PPM system. 
Some of these are highlighted here. 

The formation of the Portfolio Management Team was a natural transition for 
the senior management team. It includes all nine Process Area Executives, 
chaired by the President. The PMT's purview is strategic and compliance 
projects; it is understood that the PMT owns these projects. All business 
decisions concerning these projects are made by the entire PMT. The PMT 
delegates for each project one of its members to be the primary contact 
person for the project manager. While technically the project manager 
reports to the PMT, the delegated member facilitates that interaction. 

As the PPM system developed, it was helpful in showing the system and 
roles in one-page diagrams, which made it easy for quick reference by 
participants and which served as a communications device that the PMO 
could use with various audiences. 

One of the pragmatic decisions that the PMC and PMT made concerning 
resource management had to do with the availability of complete and current 
resource data. Everyone understood in a theoretical sense that you would 
like to be able to push the magic button and see a current display of all 
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committed and planned resource allocations. The PMT realized that level 
information availability would be developed later as part of the Program Plan. 
However, everyone also understood the value of being very careful about 
over-committing resources to the detriment of people, budgets, and 
schedules. The PMT members took on the responsibility for having a good 
handle on resource commitments in their own organizations as background 
for making decisions on strategic and compliance projects. Moreover, this 
new approach to examining projects before committing to them extends to 
looking at interactions among projects more closely. 

The PMC designed and piloted a basic method for selecting and prioritizing 
strategic projects. Members of the PMT propose strategic projects for 
consideration. Each proposal must include a completed Project Brief and 
Business Case. The PMT will not further consider a project without this 
information. Once the PMT is satisfied that a project meets the requirements 
to be prioritized as a strategic project, the following method is used. 

1. Each member of the Portfolio Management Team will individually force 
rank the set of strategic projects under consideration. Each project will be 
compared one to another, which will yield the individual's ranking or 
prioritizing. A judgment will be made as to the relative strategic importance 
of each project based upon business case information and the Project Brief. 
A sample of this technique is shown in Exhibit 3. Moving across each row, 
the project in the left column is compared to each of the other projects. For 
example, Project A is considered less important than Project B, so a 0 is 
entered. Project A is considered more important than Project E, so a 1 is 
entered, and so on until the matrix is completed. The sum of the 1s is entered 
in the far-right column. Ties should not occur in the individual's ranking. 

2. Individual score sheets will be collected by the PMO representative who, 
without divulging each individual's scoring, will then sum the ranks for each 
project and provide a summary average. Projects will be ranked from highest 
score to lowest. The PMT will have an opportunity to “lobby” for 10 minutes 
or other agreed-to time to move any rankings, or break ties. 

3. Once the rankings are agreed-to, the PMT will consider the project cost of 
the top-ranked project and the funds available to support it, moving down the 
list until available funds have been allocated or exhausted. 
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4. For the remaining ranked projects, the PMT will decide whether to put 
these projects “on hold” or eliminate from future consideration altogether. 

5. This basic process is repeated when new strategic projects are introduced 
subsequently through the portfolio process. 

 

Step 6 - PMO as a Coordinating Role 
The PMO was and will always be careful not to be perceived as another layer 
of bureaucracy. Its role with respect to project portfolio management is to (1) 
provide leadership for developing the capability, and (2) coordinate and 
support the PMT operations. This means developing and coaching the PMT 
on its operations standard and helping it stay current with other project 
management capability initiatives, such as, planning for an enterprise project 
management tool. It also means being the “knowledge management center” 
for project briefs, business cases, and project inventories. The PMC makes 
sure that the PMT is meeting according to its own procedures, and that 
information from meetings is captured and distributed appropriately. The 
PMC developed a PMT standard that documented all the operations and 
processes that the PMT adopted. 

 

Step 7 - Refining as We Go 
The Portfolio/Program Management Team (PMT) is always open to and 
expects continuous coaching and mini-training from the PMO. This can be 
as simple as a 10-minute refresher presentation on the prioritization process, 
or as complex as creating and using appropriate metrics for the PMT. 

The initial approach to metrics that the PMT will use focuses on key 
indicators of project success. Using a “dash board” approach, project 
managers will prepare monthly, quarterly, and end-of-phase assessments of 
the health of the project and its outlook. The metrics include the outlook for 
the next on five key factors: budget, resource, schedule, risk, and value 
proposition. For each of the five factors, the project manager will assign a 
green, yellow, or red indicator. Then an overall project indicator is assigned. 
As you would expect, the reasons, the evidence if you will, need to be well 
articulated. No factor is assigned a condition color without compelling 
evidence to support it to the PMT. In fact, it is incumbent upon the project 
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manager to get the project team's concurrence with the message that goes 
forward to the PMT. 

It was critically important during the first year of planning and implementation 
to have a valid communications plan. This plan will continue to be important 
as we go forward. Quarterly, the PMO reviews the communications plan to 
make sure that the right interactions are happening with stakeholders. There 
is a discipline needed to ensure that both formal and informal 
communications are happening to bolster the overall PM Capability 
Improvement Plan as well as the immediate initiatives of the day. 

Information gathered from external sources is also being used to forward the 
PPM initiative. While this field is still evolving, we have been able to confirm 
the effectiveness of our procedures while learning new ways of managing 
the process by talking with other companies who are implementing a PPM 
system. 

 

Summary 
 

The success of FCS (K-12)’s Project Portfolio Management System is based 
on several factors: 

• The business need was recognized by senior management, who 
endorsed change. 

• The value of the project management discipline had been proven in 
high-visibility projects. 

• Program level planning helps formulate the big picture and provides 
incremental direction for improvement. 

• Program activities are treated as short-term projects. 
• A common definition of project management terminology and 

straightforward procedures helped forge a solid foundation for the PPM 
system. 

• A viable communications plan helps keep the program alive. 
• Change goes forward only with the consensus of those involved in the 

change. 



An Approach that Solved Portfolio & Project Management Challenges 

Author - Nagendra Roy, 2018   

• Finally, the PMO is careful to practice what it preaches, while it 
balances capability improvement with supporting major strategic 
projects. 
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