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Abstract  

This thesis explores how organisations develop an ability to deliver projects.  It is argued that 

the practical models currently used to support the implementation of such capabilities, 

include only limited guidance as to how such a capability may be developed on a contingency 

basis, i.e. by considering the nature of the project they deliver and the organisational context 

in which they operate.  This inductive study uses a small sample of diverse cases to explore 

the actions taken by managers to develop each project capability over time.  To capture 

development actions across the whole of a capability’s lifecycle, a narrative inquiry approach 

was used to interview the managers who led each capability’s evolution.  Analysis procedures 

were adapted from the two conventional approaches of narrative inquiry analysis described 

by (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008).  Firstly to create a set of development themes 

addressed by the narrators, and then to reflect on how each theme was addressed in the 

context of the projects the capability delivered.  As well as the organisation and business 

environment in which it operated.  Additional documentation pertaining to each case was 

also reviewed and findings discussed with narrators for further clarification.  The research 

resulted in a contingency-based conceptual model of seventeen themes, to help guide the 

practical creation of new and existing capabilities, as well as providing a basis for more 

detailed work in each thematic area.  As this is a study for a professional Doctorate in Business 

Administration, the study also reflects on the new theoretical model, and the interventions 

that could be made by businesses wishing to improve the delivery of their projects, etc., as 

well as reduce the likelihood of expensive project failures.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This study explores how four organisations deliberately developed an ability to deliver specific 

projects to further their business aims.  The organisations involved represent different 

business sectors and are diversely located.  The capabilities addressed within the scope of the 

study are, or were, ‘departments’ within specific organisations (i.e. not joint ventures).  Each 

department was formed and developed specifically to facilitate delivery of a certain ‘type’ of 

projects, and to operate at a pre-determined managerial level within each organisation.  

Although the formation of any new team or department represents an organisational 

‘change’ and could therefore be considered to be a ‘project’ in its own right, from the outset 

none of the departments studied were created in this way.  Instead the initial set up of each 

capability used what should be considered to be recognised ‘business as usual’ methods.  That 

said however, one capability did consciously use the project management techniques it 

developed, to further its own evolution.  An approach that is discussed later in the text.  The 

capabilities studied cover a period from the early 1990s to the late 2010s, a period of 

significant evolutionary change within the project management profession itself. 

In both academic and practitioner circles, projects, and their management, have long been a 

melting pot of diverse ideas, conventions, uncertainties, and contradictions (Hyatali & Fai, 

2017; Monteiro et al., 2016).  In past decades, projects have arguably put men on the moon, 

built skyscrapers, and explored the deep-sea bed, as well as achieving many smaller but 

valuable tasks in business and elsewhere.  In a practical sense, project disciplines have not 

only provided organisations with an approach for such undertakings (Koskela & Howell, 2002; 

Söderlund, 2004) but have also challenged a broad swathe of traditional management 

thinking (Miterev, Turner, et al., 2017a).  Although the ‘professional practice’ and ‘academic 

research’ sides of the profession have, at times, been critical of one another (Koskela & 

Howell, 2008; Söderlund, 2004b), the volume and variety of research currently being 

published presents project management as a broad and complex field where practice and 

academic research are becoming increasingly integrated and mutually supportive (Johnson et 

al., 2015).  Newly emerging models continue to grow and refine knowledge of how projects 

are delivered by organisations (Müller et al., 2019).  However, there is still a gap between the 
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practical deployment of contemporary project management approaches, and the ability to 

consistently deliver ‘successful’ projects (Ciric et al., 2021). 

1.1 Background and History 

In her ‘socially constructed’ perspective of project management practice, (Crawford, 2006) 

mapped the progression of the early project management profession.  Her work suggested, 

that for much of the 20th century, early innovators such as Henry Gannt, inventor of the 

‘Gannt Chart’, and his senior contemporaries comprised the bulk of practitioners in the field.  

At the time, this group also formed the bulk of the membership of professional organisations, 

such as the Project Management Institute (PMI) and the Association for Project Management 

(APM).  However, this embryonic project management profession, dominated by expert-

practitioners and senior managers, changed significantly in the mid-1990s (Seymour & 

Hussein, 2014).  Around this time a number of ‘standards’ were launched that would change 

the face of the project management profession.  In the United Kingdom the government 

launched the PRINCE2® project management methodology (Axelos, 2020).  Updated 

regularly, this has since become one of the most recognisable project management standards 

across the globe.  The International Project Management Association (IPMA) also began its 

own global certification activities, the PMI launched its first edition of ‘A Guide to the Project 

Management Body of Knowledge [PMBOK® Guide] (PMBOK, 2017), and the APM launched 

the third edition of its own ‘body of knowledge’ (APM, 2012).  The appearance of all these 

standards at around the same time, signalled the beginning of fundamental changes within 

the profession.  Firstly, the membership of the main professional organisations grew, 

effectively shifting the balance of professional membership away from the early senior 

expert-practitioners, towards a new class of junior project professional looking to develop 

their career (Crawford, 2006).  Secondly, it focused ‘professional practice’ on new process 

standards, standards-based training, and professional certification, as these new individuals 

began to seek a high-value career path in project management (Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015a).  

For the first time in the profession’s history, project disciplines became classroom ‘teachable’.  

Creating new qualifications that could be simply and objectively tested and certified.  

Furthermore, the perceived importance of these new qualifications gave individuals a robust 

and visible way to prove their ‘competence’ to prospective employers, as well as giving 
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organisations a seemingly straight-forward path towards developing an ability to deliver 

projects successfully.  Individuals could become certified as project management 

practitioners through training and examination, and organisations could employ them (or 

train the people they already had) to staff new ‘project delivery capabilities’.  However, 

although this approach arguably helped organisations to develop better project managers 

(Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015b), it was also heavily criticised for not enabling the expected 

beneficial impact that project management appeared to promise (Robertson, 2016a).  There 

are many reasons why this may have been the case.  Early versions of methodological 

frameworks tended to present projects as ‘stand-alone’ entities, with a start, a middle and an 

end, but little inter-connection with the host organisation or its other projects (Koskela & 

Howell, 2002).  Although project managers were routinely trained in project management 

methods, other members of the project ‘team’ tended not to be.  This was particularly so with 

senior managers who often did not comprehend the governing role they were expected to 

play (Muller et al., 2014).  Also, many of these new methodologies were promoted as being 

‘universal’, in that they could be applied to any project equally well, but although this may 

have been the case in concept, it often proved not to be so in practical terms (Musawir et al., 

2017a).  These and other issues meant that early investments in project management 

capability did not always lead to the level of ‘success’ organisations expected, leaving some 

senior management frustrated and disillusioned (Müller & Jugdev, 2012a).   

Discussions and theories around more organisation-centric project management concepts, 

started to become popular in the early 2000s (Söderlund, 2011a).  Including the development 

of new approaches aimed at handling multiple projects, and ultimately to the introduction of 

new project disciplines including contemporary ‘programme management’ (Axelos, 2020a) 

and ‘portfolio management’.  Growing interest in both these approaches, was fuelled by the 

emergence of new organisational constructs, including the ‘project organisation’ (PBO) 

(Axelos, 2020b; Miterev, Mancini, et al., 2017a), and new organisational elements, including 

project, programme, or portfolio management offices (PMO) (Monteiro et al., 2016).  These 

new methods and structures came together to encourage organisations to consider taking a 

more organisation-centric approach to project delivery (Müller et al., 2019).   

By the mid-2000s, (Jugdev & Mathur, 2006) suggested a key strategy for maintaining 

competitive advantage was to focus on developing specific project management resources. 
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Resources that could be used to grow the ability to change strategies, tactics, and operations 

quicker than your competitors, particularly in fast-moving dynamic markets.  However, 

although developing such ‘project delivery capabilities’ became an important aspiration, 

pursuing such a strategy proved to be a challenging undertaking, with issues around capability 

design leading to some serious organisational problems, including:  

• Overly rigid methods that forced some projects to adhere to unsuitable and inflexible 

processes (Niknazar & Bourgault, 2017a).   

• Capabilities that neither reflected, nor learned from, their organisational context 

(Musawir et al., 2017a). 

• Relationship complexities between the project management and business as usual 

parts of the organisation ((Davies & Brady, 2016a). 

• Portfolio management offices (PMO) that did not reflect specific organisational needs  

(Unger et al., 2012). 

Therefore, although the creation of project delivery capabilities was considered an important 

undertaking, doing so effectively required a better understanding of design and deployment.  

(Brookes et al., 2014a)in particular, highlighted a lack of tools to help practitioner managers 

make critical design decisions in respect of delivery capability development.  A situation, if 

not resolved, would make the future development of such organisational elements seriously 

challenging.    

1.2 Research Questions: 

This study seeks to contribute to research into how project delivery capabilities within 

organisations evolve in practice.  By exploring how past and existing capabilities were built 

and developed by their management, and how the issues that arose during their development 

and operation were addressed and resolved.  The objective of the research is to explore the 

actions taken by the management of four diverse organisations, to develop a specific 

capability.  Understanding how their actions related to the characteristics of the projects (etc.) 

they were required to deliver, as well as the specific organisational and extra-organisational 

(business environmental) contexts I which they were working.  Through a better 
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understanding of this relationship, a theoretical model has been created to help practitioners 

address key issues when developing specific delivery capabilities, and also to underpin further 

academic research in the field.  The primary research question asks: 

• How do organisations develop project delivery capabilities?  

The research also aims to address two secondary questions exploring if and how contingency 

factors impact a capability’s design and evolution: 

• How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent on the ‘type’ 

of projects it delivers?   

• How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent on other 

contextual factors internal or external to the organisation? 

1.3 Research Objectives: 

• Identify the key characteristics of projects that potentially impact the characteristics of 

the capabilities that are required to deliver them. 

• Conceptualise the dimensions of project delivery capabilities. 

• Timeline the development actions undertaken by practitioners developing capabilities. 

• Explore how these actions were approached in the context of projects delivered and 

other contextual factors. 

• Develop a conceptual model to support future project delivery capability development. 

1.4 Summary of Findings 

The cases used to explore the development of project delivery capabilities were highly 

diverse, being from different parts of the world, positioned at different levels in organisations, 

and delivering various different types of projects.  Nevertheless, in many respects the set-up 

and development of these project delivery capabilities exhibited many commonalities.  The 

primary data source for each case was a narrative of the events that occurred during the set-

up and the months / years that followed.  In each of the four cases this was provided by the 

manager responsible for the capability’s development.  In addition, the research was provided 



Page 17 of 279 
 

access to additional documentation associated with the capability and the projects they 

delivered.  There were also further conversations with the narrators to confirm and discuss 

findings and well as to clarify points of interest.  From the one hundred and eleven actions 

that emerged from the narratives, seventeen themes were identified across the three 

dimensions of the capability development framework drawn from literature.  The way these 

seventeen themes were addressed were categorised as being - common to all capabilities (5 

themes), dependent on the projects delivered (5 themes), dependent on other organisational 

factors (4 themes), and unexplained (3 themes).  This categorisation gave rise to an extensible 

model, the Project Capability Development Model, which may be used in practice to guide 

the development of new capabilities, as well as providing a basis for further research and 

modelling. 

1.5 Chapter Outline 

This document is divided into six chapters:   

• Introduction - sets out the context and background of the study, including the 

historical context of the project management discipline, the research aims and 

objectives, and a summary of the study’s findings.   

• Literature Review – explores and discusses literature related to project management, 

leading to the identification of key characteristics of project entities, and dimensions 

of project delivery capabilities.  Attributes which were subsequently used in further 

chapters to support the exploration of delivery capability development cases.  

• Research Method – restates the research questions and objectives.  Discusses the 

philosophical and design choices made in developing the research strategy, including 

associated research ethics.  Sets out the detailed research procedures and data 

analysis methods used.  

• Results and Discussions – sets out the detailed data analysis including the creation of 

a ‘timeline’ for critical capability development actions arising from each narrative. 

Grouping actions into development themes under capability dimensions, followed by 

the introduction of a ‘complicating variable’.  Exploring if and how the characteristics 
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of projects-based entities, or any other contextual factors emerging from the study, 

impact on how each theme is addressed during capability development.  

• Conclusions and Implications – summarises the findings of the research, sets out the 

author’s conclusions, and details how this research contributes to both academic and 

professional knowledge.  It also discusses how this research will impact professional 

practice and concludes by discussing its potential limitations and areas for future 

research.   

• DBA Learning Journey Reflections – reflects on the author’s developmental journey 

whilst completing this thesis, including how it has altered his skills, views, and 

perspectives.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

This chapter explores the literature relating to the development of project delivery 

capabilities inside organisations.  The review begins, by discussing evolutionary aspects of the 

contemporary project management discipline. Common ground between academia and 

practice has grown alongside the ongoing ‘professionalisation’ of the project management 

discipline, with the creative use of established management theories contributing 

significantly to practice-based methods and approaches over time.  This leads on to a 

discussion of the various aspects and differences between project and project management 

success.   From the traditional criteria of time, cost, and quality, through ‘critical success 

factors’, to contemporary discussions relating to traditional, agile, and hybrid methodological 

approaches.  This gives rise to a discussion of project characteristics and a framework of pre-

initiation elements to support the subsequent analysis.  The review then moves on to project 

capabilities, including a discussion of some of the wider management theories that are now 

helping to shape project management, and models that have arisen to help form and improve 

the capabilities themselves.  The chapter ends by highlighting a gap in research, that suggests 

that many current models of capability and capability improvement are general in nature, and 

do not take account of the projects they deliver, nor the environment within which delivery 

takes place.  A simple framework of capability characteristics is proposed to support the 

discussion and analysis in subsequent chapters. 

2.1 Project Management Evolution 

There are many views and opinions as to which events signalled the start of modern-day 

project management.  Seymour & Hussein (2014) offer a view that divides up the history of 

the discipline into five periods.  Their first three periods (before 1995) align with Crawford’s 

(2006) view as a time of niche expertise and senior management practitioners.  The period 

since 1995 however, is presented as a time when increasingly accessible standardisation 

fuelled significant growth and interest in project management as a recognisable profession.  

An era where the development and refinement of concepts, and networked software tools in 

particular (including social media), made aspects of project organisation and communications 
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increasingly ubiquitous (Seymour & Hussein, 2014).  The post-1995 period also saw a 

significant upsurge in both academic and practitioner involvement in project management 

evolution.  Indeed practitioner interest has continued to evolve to a point where becoming a 

‘project manager’ is now considered to be a recognised professional career path.  A status 

underlined by the award of a royal charter to the Association for Project Management 

(Association for Project Management, 2018).  The potential of the profession to impact 

business also continues to grow, with organisations making significant ongoing investments 

in their capabilities to enhance their own project delivery performance (Lappe & Spang, 

2014).   

Despite this interest however, a significant number of projects are widely reported to yield 

less than optimal results, although the finer detail of this assertion can vary significantly across 

publications.  Much research is carried out each year into the phenomenon of project success 

and failure.  For example, the Project Management Institute (PMI) carries out a survey of 

members every year to determine the ‘Pulse of the Profession’.  Its members consistently 

report, that over a tenth of projects ‘fail’ each year, although the nature of these projects is 

not detailed, and neither are the circumstances or criteria by which they are deemed to fail 

(PMI, 2021).  In their 2022 report, specialist consultancy ‘Team Stage’ stated that 70% of all 

projects fail, or 20% if the organisation has implemented a “management process” 

(TeamStage.io, 2022).  Again no further detail or criteria is given.  In their recent paper de 

Bruyne et al. (2021)  present a review of steps taken to recover failed projects, but their data 

on project failure are no more recent than 2012.  Finally the Standish Group Chaos report 

(2021) sets out survey results that split the failures attributed to traditional (waterfall) project 

management approaches (28%), and agile approaches (11%) - still with little data to support 

a more detailed analysis of what happened to each project (Standish Group, 2021).  Although 

there are many published statistics from many sources, there is little detail in the data 

reported to support conclusions beyond the assertion that there is a problem to be 

addressed.  The differences and lack of clarity from the surveys carried out, also suggests that 

the issue is a complex one.  Notwithstanding this, it is also clear that attempts should be made 

to address the issue, as it represents the ongoing waste of potentially significant resources.   
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Many contemporary articles address the issue of project success.  Kortantamer et al. (2021) 

suggest that the necessary improvements required to achieve better project outcomes will 

require a convergent relationship between research and practice.  A relationship which 

should continue to build understanding of the issues through the disciplined formulation and 

debate of the profession’s theoretical underpinnings.  However, Padalkar & Gopinath’s (2016) 

review of six decades of research in the field, concluded that project management literature, 

whilst rich in many aspects, is still characterised by weak theories.  Unlike some earlier 

academic opinion however, this paper also suggested an ongoing strengthening of academic 

influence within the profession.  Further to this, in their review of theory use in project 

management over a 15-year period (1998 - 2013), Johnson et al., (2016) also quantified the 

increasing influence of other mainstream management theories in the project delivery arena.  

In their view, the profession continues to evolve from being a purely practice-based discipline 

to a more dynamic landscape that finds significant value in both practice and theory.  A 

position which Yung, (2015) supports, pointing out that criticisms around a lack of academic 

input to the profession appear to be at odds with the extensive volume of literature generated 

on the subject, the range of theoretical models proposed, and the existence of many peer-

reviewed journals dedicated to the profession.  It has been suggested that the strength of 

such debates may be fuelled by various tensions that have naturally emerged as the discipline 

continues to evolve as a profession, (Johnson et al., 2016).   

2.2 Project Management Theory 

During the late 1980s there was strong belief that ‘a project was a project’ and that 

consequently, all project management approaches were universally applicable (Pinto & Covin, 

1989).  When launched in 1996, the PRINCE2® project management methodology was 

promoted on a claim of universal applicability (Central Computer and Telecommunications 

Agency, 1996).  An applicability that is still referenced in the latest PRINCE2® manual, albeit 

tempered by a caveat that it should be used with controlled ‘flexibility’, appropriate to both 

the project being managed and the project’s delivery environment (Axelos, 2017a).  At the 

start of the millennium, Söderlund (2004) warned against a universal approach to project 

management, as it tended to ignore “why projects existed in the first place” and how they 

could be different.  Indeed, many respected authors of the last thirty years have concluded 
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that, as all projects are not the same, neither should there be one ‘grand theory’ of project 

management to guide the development of management practices (Johnson et al., 2016).  

Instead, they suggested that many smaller theories, should be formulated for projects with 

different characteristics (Morris, 2002; A. J. Shenhar & Dvir, 1996).  During the early 

millennium the perceived lack of project management theory building, led a respected 

research group of the time to suggest that project management did not have any compelling 

theories, and as a result, was not a proper academic discipline (Turner, 2006c).  In four 

editorials, (Turner, 2006c, 2006a, 2006b, 2006d) expressed concern at this position and set 

out his views to the contrary, highlighting and explaining what he saw as the important 

concepts, variables, and causal relationships of project delivery.  This systematic, logic-based 

approach was used to describe his views on a theoretical position that ‘projects’ are specific 

entities and may therefore be effectively decoupled from ‘project management’, i.e. viewing 

a project as an objective entity independent of the method of its subsequent delivery.  He 

suggested that, independent of project management, projects have a number of distinct 

theoretical characteristics.  Characteristics which have since been explored by other authors: 

• Every project has a distinct purpose, i.e. the reason for making the proposed investment, 

which includes both a broad perception describing distinct project types, e.g. delivery to 

an external customer, or affecting internal change (Söderlund, 2004a).  And a narrow one, 

e.g. determining a consensus on the specific “problem we are trying to solve” (Borup, 

2018b). 

• Every project has owners (a subset of project ‘stakeholders’), i.e. those who’s ‘stake’ is in 

the ownership of ‘legal title to an asset or property’ represented by, or developed by, the 

project (Carroll, Brown, & Buchholtz, 2017). 

• Every project aims to achieve one or more objectives, ranging in granularity from clearly 

defined ‘outputs’ to potentially opaque or conceptual ‘benefits’ (Axelos, 2020a). 

• Every project embodies uncertainty.  A multifaceted phenomenon that can vary in 

complexity and magnitude depending on a number of factors (Davies & Brady, 2016a). 

Another characteristic highlighted by (Turner, 2006c), is that projects are ‘fractal’, i.e. they 

are ‘complex patterns that are self-similar across different scales’ (Fractal Foundation, n.d.).  

In this respect he suggests that a single project can be sub-divided, or multiple-projects 
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combined, to form unique self-similar project entities.  Within project management practice 

such entities exist as ‘work packages’ and ‘programmes’, respectively.  A work package being 

defined as:  

“A work package is a group of related tasks within a project. Because they look like 

projects themselves, they are often thought of as sub-projects within a larger project” 

(Wrike.com, 2020) 

And a programme, representing the combination of multiple projects, being defined as:  

“A temporary, flexible structure created to coordinate … the implementation of a set of 

related projects …” (Axelos, 2020a).    

The five characteristics above may therefore be applied not only to projects, but to all project 

fractals as well.  Therefore, in this paper, the term ‘project’ can also mean a ‘project’, a 

‘programme’ or a ‘work package’, i.e. any objective entity delivered by a delivery discipline 

(e.g. ‘project management’, ‘programme management’, etc.).   

In addition to authors establishing theories related directly to projects and/or project 

management, there is also an increasing use of more established management theories being 

applied to the discipline.  This supports the aforementioned suggestion that project 

management’s theoretical basis will continue to move away from the concept of a single 

‘grand theory’ of projects and project management and continue to diversify becoming much 

more complex and multi-faceted than was once thought.  This ‘pluralist’ view has gained 

significant ground particularly since the turn of the millennium.  Söderlund’s (2011b) review 

of the theoretical foundations of project management, championed this diverse 

understanding of projects and their management.  He determined that projects and project 

management were perceived differently by those with different needs and perspectives.  His 

‘seven schools of project management’ identified some of these perspectives which chimes 

strongly with Seymour and Hussein’s (2014) evolutionary periods.  The ‘optimisation’ school 

which emerged in the 1950’s, relates directly to planning tools and techniques, such as the 

breakdown structures and schedules of applied mathematics.  This school is most concerned 

with how practitioners manage projects and is also referred to as the ‘task perspective’ 
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(Koskela & Howell, 2008; Packendorff, 1995).  Following on from this, in the 1960’s the Factor 

school saw an increasing interest in how project owners or stakeholders determine project 

success.  This school saw authors such as Pinto & Slevin (1988) identify the circumstances, or 

critical success factors that made project success more likely.  The 1970’s saw an upsurge of 

interest in how organisations deliver projects with the contingency, behaviour and decision 

schools drawing on organisation, organisational behaviour, and psychology theories 

respectively, to shape, adapt, and influence the structural side of how projects were 

managed.  Collectively these schools were also referred to as the ‘organisational perspective’ 

(Lundin & Söderholm, 1995).  The organisational perspective has remained a strong focus of 

the PMI for many years, with much of their practitioner guidance still rooted in ‘organisational 

project management’ (OPM) (Muller et al., 2019).  The 1980s and beyond saw extensions of 

the organisational perspective, with a greater interest in the positioning of projects within an 

organisation.  The governance school concerned itself with the questions of how projects 

were formulated and controlled within the context of an organisation.  Whereas the 

relationship school later focused on how networks and relationships are formed in the early 

stages of project start-up to carry a project through.  Each of these schools represent some 

of the different perspectives of project management that have emerged over time.  However, 

most interestingly they do not represent a sequential evolution of the discipline, i.e. one 

perspective was not replaced by the next.  To some extent all of these perspectives continue 

to be researched and explored to the present day, and the ongoing emergence of new insights 

represents an enrichment of how the project management profession is perceived and 

practiced, both in theoretical and practical terms (Ciric et al., 2021)    

This study focuses specifically on the design and development of project delivery capabilities, 

a topic particularly relevant to the organisational perspective. However, the organisational 

perspective, drawing as it does from many other project management ‘schools’, also 

embodies the concepts of pluralism in project management, a theme that is acknowledged 

to drive fragmentation and divergence within the profession.  Müller & Jugdev (2012) in 

particular, have highlighted pluralism’s potential to create ‘tension’ through its divergent 

effect on the descriptions and definitions of terminology.  The potential benefits of pluralism 

notwithstanding, they suggest that failing to establish commonly understood terminology 
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within the profession, could create barriers that challenge its eventual evolution, both 

academically and in practice.   

In summary, project management continues to evolve from its early roots as an ‘expert’ 

domain, through the development of early practice standards to a maturing professional 

discipline that draws complex benefits from both academia and professional practice.  This 

evolution however brings challenges.  Including tensions between diverse theories and 

perceptions of its concepts (pluralism) and the development of common terminology.    

2.3 Projects, Project Management, and Success 

Determining project and project management success presents significant challenges to the 

profession.  Understanding this success is important as it potentially provides the tools to 

ensure that investments have been worthwhile.  However, Müller & Jugdev (2012) describe 

project-based success as the “most discussed but least agreed upon project topic of all”.  A 

distinction due in part to its conceptual complexity, which they characterise as “a multi-

dimensional networked construct”.  (Rolstadås, Tommelein, Morten Schiefloe, & Ballard, 

2014) suggest that there is no one single solution for determining project success, as 

pluralistic opinions on what is and what is not success can vary greatly depending on who is 

judging.  However, despite the significant challenges that defining success presents, Müller & 

Jugdev (2012) assert that the profession must continue to strive towards agreeing the 

definitions of success and their drivers.  This section seeks to review some of the methods 

and criteria used to measure success in the discipline, both in terms of the projects 

themselves and their successful delivery though project management.  Methods that include 

who judges success, how, and when, and criteria to determine what constitutes both a 

successful project and successful project management (Ciric et al., 2021; Ciric, Lalic et al., 

2022; Alias et al., 2014; Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996; Westerveld, 2003).   

2.3.1 Success Criteria 

From the earliest days of modern project management, success has been measured using 

three basic criteria.  The time taken to deliver a project, the cost of a project, and the quality 
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of a project’s output.  However, whilst these time, cost and quality criteria are relatively easy 

to define and apply, they are also rooted entirely in the optimisation school and have been 

criticised for focusing solely on the ‘efficiency’ of a project’s management (Cooke-Davis, 

2002).  To start with, each of the three criteria requires specific measurable management 

artifacts to be established at the beginning of the project.  The ‘time’ element requires the 

development of an achievable time budget or plan, as does the ‘cost’ element with a cost 

budget.  The third element ‘quality’ requires the clear definitions of deliverables as well as 

the ultimate purpose of the project, all of which should all be achievable through the careful 

management of the other two.  Establishing achievable positions (often in the face of strong 

stakeholder pressure) and then delivering them within acceptable tolerances, goes to the very 

heart of the traditional project management discipline, and the efficient process-based 

delivery of a project.  However, whilst such processes can be found in most contemporary 

project management methodologies, they are not the only criteria that can or should be 

identified and measured (Gemino et al., 2020). 

Although time, cost and quality were seen as important, it became clear that some projects 

were being judged as ‘failures’ (by stakeholders) in spite of clearly meeting their efficiency 

criteria, and vice versa (Cooke-Davis, 2002).  Indeed it has been apparent for more than 

twenty years, that it is entirely possible to successfully project manage an unsuccessful 

project as well as unsuccessfully project manage a successful project (Cooke-Davis, 2002).  

This maxim still holds true today, where debates around traditional vs agile vs hybrid project 

management approaches, still struggle with the same core issues (Ciric Lalic et al., 2022).  

Targeting the effectiveness of projects as a measure of success became, and remains, popular 

(Cooke-Davis, 2002; Joslin & Müller, 2015a).  However, whereas efficiency success (of project 

management) was relatively straightforward to define, effectiveness success criteria (of 

projects) were less easy to apply, being typically made up of the subjective judgements of 

stakeholders, and quite often including tacit or intangible factors (Müller & Jugdev, 2012b).  

It was generally accepted that a project’s effectiveness could only be measured by fully 

understanding the subjective judgement of its stakeholders (Mir & Pinnington, 2014).  A 

requirement which was further complicated by the realisation that stakeholders on the same 

project, sometimes judge things differently to their peers (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  As a 

result, although the concept of effectiveness success criteria became well established, 
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identifying potentially simpler paths towards claiming project (effectiveness) success also 

became popular.   

During the 1990s, Munns & Bjeirm (1996), identified a positive correlation between 

establishing ‘good’ project management methods and achieving project success, a critical 

relationship supported by many studies since.  A survey of 1,386 projects by Serrador & Turner 

(2015), found a 60% correlation between project efficiency (i.e. ‘good’ project management) 

and key stakeholder satisfaction, and a 56% correlation between project efficiency and the 

overall success of a project as perceived by its key stakeholders.  This relationship has often 

manifested in professional practice, where managers deliberately target project management 

success, in the expectation that this will engender project success.  For example, by training 

project managers to comply with a specific project methodology (Sargeant et al., 2010).  

However, although the above relationship may support the argument that using recognised 

project management methods may be ‘necessary’ to achieve effective practice, they do not 

support the suggestion that this alone is ‘sufficient’ to achieve predictable project success.  

Indeed, Mir & Pinnington (2014) concluded that project success should always be judged by 

the measurement of a balance of both effectiveness and efficiency criteria classes, and that 

one should not be inferred from the other.  This is supported by further empirical studies 

(Berssaneti & Carvalho, 2015; Hussein, Ahmad, & Zidane, 2015; Joslin & Müller, 2015) in 

particular concluding that ignoring either effectiveness or efficiency when measuring project 

success, may be detrimental and that an ‘appropriate balance’ of both types of criteria should 

always be used.   

2.3.2 Measuring Success 

In respect of measuring project and project management success, measurement methods in 

contemporary projects are normally encapsulated within a framework of management 

‘controls’ as can be found in contemporary project management methodologies (Axelos, 

2020c).  Mir & Pinnington (2014) highlighted the requirement for deploying management 

controls throughout the project lifecycle, and Joslin & Müller (2015) also noted that without 

appropriate management controls in place, a project’s success criteria were unlikely to be 

met.  Popular contemporary project management methodologies, e.g. PRINCE2® (Axelos, 
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2017a), and AgilePM® (Agile Business Consortium, 2014), include various management 

controls within their frameworks and processes.  However, although these are normally 

sufficient to monitor most ‘efficiency’ success criteria, it is often the case that some or all of 

a project’s ‘effectiveness’ will not be known until after the project delivery lifecycle has 

completed.  Such activity therefore falls outside the scope of a typical project management 

control framework (Joslin & Müller, 2015a).  The monitoring and measurement of 

‘effectiveness’ criteria may therefore require the adoption of further control frameworks 

beyond those found in contemporary project management methodologies.  Which may 

require projects to be handled within a larger management container, such as a programme 

or a portfolio.  Or, for a robust project handover process to be established where ensuring 

effectiveness criteria are met is handed over to a ‘business as usual’ manager (Zerjav et al., 

2018). 

2.3.3 Critical Success Factors 

Critical success factors are aspects of project and project management activity.  Their use has 

long been linked to successful project delivery, through the factor school of the 1960’s (Pinto 

& Slevin, 1988) although they can relate to many schools of thought.  Implementing a suitable 

management control framework such as described above, is one example of a critical success 

factor.  However, the scope of critical success factors goes well beyond project control 

frameworks.  A search of the EBSCO Discovery database, using ‘Critical Success Factors’ and 

‘Project Management’ as search terms, brings back over ten thousand results from peer-

reviewed academic journals alone.  As previously mentioned, the study of critical success 

factors is at the heart of the factor school, however their impact extends across many of the 

other project management schools as well (Söderlund, 2011c).  Table 2.1 illustrates a small 

sample of critical success factor related studies together with their project management 

school relationships (Söderlund, 2011b) . 
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Table 2.1 

Some of the relationships between Project Management Schools and Critical Success Factors 

Note: Sources included  

 

Although the study of critical success factors remains a popular academic research topic, in 

professional practice they are not always addressed as robustly as they might be.  Mir & 

Pinnington (2014) identified that some organisations only focus on a narrow set of factors, or 

even just one, e.g. ‘project manager training’.  Joslin & Müller (2015) described a different 

problem, where organisations attempt to address a wide range of factors, even though some 

may not add value in their specific circumstances.  Alias et al. (2014) in particular suggest that 

critical success factors do not have the same positive impact on all projects in all situations, 

giving further weight to the pluralist view, as well as the earlier views of Morris (2002) and 

Shenhar & Dvir (1996) who suggested that different project (types) require different 

management treatments.  Understanding which project types may benefit from particular 

critical success factors and when, is considered to be of particular interest to developing 

effective project delivery capabilities.   

School  Critical Success Factor and Author 

Optimisation Controlling the project lifecycle – ((Pinto & Slevin, 1988) 

Optimisation Planning effort – ((Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996) 

Optimisation Using appropriate tools and techniques – ((Ganiron Jr, 2015) 

Contingency Good integrated organisational design – (Belassi & Tukel, 1996) 

Contingency Adequate communication channels – (Fortune & White, 2006) 

Contingency Appropriate organisational structures – (Mir & Pinnington, 2014).   

Behaviour Team motivation, competence, and training – (Mir & Pinnington, 
2014) 

Behaviour Working with ambiguity – (Ward & Daniel, 2013), 

Relationship Senior management support – (Fortune & White, 2006), 

Governance Performance management frameworks – (Mir & Pinnington, 2014) 
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Belassi & Tukel (1996) were among the first to identify relationships between project 

characteristics and critical success factors.   They noted that large and high-value projects in 

particular were positively impacted by having a ‘good integrated organisational design’, and 

that time-critical projects benefited from having ‘an effective project manager’ and ‘good 

inter-team communications’.  Their study showed that certain project characteristics could 

be ‘mapped’ to specific critical success factors, and that addressing these critical success 

factors appropriately, had a positive effect on success.  Later,  Joslin & Müller (2015a) also 

asserted that where an organisation delivers many projects with similar characteristics, the 

likelihood of success could be increased by using a project management approach that targets 

specific critical success factors.   

2.3.4 Contemporary Success 

In contemporary discussions about achieving both project and project management success, 

the approach an organisation takes to project delivery is regularly debated.  In particular the 

benefits of the ‘traditional’ approach to project delivery, embodied by the PRINCE2® 

methodology and others, is contrasted with methodologies described as ‘agile’, such as 

AgilePM (Gemino et al., 2020).  In short, the traditional approach focuses on the up-front 

definition of scope.  Clearly setting out what is to be produced in as much detail as possible 

within robust quantity criteria.  The delivery project is then an exercise in managing controlled 

scope delivery, within budgeted time and cost, and using well practised norms of hierarchical 

behaviour.  This approach has been applied to a wide range of projects over the years and 

works particularly well where deliverables can be easily defined (e.g. construction of many 

similar houses).  Agile projects on the other hand tend to be more emergent and rely on teams 

and stakeholders working in close proximity to develop required deliverables using short 

time-bound iterations of activity.  Projects of this type are much more organic and tend to 

work towards an outcome, rather than target specific outputs.  Whereas much has been 

written in the past about which approach is ‘best’ to use, more recently researchers have 

realised that organisational capabilities have started to use hybrid approaches, drawing on 

the most appropriate elements from each philosophy (Ciric Lalic et al., 2022).   Gemino et al., 

(2020) were surprised to find that 50% of their sample already used hybrid methods and did 

not identify their approach as either traditional or agile.  They concluded that managers were 
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benefiting from turning their backs on the “tyrannical application of methodologies” and 

were instead challenging project staff to only use practices that added value.  They also found 

that reducing complexity / creating clear scope (a traditional element) and maintaining high 

levels of engagement with key stakeholders (a characteristic of the agile approach), both had 

a strong positive impact on project success.  These high levels of success also gave rise to high 

levels of satisfaction being perceived by both the project’s stakeholders and the project’s 

team.  Hybrid approaches used to be considered the pathway of a capability’s journey from 

traditional to agile, however Ciric et al., (2021) suggest this is no longer the case with hybrid 

approaches rapidly becoming the norm.  However, this does pose the question of “how much 

agile” is appropriate for a hybrid approach to a project.  If this is down to the project manager 

to determine, as appears to often be the case (Ciric et al., 2021), professional project 

managers will need to have the knowledge, skills, and experience to enable them to select 

the right elements of project management to use in each circumstance.  It follows therefore 

that project managers in the future will need training and credentials that acknowledge and 

value all methods and approaches and empower the project professional to choose what they 

need to meet their responsibilities, satisfy all their key stakeholders, and achieve success(Ciric 

Lalic et al., 2022). 

2.3.5 Success Summary 

To summarise, success criteria tend to fall into one of two classes, efficiency, and 

effectiveness.  These two classes are often linked to project management success and project 

success respectively, mainly due to the key tangible efficiency measures of time, cost and 

quality being closely associated with efficient project management.  The effectiveness of 

projects can be more difficult to define and measure, being more closely related to the 

subjective understanding of stakeholders and some criteria that cannot be meaningfully 

measured before the end of a project’s lifecycle.  However, success is best understood when 

projects and their management use a balance of criteria from both classes within a control 

framework.  Particularly one that extends beyond the end of the project lifecycle.  Further to 

identifying and measuring success criteria, the topic of ‘critical success factors’ is also popular 

in research and practice.  These specific ‘factors’ that have long been considered key to 

encouraging, driving, and maximising the potential for project and project management 
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success.  The topic of success continues to be debated to the present day, however now the 

debate includes elements of contingency theory.  Recent literature discusses how hybrid 

approaches can be used by skilled practitioners to align the methods they use to the projects 

they deliver.  Suggesting that project managers at least starting to see successful delivery as 

contingent on their own methodological choices, and dependent of the characteristics of the 

projects they work on. 

2.4 Project Characteristics 

This section discusses the characteristics of projects and expands on Turner’s (2006) 

characteristics of a project to describe four key areas, purpose, owners, objectives, and 

uncertainty. 

2.4.1 Purpose 

Müller (2009) concluded that the makeup of a suitable governance and control framework 

varies significantly across projects of different purposes.  The model identified by Söderlund, 

(2005) and echoed in later studies (Thomas & Mullaly, 2007), describes a classification scheme 

where projects are grouped into three mutually exclusive categories.    

• Business projects - for the delivery of products and services to external customers. 

• Development projects - for the development of new products, services, and knowledge 

that benefits the organisation. 

• Change projects - for the changing the organisation, expanding capacity, and 

introducing new systems, methods, facilities, etc.   

 

In success criteria terms, the success of a business (or customer) project is often determined 

by the acceptable conclusion of the associated business contract. An event which could 

happen immediately after or even during the end of the project.   This may not be the only 

effectiveness measure however, as potentially a sales director (a key stakeholder in this 

instance) could also decide that the success of the project is judged on it contributing to 

repeat business or an upturn in the organisation’s profile with its customer.   Whereas this 
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could be relatively quick to measure, the success of development and change projects could 

take much longer to establish, as the impact of project deliverables may take many months 

or years to determine.  

Borup (2018a) concluded that all projects were much more likely to succeed if all key 

stakeholders were of the same mind as to the actual purpose of the project at a detailed level, 

i.e. achieving a clear consensus to the question - “what is the problem we are trying to solve?”.  

Although such a success factor was considered desirable across all of Söderlund’s (2005) 

categories, the actual stakeholders that needed to be brought into the debate varied from 

project to project. 

2.4.2 Owners  

(Donaldson & Preston, 2016) were among the early authors to link successful project 

performance to the active management of ‘stakeholders’ as a success factor.  A stakeholder 

is described by Carroll et al. (2017) as an individual or group with which the business interacts, 

and who have a ‘stake’ or vested interest in a project or other project entity.  In today’s 

profession, both academics and practitioners agree that stakeholder management is a critical 

aspect of project delivery (Carroll et al., 2017; Johansen, Eik-Andresen, & Ekambaram, 2014), 

with stakeholders being linked to projects in various ways, including their ability to help affect 

the successful achievement of objectives (Beringer et al., 2013).  Most contemporary project 

and programme management methods include stakeholder identification and management 

processes, which discover, analyse, and engage stakeholders as one of their earliest delivery 

considerations (M. Greenwood, 2007).  Early authors such as (Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997) 

suggested that to be ‘valid’, a stakeholder must be ‘in a legitimate relationship’ with the 

organisation or have the ‘power to influence’ the organisation, or to have an ‘urgent claim’ 

on the organisation.  Carroll et al. (2017) later built on this view, by proposing that a 

stakeholder’s ‘stake’ can also be categorised as an ‘interest’, a ‘right’, or ‘ownership’.  An 

ownership stake being where a stakeholder has a ‘legal title to an asset or property’, as 

illustrated by the following scenarios (Johansen et al., 2014):  

• A stakeholder who is ‘paying for’ the project, i.e. the stakeholder making the 

investment commitment; and,  
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• A stakeholder who will receive the ‘benefit’, i.e. the stakeholder potentially owning 

the benefit from achieving the project’s objectives. 

 

These stakeholders could be different individuals/groups on a project, or the same 

stakeholder for both.  However, only the project’s owner-stakeholders are represented in the 

project’s pre-initiation characteristics.  In respect of stakeholders with a ‘right’ or ‘interest’ in 

a project, these tended to emerge after the commencement of project delivery.  Johansen et 

al. (2014) suggests that these owner-stakeholders will influence aspects of a project in various 

ways, particularly in relation to their ‘proximity’ to the project itself, i.e. whether they are part 

of the ‘team’ that delivers the project, part of the wider organisation, or external to the 

organisation.  Differences in stakeholder proximity may have a significant impact on how a 

project is structured.   

2.4.3 Objectives 

In respect of what a project aims to achieve, contemporary project frameworks agree that to 

be successful it must deliver on at least one ‘objective’.  Contrary to many other aspects of 

the project language, the main terms relating to what a project achieves (its objectives), have 

widely agreed definitions: 

• Deliverable  

• Products  

• Output 

• Outcome 

• Benefit 

 

 According to Axelos (Axelos, 2017a) the terms ‘deliverable’ and ‘product’ are synonymous 

with each other and also with the term ‘output’, which is defined by the APM as: 

“The tangible or intangible product typically delivered by a project”.  ((Association for 

Project Management, 2019) 
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The creation of ‘tangible or intangible products’ are classified as a change to the status quo 

that are planned to enable one or more ‘outcomes’ which are defined as:  

“The result of a change, normally affecting real-world behaviour or circumstances” 

(Axelos, 2020a). 

Outcomes are managed to ultimately give rise to ‘benefits’ which are defined as: 

“The measurable improvement resulting from an outcome perceived by one or more 

stakeholders, and which contributes towards one or more organisational objectives” 

(Axelos, 2020a). 

All of which lead to the achievement of ‘objectives’.  Although the term ‘objective’ can also 

relate to any or all of ‘output’, ‘outcome’, or ‘benefits’: 

“Predetermined results towards which effort is directed.  Objectives may be defined in 

terms of outputs, outcomes and benefits” (Association for Project Management, 2019). 

Figure 2.1 

Project objectives terms 

Note:  After (Axelos, 2020a) 

 

A similar framework appears in various forms in both practitioner and academic literature 

(Axelos, 2020a; Badewi, 2016).  It is often discussed as a progression, as in figure 2.1, moving 

from the delivery of defined ‘outputs’ to enable ‘outcomes’, which ultimately give rise to 
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‘benefits’.  Benefits that align with, or contribute to, the strategic objectives of the 

organisation itself (Axelos, 2020a).   

Historically, it had been accepted that ‘outputs’ were delivered by projects and ‘outcomes’ by 

programmes (Association for Project Management, 1996).  With ‘benefits’ delivered either by 

a programme or through some form of further benefits management process.  Although these 

ideas are still referenced in some contemporary practitioner standards, more recently these 

boundaries have become more ‘blurred’ (Badewi, 2016).  It is now more accepted in practice 

that a project may be deliberately designed to also include the managed delivery of outcomes, 

and even benefits, during its lifecycle.  As a result, end-to-end benefits mapping and 

realisation have become an increasingly popular project management topic (Mikkelsen & 

Marnewick, 2020).  Programmes, as an organisational container of projects, still generally co-

ordinate outcomes, but many are also charged with benefit realisation, as well as the 

demonstrable achievement of organisational objectives.  Therefore, it can be concluded that 

any project entity may legitimately target any type of objective. 

A project entity however may also be characterised by the type of objective they are ‘best 

able’ to specify pre-initiation.  To illustrate, projects that exploit existing knowledge may be 

able to define their objectives quite clearly (i.e. in terms of outputs), whereas projects with a 

high degree of exploration in their scope, may only be able to describe objectives as a 

qualified outcome, or only by some form of expected benefit (Davies & Brady, 2016a).  A 

practical manifestation of this are ‘Agile’ project management methods (Agile Business 

Consortium, 2014).  Where projects define their objectives at a relatively high-level on 

initiation, and then use iterative methods in close collaboration with owners and other 

stakeholders, to guide delivery process towards ultimate but emergent goals (Agile Business 

Consortium, 2014).   

2.4.4 Uncertainty 

(Obeng, 1995) was one of the first to suggest a ‘what’ and ‘how’ model of project delivery.  

His work, sometimes represented by a two-dimensional grid (figure 2.5), groups projects on 

how much is understood (pre-initiation) of ‘what’ a project is intended to deliver (its 
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objectives) and potentially ‘how’ it will be delivered (its method).  It should be noted that the 

‘method’ in this instance relates to the sequence of ‘technical’ tasks required to achieve the 

project’s objectives, not the processes embedded in a project methodology that may be used 

to ‘manage’ the project, e.g. PRINCE2® (Axelos, 2017a).  In Obeng’s model, where there is 

clarity around what a project will deliver and how it will be achieved, the project is labelled 

as ‘paint by numbers’.  A project of this type is likely to be a repetition of a something that has 

been done before, i.e. the delivery of a customer product that has already been successfully 

delivered to other customers one or more times previously.  Where the opposite is true, and 

the clarity of ‘what’ and ‘how’ are low, the project type is known as a ‘fog’ project.  This 

describes a situation similar to moving through fog, where you can only see so far ahead and 

have to pause regularly to check that what you are doing remains reasonable and aligned with 

the original investment decision.  Of the other project types identified by Obeng, ‘quest’ 

projects are clear about what they will deliver (e.g. ‘a cure for cancer’) but have limited 

understanding as to how to go about it, whilst ‘making a movie’ projects are the opposite.  

Each of the types ‘fog’, ‘quest’, and ‘making a movie’ represent projects that start on the basis 

of some form of fundamental uncertainty.  Unlike ‘paint by numbers’ which starts on the basis 

of fundamental certainty.  More recent versions of this model have explored a simpler 

uncertainty/certainty continuum.  Davies & Brady (2016) describe a model that can be 

overlaid on Obeng’s (figure 2.2), where projects range from the routine (or ‘exploitative’) 

where projects exploit the organisation’s existing knowledge, to the innovative (or 

‘explorative’) where a new project is essentially a journey of discovery.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 38 of 279 
 

 

Figure 2.2 

Four Project ‘Types’ and with Explorative and Exploitative Projects Overlay 

Note: After (Obeng, 1995) and (Davies & Brady, 2016a) 

 

They suggest that an organisation’s first ‘explorative’ project in a new or novel area, also 

known as a ‘vanguard project’ (Davies & Brady, 2016), may lead to organisational learning 

such that, if a similar project was undertaken at a later date, it could ‘exploit’ the knowledge 

gained on the earlier project.  This later project would therefore be more of an ‘exploitative’ 

project instead be being purely ‘explorative’ and would thereby potentially warrant different 

project management treatments (Brady & Davies, 2004).  To extend this concept further, if 

exploitative projects with similar scope were carried out so often that they became ‘routine’, 

operational procedures could be put in place to make future repetitions a simple set of 

managed, business as usual (BAU) tasks.  Thereby removing the need for a ‘project’ 

altogether.   

To support the exploration of project delivery capability development, this section of the 

literature review focused on the project entities that such capabilities deliver.  The objective 
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of this section was to identify key characteristics that can be attributed to projects prior to 

the application of a specific delivery method.  These characteristics are modelled below 

(figure 2.3): 

Figure 2.3  

Project Characteristics Framework 

Note: After Turner, 2006c 

2.5 Organisational Theory 

There are a number of recognised management theories that contribute to ongoing debates 

around projects and project management.  Some of these, particularly those relating to 

organisational capabilities are discussed below, beginning with contingency theory. 

2.5.1 Contingency Theory 

This theory takes many forms.  However, its central premise is that no discipline has a single 

‘best practice’ in respect of its management approach or organisational design.  To operate 

effectively therefore, an organisation must develop and maintain a suitable ‘fit’ with its 

environment and between its subsystems, as well as engendering a contextual ‘style’ that 

suits both its tasks and the individuals and teams, that perform them (IS Theory, 2014a).  

Mullaly & Thomas (2010) asserted that there can be no ‘one size fits all’ design for any 
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organisational capability, as the implementation and evolution of such a capability will always 

adopt a ‘contingency perspective’.  Elements of contingency theory have underpinned project 

management research since the organisational perspective of project management became 

popular (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 1995).  A perspective which contested the 

theoretical premise that all projects are fundamentally the same, i.e. the idea that ‘a project 

is a project’ (Pinto & Slevin, 1988).  Authors including Hanisch & Wald (2012) have since 

suggested that optimal effectiveness in project delivery, can only be achieved if all relevant 

contextual factors are considered.  Leading to the view that projects and their management 

cannot not be comprehensively studied without considering their organisational, and wider 

environmental contexts (Niknazar & Bourgault, 2017).  Which ultimately suggests that project 

delivery capability designs cannot be universally generalised but should instead be developed 

to ‘fit’ with subjective factors, such as the types of projects they deliver, and the relevant 

internal and external contexts of the organisation (Niknazar & Bourgault, 2017).   

2.5.2 Dual Routines  

In their paper on the dynamics of project capabilities, Davis & Brady (2016), suggested using 

the ‘dual-routines’ view (Chandler, 1992) to describe two distinct ‘levels’ within an 

organisation - the operational level, and the strategic level.  The ‘operational level’ 

encompasses both BAU operations as well as ‘day to day’ project delivery activity and refers 

to tasks that continuously recur within delivery frameworks.  i.e. cyclical tasks that provide 

stability and direction in the coordination and performance of day-to-day activity.  In contrast, 

the ‘strategic level’ encompasses high-level planning activities, holistic resource co-

ordination, and strategic decision support.  The strategic level embodies the processes 

required to enact strategy and innovate in a continuously evolving environment.  This level 

depends on specific cognitive processes called ‘meta-routines’, which actively reflect on, and 

learn from organisational feedback.  The strategic element of capabilities therefore 

encompass the ‘meta-routines’ that enable project delivery capabilities to be modified if they 

are no longer performing.  The concepts of Total Quality Management and Lean Management 

principles are both considered examples of meta-routines (Davies & Brady, 2016a).  
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2.5.3 Resource Based View 

The resource-based view enables the examination of organisational resources, both tangible 

and intangible (or tacit).   The resource-based view has been used to study many areas of 

business, including project management capabilities (Peteraf, Di Stefano, & Verona, 2013).  

Jugdev & Mathur (2006) discuss the strategic resources, or assets, that form part of the 

project management discipline and how they contribute to competitive advantage, using the 

VIRO resource model.   The ‘VIRO’ resource model describes strategic assets in terms of their 

value, their rarity or uniqueness, how difficult they are for others to copy, and how they 

embed within the management, processes, and systems of the organisation.  It is argued that 

assets that conform to the aspects of the VIRO model are required to enable sustained 

competitive advantage (Jugdev & Mathur, 2006; Perkins et al., 2020).  (Jugdev et al., 2013) 

also note that project-based strategic resources tend to be knowledge-based, with some 

knowledge being tangible or ‘codified’, and some being intangible.  Their key tangible 

resources include: 

• A mature project management approach – including the use of methodological 

standards, processes, tools, and techniques.  Project Management Offices (PMO), and 

project, programme and portfolio management practices which are effective and 

efficient.  Direct management support through investment and structural integration. 

• Training and development – including improving project team competencies, 

developing project management staff to a recognised credential, and providing a 

career path for emerging project professionals.  Again direct management support 

through investment. 

• Sharing ‘know-what’ – best practice through information systems, intranets, 

databases.  With defined processes for knowledge sharing within codified practices. 

Of the intangible resources identified, these include the sharing of ‘know-how’ (as opposed 

to know-what).  This resource indicates the breath of methods which are used to share tacit 

knowledge (e.g. coaching, mentoring, brainstorming).  Critically capabilities may display a 



Page 42 of 279 
 

variety of limitations in relation to know-how sharing, caused by perceived limitations on 

time, money for investment in events (conferences, etc.), or drivers not-to-share including 

the belief that “knowledge is power”.  Jugdev & Mathur (2006) suggest that sharing tacit 

know-how is important in particular due to it not being readily transferable or copyable.    

In addition to the identification of key strategic resources, Teece (2007) also used the 

resource-based-view to map how decision making is supported by information generated by 

key organisational resources.  Thereby enabling senior managers to seize opportunities and 

adapt and reform the assets and resources of the organisation.  Eisenhardt & Martin (2000) 

combined the resource-based view with contingency theory to explore how different 

organisational designs are contingent on differing organisational and environmental 

uncertainty factors.  Through this they identified two specific market ‘environments’ - 

moderately dynamic markets, and high-velocity markets, and argue that resources within 

these different environments have evolved very different types of capabilities.  Specifically 

that capabilities in moderately dynamic markets develop process resources that are ‘large, 

complex and stable’, which may change over time but only on a predictable basis.   And in 

contrast, capabilities operating in high-velocity markets, which are subject to “unforeseeable 

and rapidly shifting conditions”, develop much simpler ‘principle-based’ process ‘fragments’ 

within dynamic ‘rule frameworks’.  ‘Rule frameworks’ which are used to create the new 

‘situation-specific knowledge’ for practitioners delivering novel and explorative projects 

(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).   

The resource-based view therefore provides opportunities to identify strategic resources and 

assets, in addition to the impact those resources can have on outcomes and how critical 

knowledge can be leveraged between them (Perkins et al., 2020).  However, the ‘resource-

based view’ itself also has perceived shortcomings and has been particularly criticised for 

assuming that resources are static by nature and therefore simply ‘exist’.  Such shortcomings 

are addressed by dynamic theory (IS Theory, 2014b). 

2.5.4 Dynamic Capability Theory 

Dynamic capability theory (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 2009) arose from the perceived 

shortcomings in the ‘resource-based view’.  It also builds on both ‘contingency theory’ and 
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the ‘dual routines’ view, by actively promoting the use of ‘meta-routines’ to enable 

organisations to continuously reconfigure and adapt resources (including project 

management capabilities) to specifically ‘fit’ with its evolving internal and external context 

(Davies & Brady, 2016a).  Historical research has previously insisted that high-level 

organisational elements (e.g. a senior management team or a body working on their behalf) 

acted top-down by subjectively deciding what organisational changes were required 

(Chandler, 1992).  Authors including Davies & Brady (2016) have since suggested that the 

relationship between these two levels is more complex, consisting of activities that are 

“reciprocal, recursive and mutually reinforcing”.   

The concepts around dynamic capabilities are themselves based on a range of established 

theories.  Evolutionary theory, which highlights a dynamic capability’s reliance on 

‘experiential learning’ (i.e. lessons learned from ‘operational level’ experience), ‘cognitive 

learning’ (i.e. learning through thought experiments), and the ‘continuous adaption’ (of 

resources) within an ever-changing environment (Davies & Brady, 2016a).  The most recent 

views of dynamic theory therefore suggest that project management literature is moving 

towards the Teece (1997) model that dynamic project management capabilities form the 

“roots of an organisation’s competitive advantage” (Hermano et al., 2022).   By using the three 

constituent routines of dynamic capabilities – ‘sensing’, ‘seizing’, and ‘transforming’.  

Hermano et al. (2022) also highlight portfolio management and the central portfolio 

management office (CPMO), as the main manifestations of organisational dynamic capability 

in the project arena.  They attest that as such the success of the portfolio has a direct impact 

on success of the business, whereas projects and programmes (considered to exist at the 

operational level) have only an indirect impact.  Most interestingly they claim that a ‘failed’ 

project can still have a positive strategic effect, e.g. if it shares (with the portfolio) the lessons 

of its failure and enables the CPMO to ‘transform’ future projects and operational capabilities 

to avoid previously encountered pitfalls. 

2.5.5 Organisational Ambidexterity 

Organisational ambidexterity relates to a previously discussed concept where a project’s 

uncertainty is characterised on a continuum between ‘exploitative’ and ‘explorative’. 



Page 44 of 279 
 

‘Exploiting’ an organisation’s existing knowledge and resources, or ‘exploring’ new ideas, 

markets, and methods, etc. (Davies & Brady, 2016a).  O’Reilly & Tushman (2008) suggest that 

the ability of an organisation to deliver both exploitative and explorative projects 

simultaneously is also a form of dynamic capability.  Referring to this as ‘organisational 

ambidexterity’, they argue that the balancing function of dynamic capabilities, where an 

organisation continuously adapts project delivery activity to its internal and external 

environment, also applies within this concept.  An ambidextrous organisation balances the 

exploitation of existing knowledge and routines, with its exploration of new opportunities.  

Therefore, in a similar way to the dynamic capabilities described above, ambidexterity is 

purposefully applied through a set of meta-routines to enable senior management to decide 

how to make best use of organisational resources.  O’Reilly & Tushman (2008) describe two 

strategies for this, ‘temporal sequencing’ and ‘simultaneous balancing’.  With the former, the 

organisation goes through an explorative sequence of changes to create ‘new knowledge’, 

before exploiting it to improve ongoing contemporary practice, e.g. the rapid exploration of 

new innovations, to feed the implementation of improved operational capability.  This 

strategy suits an environment where the organisation is able to keep pace with its evolution.    

With the latter scenario, the organisation faces the more challenging task of doing both 

explorative and exploitative projects at the same time (O’Reilly, C and Tushman, 2004; 

O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008).  Here organisations may create separate structures that are 

internally consistent in respect of culture and process, but with one side mechanistic and 

hierarchical (exploitative), and the other flat and adaptive (explorative).  Although both are 

held together by a common set of values and strategic direction, they act solely in accordance 

with the needs of their own specific delivery environments.    

Figure 2.4 below brings all these theories together in a diagram that demonstrates how they 

relate in a typical organisational model. 
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Figure 2.4 

A combined view of theories that underpin project management research 

 

 

2.6 Organisational Capability 

Miterev, Turner, et al. (2017a) set out a view of how organisations use project management 

to further aims and objectives.  This section of the literature review looks at the concept of 

project delivery capabilities starting with a discussion of the organisational philosophy 

relating to project management.  The discussion starts with a review of the nature of project 

delivery capabilities themselves, and business capabilities in general.  (Davies & Brady, 2016a) 

describe a project delivery capability as the distinctive managerial knowledge, skills and 

experience required to establish, coordinate, and execute projects.  This description builds on 

broader definitions of the term ‘capability’:  

• The ‘previously learned patterns of action’ that are embodied by ‘regular, predictable, 

and repetitive routines’ (Davies & Brady, 2016a) 



Page 46 of 279 
 

• The deliberate ability to handle specific complex events, rather than a heroic ability to 

solve ‘ad-hoc problems’ on the hoof (Winter, 2003).   

The development of an organisation’s capability is described as an evolutionary learning 

process, accumulating knowledge, and skills through ‘trial and error, feedback and evaluation’ 

(Davies & Brady, 2016a).  The capability of an organisation as a whole is not considered to be 

a singular concept, but an integrated collection of individual capabilities each developed to 

achieve defined objectives (Backlund et al., 2014).  Specific capabilities are typically focused 

around functional areas such as finance, engineering, customer service, sales, human 

resources, information technology, etc.  Developing an effective project delivery capability is 

considered important for many organisations (Miterev, Mancini, et al., 2017).  Two 

frameworks used extensively in practice to identify and influence the capabilities of 

organisations, are McKinsey’s ‘7S’ model (Cameron & Green, 2015) and Galbraith’s Star 

Model (Galbraith, 2014) (figure 2.11).   These, similar conceptual models are at the root of 

many practice-based frameworks that assess organisational capability dimensions before, 

during, and after the delivery of transformational change.  Both models target interrelated 

dimensions of capability that senior managers influence when making planned organisational 

improvements (Galbraith, 2014).  Galbraith (2014) gives three specific reasons for selecting 

these particular dimensions, for his ‘Star Model’:   

• There is a proven causal link between organisational ‘change’, and the transformation 

of organisational strategy and structure.   

• Change should not only be reflected in strategy and structure dimensions, but in a 

broader set of dimensions as well,  

• Changes to one dimension will normally require compensatory changes in all the 

others, i.e. changes to all dimensions collectively, must be cohesive and properly 

aligned to enable the achievement of required benefits within the organisational 

capability overall.   

Since the emergence of the ‘organisational perspective’ of project management theory  

(Lundin & Söderholm, 1995), there has been increasing interest in structuring organisations 
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using project concepts.  Seen as a more flexible and adaptable alternative to traditional 

functional hierarchies, it was believed that project structures had the potential to be better 

suited to the needs of rapidly changing and demanding customers (Nightingale et al., 2011).  

Many terms have been discussed in literature relating to organising businesses in this way, 

e.g. project organisations, project firms, projectified matrix organisations, multi-project 

organisations, multi-project firms, and project-oriented companies (Miterev, Turner, et al., 

2017b).  However, as with many areas of professional practice, the specific meaning of these 

terms has become ambiguous.  For the purposes of this thesis, the definitions of 

‘organisational philosophy’ presented in the outer layer of the OPM model (Muller et al, 2019) 

have been used.  The OPM model uses three specific terms to represent the different 

philosophical approaches taken by organisations towards their use of project management.  

The three terms used by OPM are defined as follows: 

• Process-oriented organisations - typically found in ‘stable markets’, they run few 

projects in comparison to BAU work and have organisational structures that 

predominantly reflect functional hierarchies (Hobday, 2000). 

• Project-oriented organisations - typically found in more ‘dynamic markets’, 

management makes a strategic choice to run its business using projects, even though 

it could alternatively be run in a process-oriented manner (Miterev, Turner, et al., 

2017b). 

• Project organisations – these organisations are ‘forced’ to work in projects, due to the 

nature and demands of their business.  With this definition, a project is the ‘de-facto 

unit of production’, requiring control systems, etc. to be project-specific (Miterev, 

Turner, et al., 2017b). 

The early perception that a project organisation was more ‘flexible and adaptable’ than 

process-oriented businesses, led some organisations to attempt to become fully ‘projectified’, 

i.e. completely reforming their traditional functional hierarchy structures to a project network 

model (Müller et al., 2017).  However, although this ‘projectification’ concept remains 

attractive in some cases (Midler, 2019), the adoption of such structures can be problematic.  
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To illustrate some aspects of this issue, Turner & Keegan (2001) identified six strengths of 

functional hierarchies, highlighting some of the advantages that such a structure brings to an 

organisation: 

• More cohesive governance.  

• Better operational controls.  

• Stable communication channels between stakeholders.  

• Logical career paths for staff.  

• Individual learning opportunities for staff.  

• Organisational learning and innovation.  

They warned that organisations wishing to transform into a fully project networked structure, 

should first identify robust alternatives for each of these ‘strengths’.  As not identifying 

alternatives, would risk limiting the benefits expected from such a change (Turner & Keegan, 

2001).  Although initially popular therefore, the company-wide implementation of a purely 

project network organisation became limited to scenarios where full ‘projectification’ was 

demonstrably beneficial (Miterev, Mancini, et al., 2017b), i.e. for operations in ‘dynamic 

markets’, or where there was a specific need to do so.  For the organisations that sit outside 

these scenarios however, ‘projectification’ became a more limited process of creating one or 

more ‘delivery capabilities’ within an existing functional hierarchy (Leiringer & Zhang, 2021; 

Miterev, Turner, et al., 2017b), i.e. inside a ‘process-oriented organisation’.   Although this 

has become popular, there are considered to be few practical models available to support the 

evolution of this particular organisational philosophy (Müller et al., 2017).  Indeed, (R. 

Greenwood & Miller, 2010) suggested that it would be impossible to devise such a meaningful 

model, due to the complexity and structural fluidity of contemporary organisations.  Miterev, 

Turner, et al., (2017) later disagreed however, suggesting that attempts to build robust 

theoretical models failed, not due to complexity issues, but due to delivery capability research 

being more focused along task-based lines, e.g. resource management, stakeholder 

management, financial management, knowledge management, etc.  They suggest that this 

focus has prevented a better appreciation of the project delivery capability as an integrated 
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component of the wider organisation.  Though having said this, they also acknowledged that 

some topics of contemporary project organisational research have been beneficial.  Two 

topics particularly acknowledged are, project, programme, and portfolio management offices 

(PMO) (Sig & Vowler, 2009), and portfolio management practices (Axelos, 2011).  Both of 

which are considered to be better aligned with the concept of integrated capabilities.  The 

problem remains however, that within organisations, the project delivery capability has 

matured less than many other functional capabilities (Backlund, Chronéer, & Sundqvist, 

2014), and consequently current models are still not providing senior managers with the 

practical design choices needed to support the implementation and evolution of suitable 

project disciplines within their organisations (Miterev, Turner, et al., 2017b).  This has left 

professional practice with little choice but to continue implementing long-standing, ‘one size 

fits all’ models and standards, instead of contingency-based solutions.   

Despite the practical issues however, the academic side of the profession continues to make 

progress on the organisational aspects of project management, by building on established 

organisational and management theories (Johnson et al., 2016).  The next section discusses 

some of the models and theories that regularly appear underpinning practical reviews of 

capability performance. 

2.7 Capability Modelling 

2.7.1 McKinsey 7s and Galbraith Star Models 

McKinsey’s 7S model (Cameron & Green, 2015) remains the long-standing root of many 

organisational capability frameworks as it enables understanding of both the current and 

future states of an organisation, as well as potential transformational paths between the two.  

Using the 7S model, an organisation’s current capability can be determined by understanding 

the characteristics of each ‘S’.  An understanding of all seven together providing an 

organisational capability ‘baseline’.  Establishing a capability baseline often exposes, or 

qualifies, specific organisational problems, however the model itself is not considered to be 

‘problem-focused’ (Cameron & Green, 2015).  Instead, 7S is specifically intended to determine 

solutions which are inherently holistic in nature, acknowledging the high-level interaction 
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between all seven dimensions.  Galbraith’s ‘star’ model uses a similar set of characteristics 

that can be used to establish an organisational baseline and a blueprint ‘future desirable’ state 

Galbraith’s (2014).  The two models are similar, and both reflect a capability improvement 

philosophy of moving from a starting state to a future state, not by changing one dimension 

at a time, but transforming the capability as a whole.   

Figure 2.5 

McKinsey’s 7S model (left) and Galbraith’s Star Model (right) 

Note: From Cameron & Green, 2015, p117 and Galbraith, 2014 

2.7.2 The Organisational Project Management (OPM) Model 

Organisational project management (OPM) is rooted in the ‘organisation perspective’ (Lundin 

& Söderholm, 1995) and the various project management ‘schools’ associated with it 

(Söderlund, 2011a).  The concept of Organisational Project Management has been a central 

theme of the Project Management Institute for many years, and its latest iteration is the ‘OPM 

model’ (Muller et al, 2019).  This model is described as an ‘integrative tool’ for organisations 

to improve project effectiveness and efficiency.  The model was developed as an ‘onion’ 

diagram with seven layers and twenty-two ‘elements’ (figure 2.6). 
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Figure 2.6 

The Organisational Project Management Model 

Note: From Muller et al, 2019  

 

The seven layered OPM model represents a conceptual governance hierarchy, with each layer 

governing the layer below and being governed by the layer above.  With the ‘elements’ of 

each layer forming a ‘logical group’ of governance aspects.  Overall the OPM structure maps 

to many elements within an organisation but is designed to be considered independent of the 

organisation’s formal business as usual structure.   

While the OPM model is not a ‘general theory of project management’ (Johnson et al., 2016), 

scope-wise it covers the totality of an organisation’s project elements, from the operational 

to the philosophical. It is also supported by, and contributes to, many recognised and 

established management theories (Muller et al., 2019), p2).  There are however questions 

relating to its use in professional practice.  It is reasonably claimed that the model may be 

used to qualify an organisation’s implementation of the twenty-two elements covered by its 

scope, and thereby draw valuable conclusions on an organisation’s abilities in respect of 

project delivery.  However, even the OPM model’s own documentation questions the model’s 
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ability to judge whether an organisation’s implementation of each element is appropriate, in 

respect of its specific contexts (Muller et al., 2019), p177).  This issue of ‘general’ theoretical 

models being used to provide specific guidance, was highlighted by Nenni, Arnone, 

Boccardelli, & Napolitano, (2014), who suggested that over-estimating the level of guidance 

available from such models may limit their positive impact on professional practice.  A 

conclusion also reached by Teller, Unger, Kock, & Gemünden (2012) who warned that 

inappropriate use of models could lead to poor capability design, such as embedding overly 

rigid delivery capabilities into complex organisations (Kortantamer et al., 2021).  Therefore, 

although the OPM model presents an opportunity to understand the efficacy and interactions 

of project elements across an organisation, there are limitations and risks as to its practical 

use in guiding the design and build of actual project delivery capabilities.   

It can be concluded that the OPM model provides a strong theoretical basis for understanding 

project delivery capabilities, but not the tools to identify which elements of capability to 

develop in specific contextual circumstances.  This conclusion is supported by the model’s 

documentation which also states that “the OPM model is not a maturity model” (Muller et 

al., 2019), p177).  To understand why this is statement is significant, the next section focuses 

on a discussion of the benefits and issues of project management’s ‘capability maturity 

models’.  

2.7.3 Capability Maturity 

Capability maturity is a process whereby organisations can determine how ‘good’ their 

delivery capability is by benchmarking it against a recognised standard (Albrecht & Spang, 

2014).  Capability maturity is common across many business disciplines and is widely accepted 

by practitioners as a method for assessing and improving business performance (Brookes et 

al., 2014b).  Capability maturity models arose from the field of Total Quality Management and 

were originally developed to support the ‘continuous improvement’ of organisations 

(Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  A maturity model normally consists of some form of objective 

framework against which an organisation can benchmark itself as part of its development 

‘journey’.  Maturity model frameworks are often created from the evolutionary journeys of 

previously ‘successful’ organisations (Axelos, 2017b).  Higher levels of maturity are generally 
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believed to create an environment of increasingly rich, consistent, and predictable practice, 

which leads to better overall performance (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  By successfully applying 

a maturity model therefore, organisations expect to circumvent years of performance 

improvement by ‘trial and error’.  Many capability maturity models, particularly those related 

to improving the delivery of project entities, are rooted in the Capability Maturity Model 

(CMM) developed by the Software Engineering Institute at Carnegie University (Curtis & 

Paulk, 1993).  Early maturity models such as the CMM, tended to be process based, i.e. 

organisations had to implement a number of defined processes to progress from one maturity 

level to the next (Brookes et al., 2014b).  Once all the processes at a particular level had been 

implemented, an organisation would move up to the next level, and start on the next set of 

processes. The application of project related maturity models based on the CMM began to 

appear during the 1990s.  And although the content and application methods of 

contemporary maturity models has continued to expand and diversify over time, the concept 

of moving up some sort of maturity ‘ladder’ to improve performance, remains a central theme 

(Axelos, 2017b). 

Contemporary maturity model development has been driven almost exclusively by 

professional practice and as such the models are sometimes criticised for lacking a robust 

theoretical grounding (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  Also, as there is no single underlying 

framework or standard that guides the development of maturity models, their makeup and 

structure can vary significantly.  That said however, virtually all models use a basic structure 

that groups their key elements into various primary perspectives (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  

Over the last two decades many project management practitioner bodies have created their 

own maturity models, targeting mainly process-based aspects of practice.  For example, the 

Project Management Institute’s organisational project management Maturity Model (OPM3) 

targets all the project, programme, and portfolio management disciplines, and uses the 

structure of its own PMI body of knowledge (Project Management Institute, 2021) to form its 

primary perspectives.  A UK government developed maturity model, originally called the 

Project Management Maturity Model (PMMM) (Central Computer and Telecommunications 

Agency, 2004), targeted project management capability and used primary perspectives drawn 

from various delivery processes, such as risk management, resource management, 

management control, etc.  Later, this model’s scope was extended to include programme 
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management and portfolio management as well, and became known as the Project, 

Programme, and Portfolio, Management Maturity Model (P3M3) (Axelos, 2017b).  The 

Association of Project Management (APM) also has a maturity model, referred to as the ‘APM 

Competence Framework’.  Instead of processes, this model targets the individual competence 

of human resources and uses various competences as its primary perspectives.  Various other 

maturity models have also been constructed and promoted by professional project 

management bodies around the world, as well as being adopted by many commercial project 

management consultancies (Brookes et al., 2014b).   

Although not universally loved, the use of these models, has contributed to an expansion of 

the study of project management from focusing on the ‘function and process’ of single 

‘standalone’ projects, to collectively focusing on the control and delivery of multiple projects 

across organisations.  This change in perspective has helped to alter the view of project 

management, from its origins as a purely operational tool (Packendorff, 1995), to its current 

position as an organisational component with the potential to directly enhance stakeholder 

value. 

2.7.3.1 Capability Maturity in Practice 

Maturity models can be used by organisations to help them:  

• Assess their current maturity level  

• Progress from one maturity level to another 

• Improve their overall performance  

(Axelos, 2017b).   

Maturity model assessments are made by reviewing an organisation’s actual status against a 

model’s perspectives.  Assessment measurements are normally quantified to give some form 

of numerical rating.  A common maturity scoring system is used by the Axelos P3M3 model 

(table 2.2) and runs from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) (Axelos, 2017b).  Organisations that have 

higher capability maturity scores are generally considered more capable of delivering projects 

successfully than those with lower scores (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).   
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Table 2.2 

P3M3 Maturity Scoring System 

Level Description 

Level 5 – Optimised:   The managed capability is focused on optimising itself to meet 

predicted future business needs and external factors.  

Anticipating future capacity demands and capability 

requirements to meet upcoming delivery challenges. 

Level 4 – Managed:   Process performance is measured across the organisation.  

Improvement of the capability is an ongoing process driven by 

quantified measurement data. 

Level 3 – Defined:   Capability is standardised.  Processes are documented and 

flexible enough to address various delivery needs.  Expertise is 

more general, and practitioners understand the organisation’s 

overall delivery approach.   

Level 2 – Repeatable:   Some basic practices have been established in some areas 

(e.g. tracking project expenditure).  Pockets of expertise are 

managing the delivery of organisationally important projects.   

Level 1 – Awareness:   Capability is ad-hoc and rarely documented, but some 

knowledge exists of the activities required to deliver stand-

alone projects. 

Note: From (Axelos, 2017b) 

 

Albrecht & Spang (2014) highlight two distinct strategies for deploying maturity models.  

Firstly, as a tool to determine a ‘snapshot’ of current maturity, e.g. the maturity level of a 

single department, organisation, supplier, or business partner, at a specific point in time.  The 

output of such a ‘snapshot’ assessment can be used to identify and target areas for 

improvement, decide whether or not to engage with a particular supplier, or even advertise 

an organisation’s own capability maturity level to its customers.  The second deployment 
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strategy is to use a maturity model as the basis of an ongoing ‘continuous improvement’ 

process, i.e. a cyclical process of assessment, analysis, definition, implementation, and re-

assessment.  This method is more involved but provides organisations with a vehicle towards 

better improvement planning and ‘best practice’.  It generally provides more focused 

organisational direction setting, better prioritisation of actions, and an ability to achieve 

change through planned evolutionary (rather than revolutionary) steps (Crawford, 2006).  

With such a large number of maturity models available, it can be important to select the right 

one to use.  Brookes et al. (2014) suggest that where an organisation currently has a low level 

of maturity, the selection of a specific maturity model it is not particularly critical as most 

models will simply recommend adding or enhancing one or more key process elements (e.g. 

risk management), organisational elements (e.g. a portfolio management office), or human 

resource elements (e.g. project manager training), to increase maturity.  However, where an 

organisation is already at a high level of maturity, recommendations generated by different 

models can be more nuanced, and organisations may need to decide if a model, that was 

acceptable at lower levels, is still aligned with its higher-level capability maturity needs 

(Brookes et al., 2014b). 

2.7.3.2 Benefits and Criticism of Capability Maturity 

The perceived wisdom for using a maturity model is to encourage the growth and evolution 

of a high-maturity delivery capability, ultimately leading to more effective and efficient 

project and programme delivery (Backlund et al., 2014b).  Studies of organisations that strive 

for higher levels of capability maturity, suggest that measurable benefits can be experienced 

in the following key areas (Albrecht & Spang, 2014; Miklosik, 2015; Nenni et al., 2014): 

• Higher quality outputs and benefits 

• Better customer satisfaction 

• Improved delivery efficiency  

• Less risk 

• Greater return on investment 
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• Enhanced transparency 

• Fewer barriers to change 

• Long-term continual and systematic improvement 

 

Others however, point to the lack of empirical evidence of a link between actively increasing 

maturity and engendering better delivery capability ‘performance’ over all (Nenni et al., 

2014).  Most concerning for this study, maturity models are also criticised for being inflexible, 

particularly that they are insensitive to contingency factors, such as the delivery of different 

project types (Pasian et al., 2012).  As well as not taking account of specific internal or external 

delivery contexts, and factors relating to project complexity (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).   

In respect of using the maturity models themselves, criticism often points to a lack of practical 

guidance on their application, as well as difficulties in generating robust and consistent 

improvement interventions from assessment results (Nenni et al., 2014).  (Brookes et al., 

2014) suggest that to be effective, maturity models should have a robust, repeatable 

application process and scoring framework, as well as an effective method for the 

identification of what needs improving and how.  Where they do exist, application processes 

tend to rely heavily on the ‘wisdom of crowds’ to achieve good results (Brookes et al., 2014b). 

Where a ‘knowledgeable group’ of people are polled to provide insights and opinions on the 

model’s perspectives in respect of their organisation.  ‘Wisdom of crowds theory’ suggests 

that this method yields more accurate results than by just asking one or two key individuals.  

However, It is not always clear from maturity model application methods, what constitutes a 

‘knowledgeable group’ in this context (Nenni et al., 2014).  Another criticism levelled at 

maturity models in general is that they tend to be used reactively, i.e. to gain a ‘snapshot’ of 

maturity when something is perceived to be ‘wrong’, rather than proactively, as part of a 

‘continuous improvement process’ (Nenni et al., 2014).  (Albrecht & Spang, 2014) suggest that 

the main benefit of applying a maturity model lies not in the maturity result itself, but in 

providing an organisation with a baseline or current status as part of planning an ongoing 

process of targeted improvement.   
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In respect of maturity ‘levels’, Christoph (2014) suggested that it is not always desirable to 

achieve and operate at the highest levels of maturity in specific organisational contexts.  

Which in turn suggests that it may only be necessary to achieve an organisation-specific level 

of maturity to achieve optimal performance.  In certain circumstances therefore, attempting 

to achieve higher maturity levels may consume resources without adding any further value 

(Miklosik, 2015).  To illustrate this point, Christoph (2014) showed that delivery capabilities 

with low levels of maturity are often characterised by the ‘ad-hoc’ delivery of projects through 

‘informal’ structures and methods, whereas capabilities achieve higher levels of maturity only 

after the organisation has taken steps to introduce more ‘formal’ delivery methods and 

structures (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  These formal methods and structures can take many 

forms, including the introduction of project, programme and/or portfolio management 

offices, defined governance and control frameworks, and defined procedures and tools 

(Miklosik, 2015).  However, although the introduction of a degree of formality can have a 

positive impact in both capability maturity and performance, formal delivery structures can 

also become ridged and overly bureaucratic (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  Such rigidities can be 

‘built in’ from the outset through poor initial design, or can happen over time, e.g. when the 

delivery capability is constructed and focused on one type of project, and different project 

types are introduced later with different governance and process needs.  In these cases, it is 

not unusual for highly formal delivery structures to start to ‘hide’ poor performance (Albrecht 

& Spang, 2014).  Studies have shown that overly rigid and bureaucratic structures can also 

cause additional problems such as the suppression of creativity and increasing dissatisfaction 

within project teams, which can eventually cause delivery performance to fall, even though 

capability maturity apparently remains at a measurably high level (Teller et al., 2012).   

In terms of achieving maturity itself, higher levels of ‘maturity’ may be more easily reachable 

when an organisation’s projects are similar to one another ((Grant & Pennypacker, 2006), 

and/or are ‘exploitative’ in nature (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008).  Where the opposite is true, 

particularly where projects are less well defined at the outset, i.e. projects are explorative or 

emergent. (Grant & Pennypacker, 2006) suggest therefore that if unmonitored, very high 

levels of maturity, or organisational formality, may actually impede performance. 
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Overall, although capability maturity models have acknowledged drawbacks, particularly in 

their objective targeting, application, and output, they have been used in professional 

practice for many years to identify good practice and promote positive change.   In respect of 

this study however, their benefit is tempered by the same issue as the OPM and similar 

models, inasmuch as they are lack the ability to target project delivery capability 

improvement in context.  This is the specific research gap that is addressed from the next 

section. 

2.8 The Research Gap: Capabilities in Context  

All the organisational capability models discussed provide an opportunity and approach to 

understand and improve aspects of capabilities.  However, whether like the OPM model, they 

primarily address organisational characteristics, or human-resource characteristics (APM 

Competence Framework), or are process-focused (P3M3), each model only addresses 

capability in general terms.   None attempts to approach capability improvement on a 

contingency basis, i.e. by also considering the types of projects they deliver, or the specific 

organisational context in which they operate.  This study looks to address this gap, by 

exploring how contingency factors impacted capability development actions in a small 

number of diverse cases.  To support this exploration, this section identifies a simple high-

level framework of capability development dimensions.  This ‘capability development 

framework’ (figure 2.7) uses the elements of the 7S and Galbraith frameworks to form three 

dimensions.  Where each dimension, ‘organisation’, ‘human resource’, and ‘non-human 

resource’ shares a balance of elements from both models.   

• The organisation dimension combines the ‘strategy’ and ‘structure’ elements from 

‘Galbraith’ and ‘strategy’, ‘structure’, ‘shared values’, and ‘style’ from 7S.  This 

dimension also aligns with the concepts of the Organisational Project Management 

model (OPM) (Muller et al., 2019).  The OPM does not consider project management 

as ‘separate’, but as an integrated element similar to other organisational functions.   
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• The human resource dimension combines the ‘people’ and ‘rewards’ elements from 

‘Galbraith’ and, ‘staff’ and ‘skills’ from 7S, and is therefore closely linked to the 

concept of the APM’s Competence Framework (Musawir et al., 2017b).   

• The non-human resource dimension combines the ‘process’ element from ‘Galbraith’ 

and, ‘systems’ from 7S.  Although this dimension has the least model elements 

associated with it, it is often the focus of practice-based capability improvement, being   

closely linked with the concept of the P3M3 (Axelos, 2015) and other process-based 

maturity models.   

Figure 2.7 

Capability Development Framework 

 

Whilst this framework represents the combination and simplification of two theoretical 

models often used in practice, it also highlights the diversity of development actions expected 

during the evolution of capability.   

The capability development framework is not claimed as original, nor does it highlight any 

particular capability development issues.  It does however enable the capability development 

actions emerging from the narratives to be identified and categorised. 



Page 61 of 279 
 

Chapter 3: Research Method 

This chapter sets out the method employed to carry out the research.  It includes a discussion 

of possible approaches and the reasoning behind the choices made.  The chapter is divided 

into five sections:  

1. Research questions 

2. Research philosophy 

3. Research design 

4. Procedures  

5. Ethics 

3.1 Research Questions 

The primary question addressed by this research: 

• How do organisations develop a project delivery capability?   

With secondary questions:  

• How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent on the 

‘type’ of projects or programmes it delivers?   

• How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent on other 

contextual factors internal or external to the organisation? 

These questions do not focus on any specific organisations or industries, nor do they seek to 

circumscribe the scope of what might constitute such a capability.  They are however, the 

starting point for an exploration into how various organisations have actually developed and 

grown the ability to deliver projects, programmes, portfolios, etc. in practice.  

3.2 Research Philosophy 

The philosophical position taken by this research is rooted in the author’s personal history 

and experience of the project management profession.  As a practicing project manager, 
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trainer and consultant, the author has been party to numerous professional practice 

discussions and frustrations since initially training as a project manager in the mid-1990s.  

Although there is much evidence to suggest that project management practice, and the value 

it adds to organisations, has improved since that time (Johnson et al., 2016),  there is still a 

feeling among some professionals, the author included, that the approach to project delivery, 

within organisations, is still significantly flawed (Yung, 2015).  The philosophical position 

described below reflects a desire by the author to explore this perception.  Before building a 

research design, the author reviewed the ontological, epistemological, and axiological 

viewpoints for guidance. 

3.2.1 Ontology 

Ontology is a branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of existence or reality.  The two 

overarching aspects of ontology are objectivism and subjectivism.  The objectivist position 

proposes that entities exist independently of the social actors (human beings) that interact 

with them.  Whilst the subjectivist position places more importance on the meanings that 

social actors attach to those entities.  Although both perspectives have their devotees, most 

researchers agree that the knowledge generated by either perspective is valid (Saunders et 

al., 2012). 

The growth and evolution of the project management profession is largely attributed to the 

innovation and use of many practice-based resources, including process methodologies, 

software tools, ‘bodies of knowledge’, training programmes, and certification schemes.  All 

these artifacts are objective in nature, i.e. they exist independently of the practitioners that 

make use of them.  From around the mid-nineties, when many of these artefacts started to 

appear, organisations would deploy them, expecting by doing so to create what could now be 

described as a delivery capability.  However, as this deployment could be as simple as training 

and certifying all their project managers in a single project management method (like 

PRINCE2®), such a strategy did not always deliver the expected benefits (Robertson, 2016).   

That said, using the profession’s artefacts in this way was, and to some extent still is, 

considered ‘necessary’ to engender some degree of efficient project management (Sargeant 
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et al., 2010).  However, in spite of their perceived value, simply deploying procedural training 

is no longer considered ‘sufficient’ for preparing an organisation to deliver its project 

objectives consistently and effectively.  To better understand the reasons for this, this 

research focuses on exploring the actions of practising professionals who have previously 

developed project delivery capabilities within their organisations.  To achieve this, the 

research takes the pluralist perspective (Söderlund, 2011b) and focuses on the variety of 

subjective meanings that these practitioners attached to the artefacts and resources that they 

use.  Meanings that may vary from practitioner to practitioner.  e.g. where a ‘process 

methodology’ represents a ‘hard and fast’ set of rules to one practitioner, it may only be 

perceived as general guidance to another.  Or indeed, from project to project, where project 

stakeholders may see the same project very differently, attaching to it their own unique 

meanings as well as measuring its success or failure according to their own specific value 

frameworks and perceptions.  Conducting the research using a subjective approach will also 

help to understand how the research subjects made key decisions given unique contextual 

factors, such as the type of projects they had to deliver, and the organisational and business 

and environmental factors they were faced with.  The relationship between objective 

artefacts and the subjective meanings behind their use, touches many aspects of the 

profession.  Therefore, although this research takes a subjective position to answering the 

research questions, its exploration of why professional practitioners developed their 

capabilities in the way that they did, does not lose sight of the important role objective 

artefacts continue to play in their construction and operation. 

3.2.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology is the philosophy concerned with what is considered to be acceptable 

knowledge (M. Saunders et al., 2012).  Three key aspects of epistemology are referred to as 

positivism, realism, and interpretivism.  Positivism and realism both relate to ‘scientific’ 

inquiry and establishing causal relationships through the analysis of data.  The two differ in as 

much as the positivistic view is concerned with observable reality, whereas realism is 

described as the reality that is perceived through the human ‘senses’.  However, both 

positivism and realism similarly aim to create ‘rule-based’ generalisations from the scientific 

analysis of empirical data (Saunders et al., 2012).  Alternatively, interpretivism seeks to 
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understand the subjective ‘meanings’ that humans attach to the world and the part they play 

in the ‘social’ environment.  (Saunders et al., 2012) highlights two ‘intellectual traditions’ that 

underpin interpretivism - phenomenology and symbolic interaction.  Phenomenology is 

described as the way humans make sense of the world, and symbolic interaction as a process 

where humans continually interact with others and adjust their personal perspectives as a 

result.  Both of these ‘traditions’ describe a degree of human interaction and point to a 

research design where the researcher has an empathetic relationship with the study’s human 

subjects. And through this, a desire to create an understanding from each subject’s 

perspective.   

From an epistemological perspective, a significant amount of the research into projects, 

conducted by and for professional practice, has been of a positivistic nature (Johnson et al., 

2016).  This ongoing attempt to create rule-based generalisations for other practitioners to 

follow, reflects Crawford’s (2006) early assertion that project management ‘practice’ has 

focused historically on improving ‘function and process’ to move itself forward.  This focus 

has given rise to many successful methodology artefacts such as PRINCE2® (Axelos, 2017a), 

which use rule-based frameworks as the basis for a ‘universal’ approach to project 

management.  And others, such as AgilePM® (Agile Business Consortium, 2014) which also 

use rule-based frameworks, but are targeted at specific projects, e.g. IT development.  

Research has not all led to the definition of process methodologies however, and there are 

many general frameworks that model the project management discipline more holistically, 

including the Organisational Project Management (OPM) model (Muller et al., 2019).  There 

has however been calls for more interpretivist research for many years (Johnson et al., 2016). 

Research that could be used to close the gap between general project management models, 

and the knowledge that could help practitioners design their project delivery capabilities 

within specific and specialised contexts.   

In respect of this research, the highly structured, value free research methods of the positivist 

or realist research philosophies were not considered appropriate.  Instead it was considered 

more beneficial to focus on developing a better understanding of why the individuals, who 

actually created and operated project delivery capabilities, made the decisions they did.  

Using their skills to select, adapt, and integrate the resources of the profession.  For this, an 
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interpretive philosophy was favoured, to enable an explorative focus on what practitioner-

managers actually did during the capability building process. 

3.2.3 Axiology 

Axiology is the philosophical study of judgements about value.  In the context of research, it 

focuses on how the values of the participants may support or hinder the aims of the research, 

and how these can be leveraged or mitigated.   

To clarify, the author has been a practicing project manager since the mid-1990s and holds 

strong views on the subject.  The philosophical underpinning of the research approach would 

therefore be incomplete without considering the values of the author in the context of this 

research.  The author believes that although the multitude of the profession’s artefacts 

(process methodologies and software tools, etc.) have added significant value to the project 

management profession, they cannot of themselves constitute the whole story of how 

organisations develop and improve their ability to deliver their projects.  It is the author’s 

belief that progress towards greater project delivery success will be achieved through a better 

understanding of organisations and how their project delivery processes and tools are 

adapted, applied, and integrated into structures and systems.  Given these beliefs, it would 

have been difficult, and potentially counter-productive, for the researcher to follow a value-

free philosophy.  A value-bound, interpretive research path was therefore considered more 

appropriate, where the author could openly empathise with practitioners and draw out their 

thoughts from a position of understanding.  This approach accepts that the researcher will 

openly interpret incoming data within the context of his own beliefs and experience.  

Although some form of unconscious bias cannot be discounted in this circumstance, the 

researcher has used two methods to minimise impact.  Firstly, by using the detailed analysis 

procedure constructed in section 3.4.3 to ensure equitable treatment of data.  And also, 

where possible, the researcher’s interpretation of the data has been reviewed and validated 

by the original narrator in each case. 
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3.2.4 Research Paradigm 

To complete the section on research philosophy, Saunders et al. (2012) suggests summarising 

the philosophical approach by reviewing the research paradigm. 

Figure 3.1 

 Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory 

Note: From Burrell & Morgan, 1982 cited in (M. Saunders et al., 2012) 

 

The diagram in figure 3.1 above, splits research into four paradigms from two dimensions.  

The first dimension is drawn from the research ontology previously discussed, which confirms 

the overall subjective positioning of the research.  The second-dimension questions if the 

research outcomes are envisaged as enabling changes to ‘fundamental frameworks’ of 

capability, and thereby potentially disrupting the ‘normal order’, i.e. radical change.  Or, if 

they will explore how things are currently regulated and potentially suggest improvements 

within existing frameworks, i.e. regulation.  As the author’s value position is that a ‘better 

understanding’ of existing organisational factors is required, seeking radical change is, at least 
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in the short term, unrealistic a regulation position is therefore taken.  This also puts the 

research in the interpretive paradigm, confirming the epistemological position above and 

underlining the requirement for an explorative research design, which is discussed in the next 

section. 

3.3 Research Design 

A research design is described as a general plan for answering research questions.  It is 

important that the plan is coherent, aligns with the chosen philosophical position, and is 

practically achievable.   

3.3.1 Research Approach 

The research design decisions taken, aim to create a cohesive research design overall.  

Decisions about the approach therefore impact and constrain all subsequent decisions, as it 

is itself constrained by the selection of an interpretivist philosophical position. 

The approach sets out the effective ‘start point’ of the research, and its ‘direction of travel’.  

This is described by Saunders et al. (2012) as a choice between (or a combination of) deductive 

and inductive reasoning.  Two approaches to reasoning which are effective opposites.  

Deductive reasoning seeks to prove or disprove existing theory through the examination of 

data, i.e. starting with general theoretical principles and moving towards specific conclusions.  

Whereas inductive reasoning takes the opposite path, starting with observations from the 

data and seeking to build or generate untested theory, i.e. moving from the specific to the 

general.  These two approaches can also be combined in a single piece of research, e.g. by 

using inductive methods to generate theory, followed by deductive methods to test it (or vice 

versa).  Any approach that combines the use of deductive and inductive methods in this way 

is known as an abductive approach Saunders et al. (2012).  For this research, an inductive 

approach was selected to align with the interpretive philosophy, which supports the position 

of the research as an ‘exploration’.  An exploration that starts with the key specifics from the 

research data (i.e. the decisions and actions taken by research subjects) and aims to generate 

elements of untested theory. 



Page 68 of 279 
 

In respect of the other potential approach options, the deductive approach was rejected.  This 

approach is aligned with a positivistic or realist philosophy, both of which were rejected at 

the research philosophy level.  An abductive approach was considered but rejected, to enable 

the research to focus solely on generating potentially broad theoretical insights.   

Choosing a research methodology includes deciding whether a single quantitative or 

qualitative method would be used for the research, or mix of methods.  Although there are 

exceptions to the rule (Saunders et al., 2012), quantitative methods are generally associated 

with a positivist philosophy and qualitative methods with an interpretivist philosophy.  This 

truism is adopted within this research with a qualitative method being chosen to support the 

exploration of the data.  In respect of specific research methods, the author used Saunders et 

al. (2012) list of eight key methods to help establish an appropriate methodology for this 

research.  Some of the methods offered, such as conducting an experiment or carrying out a 

simple survey, were discounted immediately as they are considered more suited to a 

quantitative method.   Pure library research (archival research) was also be discounted due 

to its focus on data from documentation rather than from human interaction, a factor that 

was considered critical to gain genuine practitioner insights.  The ethnography approach, that 

focuses on the actions and interactions of groups or teams, was considered but was also be 

discounted, as this could have potentially slewed the focus of the research towards 

organisational or role-based factors.  Also, although the author is a practising consultant 

actively working in the field, an action research strategy was also discounted as although the 

author has or was participating in the assessment of some of the cases studied, he was not 

involved in their development beyond the professional reviews he carried out.   

With these methods discounted, the selection of an appropriate strategy was focused on 

three key methods considered suitable for capturing qualitative primary data.  These three 

were grounded theory, case study, and narrative inquiry (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008; 

M. Saunders et al., 2012).   

Grounded theory presents itself as a broad church of data gathering approaches, analysis 

procedures, and overarching methodology.  Each of which can be used independently, or with 

other methods to achieve an inductive research outcome that is ‘grounded’ in qualitative 
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data.  However, the most common method of obtaining data for grounded theory research, 

a structured or semi-structured interview was rejected, as the author did not want to ‘steer’ 

interviewees towards specific topics, nor did he want a wide sample of cases that may have 

resulted in purely high-level thematic responses.  As a result, grounded theory was considered 

less likely to achieve the desired research results.   

A case study strategy was considered to be a strong candidate as its purpose is to generate a 

rich understanding of a single, or small number of, cases.  This aligned well with the research 

design up to this point, and was also well suited to an explorative approach, using multiple 

sources of data such as interviews, document analysis, and observation to gain a broad, multi-

perspective understanding.  Although case study did not end up being the primary method 

for data gathering and analysis, the author did use elements of this approach to gather 

secondary data for each case.  During research conversations he was given access to a wide 

range of documentation relating to how each capability was developed, as well as 

documentation relating to some of the projects that the capabilities delivered.  This data 

which was subsequently used to triangulate on elements discussed by each participant in the 

narratives they gave during the research process.  In two of the four cases the author was also 

acting as an external consultant carrying out formal capability reviews, and on a third (a 

historical case) he had also been an employee of the department at the time the capability 

was developed.  In all four cases he had a good working relationship with the senior manager 

who had developed the capability itself.  This not only provided access, but also meant that 

the author had a good in-depth understanding of the capability in each case.  However, 

although the author had good knowledge of each case in its current form, he did not know 

specifically why each senior manager had taken the actions they had taken to build the 

capability up to that point.  This he considered a gap in his own knowledge, and for this 

reason, a case study strategy was considered a secondary strategy in favour of narrative 

enquiry where each manager could be given an opportunity to tell the story of their 

department’s developmental journey.   

The narrative inquiry research strategy involves gathering end-to-end ‘stories’ of an event or 

sequence of events.  In the case of this research, the story from each narrator ran from the 

start-up of a delivery capability (or the narrator’s arrival), to either the narrator’s departure 
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from the organisation or the date of the narrator’s interview.  This strategy was considered 

best suited to gaining a detailed qualitative picture of why specific steps were taken to build 

each capability, by maintaining the chronology of key developmental events, and the actions 

that were taken as a result.  It also allowed the research narrators to provide their own 

interpretations of events over time, and to reflect on specific meanings as well as deeper 

organisational and contextual factors.     

3.3.2 Saturation 

The concept of saturation in qualitative research is generally excepted to have developed 

from grounded theory (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013).  Although three particular forms of saturation 

are identified in the literature (theoretical / thematic / data), the term is generally taken to 

mean that any further data collection would not add anything new, and by extension would 

not impact the outcome of the research (Saunders et al., 2018).  Some authors attest that 

saturation is a form of “gold standard” that should be applied across all forms of qualitative 

research (Morse, 2015), whilst others challenge this view suggesting that the relevance and 

meaning of saturation varies across different research methodologies.  Saunders et al. (2018) 

suggest that it can be more difficult to identify how some qualitative approaches, such as 

narrative inquiry, apply the concept.  They attest that some authors who use such methods 

have rejected the need for saturation altogether, particularly where the research uses 

explorative/inductive methods on narrative-based data.  Although they also stress that some 

form of saturation, in its role of maximising quality and rigor, should at least be considered.  

O’Reilly & Parker, (2013) suggest that where the need for, and potential application of, 

saturation is ambiguous, authors should be as transparent as possible about their research 

methods, including design, progression, and limitations on findings. 

This research uses inductive methods to explore a phenomenon through primarily narrative 

inquiry.  Given some of the discussion above therefore, it would be easy to prioritise 

saturation quite low when it comes to research design considerations.  As an exploration of a 

limited number of cases this research does not intend to provide final definitive solutions, but 

instead to expose findings that contribute to the capability debate.  Thematic saturation is 

neither claimed nor sought therefore, however the risk that an individual narrator could give 
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an incomplete account of the requirement (i.e. not reach appropriate saturation of points 

within their own narration) is acknowledged.  To minimise this risk, steps were taken to 

encourage each narrator to provide as complete an account as possible, by providing a high-

level framework of the topic area, giving clear instructions of the elements and time period 

required, and also not limiting the time available to provide the narration.  The author also 

went back to each narrator to clarify and discuss details and meanings post-interview where 

required. 

3.3.3 Data Collection 

In respect of how narrative data may be collected, Saunders et al. (2012) suggests two 

possible approaches.  Firstly, that the narrative is sought during an unstructured interview, 

and secondly that the researcher personally observes activity over time and then constructs 

the narrative themselves.   The latter approach was discounted however due to the 

requirement to cover time periods when the author was not present.  As the research was 

focused specifically on the construction and development of project management capabilities 

over time, it was important to select interview subjects who could provide personal first-hand 

insights into this process.  The individuals chosen were therefore managers who had actually 

developed and managed such a capability for their organisation. 

The sampling strategy suggested for this type of narrative inquiry involves a single or small 

number of purposive samples from participant, each of whom provide in-depth data.  Again 

Saunders et al. (2012) suggests various sample selection scenarios - participants who are 

considered typical of the wider population, participants who are considered to be critical or 

extreme cases, or participants from a single specific case where different types of participants 

provide various perspectives.  This research involves four cases with a single participant each, 

and none of the cases was considered particularly extreme. Therefore, the cases were 

considered to be a small number typical of the wider population, selected to achieve a spread 

of capabilities from different backgrounds and used for different purposes.   The four cases 

selected are shown in table 3.1, listing their business sector, geographical location, the time-

span covered by the narrative, and the delivery purpose of the projects delivered by or 

supported by the capability.   
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Table 3.1 

Case criteria 

 Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

Sector Energy Telecoms Development Financial 

Country USA UK South Sudan Qatar 

Narrative Scope 2006-2018 1994-98 2013-14 2010-19 

Project Purpose Development 
Projects 

Business 
Projects 

Business 
Projects 

Change Projects 

 

For further transparency of approach in respect of sample selection, the following sub-

sections detail how each case came to be used by the author.  In cases 1 and 4 the author was 

previously involved in a comprehensive assessment of the capability in a professional capacity 

and used this access to seek and gain permission for a manager to participate in the research.  

In case 2, which is a historical case, the author was an employee of the capability and directly 

involved in the development that took place at the time.  Case 3 was a unique opportunity, 

highlighted by a colleague as fitting the author’s need, and represented an opportunity to 

study a capability in an African country that was operating during a civil war. 

3.3.3.1 Case 1 

Originally this research started with the idea of pursuing a single case.  This then expanded to 

four cases as the possibilities of enriching the data by seeking confirmation / differences 

became apparent.  The first case was taken from the energy sector in the USA.  The author’s 

first visit to the organisation took place in October 2016 when he carried out a formal Project 

Programme Portfolio Management Maturity Model (P3M3) assessment for the team.  During 

the assessment the author inspected a large amount of documentation provided by the 

capability.  From this and more than twenty interviews with key individuals, the author 

created a detailed P3M3 report on how the capability was operating at the time.  After 

returning home the author realised that although he had a seen a wealth of data on current 
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operations, he knew very little about how the capability had evolved up to this point in time.  

This triggered the idea for this research, and after discussion with the client organisation, the 

author returned to site in 2018 to discuss and review change management capabilities and 

also, following formal agreement, to carry out the narrative interview.  Following 

transcription, the interview was returned to the narrator for comment.  Minor factual changes 

were then made to the text prior to analysis. 

Documentation that was made available for referencing anonymously in the research: 

• P3M3 Capability Maturity Report 

• Technology Innovation Office (TIO) Terms of Reference 

• TI Portfolio Procedures 

• TI Role Definitions 

• TI Training plans  

• From Individual project files: 

o Project Definition 18/112 

o Project Definition 18/98 

o Project Impact Review 14/255 – X Shunt Project 

Case Diary: 

• Sep 2016: P3M3 Assessment of the Capability (on-site - author as assessor) 

• Oct 2018: Change Management consultation (on-site - author as consultant) 

• Oct 2018: Narrative Interview (on-site) 

• Mar 2019: Narrative transcript reviewed with narrator (remote) 

• Jan & Feb 2021: Further telephone conversation with narrator (remote) – nature of 

the start-up activity (why not a project), does the narrator now recognise the 

capability as a PMO, Team dynamics within TIC, and emerging themes. 

• Sep 2021: Draft thesis reviewed with narrator (remote) 
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3.3.3.2 Case 2 

After the first transcript was completed, the author decided more data would be required to 

widen the exploration.  Having been a member of staff in this project management capability 

during the 1990s, he was interested in how capability development differed from then to the 

present day.  Particularly because the 1990s was a time of major change within the project 

management discipline.  He got in touch with the manager who developed the capability and 

secured permission for the narrative interview in March 2018.   

This transcript gave a completely different perspective on capability development.  Not only 

because of the author’s personal role, but also due to the different level of the organisation 

that the capability occupied, and the different types of projects they delivered.   This 

transcript was also returned to the narrator for comment and was returned with minor factual 

corrections. 

Documentation that was made available for referencing anonymously in the research: 

• 5 Star Project Management Handbook 

• Relationships with Competencies 1996 

• New Recruit Evaluations 1998 

• Project Manager Competence Tracker 

• Directions and Initiatives Strategy Paper 

• 5 Star Management Briefing 

• 5 Star Training Manual 

Case Diary: 

• 1994 - 1998: Author is a member of staff 

• Mar 2019: Narrative Interview (face to face - Aston University) 

• Jul 2019: Narrative transcript review with narrator (remote) 
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• Dec 2020 / Mar & May 2021: Additional telephone conversations with narrator 

(remote) – discussion of emerging themes, as well as clarifying the narrator’s views on 

maturity models use and communications with the wider organisation. 

• Jan 2020: Additional hard copy documentation received - proprietary methodology 

project management handbook. 

• Sep 2021: Draft thesis review with narrator (remote) 

3.3.3.3 Case 3 

Following an appeal to my immediate network for suitable cases, the third case was identified 

by a colleague who had carried out some programme management training at a capability 

located in South Sudan.  As the manager of the capability was also know to the author he was 

contacted, and permission was gained for the interview to take place in the UK in June 2018.  

The capability manager had joined the capability following a P3M3 assessment that he himself 

had carried out a few years previous.  His tenure in the country had been short but interesting, 

as he had developed the capability during an outbreak of civil war.  Similar to the case 2 

transcript, this capability was located at an operational (rather than strategic) level in the 

organisation.  In this case, when the transcript was returned for comment, the narrator added 

some more detail that he felt was important to the narrative, and also asked that two 

paragraphs be removed before publishing, as he felt these may have made the case 

identifiable to third parties.  This request was carried out prior to the narrative being included 

in the thesis document. 

Documentation that was made available for referencing anonymously in the research: 

• P3M3 Maturity Report (2011) 

• Portfolio Local Working Practices 

• PMO Role Definitions 

• Initiation Training Presentation Slides 

Case Diary: 

• Jan 2020: Narrative Interview (face to face - Cheshire) 
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• Mar 2020: Narrative transcript review with narrator (remote) 

• Apr 2020: Skype call (remote) – further discussion on changes in leadership style, team 

diversity and why it was important, and why introduce programme management 

training to project managers. 

• Sep 2021: Draft thesis review with narrator (remote) 

3.3.3.4 Case 4 

The author’s search for a second capability at a strategic level was complete when he was 

sent to Qatar in December 2019 to carry out a P3M3 review of a capability in the financial 

sector.  This was a comprehensive review including 23 interviews with senior staff and review 

of documentation similar in scope to that of Case 1.  During the two-week assignment the 

author’s research was discussed with the capability manager who also formally agreed to 

provide a narrative.  In this case the narrative transcript, sent to the narrator was returned 

without comment or corrections. 

Documentation that was made available for referencing anonymously in the research: 

• PMO Operating Practices 

• PMO Training Procedures 

• Directorate Strategic Planning Guidance  

Case Diary: 

• Jan 2020: P3M3 Assessment of the Capability (author on-site as assessor) 

• Jan 2020: Narrative Interview (on-site) 

• Mar 2020: Narrative transcript review with narrator (remote) 

• Sep 2021: Attempted to send draft thesis to narrator (no response) 

3.3.4 Data Analysis Approach 

This study is designed as an inductive exploration of project delivery capability development.   

Analysis methods are therefore used to generate findings that emerge from the narratives.  
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Findings that are also be triangulated with the secondary data and / or confirmed or explored 

further in follow-up conversations with narrators.  Analysis was undertaken in three specific 

stages: 

In the first stage of the data analysis, a description of each of the four cases is established.  In 

particular why the capability was set up in the first place, and scoping factors such as what 

the capability was set up to do, and what it was not expected to do.  The characteristics of 

the projects it delivered are also discussed.  This information is used to provide a contextual 

understanding of each case prior to the subsequent analysis stages.  The second uses ‘re-

storying’ to construct a temporally sequenced analysis of each case (De Fina & 

Georgakopoulou, 2008).  Identifying the development actions taken by each narrator during 

the development of their capabilities and categorising them using the capability development 

framework (figure 2.12) as a ‘lens’ to establish a ‘strawman’ set of development themes.  The 

third stage reviews each development theme using the characteristics of the project 

characteristic framework (figure 2.7) as a ‘complicating variable’ to understand how each 

action theme is addressed during capability development.  The second and third stages of the 

data analysis used analysis techniques specific to narrative inquiry.  One of the key strengths 

of the narrative inquiry strategy is that the data produced contains a strong chronological 

element linking events and actions.  (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008) suggest that this is a 

strength that should not be lost during analysis.  They describe an approach to narrative 

inquiry analysis called the ‘conventional approach’.  They suggest that this approach may be 

used where narratives have:  

• An active ‘teller’  

• A highly ‘tellable’ account  

• A high degree of detachment from surrounding ‘talk’ and ’actions’  

• A temporally linear sequence 

• Moral consistency.  
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As the narratives collected for this research all conform to these criteria and therefore the 

requirements for the ‘conventional’ approach to narrative inquiry analysis.   

The conventional approach has two variations, both of which are used to gain different 

perspectives from the data.   The first variation analyses events, actions, and impacts, in the 

order in which they occurred.  This variation uses a repeating analytical sequence to make 

sense of the activity emerging from the case.  The analytical sequence suggested by (De Fina 

& Georgakopoulou, 2008) uses the following four steps: 

• Identifying a situation within the narrative.  

• Understanding an issue that arises from that situation. 

• Describing the action(s) taken to resolve the issue. 

• Identifying subsequent outcomes (which may themselves become new ‘situations’).   

 

This variation is used for stage 2 of the analysis and has been modified by the researcher to 

use the capability development framework.  The three framework dimensions are used 

longitudinally to highlight how the chronological events in the areas of organisation, human 

resources, and non-human resources, interacted throughout each narrative.   

The second variation of the ‘conventional’ approach is used for stage 3 of the analysis.  This 

focused on the ‘situation’ around which the narratives were constructed.  i.e. the 

development of an effective project delivery capability.  This variation takes the themes of 

actions identified in stage 2 and reviews them with regard to the ‘complicating variable’, i.e. 

the characteristics of the project entities that each capability was created to deliver.   This 

stage compares the four cases directly with one another, using the characteristics of the 

project characteristic framework to understand how delivering different types of project 

entity, impacted how each action theme was addressed by each narrator.  A conceptual 

diagram of the full inductive research process research is illustrated in figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2 

Narrative Inquiry Concept Diagram 

 

3.4 Research Procedures 

The procedures used to carry out this research are summarised below. 

3.4.1 Literature Search 

The literature search primarily used the EBSCO Discovery Service provided by the University 

of Portsmouth Library, for academic papers, and the search engines of major project 

management professional organisations (e.g. APM, PMI, Axelos, etc.) to access their libraries.  

Key search terms were used to generate responses in key areas: 

• project (programme and portfolio) management 

• organisational project management 
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• project delivery capability 

• project success 

• project management maturity 

Results from these searches were used to refine searches in specific areas, and a review of 

citations within selected papers were used to identify seminal papers in specific areas. 

3.4.2 Data Collection 

Participants were identified and asked if they would participate.  Procedures agreed with the 

of the University of Portsmouth’s ethical committee were followed and the required 

documentation was sent to each participant.  This documentation included an explanation of 

the interview process.  In respect of conducting a narrative inquiry interview, each participant 

was given guidance on what was being sought, and then asked to tell their story.  The 

researcher prompted the participant if needed, but otherwise the researcher observed the 

interviews without comment.  For this research, each participant was given the same 

guidance as all other participants prior to their interview.   

Interviews were conducted for each of the four cases and were recorded for later 

transcription.  Interviews were transcribed by the researcher and verified by an independent 

third person (who had signed the confidentiality agreement).  Each complete transcript was 

then reviewed and verified by each narrator, who were asked to comment, provide 

corrections, and to confirm their permission to publish the transcript in the thesis document. 

During various post-interview conversations, the author and narrators discussed the 

emergent findings.  The author requested, and was granted access to supporting 

documentation, listed in section 3.3.3.  In each case the author was given permission to 

reference, but not to distribute this documentation. 
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3.4.3 Analysis 

Analysis of the data was conducted using a multi-screen computer enabling simultaneous 

views of the transcript, the typed analysis, and the reference characteristics.  Apart from 

Microsoft Word, no specialist analysis software was used.  As highlighted by Saunders et al., 

(2012) the narrative inquiry approach does not contain many specific analytical processes.  It 

is therefore up to the researcher to ensure that any processes they create aligns with the 

philosophy and design of the overall research.   The procedural approach taken in this 

research was therefore constructed by the researcher and is set out in figure 3.3. 

During the analysis process, the author had further conversations with some narrators to 

clarify details and confirm findings.  Any additional information from these are included in 

chapter 4 case discussions. 
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Figure 3.3 

Data Analysis Procedure Flow 

 

Note: After (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008) 

3.5 Research Ethics 

Ethics in research are important for many reasons.  Firstly there is the need for knowledge to 

be arrived at truthfully and not to be falsified or misrepresented, with every effort made to 

avoid errors.  Other reasons include promoting trust and mutual respect among those 
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involved and being clear about any conflicts of interest (Resnik, 2020).  The University of 

Portsmouth (UoP) takes ethics very seriously and requires all research to meet the 

requirements of its ethics policy.  As part of this policy, all post-graduate research students 

must submit their research proposals to the UoP ethics committee prior to commencing 

primary data collection.  

In accordance with the research ethics policy of the University of Portsmouth, ethical approval 

was sought and granted for this research (ref. E474).  Under the requirements of ethical 

approval, a process for conducting interviews was agreed to ensure participants understood 

and agreed to their role in the research and how the data they provided was to be handled 

and secured.  Ethical approval also required the author to make provisions for his own 

personal safety when travelling and conducting interviews.  Two interviews were conducted 

overseas, in Portland (USA) and Doha (Qatar).  Ethical committee requirements were followed 

for each. 

In respect of the ethical process, participant consent was confirmed through acceptance of 

the content of a ‘consent email’ approved by the ethics committee. This email was sent to 

each participant prior to interview.  In addition to the consent email text, two further 

documents were attached for information:   

Research Participant Information Sheet, setting out how the interview would be 

conducted and providing key information including supervisory contact details.   

Narrative Interview Description, setting out how the interview would be conducted, and 

the information sought. 

All research participants confirmed their agreement to take part verbally.  An email was sent 

to each participant after the interview confirming their verbal agreement and thanking them 

for their time.  The transcript data was stored locally on the researcher’s computer and 

backed up to the Microsoft ‘One-Drive’ service.  Data was secured behind password 

protection and was only accessible by the researcher. 
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 

This chapter explores data from four ‘cases’ of project delivery capabilities.  It is presented in 

three sections.  Each section makes use of multiple sources of data: 

• The narrative transcript provided by each narrator 

• Subsequent conversations between the narrator and the author 

• The author’s personal experience of the capability 

• Any departmental documentation provided to the author for reference 

 

The first section provides a short description of each case.  The second section comprises a 

chronologically sequenced ‘re-storying’ of each transcript to expose the critical actions 

taken by each narrator during their capability’s development timeline.  The output of this 

section is an emergent set of critical actions that were addressed by the narrators during 

their capability’s development timeline.  The critical actions were clustered into common 

themes which were confirmed with each narrator prior to the next stage of analysis.  The 

third section reviews these themes in respect of the ‘complicating variable’ of the research 

(i.e. the type of project entity that each capability delivers) highlighting how each case 

addressed them in context.  The output of this chapter is a discussion of how each 

emergent action theme was addressed by the narrator in each case.  Where text is shown 

in italics and inside inverted commas, that text has been taken from a narrative transcript 

or further conversation with a narrator.  Items in brackets and italics refers to specific 

departmental documentation used to triangulate findings. 

4.1 Case Descriptions 

In this section, each of the four cases is described to highlight the nature of the capability and 

its ‘parent’ organisation, including its business sector and geographical location.  The section 

includes perceptions from the narrators regarding the problem they were trying to solve by 

developing the project capability for their organisation, and a description of the projects that 
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each capability delivered.  Also the dates when each narrative began, the amount of time 

covered, and the ‘state’ of the capability at the start and end of the narrative. 

4.1.1 Case 1 -   Power Sector (USA) 

Case 1 relates to a publicly owned energy generation and distribution agency located on the 

west coast of the United States of America.  The department that embodies the project 

delivery capability was set up to centralise and manage ‘research, development, and 

demonstration’ (RD&D) projects for the whole organisation.   

“The decision to start the office was based on a need for centralising RD&D [research, 

development, and demonstration]”   

This was considered important as. 

“Research [had been] done in pockets historically, and … there was really no way of 

collecting that information … to identify [and target] additional research needs” 

The capability was started in 2006 and was still in operation when the narrator interview took 

pace in 2018.  At a span of 12 years, this is the longest running capability that was explored.  

The research development and demonstration (RD&D) projects delivered by the capability 

develop specific ‘knowledge’ for the organisation through targeted research.  Knowledge that 

is used to affect future changes and/or generate benefits for the organisation.  However, 

although each project creates a potential for change, they do not affect those changes within 

their scope, and are therefore considered ‘development’ projects for the organisation 

(Soderlund 2005).   

Although the organisation’s RD&D budget resides within the capability’s cost centre, and is 

therefore controlled by the capability’s management, its actual allocation to research projects 

is delegated.  When the department was first setup in 2006 a diverse group of managers was 

convened - the Technology Investment Council (TIC).  Detailed portfolio management 

processes were established (TI Portfolio Procedures) to manage the initial review, start-up, 

monitoring, and closure of research projects, with the TIC as its main controlling function.  

Through these processes, it is the capability’s responsibility to ensure the research budget is 
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managed to maximise organisational benefit.  Realising the benefits of each research project 

however, is the responsibility of the organisation’s business lines rather than the capability 

itself, although they do have a responsibility to promote and support the this process (TI 

Portfolio Procedures).  This has proved to be an ongoing challenge however, as ‘technology 

transfer’ (as it was known up to 2018), is not well defined and has not enabled expected 

benefits in many cases.  A move towards more recognised ‘change management’ techniques 

was the reason for the author’s visit in 2018.   

The research projects of Case 1 generally do not offer specific outputs with an unambiguous 

path to benefit realisation (Project Definition 18/112, Project Definition 18/98).  Instead, their 

defined objectives have historically sat in a range between, offering qualified benefits (where 

further projects would be needed to create usable technologies), and generating qualified or 

quantified outcomes, where benefit realisation is still ambiguous, but arguably more 

attainable for the organisation.  Since 2017, the organisation has demanded that research 

projects are more able to describe how the organisation is able realise future benefits from 

its research, before any investment is made.  Since this time therefore, defined project 

objectives have more often described qualified or quantified outcomes, than simply potential 

benefits.  The projects delivered by the capability are considered to embody a high level of 

risk.  Although these projects may sometimes make use of (exploit) some existing knowledge 

or skills, they are by their research nature, explorative.  However, some projects have 

arguably made back the entire research 212-year budget by themselves (Project Review 

14/255 – ‘X Shunt’). 

4.1.2 Case 2 – Telecoms Sector (UK) 

This is a historical case from a private company in the Telecoms sector located in the United 

Kingdom.  The capability in this case was created to bring together all the disparate project 

management effort that was already taking place in respect of complex customer order 

delivery and upskill it to support a new customer solution strategy.    

“The [organisation’s] strategy changed” from providing “’paint-by-numbers’ projects 

… to providing bespoke customer solutions”.  There was a concern that “our existing 
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[project manager] resources, may not be able to deliver these new project ‘types’”.  So 

“instead of having project managers … doing different things, we ought to start pulling 

them together as a capability”. 

This capability was started in 1994 and was developed over a four-year period, until 

organisational downsizing forced it to be broken up and absorbed into the sales organisation.  

This case provides a perspective of capability development during a key era of project 

management evolution, the mid-nineties.  The capability delivered projects to external 

customers (i.e. business projects).  The projects delivered by the capability exclusively related 

to customer contracts.  Although most of the organisation’s contracts were considered to be 

‘business as usual’ and within the scope of operational processes, some were considered too 

complex or risky to be delivered without additional management oversight.  The investment 

commitment for customer projects came from the sales department.  Although the external 

customer paid for the contracted solution itself, it was the sales department who chose 

whether or not to commit the use of customer project management services on a contract.  

The capability did not generally have an input to this decision, although later as the 

relationship between the capability and sales teams matured, the decision was often made 

through mutual agreement.   

Most customer projects were essentially a complex co-ordination of existing services 

available from within the organisation’s operations teams.  This included both administration 

and engineering services that were all carried out by full-time staff.  Therefore, each project 

that was delivered exploited the existing knowledge, skills, and processes of the organisation 

and its staff.  As very little was novel or new, customer project definitions generally comprised 

well defined contracted outputs with an unambiguous path to benefit realisation. 

In respect of objective benefits, the sales department indirectly benefitted from good project 

management and delivery, particularly in respect of maintaining good customer relationships 

and repeat sales.  However, the direct benefits from each project’s deliverables were realised 

solely by an external customer. 
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4.1.3 Case 3 – Global Development Sector (South Sudan) 

The global development sector provided case 3, which is set in the organisation’s ‘country 

office’ located in Juba, South Sudan.  This country office capability existed before case 3 

started and continues to operate now.  This case comprises the 12-month period from 

December 2013 to December 2014, during which the narrator took up the role of ‘Head of 

Programme’ to run the team and implement a Programme Management Office (PMO).  The 

assignment, originally for 3-to-4 months ended up being longer, mainly due to the civil war 

that broke out within days of the narrator taking up his new position.  The PMO was required 

as only two years before, South Sudan had been recognised as a new country heralding an 

increase in inward investment and development projects. 

“The particular focus was therefore to … put in place a PMO - programme 

management office”, to handle “a bigger portfolio [of projects and programmes]”.  

“Typically, the country offices would have strengths in finance and so on, but overall, 

[delivery] maturity was [very low] at the project level – and no one was really doing 

programme management”. 

This capability delivered infrastructure projects – new roads, buildings, etc. - to their external 

client, the government of South Sudan.  The projects that were initiated were selected to 

enable commerce and enhance the country’s self-sustainability.  The investment for these 

projects came from 3rd party countries and / or major charitable organisations who would 

donate money and materials. 

In the main the infrastructure projects delivered, exploited the existing knowledge and skills, 

of construction professionals and used a mix of international and local resources to deliver on 

the ground.  These types of projects are delivered by offices all over the world, and the 

processes of the organisation demonstrate the expertise built up over many years.  The 

objectives of each project comprised quite specific outputs which were agreed with the donor 

organisations and the client, and although the project delivery capability delivered the assets, 

it was the country of South Sudan who owned, and were ultimately responsible for the 

realisation of their defined benefits.   
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4.1.4 Case 4 – Financial Sector (Qatar) 

Case 4 is set in a financial sector organisation in the country of Qatar on the Persian Gulf.  The 

portfolio management office (PMO) at the centre of the delivery capability was set up when 

the organisation was forced to expand rapidly after its mandate was changed.  The PMO was 

initially required to centralise progress tracking of the organisation’s business development 

projects.   

“All of a sudden [the organisation] needed to add a lot of extra capabilities”.  “Systems 

and infrastructure had to be put in place to deliver the new strategy, so … one of the 

priorities was setting up a [project-portfolio] management office!”  Initially “the high 

priority was just visibility of what was going on … governance came a bit later”.   

The capability was started in 2010 when PMOs were almost unheard of in Qatar and was still 

operating when the narrator interview took place in 2019, a span of nine years.  This capability 

coordinated the initiation and delivery of projects across the whole organisation.  This case 

involved mainly internal change projects linked to various divisional strategic objectives, but 

also included complex events such as conferences.  At the time the PMO was created, the 

organisations mandate had changed causing it to rapidly grow and adapt.  As an organisation, 

it continues to experience fast paced change.  The investment commitment for all projects 

came from the organisation’s business divisions, and although the PMO facilitated all large 

and complex change projects, the resources to both deliver the projects and realise the 

benefits, sat outside the team in the wider organisation. 

Project definitions addressed a wide range of outputs and outcomes mainly aimed at 

delivering the strategic objectives of each department/division, and through them, the 

strategic objectives of the organisation itself.  As long as the project met 

cost/complexity/strategic importance criteria, it was included in the overall portfolio.  

Projects were therefore a broad mix of those that exploited existing knowledge, skills, and 

processes, and those that explored new products, markets, and working practices. 

 

 



Page 90 of 279 
 

Table 4.1 

Summary of Cases 

 Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

Sector Energy Telecoms Development Financial 

Country USA UK South Sudan Qatar 

Narrative Scope 2006-2018 1994-98 2013-14 2010-19 

Project Purpose (macro) 
Development 

Projects 
Business 
Projects 

Business 
Projects 

Change 
Projects 

Owner Stakeholders 
(Investment) 

Team Organisation External Organisation 

Owner Stakeholders 
(Benefit) 

Organisation External External Organisation 

Objectives 
Outcomes / 

Benefits 
Outputs Outputs 

Outputs / 
Outcomes 

Uncertainty Explorative Exploitative Exploitative Both 

 

Table 4.5 summarises each of the cases in respect of business sector, geographical location 

and project types handled.  
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4.2 Narrative Inquiry Analysis 

With reference to sections 3.3.4 Data Analysis Approach and 3.4.3 Analysis, this section 

develops a ‘timeline’ of the critical actions used by each narrator to develop their project 

delivery capability.   

The analysis uses a ‘conventional’ approach to narrative inquiry analysis described by (De Fina 

& Georgakopoulou, 2008).  This approach identifies specific ‘situations’ in the narrative text 

that give rise to one or more ‘issues’.  Each of the ‘situations’ identified, is presented as a 

separate text paragraph (in sections 4.2.n.1), and as much as possible, these paragraphs are 

presented in chronological order.  The ‘action’ that the narrator took to address the ‘issues’ 

arising from each ‘situation’ are described in one or more grey ‘textboxes’ to the right of each 

respective paragraph.  An example of this layout is give in figure 4.1. 

Figure 4.1 

Example of the Text Layout in sections 4.2.n.1  

 

Each ‘action’ identified is also tagged as being a member of one of the three capability 

development framework dimensions (section 2.4, page 35).  All the actions from a narrative 

appear as the ‘critical actions’ on the ‘timeline’ illustrated in sections 4.2.n.2.  The critical 

actions from each narrative is discussed in section 4.2.  In the final step to this part of the 
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analysis, the ‘critical actions’ from the four timelines are clustered into ‘themes’ of critical 

actions (section 4.2.5). 

4.2.1 Case 1 - Power Sector (USA)

4.2.1.1 Critical Actions  

Case 1 starts in 2006 with a perceived organisational “need for centralising 

RD&D” (Research, Development, and Demonstration), “to create [a] centralised 

function, able to identify research needs [for] the agency going forward”.  This 

was identified as important, as prior to this point “research was done in pockets” 

and “there was no way of collecting information” from the research.  Which 

made it difficult to “identify where there were additional research needs”.  

Action was initiated to create a “small team [of] eight people”, the Technology 

Innovation Office (TIO).  Five specific roles were established within the team: 

• “Chief Technology Innovation Officer (CTIO)” 

• “Portfolio manager” 

• “Road mapping specialist”  

• “Project Management officer” 

• “Technology transfer” 

 

The “road mapping specialist” was responsible for “establishing a [centralised] 

research agenda”.  The concern at the time was to “get as much unbiasedness 

towards the research as possible”, i.e. not “guided strictly by people within [the 

agency]”.   Therefore the “research agenda was used to publish a solicitation 

that went out to all organisations, federal agencies, industry partners, [and] 

universities”.  The TIO essentially “went out and said to people that have 

knowledge about those research topics to ask them to provide our research 

proposals”.  This process could generate “upwards of 200 proposals”.   

 

The research proposals collected needed a “very comprehensive review of 

research proposals”.  “Our goal was to make sure the projects provided value 

and they were technically feasible to do”.  “We used ‘pairwise comparisons’ 

methodology to identify the criteria to evaluate projects against”.     

Establish a new 
team to 
centralise 
Research, 
Development & 
Demonstration 
as an agency-
wide project 
portfolio 

• Org  
 

 

 

Identify specific 
team roles  

• Org 
 

 

 

Establish a 
centralised 
research agenda 
for the agency 

• NHR 
 

 
Solicit research 
proposals from 
outside the 
agency 

• NHR 
 
 

 
Establish a 
comprehensive 
review process 
for research 
proposals  

• NHR 
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“Proposals were then vetted [from] within the organisation” and externally, 

“scoring them against the criteria that we developed”.  Internal “subject matter 

experts (SME) reviewed the proposals” from the perspective of “this is 

technically okay and something that [the agency] could use”.  “External experts 

would look from a technical feasibility perspective”.  All this created a large 

amount of review data to analyse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The “portfolio analysis part was very comprehensive [and] took two months to 

do”.  The TIO would “get the data back” from reviewers and analyse the scores 

to show “which projects were technically feasible and should be considered” for 

investment.  This helped the team prioritise proposals for the next step which 

was to identify a “strawman portfolio” of research projects, from which the 

agency would select the initial portfolio of projects for investment. 

 

The Chief Technology Information Officer (CTIO) “assembled a council of people 

within the organisation, from subject matter experts all the way up to senior 

executives”.  Known as the “Technology Innovation Council” (TIC).  “Their 

objective was to represent the agency by looking at the [strawman] proposals 

and decide which [would be] good for the agency”.  A team that would make the 

“ultimate decisions on which projects would go into the portfolio”.   

 

The TIC included both “subject matter experts as well as senior executives and 

[the] idea was that this council would be a peer group”.  But “SMEs were not 

always comfortable challenging executives”.  The TIO therefore had to “change 

the culture and create an environment where conversation and technical 

discussion was [peer-to-peer] to keep the program moving forward”. 

 

Analyse feedback 
and create a 
‘strawman’ 
portfolio of 
research projects  

• NHR 

Form an internal 
multi-disciplinary 
team to make 
key portfolio 
management 
decisions. 

• Org 
 

Ensure the 
decision-making 
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peer group 

• HR 
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objective 
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research 
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• NHR 

Review proposals 
using SME 
reviewers from 
inside and 
outside the 
organisation  

• NHR 
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The “strawman proposals portfolio, was presented to the council [TIC]”.  “They 

made decisions during a portfolio review selection [event] in the summertime”.  

“And then, based on their decisions, a [research project] portfolio” was 

established. 

 

“The project management officer would then take over and get the contracting 

under way.”  Part of the contracting process was “reviewing the proposals and 

making sure that there were stage gates” within the proposed project delivery 

plans.  “It was considered critical that projects would not fail because they lacked 

project management oversight”.  “They may fail for technical reasons, or [poor] 

sponsor support, but they [would] not fail because they were [not] managed 

from a project management perspective”.    A key “PMO role was [therefore] to 

help the project managers implement best practices for managing projects”.  

“One of those best practices was [to have] stage gates” within all project plans.  

However, “unlike a product development cycle where you have ‘tests complete’, 

‘design complete’, [etc.], these stage gates were unique to [each] project”. 

 

The TIO was originally allocated some “20+ people”.  However, “with regard to 

project management of the RD&D projects, a decision was made by [the CTIO] 

to give most of the TIO full-time equivalent [headcount] to the ‘Transmission’ 

and ‘Power’ business lines. [The TIO] would then identify people within those 

organisations and they would be allowed time to do the research”.  The TIO did 

not therefore have direct control over the ‘project managers’ that oversaw the 

research projects, which were mainly carried out by external organisations.  

These ‘project managers’ were located within internal ‘business lines’. 

 

  

Hold an annual 
review to select 
projects for 
inclusion in the 
research 
portfolio  

• NHR 
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project 
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“The portfolio [of research projects] was pretty extensive, upwards of 60 projects 

were being managed within the Technology and Innovation Office”. To ensure 

that all these projects remained on-track, “we would have an annual review 

session in the winter”.  “It was a ‘summit’ review for all [research] projects that 

were in progress”.  “It was also a ‘stage gate’”.  “Our council and external people 

would all participate in this effort”.  “They evaluated and scored the projects”.  If 

“a project [scored] as ‘low’, [then it] was ripe for cutting out of our portfolio.”   

 

As individual “projects were completed, we would involve the technology 

transfer person” to take forward the project’s outcomes, in a way that could 

benefit the agency.  “We would [also] update our roadmaps to reflect this new 

research and see [if] it addressed our [overall] objectives”. Or if we would need 

to “do more research to get to that objective point”.   

 

 

 

 

After initial set-up therefore, a “system of systems” was in place.  Which 

“started with road mapping, went into portfolio management, went into project 

management, then went into tech transfer, and the output of that tech transfer 

piece was to update the technology roadmap … a cycle of life, on an annual 

cycle”.   

 

In respect of the impact of the team in the first ten years of existence. “Over a 

10-year period we invested close to $100 million and out of that investment there 

[were] three projects that [justified] our existence”.  “These three projects 

[delivered] $270 million worth of savings to the agency.  [Which] demonstrated 

that we saved significantly more than the initial investment”.   

 

 

Hold an annual 
review to remove 
poor-performing 
projects from the 
research portfolio 

• NHR 
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• Org 
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In respect of the tools used to deliver projects, “We used traditional project 

management tools to manage projects”.  Such as “status reports and meetings 

with and subject matter experts and principal investigators”.  “We didn't require 

[project managers] to use Microsoft Project, we just wanted them to keep a 

schedule [using] whatever, however, whenever, tool they wanted to use to do 

that”. 

 

In respect of project manager training, “we offered training to the ‘quasi’ project 

managers”. “We brought an external person in to do a two-day general project 

management training course, and it was really highlighting, kind of the whole – 

initiating, planning, monitor controlling, executing, monitor-controlling, and 

closing of projects”.  “These were the people in different business lines” who 

were identified to manage the research projects “and it was clear that they 

didn't want to do that”.  “We offered them annual training to understand how 

to manage projects in general, help them to understand the risk involved with 

research projects, and maybe things to consider as they were managing projects 

in that regard”.  Also as a result of “getting feedback from [TIC] that 

presentations made by these people were ‘bad”.  “We also offered them 

presentation training” to help them when they were “presenting their project 

results to the Technology Innovation Council at our Innovation Summit”.  

 

Project managers were “primarily technical people that didn't want to fail at 

what they do, they want what they’re doing to be successful”.  However, “the 

idea of research is not always going to be successful, so [we had] to 

communicate that failure is okay and that we really want to fail early and fail 

cheap”.  In terms of process it was important to “check on the progress at the 

beginning and realise that [a project] wasn't addressing what we really needed”. 

Train the project 
managers (annual 
training sessions 
in ‘general’ 
project 
management, 
understanding 
risks, and also 
issues relating 
specifically to 
research projects.  
Also presentation 
skills training).  

• HR 

Promote use of 
‘traditional’ 
project 
management 
tools (meetings, 
reports, and a 
schedule).  Do 
not insist on 
specific software.  

• NHR 

Ensure research 
projects fail 
‘quick and cheap’ 
if they are going 
to fail.   
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In respect of providing training “internal to our organisation”.  “The technology 

innovation office was definitely encouraged to do leadership training”.  “For me 

personally I was given the opportunity to complete a PhD on success factors for 

technology transfer and develop a model for identifying those factors as part of 

the research proposal process”.  “Other training opportunities were [the 

opportunity to] go out into the research community and deliver research 

papers”.  “In Cambridge (UK), we were part of a conference where we delivered 

papers on the technology management processes”.  “[We were also] involved in 

many technical memberships, and we interfaced with EPRI - another 

organisation that we funded research projects through”.   “[We also had] an 

opportunity to engage with other utilities and understand how they are 

implementing these processes and deliverables into their organisations”. 

 

“We felt it was important to gauge where we were, as an organisation, we felt 

we were doing project and portfolio management really well” however, the 

team felt that they also needed to understand how research projects were 

managed in other industries.  Therefore, “we participated in a benchmarking 

forum with major industry partners that were known for their competency in 

managing research [e.g.] Boeing and 3M”.  “We were able to see how other 

organisations did research, [and as a result] were able to take away bits and 

pieces that could be applied to our own organisation”.  “It was a very compelling 

story to be able to tell our administrator that Boeing is investing billions of 

dollars in research and are using the same foundational elements of managing 

research as we’re trying to implement”. 

 

“In 2013 we felt we had peaked at our capability as a research management 

organisation, so we wanted to really test and see how good we were”.  “We 

happened upon [the idea of using] maturity models for assessing our 

competencies and felt that the P3M3 was most comprehensive in the different 

elements that they were evaluating”.  “We engaged with [external] consultants 

to help us to understand where we were”.  The result of the maturity model 

assessment was that “we weren’t as good as we thought we were”.  The team 

therefore engaged with consultants to discover “how we could do certain things 

Train the TIO 
team in 
leadership and 
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development 
opportunities 
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to get to the different levels of maturity that we wanted to”.  Such as “training 

and development, how we were moving projects going forward, and how our 

culture impacted decisions”. 

 

Initially TIO “reported to the deputy administrator, so we had a direct connection 

with the most senior executives in our organisation”, who “understood the value 

of doing research”.  “[Our] goal was to have our office investing half of 1% of 

gross revenue in research and development”.  “At the time it was $17 million 

[which was achieved] 2013/2015, with very strong support from our senior 

executives”.   

 

When “[the deputy administrator] left in 2016 we fell under ‘corporate strategy’ 

where we [felt that we] didn’t fit”.  Particularly because “we were unable to 

make the connection between the research we were doing and what they were 

doing at the time in strategy”.  “We weren’t able to communicate that strategic 

vision”.   However through the “benchmarking that [we did with] with other 

organisations, we found that their RD&D organisations fell under their corporate 

strategy groups”.  As a result, “we found we could provide more longer-term 

input into the agency’s strategic vision”. 

 

Project managers worked directly for the business lines not the TIO. Therefore 

the TIO needed “strong sponsor support, because [project managers] needed to 

be allowed time in their day to manage research projects without feeling [that 

they] needed to focus on only their operational day-to-day work”.  “The 

sponsor's ability to give them time to do research was critical”. 
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There was a major change to the team in 2017 when incumbent CTIO retired.  

At the same time, a major issue triggered a critical review of how the team was 

operating.  “We [ended up being] forced into doing things differently”.  “It was 

a different economic time, [we had] a different set of executives with different 

requirements, so [although] I think [what we did previously] what was 

appropriate at that time”, the TIO now had “less flexibility” and had to look to 

operate differently.  As part of the change, new controls were introduced 

including “a line-item report” and a “monthly portfolio report”.  However 

although it was a time of “enforced change”, it also “gave the TIO “an 

opportunity to get feedback about how [the senior executives saw] the 

technology innovation office going forward”.    

 

Another issue of the CTIO retiring was that “he was ingrained within the utility 

community”.  “He had a breadth of knowledge of the technologies, [including] 

the foresight about technologies coming down the pipeline, and how they could 

impact our organisation”. “He could also make good recommendations on 

technical aspects of the program, whereas once he left, none of us had that 

technical expertise”.  Instead “we relied more on emphasising our ability to 

manage research and listening to what our customers wanted”.  “We positioned 

ourselves now as a service organisation”. “Here are the tools, road-mapping, 

research agenda, managing a portfolio, selecting a portfolio, managing it and 

being able to consider the applications”.  “That was the service that we could 

provide”. 

 

The TIO solicited feedback from key stakeholders, and “listening to the 

feedback, we did things differently going forward”.  “Our team streamlined the 

information that we were providing to TIC, listening to what they needed to 

make decisions”.  “We established four criteria - the first criteria was for research 

proposals to [align with and] address [the agency’s] strategic plan”.  Secondly, 

“we made sure that resources were available [to do the projects], that there was 

a conscious effort to make sure that we had commitment from managers and 

executives”.  “That those people [who were needed] could be dedicated to this 

research effort”.  “The third criteria was to make sure that there was a clear path 
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to application”.  “Our executives said they want to know at the [outset] how [the 

output of a project is going to be] put into application”.  “And then the fourth 

[criteria] is that we have considered other partners in the region, so we [were 

not] the only ones funding research that could benefit many of our regional 

partners”.  The new framework was “endorsed by our most senior executives”. 

 

To improve the alignment with the potential users of research output, the TIO 

“realigned their organisation to have programme managers that work into the 

business lines”.  Each programme manager is “currently establishing a portfolio 

and then managing the projects that are in that portfolio, and then [also] doing 

the tech transfer piece”, which will ultimately be supported by a new “change 

manager role” to help realise benefits for the business line. 

 

 

These last two actions have not yet been applied, but are considered important 

to be applied in the near future: 

However, “we still didn't have a documented technology transfer process”.  This 

was not treated as critical enough during set up and “one of the lessons [we] 

learned, was that we needed to involve the technology transfer aspects of the 

project from the very beginning”.  Including “involving the right people [and] 

having a good [benefits realisation] plan”. 

 

 

A major issue is still project manager resources.  The “full-time equivalent 

money [for project managers] was handed out to the business lines”.  This 

resulted in a loss of control. “There is no reason, no carrot, for the assigned 

project managers to do work that's not part of their performance review”.  It is 

believed that “to have those 20 people back within the technology innovation 

organisation and managing the projects” would have been “more effective”. 
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4.2.1.2 Timeline Summary 

 

\  

Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Establish a new team to 
centralise Research, 
Development & 
Demonstration as an 
agency-wide project 
portfolio 

Identify specific 
Technology Innovation 
Office team roles  

Establish a centralised 
research agenda for the 
agency 

Solicit research proposals 
from outside the agency 

Establish a comprehensive 
review process for research 
proposals  

Review proposals using SME 
reviewers from inside and 
outside the organisation  

Analyse feedback and create 
a ‘strawman’ portfolio of 
research projects  Form an internal multi-

disciplinary team to make 
key portfolio management 
decisions. 

Ensure the decision-making 
team works together as a 
peer group 

Hold an annual review to 
select projects for inclusion 
in the research portfolio  

Develop a pre-project 
contracting process for use 
with selected research 
suppliers 

Ensure all project plans are 
structured with unique 
technical ‘stage gates’ 

Provide internal business 
lines with headcount 
budget to enable them to 
provide part-time research 
project managers to the 
organisation 

Hold an annual review to 
remove poor-performing 
projects from the research 
portfolio 

2006 (Start 
and set-up) 

Operate the portfolio 
management process on an 
annual cycle 
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On project completion 
ensure that outcomes are 
taken forward to generate 
benefit 

Update research roadmaps 
post-project delivery 

Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Track the realisation of 
benefits form past 
research projects to 
support the financial 
justification for the TIO 
and future research 

Train the TIO team in 
leadership and provide 
diverse development 
opportunities  

Benchmark the team’s 
approach and processes 
against major industry 
partners. 

Engage in maturity model 
analysis to improve 
capability Engage senior 

management support to 
help drive the meeting of 
targets 

Capitalise on alignment 
with corporate strategy to 
ensure input to the 
organisation’s strategic 
vision 

Ensure research projects fail 
‘quick and cheap’ if they are 
going to fail.   

Seek feedback from senior 
management on how the 
team is perceived as 
performing – particularly 
after a setback  

Review and change the 
emphasis of what the team 
provides to the organisation  

Review and streamline 
processes to ensure 
research remains aligned 
with organisational needs. 

2017 
(Incumbent 
CTIO 
Retires) 

2016 
(TIO 
moved to 
corporate 
strategy) 

2013-5 
(Research 
investment 
peaks at 1% 
of gross 
revenue) 

Promote use of 
‘traditional’ project 
management tools 
(meetings, reports, and a 
schedule).  Do not insist on 
specific software 

Train the project managers 
using annual training 
sessions in ‘general’ project 
management and managing 
risks and issues relating 
specifically to research 
projects.  And also 
presentation skills training).  
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Introduce a new change 
management role to interface 
directly with internal 
customers to help realise 
benefits 

Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Establish a robust 
technology transfer process 
and track benefits from the 
very beginning of the 
project. 

Move the research project 
manager resources back 
within the TIO team to 
maximise effective delivery 

Future 
Actions 
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4.2.1.3 Case Discussion

Actions carried out to set-up the capability did not consciously use project management 

methods or techniques.  As was later confirmed by the narrator, the activity was instead 

considered to be ‘just another BAU team/departmental start-up’.  Although it was not 

considered to be a ‘project’ however, creating the capability did exhibit a number of project-

like characteristics.  Including being focused on solving a specific business ‘problem’, having a 

definitive set of owner-stakeholders, and developing a clear plan of action mapped to 

achieving what were generally well-defined objectives.  The narrator confirms this approach 

and also comments that the set-up did not feel particularly difficult or risky from the outset.  

She felt that this confidence was due to the experience of the senior manager in charge at the 

time, and the fact that the capability was replacing what was considered to be a fragmented 

and chaotic situation.   

This capability was started in 2006.  The first actions taken focused on the creation of a new 

centralised function separate from other project delivery in the organisation.  The 

organisation uniquely targeted the function at ‘explorative’ project delivery, in what was a 

(probably unconscious) implementation of ambidextrous project delivery (Davies & Brady, 

2016a).  These actions created what would now be described as a central portfolio 

management office - PMO (a point since confirmed with the narrator), although this term did 

not appear in any documentation produced at the time (The Technology Innovation Office 

(TIO) Terms of Reference).  From an organisational perspective, initial actions identified the 

TIO terms of reference, team roles (TIO Role Definitions), and established a multi-disciplinary 

Technology Innovation Council (TIC) to govern the research portfolio.  This team comprised 

both executive and technical representatives from various ‘owner-stakeholders’ (Carroll et 

al., 2017).  Assembling a TIC of senior executives and subject matter experts is still considered 

a positive step and, although the TIC terms of reference were modified in 2017, it still 

maintains its original purpose.  It was raised in the narrative, and also discussed later with the 

narrator, that the TIO which included very senior and quite junior staff did not immediately 

‘gel as a team’.  A key action in the early years of the capability was therefore to help this 

team work together as a ‘peer group’, something that did not come naturally to some 

members. 
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In respect of the OPM model, the TIC identifies at the ‘business integration’ layer (Muller et 

al., 2019), and enhances organisational engagement, by linking the capability to a wider set 

of key stakeholders (Johansen et al., 2014).  Actions targeted at engaging the organisation’s 

senior management, promoted the capability to a wide range of high-level interest groups 

(Johansen et al., 2014).  This activity also enabled the capability to demonstrate its own 

viability and the financial performance of the technical solutions arising from research 

projects.  In particular, two past projects were able to demonstrate that the cost savings 

accrued between them totalled many times the capability’s operating budget over the 

preceding 12 years.  

Actions to develop key ‘non-human’ resources focused on the portfolio level processes that 

created and managed the organisation’s research agenda (TIO Process Manual).  These 

prescribe a detailed annual cycle of key actions: 

• maintain the research ‘roadmap’,  

• solicit proposals,  

• select projects,  

• monitor project progress,  

• remove failing projects – if projects were to fail, they were encouraged to fail “quick 

and cheap”, 

• All feedback inputted to updating the original research ‘roadmap. 

Collectively these processes align with modern portfolio management procedures and also 

exploit the governance activities performed by the TIC.  The proprietary control processes 

developed at the portfolio level are still considered the core of the capability.  Although these 

processes did not reference any portfolio management standards in existence at the time, 

they have proved to be highly stable (Davies & Brady, 2016a) having only been substantially 

modified once over a twelve-year period.   

At a project delivery level processes were not developed at the same level of detail as they 

were at the portfolio level.  This is particularly interesting as the research projects in question 
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were virtually all ‘explorative’ in nature, something that would normally call for high levels of 

process-based control.  Also, and similar to those at the portfolio level, the project level 

processes implemented did not directly reference any existing project profession ‘standards’.  

Indeed process guidance at this level was considered to be “light touch”, with project 

managers required to produce simple project plans with defined stages, to which project level 

governance was later applied, e.g. ‘stage reviews’.  They were also required to report to the 

TIO and their ‘sponsor’ on a regular basis.  However, there was no requirement to use any 

specific software in either managing the project or reporting.  The use of any additional 

project management techniques was left to the judgment of the project managers and their 

sponsors, even though neither group received comprehensive project management training. 

In an action that is still questioned today, project managers were not directly employed by 

the capability. The narrator now considers this to be the wrong approach and has been 

attempting to reverse this decision since 2015.  Instead of being retained within the capability, 

the headcount budget for this role was transferred to the capability’s customers (internal 

operational departments) who then supplied project management effort from their existing 

engineering resources.  The decision to use “pseudo–Project Managers” to manage research 

projects has created many tensions yet unresolved.  For example, these resources only acted 

as project managers part-time and, although highly competent engineers, they were generally 

inexperienced in project management techniques.  They also found the “bureaucracy” related 

to the role off-putting and tended to focus on their ‘day jobs’ rather than project delivery.   

The training given to project managers was limited, consisting of two days per annum of 

“general project management” and “presentation skills”.  Subsequent conversations with the 

narrator suggest that she would have preferred all those engaged in project management 

activity to be trained in an approved ‘credential’, such as the PMI’s project management 

professional.  The senior management individuals outside the capability who were required 

to act as project sponsors were not offered formal training in the role.  It was considered that 

their seniority would be sufficient to being able to guide each project and support the project 

managers.  Later conversations confirmed that this proved to be somewhat true, though 

certainly not in all cases.   
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Since its beginnings, the capability had been guided in its selection of research projects by a 

comprehensive ‘roadmap’ of research needs which was owned and maintained by the 

capability on behalf of the organisation.  Once a project was completed however, the 

‘business lines’ were expected to realise the benefits of each project’s delivery.   In an action 

designed to help the ‘business lines’ generate ‘value’ from completed research projects, the 

capability included a ‘technology transfer’ role within its team to provide a managed process 

for benefit realisation.  However, in the first ten years, this role failed to establish a 

documented management process, and to date still has not fulfilled its original purpose to the 

satisfaction of the narrator.  In 2016, the topic of ‘benefit realisation’ grew in importance 

following the capability’s realignment, under the control of the ‘corporate planning’ 

directorate.   As a result, changes were made to the capability in respect of supporting the 

benefits arising from projects.  These changes were to refocus the portfolio on projects that 

had a more defined ‘route’ to benefit realisation for the agency, and also to focus on tracking 

and supporting research project outcomes using recognised ‘change management’ 

techniques.  Although, at the time of the narrative, the impact of these actions had not yet 

been fully assessed, they are considered to have brought the capability more into line with 

‘benefits management’ professional ‘best practice’ (Musawir et al., 2017b).  

After the original Chief Technology Innovation Officer (CTIO) departed in 2016, and the new 

CTIO initiated a review of the capability.  The new CTIO initiated an action that chimes with 

the concept that capabilities eventually get ‘old’ and need to be periodically refreshed (Davies 

& Brady, 2016a).   The review and consultation resulted in a dynamic shift of emphasis away 

from undertaking research that might benefit the industry at large, towards projects that had 

a better chance of benefitting the organisation itself (Musawir et al., 2017b).   This also 

resulted in an action to align some of the capability’s human resources with key ‘customer’ 

stakeholders, an action in line with recognised stakeholder practice and something, according 

to a more recent conversation with the narrator, has proved to be a very positive move 

(Carroll et al., 2017). 

In respect of the development of the team’s individuals, they were given opportunities to 

develop in their portfolio related roles.  However, beyond annual project management 

training, the project managers outside the team were not offered any additional development 

by the capability.  All such development was expected to be provided by their own 
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departmental budgets.  Although the impact of this cannot be gauged by the narrator, 

subsequent conversations suggest she is still unhappy with the project management role 

being outside the capability in many respects. 

Two critical actions taken post-2013 to proactively influence ‘capability improvement’, 

included benchmarking the capability against “industry partners”, and also to benchmark the 

capability against the P3M3 maturity model (Albrecht & Spang, 2014).  The narrator is of the 

opinion that both these actions were valuable in realigning specific processes and leveraging 

senior management opinion as to the efficacy of the capability. 
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4.2.2 Case 2 – Telecoms Sector (UK) 

4.2.2.1 Critical Actions 

Case 2 starts in 1994 with a change in the way the organisation was 

operating.  “The strategy changed in [the company] from [delivering the 

same products as British Telecom] to delivering bespoke solutions for 

preferred customers”.  This triggered significant “organisation change” in 

many areas.  “At a very high strategic level, they realised” that “delivery 

capability was not changing to match it”.  “Instead of having project 

managers just based in the field doing different things, they [realised that 

they] ought to start pulling this together as a capability that was there to 

deliver the strategy”.   “A selection process [was started] to whittle down 

what was five people with the same title — head of projects — into three”.  

Each of these three was placed in charge of a new project team, “one in 

each [of three UK] ‘service centres’”. 

 

The narrator was placed in the London Service Centre, with “primary focus 

on government projects”.  Within a few months the heads of the service 

centres decided “that project management was unique and important to 

the strategy”.  “The CEO [therefore] appointed a head of projects who 

became my line manager instead of the service centre manager”.  “So, for 

the first time [the company] had a single head of projects”. 

 

Each team’s ‘client’ were becoming specific about the service they 

required, for example “telling us more and more in the tenders that we 

needed to use a particular government method, which was [currently] 

PRINCE, with PRINCE2® soon coming on to the scene”.   
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The narrator began to ask, “how do I change the capability of the 

government projects [team]”?  He considered this in “layers”, the first of 

which was to identify “accountability”.  In respect of accountability to the 

customer.  “The primary contact for the customer is the sales force”.  “So, 

the internal customer [of the projects team] had to be sales”.  “At that time, 

[sales] were divided into sectors: government, retail, finance, 

manufacturing, and so on.  So, where there was a customer director, I would 

have to have an interface, a point of contact”.  “So, it made me realise that 

I’d need [human resources] in my team who would be accountable directly 

to the internal customer”.  These needed to be multi-skilled. “In the 

government [account], you have a lot of projects”.  “But in some of the other 

sectors, you only have one or two at any one time”.  “I needed people 

[accountable to the internal customers] that could run a programme”.  “In 

other words, a collection of projects that all went together in one area”.  

And be able to call on other project manager resources “from a pool of 

resource”.  “But equally, if there was only one or two projects, a person 

[who] also had the ability to deliver projects on their own” 

 

In respect of other accountabilities within, and external to the team.  “I 

knew I needed a pool of project managers, but I can’t have all the project 

managers [~80] report to me, so I knew I needed people that can manage 

these people”.  “So, [I needed to appoint] resource managers” to manage 

groups of project managers.  “I also needed a support office, so I needed a 

head of a PMO”, “who would also need to liaise with [the organisation] 

outside the project team”.   
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Having identified “accountabilities, we also need to know what kind of 

people would fit into those accountabilities”.  “So, it wasn’t about just 

having people, but the right people in the right roles doing the right thing”.   

Which pointed to a need for “people with processes that support them”, 

but then “I realised that you don’t just need processes”, “you need tools” as 

well.  “You would then need to train people in tools [and] processes”.  “Then 

[above these], you would also develop, because I needed people to be able 

to do their job”.  “And then [at the peak] be absolutely excellent at delivery”.  

A “triangle diagram” was developed to show each element as a layer. 

 
 

“I realised that to get the right people [in the roles], I would need to 

[understand] the competencies and capabilities [required]”.  The next 

questions were therefore, “what are the competencies we require [for the 

roles we have]?  And who are the people that have those competencies?”  

“So, I did some profiling with HR.  They had a tool that helped me work 

through the different competencies, benchmark and stuff”.  “We came up 

with 10 competencies that we thought would be useful” 

“I went to my new line manager and said, ‘This is what I have come up with’.  

‘This is what we need to do’.  ‘I’ve inherited a lot of people who [may not 

be] capable of doing things they haven’t done before’”.  “[He said], ‘Yeah, I 

get it.  I get your logic.  What do you need from me?’  I said, ‘Well, I need to 

be able to put my team through some sort of development centre to find 

out what the gap is between the current capability and the future capability 

that I think I’ve identified’”.  “So, all [my] staff went through a first quick 

development centre - a day of activities”.  “What came out of it was some 

really good data and [a clear need for] some development”.  “But more 

importantly, the head of projects actually bought into the process”.   
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After 6 months in post, the narrator “became the new head of projects” 

replacing his manager, who had moved up a level.  There was a small period 

of turmoil when the impact played out with the heads of the other three 

project teams.  One manager was completely “on board with my 

approach”, another was hostile to the changes and “had to be let go”.   The 

third stayed “[but] was not ‘bought in’ [to the plan]”, and “[took] a huge 

amount of time, my time, always trying to make sure that he was up to 

speed”.  In hind-sight “I should have found a home for this manager” as 

well. 

 

In respect of the whole group, “everyone had been through a development 

centre”.  “So we had all the data about how to start putting together a 

programme of change”.  “So, two things happened next”.  “One was me 

working to get the right management team together”.  “I needed a resource 

manager as a head of PMO and programme managers”.  “So we had to 

identify the people most likely to be able to step up, [with the] sort of the 

competencies we were looking for”.  “We ‘poached’ some people from HR, 

[to] have managers in charge of the capacity development of the pooled 

resources”.  “Having [established] the management team, and really 

wanting my team to be part of the change, we spent quite a few away days 

to agree the strategy”. 

 

We also “looked at PRINCE2® as it was evolving as a tool, and we started 

working with the CCTA to understand [its application]”.  “When we made 

the decision to use PRINCE2®, a lot of people said that they understood how 

to do it, so I communicated that we’re going to use PRINCE2®”.  “However, 

nothing changed because people just nodded and carried on doing what 

they were doing”.  The narrator then realised “if we have a tool, or process, 

we have to train people [in using it]”. 
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A mistake “[in implementing PRINCE2® training] was I didn’t go on the 

training first”.  “I sent the staff first, because they are the project managers, 

they are at the sharp end, they need to be trained”.  “And if I train everyone 

in a methodology, surely everyone will come back and do the same thing”.  

This approach “turned out to be naïve”.  It made consistency of practice 

worse not better.  “Where I may have had four or five different ways of 

doing projects [before the training], every time people came back after the 

training, I had 10 more [and different] ways of doing projects”.  “I couldn’t 

understand why, so I booked myself on the course”.  “And then within an 

hour of [starting] the training I realised that PRINCE2® itself was too 

flexible”.  “It was the first version of PRINCE2®, and at that time, 10% of the 

world’s practitioners were my staff”.   “[What] I didn’t realise was that 

you’ve got to tailor it [to your organisation] before you can use it”.     

 

“We realised that we couldn’t use the method ‘out of the book’”.  “We had 

to tailor it to make our own processes”.  “So, what were our processes?”  A 

change programme was initiated to move the team to a new way of 

working.  The programme was called “Five Star”.  A programme with 

modules. 

“Module one was about [the previously identified] competencies and 

getting people through a discovery phase of - what the competencies mean 

and demonstrating them”.   

“Module two”, aimed to give project managers a heightened 

understanding of other management disciplines within the company, “so 

this was about legal issues, HR issues, those sort of things”. 

“Module three was about understanding personal development and [the] 

tools to do that”.   

“Module four was about how to use the ‘Five Star method’ within the 

department”.  This was “our tailored version [of PRINCE2]”.  “[We] 

produced a Filofax, and inside was all our processes including how we do 
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projects.  Each of the Filofaxes was numbered.  So, it could be then issued 

as a tool”.   

 

The Filofax “became a high demand [item, with] an internal black market 

for copies”.  “Because we’d given them [control] numbers, we were very 

clear that you couldn’t have one unless you went through the Five Star 

programme”.  “So we then had interest from the other internal project 

groups to attend”.  “But we insisted they had to attend the whole Five Star 

sort of programme”. 

 

Although the team were starting to understand the structure and process, 

“the [wider] business was unwilling to get involved with [interacting with] 

the principles of project management [control]”.  “We had chosen 

PRINCE2® [as our methodology], and it talked about project boards, and 

that the project board should have the user [the customer] on it, a project 

executive [the business], and senior suppliers [owners of delivery 

resource]”.  “And really, the project executive should have been the business 

head, the director of the projects or one of the senior account managers”.  

“The customer should have been the real customer”.  “The supplier should 

have been various representatives from the business who are supplying the 

resources, including my resource managers”.  “But the business sent a very 

clear message, ‘you are the head of projects’, ‘just deliver, we’re not 

interested’”.  “And that gave us, the dilemma of how you tailor a method 

[to satisfy your customer]”, without irritating them.  “So, we wound up 

having an internal project board where I was the permanent project 

executive”.  “My programme managers were representing the customer 

because they were there”.  “And the resource managers supplied the 

resource into it, the support”.  “I would then represent any of the issues 

within the business”.  “Now, is that real?  We just focus on the fact they 

were roles, not jobs”.   
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Eventually “[we held] a three-day development centre to see what 

competencies had changed”.  “During the three days, [the team] used the 

method on a pseudo- live project”.  “It was a highly effective and gave us a 

massive amount of data of at least 20 to 30 staff - the same staff that 

started [the Five Star modules]”. 

 

“What came out of that was that we didn’t really know the importance of 

the competencies we had set”. “We knew that we needed [certain 

competencies, such as] team building, team working discipline work 

approach, creativity, strategic thinking, and so on”.   However, “we now 

had data which allowed us to [focus on] our high performers” and 

understand “the set of competencies” that enabled them to “operate in the 

most complex environments”.  “We realised that strategic thinking, 

conceptual thinking, etc. were the competencies that gave us that extra 

bit”.  “The revolution this gave us was that in the past, we had recruited 

people because they had good basics, disciplined work approach, 

leadership, etc”.  “Overnight, we changed our recruitment to finding people 

that have strength, in the ‘high’ competencies”.  “The lower [competencies] 

we realised; you can easily teach”.  e.g. “If a recruit has a low ‘disciplined 

work approached’ you can give them PRINCE2® and put good governance 

on them”.  “They will get the habit”.  “If they are not quite good at 

communications, there’s loads of simple cheap training”.  “But to develop 

someone to have creativity, to have conceptual thinking, takes a very long 

time”.   

 

To continue to develop the capability at speed “I had to have faith that 

what we were doing would increase our capability”. “Not only in terms of 

quality performance, but we would be able to do more with less”.  

“PRINCE2® is really clear about roles and responsibilities”.  “And it became 

clear to me that my project managers were doing more than just that role”.  

“They were support, they were assurance, and they would actually still be 

engineers”. “None of them were doing the role of project manager full-time, 
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and they were only doing one or two projects each”.  However, “if they only 

did the role of project manager, they ought to be able to pick up four or five 

projects”.  “But for them to do that, I needed to give them support staff, 

and I needed to then be really hard that they’re not engineers anymore”.  

“So, in very simple terms, out of the hundred staff I had, I had 80 or so 

project managers, and I decided to halve them down to 40 and then recruit 

20 support staff”.   

 

The plan was to “do [the restructure] as a voluntary downsize where people 

could volunteer” to leave the team.  Only if “we didn’t get enough 

volunteers, would [redundancies] be compulsory”.  A key concern for the 

downsize was to not lose the ‘wrong’ people.  Consultations with ‘HR’ and 

‘Legal’ confirmed that “you don’t have to accept someone [for 

redundancy]” even if they volunteer.  However, they can still leave if they 

“find a better job” somewhere else, and “there were people, higher up in 

some of the competencies, that were definitely worth keeping”.  

Unfortunately, it is often the case that “once you announce a redundancy 

programme, people who feel in charge of their own careers, will 

automatically decide to send out their CV”.  So to counter this, “our strategy 

was to look at the market data, and pay those who survived, the grade that 

they should be at, regardless of past performance”.  i.e. “The market rate 

for the job”.  Overall the communications side of the process went well 

“and [the redundancy process] didn’t [materially] affect morale” and “there 

wasn’t much of a backlash”.  “When the programme closed, all the staff 

then got new terms and conditions and [increased] pay and salary, and I 

would say in nearly every case, [they were] absolutely shocked”.  “In two 

cases, it turned out that [project managers] had already accepted jobs 

[elsewhere, which they then] rescinded because [it would have meant] a 

pay cut”.  “So, that strategy worked”.   
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“The biggest problem I had was when I announced [the plan] to the senior 

management”.  “When I took over as head of projects, [there were] massive 

complaints from the sales teams about the quality [of project 

management]”.  The general feeling was that “’as long as you get this one 

particular project manager, you’re fine, but I won’t use any of the others’”.  

The key issue was about “consistency, quality” and countering “a feeling 

that the “department would pick and choose what it wanted to do, as 

opposed to [supporting] the priorities of the business”.  “So, some of my 

arguments went down well, but they were really sceptical because … they 

believed that we couldn’t do all their projects because we didn’t have 

enough staff”.  The argument was made however was that “by getting a 

consistent approach to doing projects, a consistent set of tools, a consistent 

way of doing things, pools of resource and only focusing on the [specifics of 

the project manager] role, I only needed half the amount of project 

managers … and they could take on more projects”.  “So, we started off 

with about 80 project managers in a group of about 103 in total”.  “We 

were doing about 150 concurrent projects”, but when “we went down to 

40 project managers, at our peak, we were doing between 250 and 300 

[concurrent] projects. 

 

The structure of the department team following restructure, was focused 

on customer project delivery.  “We had [visible] ‘programme managers’ as 

our client interface.  So, they literally had desks next to their client 

internally”.  “And they would [attend their client team] meetings, and then 

come back with their prioritisation list for the next period”.  “Their job would 

then be to sit with the management team and me and discuss the forecast 

requirement”.  “Then the ‘resource managers’ would figure out what 

resource they had available in order to align to it”. “And then the PMO 

would align resource to support”.  “So the [team] structure [actively] 

supported our [customer delivery]”.   
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“What we did [following the restructuring] was to accelerate people’s 

development and opportunities to grow”.  “There were four levels [of 

project complexity] simple, multiple-simple, complex, multiple-complex, 

and pay grades that went with that”.  ‘Simple’ projects were “just roll-outs 

of a large number of simple things”, which developed a junior project 

manager up to being “able to do multiple-simple”.  “Which then lead to 

developing the skills [needed] to be able to do complex” and then “multiple-

complex projects”.  So, it was really clear how project managers could 

“develop down that line”.   

 

“The other thing that happened during this period [concerned] the 

methodology, PRINCE2®”.  “We were only doing it because the client said 

so, and we didn’t want to have multiple methods”.  But “the only support 

we could get [in its use] was from our training provider, and the training 

provider wasn’t able to support me in tailoring decisions, as he was only 

able to quote the book [back at me]”.  “And I kept arguing with him, trying 

to get him to [understand what we needed]”.  “So, with hindsight, I realise 

that I was our internal consultant, in terms of trying to pull these things 

together”.   However, in spite of not having support to tailor use of the 

methodology, “the programme [of project delivery] was underway, and 

staff morale (which we were measuring) was improving”.   

 

“Our customer satisfaction was improving”.  “One of our tools that we had 

was a customer satisfaction survey”.  “We were doing this after kick-off at 

each end-of-stage review, typically quarterly, and at post-implementation 

review”.  The method of conducting the survey was as a “one-to-one 

interview”.  “And the interview would always have the same 11 questions”.  

“How satisfied are you with presales support?  How satisfied are you with 

kick-off?  etc. etc”.  “Down to question 10 - how satisfied are you with 

closure”?  “And 11 - overall, how satisfied are you?”  “It was the resource 

managers who did [the interview, so as to be] independent from delivery, 

but also then part of the staff performance [process]”.  “At the time we 

started this, I was only interested in the result of that survey for that 
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project”.  “By the end of the project, we would review how it went, and I’d 

only be interested in the final overall satisfaction survey, because we were 

driving our numbers”.   “After two years of collecting this data, [I gave] all 

the data to some interns”.  “And they came back with some interesting 

observations”. “We had some projects that did not [deliver] to the required 

quality, but overall the client had ticked completely satisfied”.  “And that 

was interesting because at that time, the golden triangle, the iron triangle, 

triple constraint, time cost quality, whatever you want to call it, was the 

generally accepted measure of project success”.   

 

“We already knew that customer satisfaction had to be [part of our] success 

measures”.  But now there was evidence - “there were three key questions 

that seem to contribute” to this position: 

• how satisfied are you with communication during the project?   

• how satisfied are you that the project was controlled? 

• how satisfied are you with the competence of the project manager? 

The impact of this could be seen in a specific customer comment: “’You told 

me you were going to be late, but you actually told me six months earlier’”.  

“’You must have had good controls to do that’”.  “’I was angry when you 

told me [but] I had plenty of time to do something about it!’  So, “if you had 

those three things, it seemed to drive the overall satisfaction”.  The 

question concerning “the perception of the project manager was 

particularly interesting [as it appeared that] you didn’t have to be 

competent [to score well], as long as the client perceives you to be 

competent”.  Overall it made “me think, why are we driving time cost 

quality when actually what we need to do is drive better communications?”  

“That reinforced [my view] that we were right to focus on the competency 

of the project manager”.  And “what we needed to do was not necessarily 

to keep pushing for the traditional measures”.  They “still mattered because 

there were also surveys where the time, the cost, the quality” were the key 

focus.  However, this “also meant that if we got a customer complaint, you 

could see it for what it was”.  “Which was a ‘complaint’ as opposed to an 

ongoing process problem”.   
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 “As we went through, we started to refine our approach, and … there were 

issues” with alignment.  “Were our tools aligned with everything or do we 

still have tools that were not aligned”?  “What percentage of the tools do 

we have in place that are the right tools”?  “How many tools are still not 

aligned”?  “How many processes are aligned”?  “Where are we with our 

training plan”?  “Is it aligned?  And so on and so forth”.  “We started using 

our triangle [diagram of key capability elements] that we had developed”.  

“We realised that we should start colour-coding [the layers], classic red, 

amber, green”.  This acted “as a simple dashboard able to communicate 

with the team [showing] where we were in progress with the change 

programme”.   

 

 

 

“We realised that different sectors [of our customers] had different 

cultures”.  “So, if we take two extremes, [e.g. the] city financial sector, 

someone Goldman Sachs, and the Ministry of Defence”.   The project 

managers who worked with these two customers were not “the same type 

of project manager”.  “We realised that we had to start considering the type 

of resource we supplied, [and] be mindful that we didn’t put the wrong type 

of person in the wrong sector”.  “If we [had to], we would have to make 

sure that they had some additional coaching [and support]”.   

 

It respect of “maturity and capability”, back then “we didn’t have maturity 

models”.   “I do [however] reflect that what I was doing with the 

organisation” was trying to increase maturity.  Initially, “we had our Five 

Star method, and we were driving people to conform because we had 

believed that if we did things in the ‘right way’, we get the ‘right result’”.   

“I was trying to achieve compliance, which is level two” behaviour.  

“However, my more competent project managers were able to sit down 

with me and argue from a point of knowledge, why they didn’t need some 

of processes on the project they were going to do, and that they needed 
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something else”.  “So, we started to take our Five Star [method] as a base, 

but then allow people to tailor it, which means that you’re more at level 

three”.  “We were actually going towards level three maturity (as we call it 

now), simply because we had people who could stand up to me and 

demonstrate why they didn’t need to do things, or [needed] to do things 

differently”.  “So, that started that a continual process of improvement, 

with learning partners, a community of practice, and a [proactively 

supportive] PMO”.  

 

“A large consultancy was engaged by senior management, to resize, right 

size, the organisation, and I realised that it didn’t matter what we did, the 

department was going to get cut”.  “I pulled [my] management team 

together and just explained the process, and what we had to provide”.  

“And I said that if we believe in what we’ve done, we mustn’t put the 

capability (i.e. the project and programme managers) at risk”.  “What we 

must do is realise that if the organisation is going to downsize and right-

size, maybe the saving required [in respect of customer project 

management] is in the management instruction”.  “Maybe the capability is 

strong enough now, whereas it doesn’t need the line management to run 

them”.  “The programme managers were already in place working directly 

with their customers”.  “It was just a question of finding a home for the pool 

of resource”.  “Ultimately then, the end of this change programme resulted 

in us moving the capability back [under the sales teams] in order to self-run 

as a coherent capability”. 
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These last two actions were not taken, but the narrator regretted not 

doing so at the appropriate time: 

The organisation’s “internal projects / product development team, got 

approval from the board to write a book about how they [did projects]”.  

“They invented a ‘gate’ process and got permission [from the board] that 

this must be the only way [the organisation] should be doing projects”.   “I 

was told, ‘you have to get rid of your Five Star, and you now must do this’”.   

“I [then realised that] I hadn’t been proactively telling people what we’re 

doing and why [we were doing] it, and the benefits [it was creating]”.  “I 

was in a situation where if I’m not careful, I’d be seen as not a team player”.   

The board perception was that “It’s better for the organisation to have a 

single way of doing projects than to have this difference between internal 

and external sort of projects”.  However, in the end the new method was 

not PRINCE2®-based, and “on their tenders [our customers] specifically said 

they want us to use PRINCE2®”.  So two [of out very senior] clients, made it 

very clear the cost to the organisation, if the organisation insists on not 

listening to its clients”, and the initiative was dropped.  “This was however, 

my deepest regret in terms of something I didn’t do well”.  “I think we 

managed the communications well within the team and tight within our 

directorate”.  “And [also with] ‘sales’, our customers”.  “But I hadn’t done 

any communications with the rest of the company because [I thought] I’m 

just there to do my job”.  “I’m not here to wander around and gain favour 

by telling everyone what we’re doing”.   

 

“Towards the end of the change programme [when the capability] was 

embedded underway, some of my top performers were developing to a 

point where, they were going to make really good senior managers”.  “They 

started applying for senior manager jobs as the next step for promotion”.  

However, when “one of them didn’t get invited to an interview, the 

feedback she [received] was, ‘You’re only a project manager’”.  “So she 

[sent] her CV out of the company and became a customer services director 

for the competition”. “Who saw her value straightaway”.  “So, we started 

to lose people now because [they had] high capability, [and we didn’t have 
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enough complex] projects to keep them going”.  “Now, losing people was 

never going to be a problem because we already had the demand coming 

in to replace them, however we had hoped that we would lose them to 

other parts of the business”.  “We didn’t realise that we’d have to lose them 

externally”.  “I don’t mind people leaving externally, but not because I had 

failed to communicate the value [of the people in the team]” within the 

business.  “So, again, one of those lessons learned was that whether you 

like it or not, you do have to show the organisation the value you’re 

creating”.  “Even if that means swallowing some personal pride, that it 

could be perceived as posturing”.  “It’s actually the right thing to do”.  By 

not communicating in this way, “I realised that I’ve done [them and] the 

organisation a disservice”.   
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4.2.2.2  Timeline Summary 

Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Customer project teams 
established (three), 
across the country each 
with a ‘Head of Projects’  

Appoint a single 
overarching ‘Head of 
Projects’  

Project team capability to 
align with specific client 
requirements (e.g. All 
projects to use PRINCE2®). 

Identify the team’s 
‘customer’ 

Select individuals to 
interface with the customer 
who are able to manage a 
programme, run a team, 
and/or deliver projects 
themselves.  

Identify the structure of 
the department 

Develop a plan to address 
all elements that will 
underpin the capability: - 

• competencies, 
• people,  
• processes,  
• tools,  
• team training, &  
• team 

development 

Identify the personal 
competencies associated 
with team roles 

Identify the gap between 
the competencies identified 
for the team’s roles and 
current staff capability  

Remove senior members 
of the team who are ‘not 
on-board’ 

Establishing a defined 
programme of change for 
the new department 

Ensure specific training 
courses are right for the 
department before general 
deployment 

Train the team in the 
required process 
(PRINCE2®). 

1994 
(change in 
organisation 
operational 
approach) 

1995 
(project 
teams 
merged, 
narrator 
becomes 
new overall 
head of 
projects)) 
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Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Keep control of proprietary 
tools and processes and 
protect their value within 
the organisation. 

Test the effectiveness of 
training that has been 
previously delivered 

Clearly understand what 
the capability should be 
doing. Strictly enforce this 
role scope, and reform 
the team accordingly 

Sell the restructuring process 
to the staff and plan to 
retain the right people 

Sell the restructuring 
process to the business, 
on the basis of doing 
more with less. 

Re-form a team 
structure that is 
customer focused and 
self-supporting. Clearly link personal career 

development to skills and 
pay. 

Tailor procedures to give 
the customer the level of 
governance involvement 
and control they want. 

Make use of internal and 
external consultants to 
develop process and 
capability. 

Actively measure customer 
satisfaction and analyse 
data from both individual 
and pan-project 
perspectives to identify 
successes and areas for 
improvement. 

Establish project success 
criteria that are wider in 
scope than just Time, Cost 
and Quality. 

1996 
(Restructure 
department) 

Tailor PRINCE2® into a new 
proprietary method that 
meets the department’s 
needs (Five Star)  

Train the whole department 
in the proprietary method 
(Five Star)  
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Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Use the ‘triangle diagram’ 
as a communication tool 
to demonstrate progress 
to the team 

Allocate the right ‘type’ of 
project manager to the 
right customer 

Communicate how the 
capability is doing within 
and without the 
organisation.  Not just to 
the team and its customers. 

Communicate how the 
capability is developing its 
people.  And how they 
could benefit the wider 
organisation. 

Act to protect and 
preserve the capability, in 
accordance with the 
changing needs of the 
organisation. 

1998 
(capability 
absorbed 
into sales 
organisation) 

Actions 
not taken 
(but 
regretted 
not taking)  

Focus on ‘communications’, 
‘control’ and ‘competence’ 
to drive customer 
satisfaction. 

Recruit new staff who 
already have critical 
competencies that are 
difficult or expensive to 
teach. 
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4.2.2.3 Case Discussion

This case is deliberately historical, drawing on activities that took place in the mid-nineteen 

nineties, a period of fundamental change for the discipline.  In this case the action of setting-

up the capability brought together three existing but disparate ‘project management’ teams 

that already existed in the organisation.  Similar to Case 1, there was no initial intention to 

treat the setup of this capability as a project.   

Following the appointment of a ‘head of projects’, the initial critical actions focused on 

creating a new structured BAU capability to meet the needs of the organisation’s external 

clients.  However, with limited guidance available to support the setup of such a project 

management capability, the narrator used his own experience to generate the questions 

which he felt needed answers.  From this he devised a multi-layer model to guide the 

capability’s development, and then used this model (figure 4.2), to define a ‘programme of 

change’ as well as communicate progress to staff. 

Figure 4.2 

Case 2 Capability Development Model 

 Note: From 5-Star Capability Method documentation 
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Similar to Case 1 the capability was set up to deliver a portfolio of projects of a specific type –

the term ‘portfolio’ was not used as it had not yet been conceptualised by the project 

management profession.  In this case, projects involved the delivery of complex technical 

solutions defined in contracts between the organisation and its external clients.  In contrast 

to Case 1, these projects were not ‘explorative’, but instead exploited existing knowledge and 

skills.  Also in contrast, project manager resources were kept as part of the capability itself.  It 

is possibly because of this that this capability focused heavily on the training and development 

of project management human resources.  The narrator uniquely prioritised the identification 

of a set of personal competencies for those populating the capability’s roles, as well as a level 

of competence each ‘role’ was required to achieve (5-Star Project Management Handbook).  

An approach echoed by the APM Competence Framework (Association for Project 

Management, 2015).  The capability’s competence framework supported the identification of 

the training ‘gap’ between each individual’s existing competence levels, and that required by 

their role(s).  Collectively the training gap identified set the baseline for both general training 

and targeted personal development (Ramazani & Jergeas, 2015a).  A key element of the 

capability’s strategy, that has subsequently been confirmed by the narrator, is that this 

‘scientific’ approach to development enabled a strong link to be forged between “personal 

career development, skills, and pay”.  This was unique among the cases explored.   

Again similar to Case 1, such a training and development focus did not extend to resources 

outside the capability, including those who were requested to act as ‘project executives’ 

(sponsors).  Although this would appear to mirror the lack of formal training for project 

sponsors encountered in Case 1, in Case 2 those requested to carry out the role actually 

refused, thereby causing a tension between the capability and its key customer.   

Although the capability ultimately served the organisation’s external clients, it was the 

internal sales teams that became its key customer.  This relationship emerged as the sales 

teams effectively controlled the project ‘pipeline’ and commissioned the projects the 

capability worked on.  Their attitude towards project management was that the capability 

should “get on with it” and not involve them beyond providing progress updates when 

requested.  Their refusal to act in a governance role created a disconnect between the 

methodology the capability had to use (PRINCE2®), and individual project control frameworks.  

To combat the potential communications gap, key individuals from the capability were 
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identified who could act as the capability’s critical interface with its key customer, i.e. its first 

“programme managers”.  These individuals had significant management competence, being 

able to manage the programme, run a team - identifying the “right project managers” to 

allocate to specific projects, or, where there were only a few projects, also manage these 

projects themselves. 

The PRINCE2® methodology (Axelos, 2017a) was introduced in response to a specific 

requirement from one of the organisation’s main clients, the UK government.  This 

requirement triggered a specific training action not directly linked to the role competencies, 

i.e. to train all project staff in the new methodology.  However, far from enabling the ‘common 

approach’ to project delivery expected, the training courses proved to be “too general” and 

had the opposite effect.  Once the narrator realised this, he took a further action to “test the 

effectiveness” of all future training.  However, from this issue the PRINCE2® methodology was 

discovered to be “unusable out of the book”.  Action was therefore taken to develop a new 

propriety method for the capability (5-Star Project Management Handbook).  This method 

was underpinned by enough PRINCE2® language to satisfy the needs of the customers who 

required its use, but descriptive enough to be usable by the capability.   

The creation of this method gave the capability a new proprietary process ‘tool’ tailored to its 

needs and the needs of its customers.  From this point therefore, the project management 

processes used were proprietary to the capability, although unlike Case 1 these processes 

were rooted in a recognised methodology.  The processes in the new method (5-Star 

Capability Handbook) were predominantly at the operational (project) level (Chandler, 1992), 

and comprised detailed processes considered to be suitable for the ‘stable market’ the 

capability served (Davies & Brady, 2016a).  However, when later projects became more 

complex, the method also proved it could be tailored appropriately by some of the more 

experienced practitioners. 

In respect of the OPM model (Muller et al., 2019), the capability was initially developed 

around the project management and project governance layers, with some processes in the 

‘organisational integration’ and ‘business integration’ layers emerging later.  These processes 

were not however considered to be ‘portfolio management’, as this concept would not appear 

in common use for another decade.  In contrast to Case 1 therefore, this capability’s processes 
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evolved ‘bottom up’, from the ‘operational’ level to the ‘strategic level’ (Chandler, 1992).  

Also, in contrast to Case 1, resources outside the capability team refused to take on any 

project level governance roles, leaving the capability to come up with a way to cover these 

processes internally in their new proprietary method.   

Two years after setup, in a move that mirrors the changes made by Case 1 in 2017, the 

capability went through a structural change to better meet the needs of the business.  This 

change however was not (like Case 1) based on the feedback from key stakeholders, but 

actually went against some stakeholder beliefs at the time.  Most stakeholders believed that 

to increase capacity, the capability had to expand.  The narrator believed that the capability 

could do more with less by restructuring resources and refocusing on its actual scope, which 

had previously ‘crept’ in various directions.  The restructuring plan therefore had to be sold 

to, rather than received from, the capability’s key stakeholders.   

In respect of capability ‘improvement’ this capability also engaged in benchmarking with 

business partners and in hindsight, would have also engaged in maturity model benchmarking 

as well had such models been available at the time (the narrator later confirmed this).  

However, the capability also developed a structured ‘customer satisfaction survey’, a method 

of self-improvement unique to Case 2.  The survey provided empirical evidence of customer 

feedback in a structured format which led the capability to establishing wider project success 

measures than just time, cost, and quality (Joslin & Müller, 2015a).  It also used data from the 

survey to model their delivery focus on ‘communications’, ‘control’ and ‘competence’ as key 

to achieving customer satisfaction.  Recruitment practices were also adapted to focus on 

employing staff who already had key competencies that were considered “difficult or 

expensive to teach”. 

One area that the narrator now believes critical to capability success but was not done well 

during this capability’s life span, was communications within the organisation.  Particularly 

the organisation outside the key stakeholder groups of external and internal customers, 

upward line management, and the capability’s staff.  He now feels that this put the capability 

at risk of comparable initiatives and let down staff who were simply seen as ‘project managers’ 

instead of the professional managers they had developed in to. 
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4.2.3 Case 3 – Global Development Sector (South Sudan) 

4.2.3.1 Critical Actions 

“In 2010 I first went to South Sudan [as a consultant], did a [capability] 

assessment, and came up with action plans [for the team] going forward”.   Case 

3 starts “three years later in September 2013.  I went back to South Sudan as a 

follow-up mission, and they hadn’t actually improved during that period”.  In “a 

couple of areas they had, but in many areas, they seemed to have gone 

backwards”.  “They had a bigger portfolio now because South Sudan had 

become a country in 2011, so there was more money coming in”.  “During that 

mission, I was talking to the current Head of Programme about the way of 

working [and] we floated the idea of doing a swap of roles because I was based 

in Copenhagen, but I had never done a proper field appointment”.  “In October 

2013 it was authorised”.  “I met the country director [and] agreed some terms 

of reference”.  “The particular focus was around really putting in place a PMO, 

programme management office and a project management office, as they felt 

that that would be what I could do in a three-to-four-month period which was 

what they thought the secondment would be”.  “So in December 2013, I arrived 

back in South Sudan to take up the post”.   

 

“At that point South Sudan was classified as a developing country.”  “As such, all 

the projects and programmes [were to] ‘build infrastructure’, ‘buy things’, or 

‘manage things’”.  So “typically, in a developing country, what you’re trying to 

do is increase access to market, which means building roads that will enable 

people to grow food in one area and get them to another and create businesses”. 

“You’re also creating government buildings, you’re creating infrastructure, 

you’re helping the government to grow and develop over time”. “So quite a large 

programme, creating between 40 and 60 million dollars a year of infrastructure 

build”.  “Typically projects would be between 3 and 10 million and take between 

3 and 5 years to do in terms of the full life cycle including the defect liability 

periods”.  “Sadly however, in December ’13, approximately five days after I 

arrived, the country erupted into civil war and overnight South Sudan went from 
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a ‘developing country’ to a ‘conflict country’”.  “I found myself having been put 

in place with plans [to do one thing], and” being faced with quite another.  “As 

Head of Programme, [I was also] the deputy director, and I found myself [with 

the] country director absent, immediately having to attend security briefings 

[with the peacekeeping force] and starting to be tasked in terms of conflict 

resolution”.  Including building “protection of civilian camps” for “up to 20,000” 

South Sudanese who turned up [in the capital Juba] for refuge and safekeeping”. 

“So in those first few weeks, [I was] really trying to understand not only the new 

job but finding myself in a [completely unexpected] situation”.  Essentially “we 

found ourselves in a situation where we didn’t have the luxury of time”.  “I was 

also notified that the previous Head of Programme did not want to come back 

in.  So no longer was I there for a secondment but taking on the role on a semi-

permanent basis”.   

 

“In project language, [there had been] a strategic change of direction [and] the 

portfolio was now changing”.  “The work that we were doing was not necessarily 

the work that was needed in the future, and the work that we needed to do now 

didn’t necessarily have funding”.  “By the second week in January it became 

clear; we were about to become bankrupt as an agency in the country, because 

the projects that we had underway were no longer authorised”.  “They were to 

do with developing, and if we’re not spending money on those projects, we can’t 

take the percentages to pay salary to staff”.  “We had 57 international staff, of 

which 55 had left the country (there was only two of us left) and because of the 

security situation, we could no longer stay in our private accommodation, and 

we had no accommodation behind the protection area that we were allowed to 

live in”.  “Therefore, we couldn’t actually bring people back in, because there 

was nowhere safe for them to stay”.  “The national staff had all gone home and 

gone to their villages in order to seek security in the countryside, and we were 

trying to get them to come back in [safely]”.  “So very much a chaotic situation 

in those first couple of weeks of just trying to understand what we could do, 

what we couldn’t do, what the security situation was and so on”. 
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“The country director said, ‘once you realise that you’re going to go bankrupt, 

it really doesn’t matter if it’s one dollar or a million dollars; we have to just carry 

on’”.  “We had to hope that the [organisation] would figure out a funding 

mechanism because we couldn’t, not do some of the projects, even though we 

didn’t have the funds”.  “What I then had to do was find out how to bring people 

back into the country safely and how many I could bring back”.  Also “which of 

the current projects we could continue with, and which it made no sense to 

[abandon] because they were nearly finished and wouldn’t affect the conflict”.  

“In other words, they didn’t increase the likelihood of harm”.  All this had to be 

done “on the basis of not really knowing all the staff, so the first decision [I 

made] was to bring in those more senior people”, who knew the staff and 

situation the best, to help.  

 

“Having brought them (senior team members) in, three of them, in order to get 

them to be my local knowledge, it became apparent [that their] desire was to go 

into ‘hero mode’ [and] start doing things, running around and, agreeing to 

anything, regardless of whether or not it was the right thing to do, the wrong 

thing, a priority, and so on”.  “So the first thing I had to was actually clamp down 

and put controls in place”.  For “everything single existing project, I forced them 

to re-look at the business case, I invited them to come up with their own 

documentation that they could use on anything bureaucratic, but what I wanted 

was a restart authorisation process [where] they would have to justify why it’s 

going to be restarted”.  They had to show “how it wouldn’t impact on the 

conflict, what resources they would need to bring in, why those particular 

individuals, and whether or not the area they were going to go in would be safe”.  

“In essence, forcing, a control point”. 

 

  

Bring back senior 
team members 
with local 
knowledge to 
help get the 
capability 
operating again. 

• HR 

Put strict controls 
in place to 
manage the 
restart of the 
right projects, 
with the right 
resources  

• NHR 



Page 134 of 279 
 

Maybe “because many of these people have been in the country for two or three 

years, they were not behaving appropriately to the security situation”.  “We had 

one individual who would try to drive out and break curfew because he didn’t 

believe that anyone would fire on [his] vehicle”.  “So with agreement of the 

country director, [I started] to change everything as a policy, literally forced 

everyone to move their offices into the compound”.  “I also took over the 

conference room, as the PMO and established a roundtable and a couple of 

desks for key people to work at”.  “So it was a structured room [where] people 

would have to come and sit down and talk to me, as opposed to every single 

person [having] an office”.  This was designed “to stop them from continuing 

with their behaviour and force them to share assets”.   

 

“What I was able to do was force [project managers] to do stage plans, so again, 

I wouldn’t approve [a project stage] unless there was an overall project plan and 

a stage plan, which again, was already in the processes”, just not being done.  

“When I had come in September, I found that there were filing structures in 

place, but that none of the documents, key documents, were filed”.   “[If they 

existed], they would be on the local drive of the PM and [generally] not up to 

date”.  “My leadership style [has always been] to try to encourage and empower 

people to do things”.  However, “I found that I now had a classic ‘burning 

platform’ from which to drive change through at an enhanced pace”.  “So there 

was no compromising, people were not allowed to come into the country until 

these documents were completed and it was safe for people to come in and then 

be deployed”.   “By the beginning of February, we were starting to kick off and 

restart the projects that were safe to start”.  “With the resources I was able to 

bring in [we were able] to provide the project management for building of the 

camps”.  
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“It turned out that the office had got slack in terms of all its processes”.  The 

previous “Head of Programme would [maintain delivery control] by having 

breakfast every morning with the senior engineers and senior project or 

programme managers and ask, ‘Is everything okay?’”   Basic security tasks were 

being flouted.  “We were all supposed to have personal radios, that are 

supposed to work”.  “You’re supposed to check them every day, and do test calls 

every day”.  “You’re not supposed to be anywhere without your protection PPE, 

so your helmet and your bullet-proof jacket, and yet there were none to be 

found”.  “So we wound up with this odd start [to my assignment] which was the 

realisation that not only was the project processes slack, but everything was 

being paid lip service to”.  Of “all the processes that are in place, only the bare 

minimum was being done because the person who should’ve been controlling, 

my predecessor, had a desire to empower his staff, and his only control was, ‘Is 

everything okay?’”.  In the end “I literally had to get big cutters and authorise 

the local stuff to cut open containers [where] I found all the PPE still in its 

originals boxing”. 

 

“In early January, the decision was made to keep paying the national staff and 

to encourage the international staff to take holiday (so they could still be paid)”. 

This gave “me enough time to reassess all the current projects and assess the 

new work coming in”.  “So by the end of January we were able to start bringing 

in limited numbers”.   Staff were now living “often four or five people to one 

container, and sometimes, we would have to send people to Kenya in order to 

release a bed to bring in someone else”.  “So in the strangest ways, as Head of 

Programme, one of my key control tools was the list of how many beds we had 

and who was sleeping where, and what could we do if someone went on two 

weeks holiday, could we bring someone else in to use their bed during that 

period, so huge constraint on resources”.   In those early days everything was 

about control. “We had a restart process where [project managers] would have 

to get clearance from security, clearance from the local security and the field, 

and clearance that the staff were willing to come in”. 
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In respect of people, “by the time we got to March, we were up to our full 

complement of staff that we could bring in”.  “We had gone from 56 

internationals to 19 including myself, the others we had to let go”.  All these 

constraints meant things had to change.  For example “the South Sudanese 

engineers, were not allowed to carry out work without internationals standing 

over them”, and “nothing had been done for the capacity-building of the 

national staff to enable them to do this”.  “Also, 100% of all my project managers 

and programme managers were men and international”, i.e. not from South 

Sudan and “the only international women I had were in support roles”.   “So one 

of the things I wanted was to have a better gender balance”.  And “also to look 

at the nationals versus internationals, as there were no project managers, or 

deputy project managers, or senior engineers from South Sudanese origin”.  

Although “it took a while to get permission to have an all-female selection 

process, it enabled us to recruit project managers based on the forecast of work 

coming in, and to pick women to replace some of the men that were moving on 

to other country offices”.  “That process culminated in having six project 

managers male, seven project managers female”.  “More importantly, I was able 

to convince some junior engineers that were international who were men to take 

on project support roles, so we actually had men doing project support as well 

as women”.  We also “convinced the donors in head office to allow a new grade, 

deputy project manager, which it would be for South Sudanese”.  “My only 

failing in that is I was only able to appoint one female deputy project manager”.  

However, “she wound up being the deputy project manager for the largest 

programme because of her capability”. “So by September, the recruitment had 

finished, and we started putting in place new processes to bring them in”. 

 

 “All project staff were trained in PRINCE2 and all project managers when they 

join the organisation, do a 2 week PM masterclass induction in their first year”.  

So training in project management was covered.  However, local programme 

management skills were considered to be deficient, so “whilst I was there I got 

a trainer to come to Juba to do Managing Successful Programmes Practitioner 

for the project/programme managers and Country Director. I and my head of 

PMO did advance practitioner.   
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In respect of project and programme “benefits, everything [project and 

programme delivery] is focused on ‘results’ and no project can be approved 

unless it aligned to the organisation’s goals and [the] country’s goals”.  “We 

employed staff to monitor and evaluate benefits throughout the programme”. 

“When we moved from ‘development’ to ‘conflict/post conflict’, if we would no 

longer achieve the benefits, I would stop the project. e.g. a road we were 

building for ‘access to markets’ was stopped, as if we continued it would fuel the 

conflict by creating faster access for the military”. 

 

“It was clear that we were spending more money than we were earning”.  “It 

was [also] clear that there was no way that we were going to deliver the 60-

million-dollar target that I had been set in December”.   “I realised that it would 

probably be under 25 million dollars, and I also knew that that number would 

mean that it would be nearly unsustainable for us to be there”.   “So the target I 

agreed to was 30 million, [knowing that] I had a nearly six-million-dollar gap 

from what I knew I could do, to what I had to do”.  “The pipeline was therefore 

a key concern, making sure we had enough work coming in”.  “In my travels in 

my previous role, I had found some best practice in the Jerusalem office where 

they had put together a process and a way of thinking to get better at doing 

pipeline forecasting”.  “I borrowed one of their staff [and brought him] to South 

Sudan to convert [their spreadsheet tool] into a SharePoint tool” we could use.  

“SharePoint was used because I needed to be able to monitor it from anywhere 

in the world”.  If you work “in a conflict country, you’re in for four to eight weeks 

and then you have to leave for a week before you come back in, so I needed 

access from anywhere”.  “In two weeks … we were able to start looking at our 

forecast and [organising it as a soft pipeline, hard pipeline, chances of success, 

who are the stakeholders, the revenue it might bring in, and so on”.  With this 

improved forecasting, “by March 14th, we were about to breakeven”.  “We had 

started enough work so that we were covering the cost of what we were 

spending”.  “We still had an overspend from January and February, but in March 

we were now delivering more project value than the amount of cost going out”.  
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“By the end of April, we had forecasting underway, and some project managers 

and programme managers were now getting sectors allocated to them”.  “So as 

well as their current workload, there were also allocated stakeholders so they 

could start meeting up with donors and start a more proactive period of getting 

work into our new projects and new funding”.  “By June, we had delivered more 

as a country office than any other African country, so we not only reversed our 

trend of being bankrupt and breaking even, but we were also [from a certain 

perspective] ‘in-profit’”.  

 

“Project reporting made no sense”.  “There were daily reports from the 

engineers in the field”.  “Once a week, these were consolidated to the project 

manager”.  “The project manager then consolidated the full weekly reports into 

a [monthly] highlight report”.  “But when I looked at the daily reports, there was 

no alignment to the weekly report and no alignment to the monthly report and 

what they were reporting on was not the same line items that were in our 

budget”.  “[Reporting] processes were not interlinked, so there was also no 

integrated planning”.  “So back in January, we had established daily meetings 

first thing in the morning”.  The outline agenda was, “here’s a security briefing, 

here’s the current issue, and then go around the table asking, what are you going 

to do today, what has to be done, and then we would all gather again just before 

curfew to make sure that the day’s things had been done”.  “That went on for 

two months and then we started doing it weekly, so by March, we were then still 

doing these weekly progress meetings, not just for projects and delivery [issues] 

but all security issues [as well] including staff housing”. 
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“I needed to bring in resource to help run the PMO”. “I now needed to do the 

thing that I was brought in to do”.  “So I convinced another colleague to come 

into the country and work to start putting in place what we called our virtual 

PMO”.  “Again using SharePoint, the simple solution was that I needed a 

dashboard”.  “So that at a glance I could see where we were on budget against 

forecast at an overall programme level, and for each of the individual 

programmes, and status of individual projects”.  “SharePoint [was] a clunky but 

simple solution” to do that. “We set out a small piece of work that would take 

virtually all the things that we did, like the risk registers, and put them on the 

SharePoint and [add to] the dashboard”.  At a glance “we would know the 

quantity of risks, and would be able to map security risks geographically, so we 

could bring up a map of South Sudan and see where the risks [physically] were”. 

We could also see if “there were multiple risks in an area that was now getting 

troop movement and what that might mean to stopping the project”.  “While 

the dashboard was being put together, we also included the tracking of ‘assets’”.  

i.e. “Did everyone have a radio?  Was everyone doing their radio checks?  Did 

everyone have PPE?  Was the bomb shelter able to be gone into and cleared out 

and so on?”.  “What we found was by building all these into the same dashboard, 

we could start monitoring these key elements, and although they were not 

directly project-related, they had to do with getting discipline back in the 

processes and routines that we needed to do”.   

 

Ultimately “the regional director started using our dashboard”.  “It was 

structured to the rest of the African regions, to adopt the same way of working”. 

“This made it easier for the region and the head office to know where delivery 

was”. 
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“Now, we realised that we needed an on-boarding process”.  So “we 

documented all of the quick wins that we had put in place, that we were now 

teasing out and doing”.   “We substituted them for the existing processes and 

put together an induction programme what would enable [new staff] to come 

in”.  They could be “be taught how we do it, and shown how we’re doing it, so 

that we don’t get ourselves back into the situation” we were in before.  “By the 

time we got to December, we had restructured the country office”. 

 

 

Finally “we brought in the concept then of having five PMOs, one portfolio office 

running the whole country office and then four subject areas”.  “We divided into 

‘roads’ (or horizontal build), buildings (vertical build), water and other, so that 

as work came in, we would know which PMO would be looking after it”.  “And 

also which project managers [to allocate], because we had some project 

managers that were better with infrastructure, some better at roads, some with 

waterways, and others” with other specialisms.  
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• Timeline Summary 

   Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Dec 2013 
(arrive in 
South 
Sudan – 
civil war 
breaks out) 

Expert seconded (for 3-4 
months) as Head of 
Programme in South Sudan, 
to help improve the delivery 
capability 

Change immediate focus 
and context of role due to 
start of civil war. 

Reassess human resources, 
and what could be 
achieved in line with the 
logistical and security 
situation. 

Bring back senior team 
members with local 
knowledge to help get the 
capability operating again Put strict controls in place 

to manage the restart of 
the ‘right’ projects, with 
the right resources  Physically centralise human 

resources to increase 
communication and control 

Force compliance with all 
the capability’s processes, 
including health and safety 
and security. 

Jan 2014 
(restart 
project 
delivery 
activity) 

Implement critical and 
creative controls to 
facilitate the restart of 
project delivery  

Implement PMO to improve 
capability maturity 

Adapt leadership style 
from ‘empowerment’ to 
‘uncompromising’ to suit 
the requirements of the 
situation.   

Change approach to 
staffing projects due to 
new staff balance 

Change the gender and 
local staff balance on 
projects 

Mar 2014 
(New staff 
balance in 
team) 

Adapt leadership style 
from ‘empowerment’ to 
‘uncompromising’ to suit 
the requirements of the 
situation.   
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Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Champion systems and 
approaches to a wider 
audience, to enable their 
adoption in other areas. 

Document new processes, 
substitute new for old, 
and create an induction 
process 

Induct new staff to the new 
methods and systems. 

Divide the PMO into a 
hierarchy of five PMOs.  
One for each of four key 
areas and one overall 

Allocate project manager 
resources to align with 
their own particular 
specialisms 

Dec 2014 
(Country 
office 
restructured 
with new 
PMOs 
operational) 

Sep 2014 
(New 
recruitment 
complete) 

Use pragmatic reporting 
processes that enables a 
level of control that is 
appropriate to the 
circumstances  

Develop PMO systems that 
centralise collection and 
presentation of project 
related and non-project (e.g. 
asset tracking) information. 

Allocate project and 
programme managers to 
specific stakeholders, to 
improve communications 
and drive getting more 
work and funding. 

Bring in a networked tool 
for the portfolio, can be 
used remotely when 
necessary. 

Apr 2014 
(effective 
forecasting 
underway) 

Train project/ programme 
managers in the 
“Managing Successful 
Programmes” method 

Monitor and evaluate 
benefits throughout the 
programme and stop 
projects that will no longer 
deliver stated benefits. 
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4.2.3.2 Case Discussion 

Similar to Case 2, this case delivered a portfolio of ‘business projects’ (Soderlund, 2005) that 

exploited existing knowledge and skills, i.e. constructing buildings, roads, and other useful 

infrastructure.  At the beginning of the narrative, this capability already existed.  A maturity 

assessment (Axelos, 2017b) carried out by the narrator as an external consultant in 2011, had 

recommended the implementation of a programme (portfolio) management office (P3M3 

Report 2011).  Two years later this action had not been taken so the narrator was brought in 

to manage it into existence.  However, although the original intention was to introduce a 

PMO, the outbreak of civil war changed the scope and timing of the requirement.   Therefore, 

instead of starting with a plan to adapt the organisation and its processes, the narrator was 

instead forced to action creative controls focused on restarting the capability in a hostile 

environment.  This included the reassessment of available human resources, and what could 

be achieved within the dictates of with the security situation. 

Whilst this was undeniably extreme circumstances, it also chimed with the actions taken in 

Cases 1 and 2, to reform a capability around a new set of circumstances.  The unusual situation 

that unfolded demonstrated some staff’s desire to display “a heroic ability to solve ‘ad-hoc’ 

problems”.  While Winter’s (2003) definition of what is not a capability was probably not 

coined for such circumstances, the narrator found himself forced to impose strict controls, to 

force compliance with the capability’s security and safety procedures.  Particularly as the 

programme managers who were initially used to restart the capability “quickly went into hero 

mode”.  This perhaps highlights the level of control required to claim a team or department is 

indeed a robust and reliable capability, rather than a collection of project managers, delivering 

a set of disparate projects.  Coincidentally, the strict controls also forced a focus on prioritising 

the delivery of the right projects using the right resources, A key aspect of contemporary 

portfolio management. 

In respect of its position on the OPM framework (Muller et al., 2019), the existing capability 

covered the model’s bottom two layers.  Similar to Case 2, the initial and most robust 

processes existed at the project / programme level.  The new processes required to 

implement the PMO arguably sat at a higher level on this model.  From a ‘dual routines’ 
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perspective therefore, the capability developed from the operational to the strategic (Davies 

& Brady, 2016a) as it had with Case 2, instead of the other way round, as it had with Case 1. 

The capability’s parent organisation maintained a globally defined set of project management 

processes based on the PRINCE2® methodology, although these were not generally being 

complied with in practice (according to the narrator).  The new set of processes at the PMO / 

portfolio level were developed in parallel with a new ‘networked’ IT system.  The need for 

such a system had been determined by the circumstances of the conflict, where key members 

of staff were periodically obliged to leave the country, but still needed to maintain a 

management view of the portfolio’s progress.  This ‘virtual PMO’ model was later 

demonstrated to and taken up by, a number of other country offices in Africa and elsewhere.  

Although the capability could be run virtually, the PMO on the ground was co-located to 

maximise communications.  The PMO was also compartmentalised to support small defined 

teams working on project sub-sets with common skills, e.g. building roads.   The other focus 

of the PMO was to monitor and predict the benefits that would accrue from projects.  Similar 

to Case 1, the PMO reviewed each project on a regular basis and determined if projects should 

be closed prematurely.   

In respect of staffing, the war caused a change in the balance of staff in the capability.  As 

many international staff had to leave at the beginning of the conflict, the narrator took 

deliberate action to increase the diversity of the capability.  This included both ‘localisation’, 

where local resources were encouraged to take up project manager roles, and the use of 

closed recruiting groups to recruit the first local female project management staff.  All new 

project and programme managers were trained to PRINCE2® practitioner level, as well as 

being sent to the organisation’s headquarters to complete a 2-week project management 

‘masterclass’.  As these new resources began to take up their roles, the new IT system and 

processes were fully documented (Portfolio Local Working Practices).  These processes were 

used to develop targeted induction training.  As well as project management training, staff 

were also trained in Managing Successful Programmes (programme management).  This was 

unique among the four cases explored.  Subsequent discussions with the narrator suggested 

that he felt that aspects of programme management were important for project managers to 

understand. 
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In common with both previous cases, specific senior resources were allocated to key customer 

stakeholder relationships.  This was introduced as a new initiative to improve communications 

with key stakeholders and to increase the flow of work from ‘doners’.  As the situation in the 

country started to come back under control, steps were also taken (through the new PMO 

processes) to ensure that project managers were allocated to projects that suited their own 

unique skill set. 

In respect of targeted capability improvement, the capability’s use of benchmarking against 

the P3M3 maturity model initiated this narrative.  However, as there were no comparable 

organisations available to partner with, direct benchmarking was not used. 

In a follow-up discussion, the narrator was keen to point out that his normal style of 

leadership, which was to empower staff, was quickly replaced by more uncompromising 

‘command and control’ style early in the narrative.  Although he adapted this style later on in 

his tenure, he felt it important to note that sometimes circumstances require a leader to adapt 

his or her style.  Even if what is required goes against their personal ‘grain’. 
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4.2.4 Case 4 – Banking Sector (Qatar) 

4.2.4.1 Critical Actions 

“The mandate of the organisation changed in 2010 to support all SMEs in 

the private sector healthcare and education, tourism and several other 

strategic sectors”.  “At the time, there were probably 50 or 60 people in 

the [organisation] to start with, and all of a sudden it needed to add a lot 

of extra capabilities”.  “Systems and infrastructure had to be put in place 

to deliver the mandate and the new strategy”.  “The Director of Strategy 

had to deliver this new strategy”. However, there was limited 

“understanding of what was actually going on across the organisation, 

from product development, new divisions being setup, infrastructure 

projects - like setting up a typical ERP - or some basic IT systems”.  

“Nobody knew what was going on”.  “So one of the priorities he had was 

setting up a programme management office [PMO] to take care of that”.   

 

At the beginning “I had [decided to] setup the system and the structure of 

the PMO to be based on PRINCE2®”.  In “week 1 or 2 of [me] joining the 

organisation, [I created] a typical PRINCE2® structure, all the templates, 

and all the references”.  “The Director of Strategy [said] ‘yeah right’, 

threw it over his shoulder, and said ‘not happening, start again’”.  “So for 

me it was a mind-set change, [but] did I not regret joining [the 

organisation], I realised that this [was going to be] typical change 

management”.  As in “I cannot bring and change the entire organisation 

overnight, I need to bring down my expectations to start at the basics”. 

Implementing 
PRINCE2® ‘out of 
the box’, was 
thrown out.  

• NHR 

Set up a PMO to 
improve visibility 
of organisational 
change projects 

• Org 



Page 147 of 279 
 

 

 “So, first the high priority was to just get visibility of what was going on”.  

To support this “the Director of Strategy [ensured that] I reported directly 

[to him], which made logical sense because he was there to drive [and 

execute] the new strategy”.   “The PMO was setup under him; however, 

[he went further] he placed the office of the PMO right next door to the 

CEO’s office”.  “Putting the PMO office, which was just a 1-person job at 

that time, right next door to the CEO’s office, set a very strong message 

across the organisation that this is a very important role - that we are not 

messing around”.   “Everybody that passed my office would see me - as 

it’s all glass here - and became familiar with my face”. 

 

 “To have a PMO office [in Qatar] was a very new thing 9 years ago, and 

a lot of people were suspicious about us”.  “[Stakeholders] would say why 

are you doing this, who are you, and why I am I reporting to you now”?  

“So, when I literally walked around to each and every stakeholder in the 

organisation structure - the heads, the managers, the directors - to 

explain to them who I was, why I was here, what my mandate was in 

setting up a PMO office”.  “So, for maybe the first 3-6 months, I was really 

advocating the importance of a PMO and trying to convince 

[stakeholders] why it was important”. 

 

“There was maybe a 50:50 feedback, half of the team were really happy 

to have [a PMO] because it was strongly needed”.  “The other half were 

very suspicious and [said] why should I report to you, I go directly to the 

CEO and tell him everything that I am doing, who are you”?  To start to 

show that “it was important to be under the PMO, to have visibility under 

the PMO, [we started] capturing [project] information”.  “There were no 

systems or structures in place to do this, it was typically [me with] an Excel 

Place PMO next 
to the CEO’s 
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importance  
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sheet and walking around every week to get updates”.   We also “[had] 

fortnightly meeting with the CEO and all the directors, for presentations 

on the statuses of key projects”.  “All of a sudden, the directors and the 

business unit leads, would realise that those who were communicating 

and collaborating with the PMO were getting visual acknowledgement”.  

Whereas “those that were not cooperating or collaborating, were not 

getting any visibility at all”.  In the short term “some were happy doing 

that because it gave them a sense of comfort to fly under the radar”.  “But 

then they were gradually pointed out during the meetings and were 

forced then to be added to the PMO”.   

 

“From a culture perspective, it was a very [hierarchical] organisation at 

that time”. “So if my boss is in the room [I shouldn’t] speak because I do 

not want to contradict or be seen as being contradictory”.  “So a lot of 

people were shocked [when I was] sitting there in front of the CEO and my 

director, and presenting, making decisions, or answering questions”.  

They would say “’if her direct line-manager is there, he should answer the 

question, she should not answer if he is there’”.   “Someone actually pulled 

me aside in the first month and said, ‘don’t you know what you are doing 

is wrong’?  ‘It is looking really disrespectful’.  ‘You can’t make statements 

or comments or give your opinion in these meetings in front of the CEO if 

your boss is there’.  ‘It makes it look like you are disrespecting his rank 

and you are outranking him’”.  “So I went straight to the director of 

strategy, who is now the CEO, and asked ‘do you want me to make a 

comment in these meetings or not?’  ‘Because if you do not, I do not want 

to be there - you present and send me the minutes of meeting because I 

have got better things to do with my time”.  “He looked at me and was 

completely shocked, and he said, ‘no I want you to make these comments, 

on the contrary we need you to make these comments’”.    “So that was 

the change agent role I had”.  “Initially it was not so much [about] the 

process”.  “It was [more to do with] breaking down silos, getting people 

Hold regular 
meetings with 
the CEO present, 
to review all 
project progress. 

• NHR 

Break down the 
strict hierarchical 
culture to enable 
better 
collaboration. 

• Org 
 



Page 149 of 279 
 

to collaborate and feeling comfortable with transparency”.  “Then 

communicating and realising that sharing ideas is okay, not feeling 

defensive”.  “It was not about blaming, but how can we solve issues”. 

 

So far it was all about reporting there was “no governance early on”.   

“Then after about 3-6 months, I got someone else in the team with me”.  

“The value of the PMO [at that point] was in having people understand 

what was going on across the organisation”.  Then it changed “it was not 

just the reporting role; it became understanding the portfolio of projects 

and [starting to put] governance in place”. “Governance started off in 

baby steps – ‘give me a start date, give me an end date, let me know it is 

running, let me know who the project manager is, give me 2 or 3 

milestones, and [let me know] who the project sponsor is’”.  “’That is all I 

need [for now] I will still come and get updates from you’”.  “That was 

how governance started and then every few months, we started building 

on that”.   

 

“We started to categorise our projects”.  As governance controls were 

introduced “we now asked if [a project was] a type 1, 2 or 3?” “This 

categorisation was based on the complexity: the budget, the impact, the 

risk, [whether it was] multifunctional”. “Criteria was therefore set out to 

identify projects of different complexity, based on these four criteria”.  

“We used our project categorisation tool” to determine if a project was 

“type 1, 2 and 3”.  “This step was to see if [a project] should be considered 

significant enough to be brought to the PMO or not”.  “We then started 

asking project managers for plans, but only for type 3 projects”. 

Introduce Project 
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“We started doing basic awareness sessions that were on - what is a 

project, when should it be considered a project, when is it just a simple 

business initiative, and if it is a simple initiative”.   

 

“So the portfolio was [at the time] really just a list of projects that were 

not aligned [to strategy]”.  “I mean, we knew why we were doing them, 

but they were not articulated in such a way that it was a direct alignment 

to the strategy”.  “They were just initiatives that were defined from the 

strategy that was created”.  However, “then we joined with the corporate 

planning role and started articulating the [strategic] link for each 

department”.   We started to ask “’what is your corporate plan? what are 

the targets you are trying to achieve? what initiatives are you going do to 

do that?”  “So the portfolio started taking a more meaningful role after 

about the first year”.  “The first year was just getting people used to 

projects and the PMO, the second year was [about] bringing in corporate 

planning”.  “We introduced this planning for every department”.  We had 

to “get people to learn how to do plans for their department, create 

objectives, [articulate] the link to strategy, create measures and targets 

and then link to initiatives”.  “So having the PMO linked to corporate 

planning and strategy really helped to enhance the portfolio, but [our 

capability] was still very immature”. 

 

In respect of maturity, “we went from what may [be seen as] sub-zero 

maturity, to maybe level 1”.  “It took a while to accept the fact that it is 

okay to be at level zero or level 1”.  “You don’t have to be immediately at 

level 5, even 2”.   “When the [PMO] team started to build, I brought in 

some really good project managers”.   
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“So, with the PMO team growing, we started introducing systems”.  “We 

installed the enterprise project management [EPM] system to help us 

build our capability”.  “We also started building the capability of project 

managers”.  “A lot of effort went into building capabilities of project 

managers, so not even looking at project sponsors yet, but just [focusing 

on] project managers”.  In particular “helping them identify the 

boundaries of their project and when should the project end and become 

business as usual, which was always a grey area”.  “How to really take 

down silos and get different functions comfortable with working cross 

functionally without direct line managers having to be in all of these 

project meetings”.   

 

“About 2014, so 4 years down the line, we had got this culture going and 

people were starting to feel comfortable, so silos came down”.  “When 

holding project meetings, some still depended a lot on PMO”.  “We would 

distribute ourselves across all the projects to [help] run these meetings 

with the project manager”.  Project managers were therefore “learning 

by seeing and not just by being told what to do”.  “Some project managers 

really took on that role and started running meetings themselves”.  “Some 

project managers however, just never got comfortable with doing that, 

and still depended on the PMO team a lot”.   “This remains a burden, but 

we understand that the nature of the projects in [the organisation]”.  “If 

someone puts their hand up and says oh this is a great idea, they get 

pointed at and told [ok, do it], and this person has probably never been 

on the project in their life”.  “Part of the PMO value was to say ‘please, if 

you have been given a project come tell us about it, it is probably not as 

hard as you think [and] we will help you”. “Talking to them [we would 

help them] to see the fuller picture, and how to deal with it”.   

 

Continue to 
directly support 
the project 
managers who 
need it. 

• HR 
 

Introduce 
networked 
‘enterprise’ tools 
to increase 
access to and 
collaboration 
with PMO data. 

• NHR 

Focus on building 
project manager 
capability (not 
project sponsors) 

• HR 
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In terms of process, “we use PRINCE2® as a baseline for the 

methodology”.  However, “we did not stick to it religiously and we did not 

mind if it is not followed at all”.  “There are so many components in 

PRINCE2® that we have not used like [formal] stage-gates”.  How projects 

are managed is really a “hybrid [of processes] which depends on the 

nature of the project, who the people are on the project, who the project 

team are, and who the different stakeholders are”.  “The project manager 

themselves and the project manager’s relationship with their project 

sponsor [is key]”.   “If the project sponsor is happy for them to work 

autonomously, because they know [the project manager] will get the 

work done, then they are happy to just pop into my office and let me know 

if there is any escalation”.  “Other project sponsors, who are not so 

comfortable with their project managers working autonomously, will ask 

for a steering committee meeting every 2 weeks or so”.  “So it is flexible 

approach and I do not think it is wrong”.  “I do feel it works here”.  

“Although we because that it is not so structured, we have had a couple 

of projects [that have failed] due to multiple reasons, one of them being 

lack of the PMO governance”.   This flexible approach may not “prevent 

failure of a particular project”, but it [can give] us early warnings [to 

initiate] early escalations that [help balance the risk]”.  

 

 “Culture wise, one of the things that have helped us is [our organisations] 

values”.   “Everything from ‘Act as One’, which helps to breakdown, ‘Share 

What Matters’, which helps to have transparency, and ‘Be Pioneering’ 

which means be brave to introduce new ways of doing things”.  “Which 

we have shown by [introducing] ‘Agile’.  “We had a couple of projects this 

year that were run with a hybrid Agile, which have worked really well”.  

“They were 2 very successful projects”.  “So, we have actually used our 

culture values and applied them in the PMO”.  

 

Use PRINCE2®, 
but only as a 
‘baseline’ 
process.  
Compliance not 
enforced. 

• NHR 

Leverage 
corporate values 
to support the 
aims of the PMO 

• Org 

Allow process to 
be tailored to suit 
the project and 
stakeholder 
relationships. 

• NHR 
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“New staff in QDB may never be a project manager, but they will very 

likely be part of a project”.  “To help all new entrants understand the 

PMO, we make sure that the HR team gives us a list of all the new staff”.   

“We [invite them] to a PMO breakfast, or PMO awareness session where 

we introduce them to what we do as the PMO, and [as part of] the 

corporate planning team”.  “We introduce them to the strategy and 

explain to them how this is linked to strategy executions through the PMO 

office”.  “We [show how] the PMO is linked to our values, to let them feel 

that it is okay to share what matters, it is okay to work as a team, it is 

okay”.   “If someone you don’t know puts work on you, do not take it the 

wrong way, it is actually that you are part of the team”. 

 

These last two actions are intended to be applied in the future: 

“We have reached a stage where all of our initiatives are linked to a 

strategic objective, otherwise it should not be there”.  “We have managed 

to put in a prioritisation system to prioritise our initiatives”.  “We have 

managed to categorise projects as small, medium or large projects (type 

1, 2 or 3)”.  “We have managed to categorise [projects] as ‘strategic’, 

‘business as usual’ or ‘compliance’”.   However “we do not really use 

prioritisation to have one project take precedence over another”.  

“Although we do look at dependencies, we do not kill projects based on 

priorities, because everybody wants to do everything”. This is one “of our 

weaknesses as an organisation, we are weak in execution because we 

spend a lot of time and effort in executing everything”.  “We do deliver 

most of the time, however, we [shouldn’t] need to over-deliver all the 

time”.   

 

  

Use project 
prioritisation as a 
mechanism to 
stop over 
delivering 
projects. 

• NHR 

Induct all new 
staff to the 
organisation as to 
what the PMO 
does.   

• HR 
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“In terms of introducing benefits, most of the strategic projects already 

have [a link] because of the way they were created”.  “However, they may 

not be articulated as benefits linked directly to this particular project, but 

at more of a programme level”.  “In respect of measuring benefits, we do 

not tend to come back post-project, to do [benefit] reviews”.  “At most, 

we have a look at our KPIs and the performance of the KPIs to see we have 

actually achieved [benefits]”.  “But then, if we have not achieved it, we do 

not go back and say, well, let us look at the programme of projects that 

we have done”.  “So, we do not link [benefits] to projects, and we do not 

actually currently have programme management here”.  “We do have the 

portfolio, we do have the projects, but we haven’t introduced 

programmes, so that link is not quite there”.  “The bits are all in place, it 

is just the matter of linking all, completing the loop and linking all the 

different components together and joining the dots to have that”.  “That 

will hopefully [be] the next level of maturity”.  

  

Introduce 
programme 
management to 
get better at 
benefits 
management, 
and move up the 
maturity ladder 

• NHR 
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4.2.4.2 Timeline Summary 

Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Set up a PMO to improve 
visibility of organisational 
change projects Implementing PRINCE2® ‘out 

of the box’ - thrown out.  
Place PMO next to the 
CEO’s office to highlight 
its organisational 
importance  

Visit every stakeholder to 
explain the importance of 
the PMO Regularly capture the 

progress of all projects into a 
‘single version of the truth’.  

Hold regular meetings with 
the CEO present, to review 
all project progress. Break down the strict 

hierarchical culture to 
enable better 
collaboration. 

Introduce project 
governance in ‘baby steps’ 

Proactively plan the portfolio 
and articulate the link to 
strategy. 

Bring in really good project 
managers into the PMO, to 
demonstrate good practice 
and Increase maturity  

Introduce networked 
‘enterprise’ tools to 
increase access to and 
collaboration with PMO 
data Focus on building existing 

project manager capability 
(not project sponsors) 

Place projects into different 
categories and treat them 
differently 

Continue to directly support 
the project managers who 
need it. 

2010 
(Change to 
the mandate 
of the 
organisation) 

2010 
(Second 
PMO 
member of 
staff) 

Deliver awareness sessions 
for staff 

2011  
(Link to 
corporate 
planning) 

2014  
(Culture 
embedded) 
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   Timeline Organisation Non-Human Resources Human Resources 

Leverage corporate values 
to support the aims of the 
PMO 

Induct all staff who are 
new to the organisation, 
as to what the PMO is and 
does.   

Use project prioritisation as 
a mechanism to stop over-
delivering projects. 

Introduce programme 
management to get better 
at benefits  

Future 
Actions 

2019  
(Induct all 
staff) 

Use PRINCE2®, but only as 
a ‘baseline’ process.  
Compliance not enforced. 

Allow process to be 
tailored to suit the project 
and stakeholder 
relationships. 
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4.2.4.3 Case Discussion 

At the set-up of the PMO capability in 2010, the purpose of the capability was to support a 

new and urgent organisational transformation requirement, by improving visibility of the 

large number of change initiatives being started across the company.  Using Soderlund’s 

(2005) classification of projects, this capability supported the delivery of a portfolio of ‘change 

projects’.  There was no structural strategy for the PMO at this time as the capability only 

consisted of a single individual for the first year.  The capability faced various organisational 

issues however.  In keeping with many organisations in the Middle-East, the organisation was 

patriarchal, with a ridged hierarchy.  There was also a strong distrust of PMOs which were 

largely unheard of in the region at that time.  Critical actions in the capability’s early days 

therefore targeted these problems, problems that were not found in any of the other cases.  

Firstly, in a large symbolic gesture, the PMO was place in a glass fronted office next to the 

CEO.  The CEO also chaired bi-weekly portfolio progress meetings to demonstrate its 

importance and took steps to break down hierarchical and patriarchal practices.  Practices 

which the narrator confirmed in later discussions as being particularly destructive.  The PMO 

also personally visited all the organisation’s key stakeholders to explain the PMO function and 

ally fears.  The narrator later confirmed that these fears were mostly clustered around the 

idea that the PMO would become another layer of hierarchy between the stakeholder and 

the CEO.  She also confirmed that although many stakeholders now understand the concepts 

of project management enough to realise this would not be the case, she still has to reconfirm 

this to some, even after a decade of operation. These issues took many months to break down 

to a point where she felt the PMO starting to add real value.   

Similar to Case 1, initial process focus was on portfolio, rather than project, management. 

However, unlike this case, individual project governance was ignored completely in the early 

days.  Drawing on her experience in a previous organisation, one of the narrator’s first actions 

was to create a set of PRINCE2® project templates for the organisation to use.  These were 

utterly rejected by her line manager (Strategy Director), who explained that such a strategy 

would not work and that very careful “baby steps” towards a form of project management 

and governance would be required instead.  Therefore although the PRINCE2® methodology 

still provides a general reference, the capability developed its own proprietary project 
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management approach (PMO Operating Practices) although full compliance was not 

enforced.  Instead, project managers and sponsors were encouraged to tailor any techniques 

to suit their own particular relationship.  Project governance processes were introduced 

gradually after a year of PMO operation as the organisation’s needs and tolerance evolved.  

This started by categorising projects (strategic/large, medium, and small), to enable only the 

most complex to be directly monitored and supported by the PMO.   

In 2011 additional PMO staff were brought in although the PMO resisted (and as the narrator 

has since confirmed, continues to resist) pressure to directly employ project managers.  This 

is in stark contrast to Case 1, which bowed to early pressure to place project manager 

resources into operational business units - a decision it continues to regret.  This capability 

instead decided to employ PMO staff who were considered to be “really good project 

managers” who therefore “did not require training”.  These individuals were then expected 

to train the part-time and inexperienced project managers in the business units, by 

‘demonstrating good practice’ during project meetings.  They were also required to interface 

directly with key customers, an action common to all other cases.  This is a significantly 

different approach to training and development than was exhibited in other cases.  However, 

in keeping with the other cases, no training was offered to the project sponsors out in the 

business, and neither project managers nor project sponsors were offered any personal 

development.  Indeed, it was considered counterproductive to offer ‘training’ to project 

sponsors, who may have taken deep offense at the idea. 

A change in the PMOs position in the organisation brought the PMO under the control of the 

‘corporate planning’ directorate (similar to case 1).  This meant the PMO was now closely tied 

to the organisation’s strategic planning team.  In line with other cases this change drove a 

review of procedures and, similar to Case 1 this brought in a much closer association with the 

realisation of “the organisation’s strategic objectives”.  The procedures that were then 

developed (Directorate Strategic Planning Guidelines), placed the PMO at the centre of an 

annual objectives planning process, linked to director remuneration and bonus packages.  The 

narrator confirms this was a key turning point in the respect the PMO was afforded by 

divisional heads. 
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In 2014, the PMO started to implement a project-portfolio online enterprise portfolio tool 

and introduced more control procedures at the organisational and business integration levels 

of the OPM model (Muller et al., 2019).  These portfolio level processes included a form of 

project prioritisation.  However, it should be noted that this procedure was not intended to 

be used to stop projects, even if these “duplicated the effort of others”.  Such action was 

considered to be too political, however this led to a visible ‘over delivery’ of change projects, 

something the narrator has since confirmed is ongoing.   

Other areas where the narrator still believes improvement is required include the actual 

realisation of benefits.  Although the PMO still consciously encourages project managers and 

sponsors to identify benefits on their projects, the organisation still generally fails to follow 

through on their realisation.  The PMO still however, intends to address this issue in the 

future, possibly by implementing “programme management” processes and techniques. 
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4.2.5 Inquiry Analysis Output 

Seventeen logical ‘themes’ were drawn from the one hundred and eleven critical actions 

identified across the four cases.  These were formed by clustering similar actions.  The 

identified themes were taken forward to the next analysis stage: 

‘Organisational’ themes: 

1. Position the capability in the organisation 

2. Adapt the capability to the organisation’s needs 

3. Managed the customer relationship interface 

4. Managed relationships with project managers 

5. Managed relationships with project ‘sponsors’ 

6. Engaged with the wider organisation 

7. Improve the capability 

 

‘Human Resource’ themes: 

8. Recruitment Strategy 

9. Project Manager Training 

10. Project Sponsor Training 

11. People Development 

 

‘Non-Human Resource’ themes: 

12. Portfolio Governance 

13. Project Governance 

14. Process Development 

15. Process Reference Standards 

16. Networked Tools 

17. Realise Investment Benefits 

 

How each of these themes was addressed by each case is summarised in table 4.2. 
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Table 4.2 

Approaches taken by each Capability to address each Theme 

  Theme Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

O
rg

an
is

at
io

n
 

Position the 
Capability 

Centralised BAU 
function at a 
strategic level  

Centralised BAU 
function at an 
operational level  

Already 
established at an 
operational level  

Centralised BAU 
function at a 
strategic level  

Adapt the 
Capability 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Changed 
Iteratively 

Manage 
‘Customer’ 

Relationships 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Manage 
Project 

Manager 
Relationships 

Project 
managers part-
time and outside 
the capability  

Project 
managers full-
time and inside 
the capability 

Project 
managers full-
time and inside 
the capability 

Project 
managers part-
time and outside 
the capability  

Manage 
Project 
Sponsor 

Relationships 

Project sponsors 
from outside the 
capability 

Project sponsor 
role taken on by 
the capability 

Project sponsor 
role taken on by 
the capability 

Project sponsors 
from outside the 
capability 

Improve the 
Capability 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and maturity 
model 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and customer 
satisfaction 
surveys.  

Benchmarking 
against maturity 
model 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and maturity 
model 

Engage the 
Organisation 

Engage senior 
executives / 
demonstrate 
financial value 

Surveys to track 
‘customer 
satisfaction’ 

Methods and 
tools promoted 
to other 
countries 

Ongoing 
PMO 
workshops 

H
u

m
an

 R
es

o
u

rc
es

 

Recruitment 
Strategy 

None explained Critical 
competencies 

Gender and 
localisation 
balance 

“really good at 
projects” 

Project 
Manager 
Training 

“General 
principles” and 
presentation 
skills 

PRINCE2® 
practitioner and 
proprietary 
method 

PRINCE2® 
practitioner and 
proprietary 
method and 
MSP® 
practitioner 

Learning by 
observation 

Project 
Sponsor 
Training 

No training No training No training No training 

People 
Development 

Capability team: 
leadership skills 

Capability team: 
tailored, 
competence 
focused 
development 
 

Capability team: 
local and gender 
focused 
development 

No proactive 
development  
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N
o

n
-H

u
m

an
 R

es
ou

rc
es

 
Portfolio 

Governance 
Capability has 
full control over 
the inward and 
outward flow of 
projects in the 
portfolio 

Capability has no 
control 

Capability has 
limited control 
(stopping 
projects not 
predicted to 
deliver benefit) 
 

Capability has no 
control 

Project 
Governance 

Project sponsors 
outside the 
capability 

Capability 
performs own 
project 
governance 

Capability 
performs own 
project 
governance 

Project sponsors 
outside the 
capability 

Process 
Development 

Processes 
developed 
‘strategic’ to 
‘operational’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘operational’  
to ‘strategic’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘operational’  
to ‘strategic’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘strategic’ to 
‘operational’ 
 

Process 
Reference 
Standards 

Neither project 
nor portfolio 
processes 
related to any 
external 
methodologies 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
but portfolio 
processes not 
based on any 
external 
methodologies 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
(globally) but 
portfolio 
processes not 
based on 
external 
methodologies 
Managing 
Successful 
Programmes® 
also referenced 
 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
but portfolio 
processes not 
related to any 
external 
methodologies 

Networked 
Tools 

No networked IT 
tools 

No networked IT 
tools 

Networked 
portfolio 
support tool 
developed 

Networked 
portfolio 
support tool 
developed 

Realise 
Investment 

Benefits 

Identification of 
benefits pre-
project.  The 
need to support 
post-project 
realisation 
acknowledged 
but not yet 
executed 

No actions Project initiation 
predicated on 
benefit 
identification 
pre-project.  
Benefits actively 
tracked through 
to realisation.   

Identification of 
benefits pre-
project.  The 
need to support 
post-project 
realisation 
acknowledged 
but not yet 
executed 

 

These themes and the contents of table 4.6 were finalised in consultation with of the case 

narrators. 
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4.3 ‘Complicating Variable’ Analysis 

The second part of the inquiry analysis uses a variation of the ‘conventional’ approach 

described by (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008).  Instead of the purely temporal sequence of 

critical activities used in the previous section, this variation focuses on the development of 

the project delivery capabilities themselves. Specifically exploring how each ‘theme’ is 

approached across the four cases and identifying potential explanations for any differences.  

This approach uses the themes that emerged from the previous analysis section to focus on 

various aspects of capability development.   

This final analysis step also introduces a ‘complicating variable’, which may or may not be the 

cause of the differences in approach.  In this research the ‘complicating variable’ is 

represented by the project entity framework (section 2.2.4), which contains five 

characteristics of the project entities that each capability was set up to handle.   

In summary this analysis section focusses on each ‘theme’ individually across all four cases.  

Aspects of each theme are discussed to ascertain whether the approach taken is: 

• The same in all cases. 

• Potentially impacted by one or more project characteristic (the complicating 

variable). 

• Potentially impacted by another organisational or extra-organisational issue. 

• Unexplained. 

The section concludes with a model demonstrating how each of the seventeen themes is 

addressed in respect of the four cases.  
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4.3.1 Organisational Themes 

Table 4.3 

Organisation Themes – Case Analysis 

  Theme Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

O
rg

an
is

at
io

n
 

Position the 
Capability 

Centralised BAU 
function at a 
strategic level  

Centralised BAU 
function at an 
operational level  

Already 
established at an 
operational level  

Centralised BAU 
function at a 
strategic level  

Adapt the 
Capability 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Change 
triggered by 
events 

Changed 
Iteratively 

Manage 
‘Customer’ 

Relationships 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Key staff 
allocated to 
senior 
customers 

Manage 
Project 

Manager 
Relationships 

Project 
managers part-
time and outside 
the capability  

Project 
managers full-
time and inside 
the capability 

Project 
managers full-
time and inside 
the capability 

Project 
managers part-
time and outside 
the capability  

Manage 
Project 
Sponsor 

Relationships 

Project sponsors 
from outside the 
capability 

Project sponsor 
role taken on by 
the capability 

Project sponsor 
role taken on by 
the capability 

Project sponsors 
from outside the 
capability 

Improve the 
Capability 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and maturity 
model 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and customer 
satisfaction 
surveys.  

Benchmarking 
against maturity 
model 

Benchmarking 
with partners 
and maturity 
model 

Engage the 
Organisation 

Engage senior 
executives / 
demonstrate 
financial value 

Surveys to track 
‘customer 
satisfaction’ 

Methods and 
tools promoted 
to other 
countries 

Ongoing 
PMO 
workshops 

4.3.1.1 Position the Capability 

The first theme encompasses the initial positioning of the capability.  Cases 1, 2, and 4 

included the initial start-up of the capability within their narratives.  Each of these capabilities 

was created as a new business as usual (BAU) function.   

• Case 1 created a “centralised function, able to identify research needs [for] the agency going 

forward”.   
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• Case 2 stated that “our existing [project manager] resources, may not be able to deliver 

these new project ‘types’”.  So “instead of having project managers … doing different 

things, we ought to start pulling them together as a capability”.   

• Case 4 stated that, due to a strategic change in the organisation, “central systems and 

infrastructure had to be put in place to deliver the new strategy”. Establishing the PMO 

was actioned to increase the central “visibility” of major changes in the organisation.  

All these capabilities were created to address a completely different business issue, however 

all the capabilities where set up in a similar way.  All were in some way a ‘centralising’ 

response to their issue, all involved a developing a team of full-time employees with specific 

skills, and all were set up as a business as usual (BAU) function within their parent 

organisation.  The key difference in their set-up however, was impacted by the delivery 

purpose and owner-stakeholder (benefit) characteristics.  Capabilities that delivered ‘business 

projects’ and where the owner-stakeholder (benefit) was external, were positioned at an 

‘operational’ level where they were part of the tactical delivery of customer contracts.  

Capabilities that delivered ‘development’ and ‘change’ projects, were located at a more 

‘strategic’ level, and in both cases, were eventually brought under the control of the 

organisation’s ‘strategic planning’ division. 

 

4.3.1.2 Adapt the Capability 

Over the course of the narratives, all four capabilities went through some form of adaptive 

change as the result of deliberate actions taken by their narrators.  In case 1, a major change 

was triggered when, after 10 years of operation, the new Chief Technology Innovation Officer 

(CTIO) perceived that some of the organisation’s senior executives were becoming dissatisfied 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Project-based entity framework characteristics (delivery purpose and owner-

stakeholder [benefit]). 
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with the team.  This perception was triggered by the discovery of a major ‘hole’ in the budget 

which threatened the capability’s credibility.  And also, the departure of the original CTIO (and 

the loss of his experience) which changed part of what the capability was able to offer the 

organisation.  The result of this change included a shift in the objective granularity of the 

projects that the capability undertook, from targeting potentially beneficial ‘new knowledge’, 

to targeting more certain ‘outcomes’ for the agency.  The change in case 2 was triggered by a 

perceived need for the capability to do “more with less”.  This triggered an investigation which 

highlighted that project managers were regularly going beyond the scope of their roles.  As a 

result, action was taken to ‘rebalance’ the team, resulting in a 20% reduction in staff numbers, 

and a consequential 100% increase in project throughput.  The change in case 3 was triggered 

by a civil war, which caused a shift in the numerical balance between national and 

international staff.  This event sped up a change already being considered to increase the 

diversity and sustainability of the team by recruiting more local resources, especially local 

women, into senior roles and local men into support roles.  In contrast to the other three 

cases, changes to the case 4 capability were not triggered by an ‘event’ as such but happened 

iteratively over time.  Initially the capability had to overcome the inertia of a culture rooted 

in the country’s ridged hierarchy, as well as a general distrust of the PMO as a new business 

concept.  The PMO therefore “started simple” as a reporting function located alongside the 

CEOs office, before gradually adapting to organisational needs over time.  

In all four cases the need to change and adapt was driven by issues that started outside each 

capability.  The key difference in the cases is that in cases 1 to 3, the capability change was 

triggered by specific ‘events’, whereas in case 4 the change had to be gradual and iterative 

due to mistrust in the PMO concept and a culture of hierarchy preventing collaborative 

actions.   

 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Organisational factor – senior management mistrust of the PMO concept 

•  Extra-organisational factor – the influence of the ‘hierarchical’ culture in Qatar 

made the path to collaborative working difficult to achieve 



Page 167 of 279 
 

4.3.1.3 Manage ‘Customer’ Interfaces 

The narratives all mention various ‘critical interfaces’ including, customers (both internal and 

external), project managers, and project sponsors. 

In case 1, the capability owned the organisation’s research budget and was therefore its own 

owner-stakeholder [investment].  However, the customer who would ultimately benefit from 

their projects (its owner-stakeholders [benefit]), were located out in the ‘business-lines’ of the 

wider organisation.  Although this did not occur until after its major adaptive change in 2016, 

the capability eventually took action to align some of its key staff with key ‘business-line’ 

directors.  Case 2 was particularly sensitive to aligning its capability with its customer’s specific 

needs from an early stage.  Internally they aligned key staff with their owner-stakeholders 

[investment], i.e. the directors of each sales team, and externally they took action to comply 

with an owner-stakeholders [benefit] requirement to use the PRINCE2® methodology.  In case 

3, the capability also took steps to align certain key staff with both owner-stakeholders 

[investment] (i.e. representatives of donor countries), and owner-stakeholders [benefit] (i.e. 

local country dignitaries), to improve communications and encourage more projects to be 

commissioned.  With case 4 the capability took steps to align key staff with senior managers 

and directors in the business who were both owner-stakeholders [investment] and owner-

stakeholders [benefit].   

 

4.3.1.4 Manage Project Manager Relationships 

The ‘ownership’ of project manager resources within the organisation varied across the cases.  

In case 2 and case 3, the project manager resources were part of the delivery capability 

structure and were full-time in their role.  These resources received specific personal support 

and as the capabilities evolved, were allocated to projects that either suited their skills or 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Common approach in all cases. 
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presented controlled development opportunities.  In cases 1 and 4, project managers were 

drawn from the wider organisation, and undertook the project manager role on a part-time 

basis.  From this evidence, the location of project manager resources would appear to be 

driven by the delivery purpose of the projects they handled.  With full-time team-based 

project managers delivering ‘business projects’, and part-time organisation-based project 

managers delivering other project types.  However, further exploration indicates that this 

explanation may not be correct.  Although the case 1 capability deliberately handed their 

project manager resources out to the business lines during its initial set-up, it now regards 

this action as an error.  This being the case, only case 4 was apparently satisfied with having 

no direct control over its project manager resources.   

Although none of the project entity framework characteristics explains this split, it does reflect 

the situation that case 4 was the only capability that was not required to ‘deliver’ its projects.  

Case 4 only “supported” the delivery of projects that were ‘delivered’ by other parts of the 

business.  In the other three cases, the capabilities were themselves responsible for delivering 

specific project objectives. From this evidence it would appear that project manager 

resources are best located under the direct control of the capability, when that capability is 

responsible for the delivery of specific project objectives (i.e. outputs, outcomes, etc.).  When 

the capability is responsible for acting in a ‘supporting’ role, project managers may be better 

located outside the capability (although this is less certain).    

 

4.3.1.5 Manage Project ‘Sponsor’ Relationships 

The other common interface explicitly mentioned in the narratives is the relationship 

between the capability and those directly responsible for the ‘governance’ of a project, 

described here as project ‘sponsors’.  In case 1 & case 4, the project sponsors are located out 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Organisational factor – where the organisational ‘purpose’ of the capability is 

‘delivery’ or ‘support’ 
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in the wider organisation, whereas in case 2 & case 3, due to other organisational resources 

“not being interested” in undertaking the responsibility, the role of ‘project sponsor’ was 

undertaken by the management of the capability itself.   

This situation appears to be predicated on the location of the owner-stakeholders [benefit] in 

each case.  Where this ‘customer’ is located within the organisation, i.e. the benefit of any 

projects delivered will accrue within the organisation, then senior managers are ‘interested’ 

in the role.  However, where the owner-stakeholders [benefit] are located outside the 

organisation, different circumstances apply.  In cases 2 & 3, the external customer is simply 

expecting delivery on the basis of a contract agreed between the organisation and the 

customer.  In both cases the owner-stakeholders [investment] appears to take a similar stance 

of, ‘there is the contract, now please deliver it’.  This leaves the capability as the ‘default’ to 

deliver its own governance against the customer contract. 

 

4.3.1.6 Improve the Capability 

Although every action taken by each narrator could be described as some form of 

improvement, some actions specifically set out to deliberately enable enhancement of the 

capability.   

In all cases the capabilities used some form of benchmarking to inform and enable 

improvement actions.  Both the case 1 and case 4 capabilities used benchmarking with 

external companies and against a maturity model to support the proactive improvement of 

the capability.  In both cases, this enabled a compelling business case to bring in external 

experts to assess and make improvement recommendations.  Indeed, the recommendation 

to introduce a PMO to the case 3 capability arose from a previous maturity model assessment.    

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Project-based entity framework characteristic (owner-stakeholder [benefit]). 
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Although the case 2 capability also carried out benchmarking activities with external 

companies, they could not use a maturity model as such models were not available for project 

management in the mid-nineteen nineties.  In hindsight however, the narrator believes that 

he would have made use of one had it been available.  In the absence of maturity models 

however, the case 2 narrator set out to continuously improve the capability by devising his 

own theoretical improvement model and initiating a dedicated ‘programme of change’.  As 

‘customer delivery’ was the main focus of the capability, they decided to continuously 

measure ‘customer satisfaction’ through a repeatable process of structured interviews.  The 

data from this enabled both individual project and cross-project analysis. This analysis 

ultimately provided insights into the better use of competencies to guide development and 

recruitment, as well as clear evidence of the value the team was providing to the organisation.   

 

4.3.1.7 Engage the Organisation 

Cases 1, 3, and 4 attempted to engage the organisation beyond the requirements of their 

critical interfaces.   

Case 1 deliberately engaged with a wide range of senior managers and subject matter expert 

resources (the Technology Innovation Council) as part of its portfolio control process.  They 

also tracked the financial benefits of the projects delivered, to demonstrate the cost-

effectiveness of the capability, and thereby took steps to engage with senior executives to 

help them meet future targets.  They also engaged with executives to generate feedback on 

how the team were perceived as performing.  Feedback which enabled the narrator to make 

specific changes, thereby keeping the capability aligned with organisational needs.   

Case 3 promoted its methods and tools outside the country office.  Which resulted in them 

being taken up in the region and other parts of the world.   

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Common approach in all cases. 
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Case 4 focused on engaging the organisation at large from the outset, initially placing the PMO 

next to the CEOs office to send out a clear message that this was a key capability of the 

organisation.  They also took the time to visit every senior stakeholder and held awareness 

sessions with staff to explain and promote the capability’s work.  Regular (fortnightly) 

meetings, attended by the CEO, were held to review project progress, and steps were taken 

to break down the strong hierarchical culture of the organisation to one that was more 

‘project friendly’.  The capability also took action to leverage corporate values to their 

advantage, and ensured all new staff received information about the PMO as part of their 

induction. 

In the case 2 narrative, the narrator candidly recognised two shortcomings in his actions in 

respect of not engaging with the wider organisation early enough.  Firstly, although he 

engaged effectively with the team, customers, and line management, his failure to 

communicate the value of the capability to a wider audience almost resulted in another 

internal project team imposing their own methodology on the capability.  And secondly, 

although some project managers had been developed to an ‘executive level’ of capability, the 

senior managers of the organisation saw them as just ‘project managers’.  This led to these 

staff not being seriously considered for promotion outside the team.  Which resulted in them 

moving to senior roles in competitor organisations. 

There appears to be no specific relationships between project entity characteristics and the 

actions taken to ‘engage the organisation’. 

 

  

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Unexplained. 
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4.3.2 Human Resource Themes 

Table 4.4 

Human Resource Themes – Case Analysis 

  Theme Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

H
u

m
an

 R
es

o
u

rc
es

 

Recruitment 
Strategy 

None explained Critical 
competencies 

Gender and 
localisation 
balance 

“really good at 
projects” 

Project 
Manager 
Training 

“General 
principles” and 
presentation 
skills 

PRINCE2® 
practitioner and 
proprietary 
method 

PRINCE2® 
practitioner and 
proprietary 
method and 
MSP® 
practitioner 

Learning by 
observation 

Project 
Sponsor 
Training 

No training No training No training No training 

People 
Development 

Capability team: 
leadership skills 

Capability team: 
tailored, 
competence 
focused 
development 

Capability team: 
local and gender 
focused 
development 

No proactive 
development  

4.3.2.1 Recruitment Strategy 

The narratives in cases 2, 3 & 4 highlight some aspects of staff recruitment strategy.  Case 2 

used a set of ‘role competencies’ it had developed to target the recruitment of individuals 

who had already acquired competencies that were “difficult or expensive to teach”.  In 

comparison, the case 4 competency simply recruited “really good project managers” so that 

their skills and approach would inspire those who had been given part-time project manager 

roles, but as yet had little project management experience.  There was however no mention 

of any criteria or standards to suggest what constituted “really good”.  Recruitment of new 

staff in case 3 focused on bringing in more local/female staff to senior roles, and more male 

staff to senior and support roles.  All strategies appeared to be effective in context, but there 

was not one single driving factor that impacted recruitment strategy selection. 
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4.3.2.2 Project Manager Training 

The project managers in both case 1 and case 4 were part-time, generally inexperienced (in 

project management) and located out in the organisation’s business lines (which were also 

the capabilities’ owner-stakeholder (benefit)).  The case 1 project managers received two days 

classroom training in “general project management” annually, as well as some training in 

“presentation skills”.  The case 4 capability’s project managers received no formal ‘classroom’ 

training, but instead learned “on the job” by observing the PMO staff allocated to their 

project, i.e. learning by example.   

Cases 2 and 3 both had a comprehensive project skills training programmes for their full-time 

project managers, both started by training all their staff to be practitioners in the PRINCE2® 

method.  However, neither capability used PRINCE2® ‘out of the book’ and both used a 

proprietary (PRINCE2® based) project delivery method.  In case 2 this method was developed 

in-house, and in case 3 the method had been developed centrally and was deployed globally.  

Both cases actively trained project managers to use their proprietary methods.  For case 2, 

this was a multi-module training programme designed in-house, and in case 3, a two week 

‘masterclass’ delivered at the organisation’s head office.  Case 2 also actively measured the 

effectiveness of its training using ‘development workshops’ to understand how individual 

staff competency had changed.  Case 3 also deployed Managing Successful Programmes® to 

its project managers.   

This theme could be explained by using the capabilities’ delivery purpose characteristic, with 

‘business projects’ capabilities getting more intensive training.  Possibly a more likely 

explanation however, is that more time and money is spent on project manager training when 

the capability ‘owns’ the project manager resources.   

 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Unexplained. 
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4.3.2.3 Project ‘Sponsor’ Training 

In contrast to project management training, none of the capabilities offered training to those 

in a ‘project sponsor’ role.  In cases 2 and 3, this can probably be explained by this activity 

being carried out by senior managers within the capability itself.  In cases 1 and 4 however, 

this activity was carried out by senior management out in the business.  No explanation was 

offered as to why this role received not training. 

 

4.3.2.4 People Development 

‘Development’ activity refers to the deliberate actions taken to improve an individual’s 

abilities beyond training in processes and techniques.  The capabilities in cases 1, 2, & 3 all 

offered some form of development opportunities to their own staff.  None of the capabilities 

however, offered any development opportunities outside the members of their own team.   

The capability in case 2 placed significant focus on the ‘development’ of its human resources.  

The narrator of this capability developed a set of ‘competencies’ for the department with the 

help of the human resources team.  All the capability’s roles were modelled in respect of these 

competencies.  Each member of staff was formally assessed against the competencies in 

respect of their role, to determine their current capability.  The gap between a staff member’s 

current role and their capability was determined, and development plan formulated to close 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Organisational factor – the capabilities training resources are focused on staff 

within the capability itself 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Common approach in all cases. 
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the gap.  The development of staff skills over time was tested by way of development centres.  

The link between skills and pay was firmly established, and other incentives were introduced 

to encourage good self-development practice.   

Development activity in other capabilities was less defined by comparison.  Case 1 gave 

capability staff opportunities for self-development, including opportunities to speak at 

conferences and study, e.g. the new CTIO was given the opportunity to complete a PhD.  

Although case 3 took place over a limited timespan (1 year) and in the chaos of a war zone, 

some development activity was planned and executed.  Case 3 focused on rebalancing the 

‘localisation’ and ‘gender’ diversity of its team by targeting and developing local resources to 

take on specific roles.  Although the case 4 narrative covered at least 9 years, no personal 

development activity was described for capability staff.  This was possibly due to the 

perceived high-quality of the individuals recruited by the PMO.   

No project sponsors were mentioned as a target for personal development, and as no 

personal development activity was targeted outside the capability team, project managers 

were only offered development where they were part of the capability’s own staff.  However, 

as development activity would have been funded from each capability’s ‘training budget’, it 

is probably unsurprising that budgetary constraints may be to blame for capabilities not 

offering personal development outside their own teams.  Even though the projects they 

deliver involve wider organisational resources that could benefit from such activity. 

 

  

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Organisational factor - the capabilities training resources are focused on staff 

within the capability itself 
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4.3.3 Non-Human Resource Themes 

Table 4.5 

Non-Human Resource Themes – Case Analysis 

  Theme Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 

N
o

n
-H

u
m

an
 R

es
ou

rc
es

 

Portfolio 
Governance 

Capability has 
full control over 
the inward and 
outward flow of 
projects in the 
portfolio  

Capability has no 
control 

Capability has 
limited control 
(stopping 
projects not 
predicted to 
deliver benefit) 

Capability has no 
control 

Project 
Governance 

Project sponsors 
outside the 
capability 

Capability 
performs own 
project 
governance 

Capability 
performs own 
project 
governance 

Project sponsors 
outside the 
capability 

Process 
Development 

Processes 
developed 
‘strategic’ to 
‘operational’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘operational’  
to ‘strategic’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘operational’  
to ‘strategic’ 

Processes 
developed 
‘strategic’ to 
‘operational’ 

Process 
Reference 
Standards 

Neither project 
nor portfolio 
processes 
related to any 
external 
methodologies 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
but portfolio 
processes not 
based on any 
external 
methodologies 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
(globally) but 
portfolio 
processes not 
based on 
external 
methodologies 
Managing 
Successful 
Programmes® 
also referenced 

Project 
processes based 
on PRINCE2®, 
but portfolio 
processes not 
related to any 
external 
methodologies 

Networked 
Tools 

No networked IT 
tools 

No networked IT 
tools 

Networked 
portfolio 
support tool 
developed 

Networked 
portfolio 
support tool 
developed 

Realise 
Investment 

Benefits 

Identification of 
benefits pre-
project.  The 
need to support 
post-project 
realisation 
acknowledged 
but not yet 
executed 

No actions Project initiation 
predicated on 
benefit 
identification 
pre-project.  
Benefits actively 
tracked through 
to realisation.   

Identification of 
benefits pre-
project.  The 
need to support 
post-project 
realisation was 
acknowledged 
but not yet 
executed 
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4.3.3.1 Portfolio Governance 

At its core, each capability handled some sort of project portfolio, even though the actual 

term was not necessarily used in all cases, e.g. case 2 predated the term’s common usage.  In 

contrast to other cases, the project ‘pipeline’ procedures in case 1 were carefully constructed 

to control the inward and outward flow of projects.  This capability actively solicited its 

research projects annually, guided by a detailed research ‘roadmap’ that it also maintained.  

The capability developed a comprehensive, cyclical review process involving external and 

internal subject matter experts (SME) as well as senior executives from the organisation to 

affect control.  The control cycle was implemented on an annual basis with two formal reviews 

held each year.  The first review selected research projects for investment from a ‘strawman’ 

list prepared by the capability, and the second reviewed ongoing projects - prematurely 

closing them down if they were no longer ‘on track’ to deliver planned benefits.  Significant 

effort was made to get this process right, including ensuring that senior executives and SME’s 

were able to work together as a “peer group”, and were also available to give ad-hoc advice 

whenever needed.  Case 3 received projects from donor countries / organisations, again with 

no inward flow control, however all projects started had already been through a rigorous 

review of expected benefits.  If the narrator believed that a project was no longer on track to 

deliver planned benefits, he could stop it. 

Case 2 received its projects from the sales groups who decided which customer orders would 

be project managed.  The capability had no control over the inward flow, nor the ability to 

stop projects that were no longer on track to benefit the organisation.  Case 4 only took on 

“oversight” of projects of over a certain value, complexity, or strategic importance.  They did 

not initiate projects, and often only got involved after a project had already been mandated 

by a director.  Therefore, although they supported delivery, they did not have any form of 

portfolio level governance or control. 

From the evidence above, the capability with incoming project control is also the capability 

that is its own owner-stakeholder[investment] on the project entity framework.  In respect of 

stopping projects, the capability has the ability to do this when its parent organisation is 

committed to tracking the actual realisation of project benefits. 
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4.3.3.2 Project Governance 

In respect of project governance, cases 2 and 3 were forced to develop their own project 

governance processes as their ‘customers’ did not wish to directly participate in project 

governance activity.  However, in respect of cases 1 and 4, both engaged ‘project sponsors’ 

from the wider organisation to participate in project governance activity.  

The difference in project governance process execution between cases 1 & 4 and cases 2 & 3 

appears to be related to cases 2 and 3 delivering exclusively ‘business projects’, where the 

owner-stakeholder [benefit] is external to the organisation.  In both these cases the view of 

the owner-stakeholder [investment], who might be expected to participate in project 

governance, was that the projects teams should ‘get on’ and deliver the projects they were 

given. 

 

4.3.3.3 Process Development 

The process development approach also differed across the cases.  In case 1, the initial focus 

was to create a detailed and controlled portfolio management process to handle a specific 

business requirement.  Subsequent action to create project management processes, beyond 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Project-based entity framework characteristic (owner-stakeholder [investment]). 

• Organisational factor - capabilities able to stop projects where the wider 

organisation is committed to tracking the actual realisation of project benefits 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Project-based entity framework characteristics (delivery purpose and owner-

stakeholder [benefit]). 
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those linked to portfolio control (i.e. project governance), were much more limited.  Similarly, 

in case 4 the initial focus was on the portfolio of projects and developing a common 

information framework to support progress reporting.  Conversely, in respect of cases 2 and 

3, the project was the initial focus, with both cases having detailed proprietary project 

management processes.  Either created locally (case 2) or centrally by the parent organisation 

(case3).  Processes to handle the collective management of projects (at the portfolio level). 

Once again, the split identified is between cases 1 & 4 and cases 2 & 3.  In cases 2 & 3 which 

deliver exclusively ‘business projects’, the individual project is the primary focus, whereas in 

cases 1 & 4 more importance is placed on the collection of projects (portfolio).  (Müller, 2009) 

suggested that the governance framework of a ‘business project’ is aligned with its 

commercial contract, whereas other project types are aligned with business strategy.  This 

could explain why the focus of process development for business project capabilities was 

‘operational’ to ‘strategic’ (Chandler, 1992), and the opposite for ‘development’ and ‘change 

projects’. 

 

4.3.3.4 Process Reference Standards 

The key delivery disciplines used by all the capabilities are ‘portfolio management’ and 

‘project management’.  Case 3 also made use of ‘programme’ management techniques, and 

case 4 suggested that programme management might be introduced at a later date to help 

them “get better at benefits”.   

None of the capabilities referenced any ‘standard’ portfolio management process 

methodologies, such as ‘Management of Portfolios’ (Axelos, 2011).  Cases 2, 3, and 4 

referenced the project management methodology – PRINCE2® as underpinning their 

proprietary processes at the project level.  Although in case 4, the plan to use “PRINCE2® 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Project-based entity framework characteristics (delivery purpose and owner-

stakeholder [benefit]). 
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templates” was “thrown out” in the early days of the capability.  Case 1 started out by 

constructing a detailed portfolio control process on a strict annual cycle.   In contrast, project 

management processes were limited to “traditional project management tools” such as 

“meetings and reports”, and each was required to have a “schedule” with defined milestones.  

Beyond this no project management processes were defined for project managers to follow.  

Case 2 started out “using PRINCE2® processes”, however they quickly switched to their own 

proprietary processes, although these were similarly detailed and “based” on the 

methodology.  This case did not define specific processes at a strategic (portfolio) level until 

much later (Chandler, 1992).  Case 3 used a centrally defined proprietary project management 

process based on the PRINCE2® methodology.  Strict proprietary project controls were 

introduced during the narrative to solve critical problems, e.g. ensuring that only projects that 

were both required and ‘safe to deliver’, were actually restarted.  As the situation in the 

country stabilised, more portfolio level control processes were introduced, followed by new 

tools, documentation, and training – including Managing Successful Programmes® 

practitioner.  Case 4 initially created a ‘service’ that gathered information to enable a ‘single 

version of the truth’ on the progress status of the organisation’s change project portfolio.  It 

did not prescribe any project management processes at first but eventually evolved a 

proprietary set of both portfolio and later project management processes.   

None of the cases referenced standard portfolio management methodology.  All cases 

developed and maintained proprietary project management processes at different levels of 

sophistication.  In cases 2, 3 & 4 these processes were reported to be ‘based on’ PRINCE2®, 

case 1 was developed in the North America where PRINCE2® is not as prevalent as it is in the 

rest of the world.  Case 3 referenced techniques from the Managing Successful Programmes®, 

programme management standard.  Overall, all the capabilities developed their own 

proprietary processes, referencing standard methodologies where this was useful.   

 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Common approach in all cases. 
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4.3.3.5 Networked Tools 

This theme concerns the development of networked IT applications to facilitate progress and 

control.  Both case 3 and case 4 developed and used such applications to support both 

portfolio level and project level information.  For case 3, the networked nature of the tool 

was critical as organisational policy forced all staff (including the narrator) to regularly travel 

out of the country for breaks during the conflict (civil war).  This tool therefore enabled 

uninterrupted oversight of progress, including compliance with all project delivery processes, 

and some other critical controls such as health and safety and security.  In case 4, the 

networked tool enabled all project participants to contribute to the project in real time, as 

well as enabling management to access the ‘single version of the truth’ online, from 

anywhere, at any time.  Case 1 which started in 2006, did not mention the use of distributed 

tools beyond standard desktop applications (e.g. Excel).  And in the mid-1990s, when Case 2 

occurred, the tools available to build customised network applications were limited.   

Although some capabilities developed networked / distributed IT tools to support their 

projects and portfolios.  There is no compelling explanation as to why this happened when it 

did.  It may simply be that as case 2 began in 1994 and case 1 in 2006, the ability to create 

such tools in their early days was limited.   

 

4.3.3.6 Realise Investment Benefits 

In respect of benefits from projects, cases 1, 3, and 4 discussed the importance of identifying 

benefits as part of a project’s definition and driving the realisation of business benefits post-

project.   

In cases 1 and 4 this importance evolved during the timeline of their narratives, noticeably 

increasing when each capability was brought under the control of the business ‘division’ 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Unexplained 
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responsible for strategic planning.  In respect of case 1 this happened after the first CTIO left 

the agency, and other senior management changes caused a restructure of the business.  

From this point the nature of the projects accepted into the portfolio was refocused towards 

those with a more unambiguous path to benefits, thereby enabling a faster / more predictable 

return on investment.  Although not yet implemented, the capability has also recognised that 

the high ‘uncertainty’ levels of its projects may also contribute to more complex pathways to 

benefit realisation. As a result they are planning to employ a ‘change manager’ to help drive 

the realisation of benefits beyond the end of each research project.  In case 4, project 

sponsors are encouraged to link their project’s objectives to their department’s objectives - 

which are already linked to the organisation’s strategic objectives through an annual strategic 

planning process.  The problem that the narrator of case 4 perceived, is that no one was 

driving benefit realisation in the organisation post-project, although they are considering 

implementing ‘programme management’ to address this.  In case 3, all projects initiated must 

have robust benefits approved before they arrive at the capability for delivery.  The capability 

maintains resources to monitor / track benefits, and the ‘head of programme’ has the power 

to stop project delivery where benefits will not or cannot be realised.  Case 2 did not discuss 

benefits realisation in respect of their projects.   

Case 2 is the only ‘historical’ capability, with its narrative being set wholly in the 1990s.  All 

the later cases mention benefits and highlight their identification and realisation as important 

to their organisations.  This suggests that benefit realisation may have grown in importance 

over time.  Indeed its importance demonstrably increased during both case 1 and case 4 

timelines.  In the three contemporary cases (1, 3, & 4) the approach to pre-project benefits 

identification is strong, with case 4 also linking benefits identified to organisational objectives.  

All three cases however appear to struggle to track benefit realisation post-project delivery. 

 

Theme approach primarily impacted by: 

• Common approach 
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4.3.4 Complicating Factor Analysis Output Summary 

The table below (table 4.10) summarises the relationship between the development themes 

in each dimension, and the data from the narratives.  The tables indicates where the approach 

taken in each narrative was: 

• Common to all narratives (5 themes). 

• Influenced by one or more characteristics from the project entity framework (5 

themes). 

• Influenced by other organisational, or extra-organisational factors, (4 themes). 

• Currently unexplained (3 themes). 

•  

Table 4.6 
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Position the 
capability  

  ✅   ✅           

 

Adapt the 
capability  

            ✅ ✅    

Manage 
‘Customer’ 
relationships 

✅                  
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Manage 
Project 
Manager 

            ✅     
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Portfolio 
Governance 

    ✅              

Project 
Governance 

  ✅   ✅            

Process 
Development 

  ✅   ✅            

Process 
Reference 
Standards 

✅                  

Networked 
Tools 

                ✅  

Realise 
Investment 
Benefits 

✅                  

 

 

The project capability development model (figure 4.3), uses this data to display: 

• The ‘development themes’ undertaken by managers developing project delivery 

capabilities for their organisations. 
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• Where the approach to those development themes common to all contributing 

narratives, impacted by one or more characteristics of the project entities delivered, 

impacted by other factors, or currently unexplained. 

The model is extensible, as future research may add further themes, or further contribute to 

the explanations of the characteristics or factors impacting them.  Although some themes 

correspond to recognised critical success factors, e.g. project manager training and project 

governance (Mir & Pinnington, 2014), not all themes can be mapped in this way.  Therefore, 

although the narrators saw these themes as appropriate actions to take, there is currently no 

academic ‘proof’ that addressing some themes is a proven pathway to success.  That said 

however, the model does provide a useful guidance tool for practitioners as well as a 

framework for targeting future research. 

Figure 4.3 

Project Capability Development Model 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Implications 

5.1 Summary of Findings  

The cases used to explore the development of project delivery capabilities were highly 

diverse, being from different parts of the world, positioned at different levels in organisations, 

and delivering various types of projects.  Nevertheless, in many respects the set-up and 

development of these project delivery capabilities exhibited many commonalities.  The 

primary data source for each case was a narrative of the events that occurred during the set-

up and the months / years that followed.  In each of the four cases this was provided by the 

manager responsible for the capability’s development.  In addition, the research was provided 

access to additional documentation associated with the capability and the projects they 

delivered.  There were also further conversations with the narrators to confirm and discuss 

findings and well as to clarify points of interest.  From the one hundred and eleven actions 

that emerged from the narratives, seventeen themes were identified across the three 

dimensions of the capability development framework drawn from literature.  The way these 

seventeen themes were addressed were categorised as being - common to all capabilities (5 

themes), dependent on the projects delivered (5 themes), dependent on other organisational 

factors (4 themes), and unexplained (3 themes).  This categorisation gave rise to an extensible 

model, the Project Capability Development Model, which may be used in practice to guide 

the development of new capabilities, as well as providing a basis for further research and 

modelling. 

5.1.1 How do organisations develop project delivery capabilities? 

Although the creation of a new team or department is an undertaking that logically fits the 

description of a project, non-of the organisations consciously created their capability as a 

project.  Indeed, subsequent conversations indicate that none of the narrators even 

considered it, and none would have done so even if the possibility had been highlighted to 

them at the time.  The reasons for this are given that their line management would not have 
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understood the need and would have seen such an approach as an unnecessary overhead, 

and that at the start of the activity they did not have any reliable guidance for doing so.   

Of the themes identified by the research, it is perhaps the differences in how each was 

addressed that generates most interest.  Of the five themes deemed to have been addressed 

with a common approach, ‘Manage Customer Relationships’ was probably the best example.  

All capabilities divided up the responsibility for interfacing with several key stakeholders 

among certain senior staff, who’s performance was measured against doing so.  However, 

this was not done immediately after start-up in most cases, and some capabilities took many 

years to find this to be a workable solution.   

All cases used some form of benchmarking to ‘Improve the Capability’ with varying degrees 

of success.  What they benchmarked against however, was largely driven by the 3rd party tools 

available at the time.  Only one case devised their own improvement feedback tool (a 

customer satisfaction survey).  This tool, created in the 1990s, arguably gave excellent 

capability improvement results.  However, nothing similar was found in any of the other cases 

even though they are all more recent. 

None of the cases claimed responsibility for realising benefits from the projects within their 

scope, although all professed an interest in doing so.  No capability’s success was predicated 

on the benefits generated (or not) by the projects they delivered.  However, benefit 

realisation is an acknowledged area of project weakness and although this research does not 

offer a solution, it does perhaps help to highlight the ongoing tension between ‘delivering’ 

and ‘realising’ that often exists between making investments and reaping the rewards.   

Of all the themes, the training of project sponsors appeared to cause the most controversy 

and embarrassment.  Although both the standard and proprietary methods involved in the 

study required sponsors to carry out specific tasks using specific tools, none of the cases 

explored offered any formal training to project sponsors in this respect.  The issues around 

this subject appear quite complex.  While some project sponsors would probably welcome 

training, capabilities seem reluctant to give it.  There appear to be two broad reasons for this, 

though neither should be considered all encompassing.  Firstly, that sponsors are almost 

always senior (often board level) managers, who may be affronted, angry or deeply offended 

if another team presumed to tell them how to manage.  And secondly, that training budgets 
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are almost always departmental specific (unlike project delivery activity that tends to cut 

across), and one department is loath to spend money training another department’s staff. 

Three themes that were agreed to be important by narrators but did not find reasonable 

common drivers among the data reviewed were ‘Engaging the Organisation’, ‘Recruitment’, 

and ‘Network Tools’.  No clear approach emerged from the cases explored in relation to 

engaging with the wider organisation.  However, each case showed clear evidence as to why 

it was important for them.  From the narratives one capability narrowly avoided being taken 

over because it didn’t engage beyond its own customer, staff, and line management.  

Whereas another that did engage well found itself shunted into new unwelcome, ownership.  

Still another was complimented by being asked to provide its portfolio / virtual PMO solution 

to other territories.  And for the last, its engagement was unavoidable as there was a critical 

need to have the capability’s service understood by a largely hostile organisation.  There is 

little doubt that overall, ‘Engaging the Organisation’ is an important theme however, a 

persuasive picture as to why, and what should be done about it, did not emerge from the 

cases explored.  Similarly, the ’Recruitment’ and ‘Networked Tools’ themes were both 

acknowledge to be significant, but although some of the cases demonstrated specific 

instances of beneficial practice to their own capability, no common drivers or approach 

emerged from the analysis.  All these themes require more in-depth investigation to 

understand their contribution and devise appropriate approach strategies in the future. 

5.1.2 How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent 

on the ‘type’ of projects or programmes it delivers?   

Five themes emerged from the analysis as being contingent on delivered project 

characteristics.  Four of the five were impacted by the projects macro purpose and / or the 

location of the stakeholder who directly benefit from the project.  A divide that could also be 

described as having projects delivering to a customer on one side, and projects delivering a 

development or change to the capability’s own organisation on the other.  The themes 

impacted include ‘Position of the Capability’, with change / development project focused 

capabilities being positioned at a strategic level and customer projects at an operational level.  

Although not necessarily directly connected, the pattern of process development followed 
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this same divide, with project management processes being the primary focus of operational 

level capabilities and portfolio management processes the starting point for more strategic 

level capabilities.  In the cases reviewed, the approach to project governance was split along 

the same lines, as it emerged that where customer projects delivered against a contract or 

agreement, governance arrangements were assumed to be embodied within contract terms.  

An additional methodology-based governance framework would therefore be difficult to 

justify.  Managing project sponsor relationships aligns with this reasoning, particularly as 

senior management were happy to participate where the project delivery benefit accrued to 

the organisation, but would rather the project managers “just got on with it” when the 

benefits accrued to an external customer who was already tied in to a contract.   

The only theme that didn’t follow this pattern was ‘portfolio governance’.  In this only one 

case, the case that owned the project investment budget in its own cost centre, had full 

control over the projects that entered and existed the portfolio.  Including closing failing 

projects prematurely.  All other capabilities had limited input and output control, although 

some could and did advise the owner-stakeholder (investment) in this respect.   

Each of these claims is made with the caveat that only four cases were explored, and more 

work needs to be done to support or refute these statements.  However, it does provide some 

insight into differences in a capability’s development may be predicated on what it delivers. 

5.1.3 How is a project delivery capability’s design and development contingent 

on other contextual factors internal or external to the organisation? 

The remaining themes are not deemed to be predicated on differences in what the capability 

delivers, but on the capability’s and / or organisation’s operating environment.  The 

capability’s relationship with its project managers was the theme that caused the most 

contention, particularly in respect of Cases 1 and 4.  Case 1 is adamant that not having project 

managers under its direct control damages its ability to deliver on its objectives, the business 

however is not prepared to hand over the headcount.  In contrast, the Case 4 capability is 

under pressure to accept project manager resources, but wants then to remain out with the 

business.  In the other two cases both capabilities ‘own’ their project managers.  From the 

analysis it emerged that whilst the Case 4 capability was essentially tasked with ‘supporting’ 
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the delivery of the projects in its portfolio, in each of the other cases the capability had been 

created to ‘deliver’ project outputs and outcomes to the business, and therefore their 

performance was measured on that basis.  This would explain the tensions with Case 1 who 

wants control over their resources, and a similar but opposite tension in Case 4 where they 

do not want actual project delivery within their scope.  The explanation for the approach to 

themes of project manager training and people development (of which training is deemed to 

be an element), is possibly more straightforward.  Here project managers only get a high-level 

of training and staff only get project management focused development when they are 

located within the capability’s cost centre.  This is not to say that project managers outside 

the capability get no training (as in case 1), but the difference is significant.  Although this is 

easy to explain, it is a situation that bears further investigation and potential management 

action to ensure all resources in cross-cutting projects receive the correct level of training and 

development, irrespective of their cost centre.   

The final theme, that of adapting the capability to ongoing organisational need, is also 

relatively straightforward to explain.  Recognised theory has already highlighted the potential 

for capabilities to become misaligned with organisational need over time.  While this proved 

true for each of the cases, strategies to determine and deliver changes differed.  In the first 

three cases an ‘event’ signalled the need for change (e.g. a change in senior personnel, a 

change in strategic focus for the organisation, an outbreak of civil war).  Each of these events 

represented a significant change that caused the capability to shirt from one stable state to 

another.  i.e. the ‘event’ was recognised, triggered an investigation, and was followed by 

change actions.  The remaining case however acknowledged its status as relatively fluid and 

instead instigated regular reviews followed by small incremental changes.    

Again the caveat stands that only four cases were explored, and more work needs to be done 

to support or refute these statements.   

5.2 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study has been successful in answering its research questions and achieving 

its objectives.  By doing so it has developed a conceptual model (figure 5.5) that will prove 

useful to organisations in selecting and understanding development activities to help develop 
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project delivery capabilities in context.  Its successful use is however predicated on 

organisations recognising that the various project delivery capabilities they create and 

maintain can be different, and that those differences are often contingent on characteristics 

of the project entities they deliver, as well as other organisational and extra-organisational 

factors.  At this point the model itself is theoretical and largely unproven, but it is extensible 

and presents research opportunities to empirically prove, improve, and grow both its 

development themes and the understanding of how those themes are best addressed given 

the characteristics of the project entities delivered and other organisational, and extra-

organisational, factors. 

5.3 Contribution to Knowledge 

This study presents two new conceptual models to support the identification of project entity 

characteristics, and the development of project delivery capabilities in organisations.   

5.3.1 Project Characteristic Framework 

This framework builds on the work of Turner (2006c), to create a new framework of four 

objective characteristics of projects (programmes or work packages), that describe projects 

or types of projects prior to initiation, i.e. before any delivery methodology has been chosen 

or applied. The work of other further authors has been used to build on each characteristic, 

delineating and defining its meaning:   

Delivery Purpose – the nature of the ‘problem we are trying to solve’ by delivering the 

entity (Borup, 2018b; Söderlund, 2005). 

Owner Stakeholders – the stakeholders providing the investment for the entity and those 

who will potentially benefit by achieving its objectives ((Carroll et al., 2017). 

Objective Granularity – the clarity of the objectives that can be described pre-initiation 

(Axelos, 2020a; Badewi, 2016). 
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Uncertainty – the explorative / exploitative nature of the entity pre-initiation (Davies and 

Brady, 2016); Obeng, 1995). 

Finally, the work of (Ragin, 2008) was used to create and calibrate crisp and fuzzy sets for 

each, thereby enabling the categorisation of the project entities delivered by the capabilities 

in the narratives. 

5.3.2 Project Capability Development Model 

This new model was created by an inductive process.  Firstly, identifying the development 

actions taken by the managers of existing and historical project delivery capabilities.  

Clustering them into themes, within the three dimensions identified in the literature, to make 

a ‘general’ model of delivery capability development.  And then, applying the project entity 

framework, to identify if and how the narrators addressed each theme.  Thereby to 

understand the differences (if any) that were influenced by the type of project entity the 

capability delivered, or any other emergent organisational or extra-organisational factor.   

This is the first model to emerge towards being able to customise delivery capability 

development advice to manager/practitioners, on the basis of the project entities they deliver 

and other organisational or extra-organisational factors. 

5.4 Practical Implications (Recommendations) 

The Project Capability Development Model developed by this study will benefit organisations, 

capabilities, and practitioners.  The model builds on existing general models of project 

capability. However, this approach and the model it supports, includes contingent factors that 

indicate how capabilities can be developed in context.  This model therefore has the potential 

to increase the benefits that capabilities bring to organisations, as well as shortening their 

‘trial and error’ development.  As a result of this study, organisations should:  

• Recognise that both the project entities they deliver, and the various capabilities they 

build to handle them, can and will be different across the organisation.  With 

potentially different governance needs at multiple levels.  
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• Ensure that benefits generated by capabilities, and each project entity they deliver, 

are identified and tracked to realisation across the whole organisation.  And that 

benefits generated by ‘business projects’ in particular are not ignored.   

• Draw on professional standards to develop proprietary process and control 

frameworks that align with their organisational governance structures and 

procedures.   

• Develop strategies that enable knowledge and learning to be shared between 

different project delivery capabilities. 

• Ensure all capabilities develop and monitor their own key metrics and use them to 

improve and realign themselves with organisational needs. 

• Develop strategies that ensure all those who ‘manage’ and ‘sponsor’ projects (etc.) for 

the organisation (full and part-time), receive training and development appropriate to 

the capabilities they work with and the role they are expected to play.  Irrespective of 

any other organisational roles they may have. 

• Develop a ‘community’ of project professionals across the organisation and encourage 

links with external professional organisations.   

General theoretical models, whilst thought provoking, are often mis-used in practice.  It has 

been found that over-estimation of the level of guidance available from such models can limit 

their positive impact (Nenni et al., 2014; Teller et al., 2012).   Nevertheless, they do have great 

potential to open up discussion and drive better understanding of the role capabilities play in 

the organisation.  Capabilities should therefore: 

• Use the model to understand their own context within their organisation, as well as 

the context and role of other organisational capabilities. 

• Use the model to capture development actions already taken in respect of the 

capability, and critically evaluate any potential ‘holes’ in development to date.  
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Ensuring that development of the capability maintains an appropriate balance 

between organisational, human resource, and non-human resource actions. 

• Share critical development actions to help develop learning, including the model’s 

underlying data, enabling it to better support future capabilities. 

The model offers an opportunity for individuals to explore wider delivery contexts than just 

the capability they are work in.  Individuals should take the opportunity to understand how 

different types of projects, etc. are handled in different circumstances, and aim to develop 

their own professional knowledge, skills, and experience.  Individuals should: 

• Understand and accept wider definitions of projects and project management, 

including the value of a wide range of process methodologies. 

• Look to develop skills and experience across project types and organisational contexts. 

• Engage with other capabilities in the organisation. 

• Support colleagues from across the organisation by sharing knowledge and 

information, and engaging with community of interest, and external professional 

organisations. 

5.5 Limitations and Future Research 

This explorative study was based on a diverse, but a limited number of capabilities.  This had 

the advantage of enabling in-depth analysis of each capability’s actions, but the disadvantage 

of not including capabilities that may have addressed and generated further development 

themes and/or improved understanding of characteristic / factor impact.  In particular, ‘mega-

project’ delivery, information technology development, and product development.  Future 

research aimed at surfacing further themes and understanding, should aim to target one or 

more of these capabilities to help expand and mature the data set.  The repeatable narrative 

analysis process developed during this research should also be used to support the future 

identification of development themes.   
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Although the development themes do not always equate to proven critical success factors, 

the nature of their potential alignment is important to understanding and improving the 

success and value of project delivery capabilities.  These relationships should therefore be 

investigated further.  

The conceptual model developed by this study also highlight specific issues within project 

delivery practice that merit further investigation.  Areas of particular interest include:  

• Issues that currently limit benefit identification and realisation across all project types, 

especially ‘business projects’. 

• The training and development of part-time project managers who to take on projects 

for their organisation but are not included as a target of the delivery capability’s 

training budget. 

• The barriers to delivering appropriate training to ‘project sponsors’. 

Finally, it had originally been intended to include ‘fuzzy set qualitative comparative 

techniques’ (Ragin, 2008) in the analysis of this study, but time and the small number of data 

sets prevented its use.  If further work is done that expand the results data, this analysis 

technique should also be considered. 
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Chapter 6: DBA Learning Journey Reflections 

To give this final section structure I have reviewed my learning journey using Gibbs’ reflective 

cycle (figure 6.1).  Gibbs’ reflective cycle is a seminal theory on reflection. 

Figure 6.1 

Gibbs Reflective Cycle 

Note: From Gibbs, 1988, cited in Jasper, 2013. 

6.1 Description 

I began my DBA studies at the University of Portsmouth in the Autumn of 2015 to pursue my 

interest in ‘project management’.  My initial career as an engineer had led me to the project 

management profession during the mid-nineteen nineties, when I became both a practitioner 

and consultant.  Following a seven-year period as a partner in an acoustic engineering 

consultancy, I decided to return to project management in 2013.  Even though the profession 

both fascinated and frustrated me in equal measure.  Fascinated, because to a great extent it 

was still in its infancy and frustrated because practice-wise it was still dominated by 
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individuals and organisations determined to peddle their own ‘one size fits all’ view of how to 

grow and mature it.  My decision to pursue a DBA was in part, an attempt to answer my 

frustrations, but was also part of an overall strategy to forge a new consulting career in an 

area of management that I still very much enjoyed.  Since starting my DBA studies therefore 

I have worked as both a trainer and management consultant in the ‘project management’ 

field and have now also joined the University as a part time resource.  Completing my thesis 

has been one of the most challenging, rewarding, and emotionally exhausting experiences of 

my life.  An experience that, on reflection, continues to change me in ways I hadn’t 

anticipated. 

6.2 Feelings 

I felt that the first year of studies benefited me hugely, as I had completed my MBA in 2002, 

and my research skills were at best, rusty.  I had also not considered the challenges behind 

publishing my ideas, or how to properly formulate a research proposal, and I certainly had 

not considered academic study as part of my continuous professional development.  All these 

things were presented in challenging and thought-provoking ways that I can still reflect on 

now.  In 2015, as part of the ‘professional reflection and development’ module, I carried out 

a ‘Global Competencies Inventory’ (Kozai Group, n.d.) which focused on three main factors: 

• Perception Management – perceptions, judgements, the ability to make sense of 

ambiguity, and being inclusive of difference. 

• Relationship Management – self-awareness, application of inter-personal skills, and 

relating to different cultures or ethnic groups. 

• Self-Management – effectively coping with challenges and personal demands, 

particularly in intercultural situations. 
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To help me understand how my studies have impacted my perspectives, I decided to review 

how I felt in 2015 to my current understanding of where I am in respect of each factor. 

Table 6.1 

GCI Comments Comparison 

GCI Factor 2015 Comments DBA Studies Impact 

Perception 

Management 

At this time, I had just started to 

undertake delivery capability 

assessments in the Middle-East 

which confirmed my interest in 

wider peoples and cultures.  In 

particular how their individual 

contexts impacted how they 

delivered projects. It also 

confirmed how flexible my interest 

and inquisitiveness was across the 

spectrum of the profession, as well 

as my high tolerance of ambiguous 

situations.  On reflection however, 

it also showed how judgemental I 

could be of those who did not 

share my views on solutions to 

issues.  Particularly a customer’s 

other consultants and the 

professional bodies they adhered 

to.  Like many practicing 

consultants I had a need to feel 

that I was right about client 

problems and the potential 

solutions to them.  

I feel that my studies have helped me 

develop a more holistic and tolerant 

view of the profession and how it is 

changing.  Although my tolerance of 

those making unfounded claims for 

‘profit’ has not noticeably improved, I 

no longer dismiss the methods or 

theories of others because of where 

they originate, e.g.  a particular 

professional body or 3rd party 

consultancy.  Now when faced with 

something new, or a new 

interpretation of an existing idea, my 

first instinct is to try and integrate it 

into my thinking, or recognise it as an 

alternative view, rather than to reject 

it out of hand.   
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Relationship 

Management 

The results of this factor of the 

model were the most interesting.  

It recognised my keen interest in, 

and curiosity of, people.  Also my 

willingness to engage flexibly with 

anyone from any culture.  

However, it also highlighted an 

inability to ‘read’ others and 

intuitively understand how I 

impact those around me.  This was 

not surprising to me personally, 

but was still disappointing, as this 

is something I have struggled with 

all my life. 

At the start I felt that the DBA 

programme was going to be a big help 

to me in this area.   However, after the 

first year my reticent nature gradually 

caused me to unintentionally dis-

engage from the cohort.  That said the 

opportunities to meet with other 

students and academics were many, 

and I attended, and presented at, a 

post-graduate conference, which I 

found rewarding.  Unfortunately the 

Covid pandemic has caused me set-

backs, both professionally (as virtually 

all my consulting work dried up), but 

also in terms of personal confidence.  

It has however allowed me to consider 

other options, including joining the 

University as a PTHP. 

Self-

Management 

This factor confirmed my high 

levels of optimism, resilience, and 

my ability to manage my own 

stress.  However, it also showed 

that when it came to pushing 

presenting my own ideas, personal 

confidence issues tended to get in 

the way.  By 2015, my long-term 

struggles with depression and 

anxiety were largely under control 

and managed, however they were 

still present in my mind, and may 

In this area I feel that I have made the 

least progress and, although it is an 

easy phenomenon to blame, I know 

that the social impacts of the Covid 

pandemic have had a significant 

impact on me personally.  Particularly 

in limiting opportunities for social 

contact (beyond ‘Zoom’ meetings), 

and also preventing me from focusing 

on completing my DBA thesis while I 

was urgently seeking out alternative 

employment.  Although I remain 

essentially optimistic, I know I will 
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have caused me to ‘apply the 

brakes’ on too many occasions. 

have to do some personal rebuilding 

to do when Covid restrictions are at 

last removed. 

6.3 Evaluation and Analysis 

The DBA journey has been long and exhausting for me, and I know that many times I have 

considered stopping prematurely.  It has also had a high impact on my family, as the time I 

had to study was outside the hours that I was working, which were already long.  These last 

seventeen months under pandemic restrictions have been particularly frustrating.  However, 

there have been many positive experiences as well.  Being able to address the frustration I 

have felt about the profession for over twenty years has been cathartic, particularly as the 

DBA programme gave me the tools to knowledgeably structure an explorative study that has 

enabled me to utilise different research practices than the positivistic approaches often seen 

in the profession.  The freedom to consciously generate an alternative perspective on how 

delivery capabilities are evolved has allowed me to shed an alternative light on some of the 

key issues.   

For me as an individual, I have found that the wide reading I have done over the last six years 

has altered my perspectives, particularly on what is ‘right’.  This has enabled me to better 

understand and value the contributions of others, by critically evaluating their views rather 

than simply dismissing anything that did not align with my own understanding.  I still have a 

few hills to climb, particularly on sharing my own contributions, although I am confident that 

my new association with the university, and the post-covid world now opening up, will 

provide me many opportunities to develop. 

On balance, I feel that my studies at doctoral level have been worthwhile, to me personally 

and I hope, to the university and the wider practice and academic communities as well. 
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6.4 Conclusion 

I did not expect the DBA to be easy, and it hasn’t been.  I would also say that I seriously 

underestimated the time and energy required to bring it to a conclusion.  I did however expect 

this study to be represent ending of sorts.  In particular an ending to the feeling of being 

‘driven’ to study and learn.  I was very much mistaken.  I find that the DBA has not lessened 

my curiosity and interest in my subject, but it has both enabled and motivated me to construct 

investigations and renewed my hunger to use that knowledge and help more organisations 

to be even more successful at project delivery. 

6.5 Action Plan 

As the world opens up again after Covid, I plan to use the results of this study to impact a 

number of areas: 

Practice: 

• Continue with my global consulting activities to assess and support the improvement 

of project capabilities around the world.  Using the new knowledge to enhance the 

model where possible.  

• Restart delivering training courses for the profession, and where possible develop 

customised courses to help practitioners develop and master their craft.  

• Use my model as the basis for new online tools to support organisations, capabilities, 

and individuals to grow and improve in the project arena.  

• Increase my engagement with the professional organisations, putting forward my 

ideas to support future contingency driven capability development activities. 
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Academic: 

• Publish papers from my thesis and test the appetite for contingency driven capability 

development in the academic community. 

• Expand research of the model to other types of capability and gather enough data and 

momentum for a book on the subject. 

• Help the University of Portsmouth Business School develop a ‘centre of excellence’ for 

project management. 

Personal: 

• Continue researching the models developed by this research, and develop further 

research and dissemination skills 

• Seek activities and events that will allow me to interact socially and present to a wide 

audience. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Transcripts 

Case 1 - Transcript 

Our technology innovation office started back in 2006.  The decision to start the office was 

based on a need for centralising RD&D [Research, Development and Demonstration].  

Research was done in pockets historically, and then there was really no way of collecting that 

information and being able to identify where there were additional research needs.  So, it was 

really based on a need to create that centralised function to be able to identify research needs 

that will help the agency going forward. There was our CTIO, my predecessor [colleague 1] 

was instrumental in developing and laying the groundwork for this organisation and I think, 

leaping forward15 years it has been recognised as a national / international best practice for 

how to do research management.  So, he started with a small team and basically there were 

eight people and he assigned them as: portfolio manager under him, there was a road 

mapping specialist, there was a project management officer, and then there was someone 

brought in to do technology transfer.  The road mapping person was supposed to lead and 

set the foundation for establishing a research agenda and then that research agenda was used 

to publish a solicitation and it was that solicitation went out to all organisations, federal 

agencies, industry partners, universities.  The purpose for doing that was to have it as … get 

as much unbiasedness towards the research as possible. So I think that at the time we had 

the bandwidth, we had the money, we had the appetite to kind of look for technologies that 

were really kind of very basic technology, all the way up to doing incremental research that 

can be quickly put into application so we had a broad swathe to address and so we didn't 

want it to be guided strictly by people within [the organisation].  So, we went out and said to 

people that have knowledge about those research topics to ask them to provide our research 

proposals and there was a very comprehensive review of the research proposals.  I think in 

our heyday we had probably upwards of 200 proposals that were received, and those 

proposals were vetted both within the organisation, so we asked subject matter experts to 

review the proposals and they scored them based on criteria that we developed.  And then 
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we also had external people review the proposals, so they were looking at it from a technical 

perspective as well, but where the Bonneville people said yep this is technically okay and 

something that Bonneville could use, the external experts were really looking at it from a 

technical feasibility perspective.  Fast forwarding we identified that as potentially an 

opportunity to improve maybe a barrier.  In that the sum of the projects that we picked out 

of this research portfolio, and using the criteria, of having subject matter experts outside the 

organisation.  We picked proposals that they felt were technically feasible, but we did not 

take into consideration or weigh heavily enough the input from the subject matter experts 

within [the organisation] that said yes it is technically feasible but it's not right now the best 

fit for Bonneville, so we brought in projects where our experts were telling us, mmm not the 

best project for [the organisation], good technical project, but not the best one for [the 

organisation].  So, like I said fast forwarding that was an area that and we have since identified 

as one for improvement.  But back to the portfolio analysis part it was very comprehensive, 

lots of it took months to do, probably two months to do.  Get the data back, analyse the data 

and it helped us to prioritise, based on the scores which projects were technically feasible and 

should be considered.  We presented this sort of strawman portfolio and to our technology 

innovation council and [colleague 1] assembled the council of people within the organisation 

both subject matter experts all the way up to senior executives. And their objective was to 

represent the agency and look at the proposals and decide these are good for the agency we 

can support these projects and making ultimate decisions on which projects would go into 

the portfolio.  So, these proposals, strawman proposals portfolio, was presented to the 

council.  They made decisions during a portfolio review selection in the summertime.  And 

then based on their feedback and decisions we would have a new portfolio and then the 

project management officer would then take over and get the contracting under way. 

Reviewing the proposals and making sure that there were stage gates.  So that was kind of a 

very critical decision for us, is that we had a PMO whose responsibility it was to ensure that 

projects would not fail because they lacked project management oversight.  So that PMO role 

was really to help the project managers to implement best practices for managing projects, 

and one of those best practices were stage gates.  This is a point in … so it is unlike a product 

development cycle where you have ‘tests complete’, ‘design complete’, and these stage gates 

were unique to the projects. So, one stage might be - if the proposal said that they would at 

10 sites identified by a certain time then that was a stage gate.  Verify that we had the site 
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selected and we could move forward. So, kind of the PMO's mantra was that projects won’t 

fail because they lacked project management oversight, they may fail for technical reasons, 

or not sponsor support, but they’re not going to fail because they were managed from a 

project management perspective.  I think with regard to project management of the RD&D 

projects it was a decision made by [colleague 1] to … he started with a request for 20+ people 

in the organisation, in the technology innovation organisation, and he made the decision to 

give most of that FTE, those full-time equivalents out to the transmission and power business 

lines, and then we would identify people within those organisations and they would 

essentially be given the money and allowed time to do the research.  Again, fast forwarding 

we found that that might not have been the best decision to make because what happened 

is those people that were identified to manage projects, they were first technical people so 

they really didn't have the project management expertise, or really they didn't have the 

project management ... they didn’t want to do it, they liked doing the technical steps, so they 

didn’t want to be bothered with the administration portion of project management.  And then 

secondly, they were the technical people, so their operational job, day-to-day job always took 

precedence over managing an R&D project.  So that’s a lesson learned that we have since 

implemented, and I’ll get to that as we move through the chronology.  So once the PMO got 

the portfolio, and it has been a pretty extensive portfolio.  I think upwards of 60 projects were 

being managed within the Technology and Innovation office and working with those dash-

line project managers, and so once the portfolio projects finished, we would have an annual 

review session in the winter. It was a summit review where we looked at projects that were 

in progress and that was also basically an implied stage gate because our council and external 

people would participate in this effort and if they evaluated and scored a project as low, that 

was ripe for cutting out of our portfolio. So we would manage it with stage gates, and that 

summit event in the winter time and then, once the projects were completed, we would 

involve the technology transfer person, who was also concurrently developing the technology 

transfer process, and fast forwarding again, not involving the whole project team or 

identifying those steps at the very beginning of how they were going to be put into application 

was not a good thing to do so we make changes based on our observations in that regard.  

And then ideally, we would like to update our roadmaps to reflect this new research and 

outcomes, and see, did it address what our objective was, do we need to do more research 

to get to that objective point.  So, we looked at it as a system of systems, so it started with 
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road mapping, went into portfolio management, went into project management, then went 

into tech transfer, and the output of that tech transfer piece was to update the technology 

roadmap, so we kind of had a cycle of life there, on an annual cycle.  So that was where we 

were and I think that over a 10 year period we probably invested close to $70 million, well 

actually over a 10 year period we invested probably close to $100 million and out of that 

investment there are really three projects that really proved our existence and why we were 

doing research and those three projects were our ‘helical shunt’, and that was, rather than 

replacing a whole transmission line to increase its capacity.  You were able to input the shunt 

and it went around the connection point on the line and so it allowed for more capacity to 

flow through, and that stringing a new line very expensive, installing a shunt less expensive 

so you are able to gain efficiencies as well as reduce the maintenance on the lines so that was 

a win.  And we also had the ‘OMNET’ project which was a win and that was an upgrade to our 

fibre-optic system.  And then the third one was heat pump water heaters where we did some 

very ground-breaking research in that regard and they have delivered millions of dollars of 

savings for the region as well.  So those three projects we calculated as delivering $270 million 

worth of savings to the agencies so for our $100 million investment we demonstrated that 

we saved significantly more than the initial investment.  

Maybe some of the disasters that we can just maybe reflect on over that forming period of 

our office.  I think that we still to this day don't have … 15 years later we still don't have a 

documented technology transfer process.  And I think that's really a very critical part of the 

research because that's why you are doing the research, you and put it into application so 

think that one of the lessons learned like I mentioned, was we need to involve the technology 

transfer aspects of the project at the very beginning.  And that’s involving the right people, 

doing stakeholder analysis, having a good application plan and then really being able to 

document our process and input it into application, so that was maybe one of our bigger 

disasters, and I think the other disaster is handing out that full-time equivalent money to the 

different business lines, cause you lose … there is no reason, no carrot for the assigned project 

managers to do the work that's not part of their … it's not part of their performance review, 

and so I think it would have been much more effective to have those 20 people within the 

technology innovation organisation and managing the projects in that regard. [Looking at my 

notes trying to figure out how to move forward] some of the tools that we use, we used for 
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our solicitation and selection of the portfolio.  And we used pairwise comparisons 

methodology to identify the criteria to evaluate projects against. So, our goal was to make 

sure the projects provided value and they were technically feasible to do. So, we asked 

questions of the evaluators when they were reviewing the proposals and to score certain 

questions that would give us some idea of the value and technical feasibility of the project.  

And I can mention I don't think we weighted that value piece enough because we had 

feedback from some of the people that said hey I rated this project as been very low in value 

and yet you still put it in the portfolio, and so I think we should have … the pairwise 

comparison maybe should have been updated more frequently to make sure that the value 

part of it was reflected accurately.  We used kind of traditional project management tools to 

manage projects so status reports and meetings with the and subject matter experts and 

principal investigators. We didn't necessarily require them to use Microsoft Project, we just 

want them to keep a schedule whatever, however, whenever, tool they want used to do that. 

We offered training to the, I’ll refer to them as quasi project managers, these were the people 

in different business lines.  So, we offered them annual training to understand how to manage 

projects in general, help them to understand the risk involved with research projects, and 

maybe things to consider as they were managing projects in that regard.  We offered them 

presentation training, cause at our Innovation Summit where they were presenting their 

project results to the Technology Innovation Council. They had to give presentations.  And so, 

they’re technical people so they are really not comfortable doing that, so we offered training 

in that regard. Internal to our organisation the technology innovation office, definitely 

encouraged to do leadership training. For me I was given the opportunity to complete my PhD 

around success factors for technology transfer and develop a model for identifying those 

factors as part of the research proposal process. Then other training opportunities were going 

out into the research community and both delivering research papers. In Cambridge, we were 

part of the Radma conference where we delivered papers.  We went to and other conferences 

to deliver research papers on technology management processes, involved in many technical 

memberships, we interfaced with EPRI which is another organisation that did … we funded 

research projects through.  But it was opportunity to engage with other utilities and 

understand how they are implementing these processes and deliverables into their 

organisations. And then we also participated in a benchmarking forum with other utilities. We 

went around to major industry partners that were known for their competency in managing 
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research. So we would visit Boeing we visited 3M we purposefully did not visit other utilities 

because historically utilities are risk averse so they really don't want to invest a lot of money, 

they’re apprehensive about doing research. And so we were able to see how other 

organisations did research and it was informing in that we got to spend a whole day with 

executives in those companies talking about nothing other than managing research and so 

we were able to individually as utilities takeaway bits and pieces that could be applied to our 

organisation, and it was a very compelling story to be able to tell our administrator that 

Boeing is investing billions of dollars in research and are using the same foundational 

elements of managing research as we’re trying to implement at [the organisation]. So, it was 

… as well be able to take away some, like I said, elements of how they are managing research 

and adapt it to our process.  We felt it was important to gauge where we were, as an 

organisation we felt we were doing project and portfolio management really well, so we and 

happened upon a maturity models for assessing our competencies, so we engaged with 

consultants, to help us to understand where we were.  So, we weren’t as good as we thought 

we were and how we could do certain things to get to the different levels of maturity that we 

want to.  So, those were part of the training and development of our organisation and how 

we were moving project going forward, how maybe address the question of how our culture 

impacted decisions and development. So, early on [colleague 1]  reported to the deputy 

administrator, so we had a direct connection with the most senior executives in our 

organisation.  And he [colleague 2] very much understood the value of doing research, both 

to provide more immediate results of 3 to 5 years, as well as being able to anticipate things 

that could be coming on a more longer term basis, and really appreciated the fact that 

investing in research now could significantly save us money in the long run and I think again 

knowing that utilities are risk averse having that kind of sponsorship at that level was critical 

in the development and growth of this organisation. [colleague 1] 's goal was to have our 

office investing half of 1% of our gross revenue, [the organisation]'s gross revenue, and 

investing that in research and development so at the time it was probably close to $17 million 

that he wanted to invest and I think at one point maybe 2013/2015 we got to that point, but 

again it was very strong support from our senior executives in establishing and growing the 

program going forward and when [colleague 2] left there was a sort of reorganisation and we 

fell under corporate strategy and that was, I think, we felt like we were like the ‘not cared for’ 

stepchild and that we were thrown into an organisation where we necessarily didn't fit and 
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because we couldn't see how what we were doing was really providing value to the …. we 

were able to make the connection between the research and what they were doing at the 

time in strategy. But as we moved forward and did some of that benchmarking that I 

mentioned with other organisations. We found that in fact there RD&D organisation fell under 

their corporate strategy and so was like we could provide more longer-term input into the 

strategic vision, I think what was lacking was the weren’t able to communicate that strategic 

vision going forward so that was when he was disconnect.  Specifically to projects and how 

the culture impacted our ability to deliver on those projects, again required strong sponsor 

support, because these people were needed to be allowed time in their day to manage 

research projects without feeling - I need to focus on only my operational day-to-day work so 

the sponsor's ability to give them time to do research was critical. here is also a need within 

the organisation to get them comfortable with the idea of research is not always going to be 

successful so there are primarily technical people that don't want fail at what they do they 

want with their doing to be successful so [colleague 1] 's ability to communicate that failure 

is okay and that we really want to fail early and fell cheap we don't want to invest all of this 

money and at the end of the project realise gosh we should have done some stuff at the 

beginning, we should have checked on the progress at the beginning and realise that it wasn't 

addressing what we really needed. So ingraining that culture of that failure Ok from a research 

perspective was a challenge but also important for the success of the program and then the 

other piece about culture is the technology innovation Council I mentioned that [colleague 1]  

had subject matter experts as well as senior executives and his idea was that this council 

would be the meeting of a peer group and so having a subject matter expert feel comfortable 

challenging executive to say no I really don't think that that's the right way to do it.  That was 

that was difficult, so getting the right people on the council and then getting the right people 

on the council that were okay with, not challenging but questioning an executive, or the 

executive questioning an SME, and that SME not feeling like their being attacked by an 

executive so it was just being able to create an environment where conversation and really 

technical discussion was necessary, was a good piece of culture that was necessary again to 

keep the program moving forward. So, moving on to things that we might have done 

differently.  
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I’m going to fast forward and take us to our relatively current day. So, [colleague 1]  retired in 

2017 and I was asked to be the chief technology innovation officer.  But I was handed some 

big challenges at the very beginning, and probably the biggest challenge was finding out that 

had we done nothing to correct what was happening, we would have been $4 million over 

budget.  That was because a decision was made in our organisation to fund a data analytics 

effort. It was really doing research, doing research projects but [colleague 1]  made the 

decision without asking the council – here’s what I’m doing here’s why I think it's important 

that we invest this money. He made the decision I’m going do it anyway and made a 

commitment for $4 million to do data analytics research and never informed the council 

about the project, what the project was doing. And there was another mistake made in that 

their contract was not included in our inner line-item budget.  In fact we didn’t even have a 

line-item budget so we didn't have any way of saying here are the projects that we are 

investing in and here’s their budget for the number of years that they’re being funded so my 

first exercise was decreed that my line-item budget so that we had this better picture of 

where our money was going and then the next thing was to have to deliver that message to 

our executives.  And they didn’t know, all along the communication from [colleague 1]  and 

our financial analysts is we’re going to be fine.  So [colleague 1]  reported that to our 

executives ... we’re going to be fine ... because he trusted the information he was getting from 

our financial analyst. So, delivering that message to the executives was not fun.  And having 

to come up with my recommendation for how we get back on track. So out team kind of came 

together, I brought them all together to say here is where we are.  And got with our most 

senior people and said what are we going to do. So, we looked at each individual project and 

said, where are we  and painted a more accurate picture of where we were going to be and if 

we were going to shift money from year to year what the impact would be on our overall 

budget and the outcome was, that that year we ended up only being $700,000 over budget 

and we were able to use our corporate pooling of money to allocate that money to our 

programs so that ultimately we didn't come in over budget at all.   

As a corporate organisation you are able to share the money and we all came in at budget. So 

that's one thing I absolutely would do differently is making sure that we had a line-item 

budget carrying our projects and that it was reviewed on a monthly basis and then the second 

thing that I implemented was a monthly portfolio report to our executives and sponsors and 
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that was those two things to me were very important because I think we lost a lot of credibility 

on how we were managing projects and managing our budget and in a time where we were 

really needing to not go over budget that was to me a very important thing to do to re-

establish credibility with our sponsors.  Through the effort of telling our council executives 

that we were way over budget it gave us an opportunity to get feedback from them about 

how they see the technology innovation office going forward. So, when [colleague 1]  left he 

had some pretty big shoes to fill in that he was very and well ingrained within the utility 

community. So he had that breadth of knowledge of, these technologies are really good or 

will be really good to help the organisation, the foresight about technologies coming down 

the pipeline and how it could impact our organisation. He could really make good 

recommendations on technical aspects of the program. Whereas once he left, none of us had 

that technical expertise and so we relied more on emphasising our ability to manage research 

and listening to what our customers wanted.  We poised ourselves now as a service 

organisation to power and transmission. And here are the tools, road mapping, research 

agenda, managing a portfolio, selecting a portfolio, managing it and being able to consider 

the applications.  That was the service that we can provide.  So, listening to some of the 

feedback, things that we did differently going forward were our solicitation. Historically we 

would ask for probably12 volumes of information and each volume is probably 40 or 50 pages.  

And we provided that information to our technology & innovation Council and said please 

read through this and come prepared to discuss them both at the summit review and at the 

portfolio selection. In hindsight asking even an SME to do that was a lot, let alone asking an 

executive to come prepared and with that type of information. So, our team really made an 

effort to streamline the information that we were providing to them, making sure, listening 

to what they needed to make decisions. So, we have established four criteria that now aligns 

with our agency strategy so the first criteria for research proposals is that it has to address 

our strategic plan.  And we were excited and that came out in January because now we can 

really say that's what we’re needing to address. Then we have to make sure that resources 

are available so like I said we gave out FTE to the organisations, but they were quasi-project 

managers, they didn't really have much of a commitment from their executives and from the 

managers that they could participate in the research effort. So, there was a conscious effort 

now to make sure that we had commitment from managers and executives, that those people 
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could be dedicated to this research effort proposal. The third one was to make sure that there 

was this clear path to application.  

Actually, back to the resource piece, we have a smaller portfolio which I think is the right thing 

to do because if you can’t support a portfolio of 60 projects like we had before, we shouldn't 

be doing them because things are going to fall through the cracks, they’re not going to be 

managed as effectively as they should be. So a smaller portfolio gives us that opportunity to 

be very focused on a smaller number of projects that really are the ones that we need to be 

doing to address the research to adjust the strategic plan. So then the third criteria is that we 

have a clear path to application so our executives said they want to know at the very 

beginning how we’re going put this, and what steps we are going to do, to put this into 

application.  And then the fourth is that we have considered other partners in the region so 

we don’t want to be the only ones funding research that could benefit many of our regional 

partners.  So, there is a lot of utilities in our region that could be interested in the same thing, 

so we want to make sure that we connect with them to see if they want to participate in this 

research.  So it’s leveraging our research partners. So those are our four criteria going forward 

and we have put together a business case template that was reviewed and approved by both 

executives in power and transmission, and have realigned our organisation to have 

programme managers that they currently are managing establishing a portfolio and then 

managing the projects that are in that portfolio, and then right now they are doing the tech 

transfer piece, that hopefully going forward we’re going to be able to fill that role not as a 

technology transfer manager, but maybe as a change manager. Because that's really the 

technology transfer, big piece of technology transfers, is working that doing the change 

management within the organisation to put that research into application. So then I have a 

road mapping specialist, somebody that can really help tie all the pieces together.  Here’s the 

research that we are doing, here’s the research that is being done in the energy efficiency 

group, here is operational staff that the organisations are doing, and here is how all of those 

different pieces fit together to reach a strategic objective. Then I have a financial person, and 

I also have a person that is working on communications and doing closing projects, that was 

something in the past that we hadn't done.  So I think related to that it's a triumph in that we 

have the senior executives, our most senior executives, endorsing our revised framework and 

we have a much smaller portfolio but I think more importantly, our team put this revised 
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process together, we developed it, we presented it, and so there's that sense of ownership 

and I think and that our team is more cohesive because we have all contributed to creating 

something that has been approved and endorsed by our senior executives in the organisation.  

So we’re at a point now of implementing that revised plan, we have a smaller portfolio, and 

we are getting advice on change management and better delivery of our of our projects. 

That’s a big requirement of our administrators I want to be able to see more near-term 

research results. So, having better delivery capabilities, and that change management piece, 

will be essential in being able to provide information to him. 

Me: Can I just take you back to training could you expand on the types of training that were 

given to people both inside and outside your organisation? 

JE:  So we brought an external person in to do a two-day general project management training 

course, and it was really highlighting, kind of the whole – initiating, planning, monitor 

controlling, executing, monitor-controlling, and closing of projects.  In all, the different 

aspects within that, so it was, I mean you can spend weeks and the type of training, but we 

recognise that there was a deficiency because again, they are technical people and we’re 

asking them to manage projects, and it was clear that they didn't want to do that. So, we gave 

them 1-1 on how to manage projects. So, we also provided them a day-long course on how 

to give technical presentations. So again, we brought somebody in, and it was good that the 

project managers were given a template and they were able to put the presentation for the 

summit together and then have it reviewed by this person. He made recommendations on 

how to deliver technical presentations better and it was to provide pictures to represent and 

tell the story about their project. Then offered to, once they, included that feedback, made 

changes, we offered sessions before the summit to go through their presentations in dry run 

basically of their presentation, give them feedback.  So, we initially didn't provide that 

presentation training and we got feedback from our Council of these presentations are bad.  

And once we implemented this training and gave them the opportunities to do dry runs there 

was significant improvement and we got better feedback from our T&I Council.   

Me: In terms of developing processes and routines. To what extent did you make use of models 

and frameworks external to the organisation, commercially available? 
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JE: So, our whole organisation is based on the engineering and technology management 

framework at Portland State University. So, we worked a lot with that organisation to look 

into literature - models that were developed and proposed in literature.  We are recognised 

by the United Nations as one of the, as best practice for doing roadmapping. So, the 

technology management program at PSU helped us to develop that competency, both 

through literature and being practitioners at Intel. So, we looked at some of the models that 

were used at Intel and implemented those. Again through that research technology 

management forum with the utilities where we went to other organisations. We were able to 

scrape some of what they were doing. 3M was a good example of how they managed, how 

they managed to project managers, and we were able to bring in practical applications 

through the research technology management forum. We also relied heavily on what was 

done in literature, in saying these are best practices, here’s why they are best practices and 

incorporating those process. 

Me: And, how about the offerings from some of the project management institutes such as 

the Project Management Institute and another government supported and possibly 

commercial organisations that provide commercially available methodologies, et cetera.  Did 

you make use of any of those? 

JE: So we recognised that having … so I came in as the project management officer eight years 

ago, and we recognised that having a background in project management was important, but 

the agency, I don't know why, but they did not require that you have PMP certification. But I 

do, I have my PMP certification and I think that it, you don't need that certification to manage 

projects certainly, but I think what it gives you is access to different tools.  Within the project 

management institute, you had access to people and different templates, so I relied heavily 

on that to put together a quarterly report.  A quarterly report was not required and nor was 

any signature from the sponsor required to sign off on that report. So, worked with and 

project management institute to see what was available and developed a template based on 

that information. I also mentioned that we looked models, so back in 2013 we felt we had 

peaked at our capability as a research management organisation, so we wanted to really test 

and see how good we were.  So we looked and the PMI maturity model and the Carnegie 

Mellon, and the P3M3 maturity model. And felt that the P3M3 was most comprehensive in 

the different elements that they were evaluating. So, since 2013 we have looked at our 
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research management maturity portfolio and project management and are now looking at it 

from a change management and project implementation process. So recognise that there is 

benefit in understanding and measuring against other organisations and using the consultants 

to help us identify areas of weakness, and leveraging their experience with different 

organisations. And, how we can measure up to them.  

Me: And the final question, which takes us all the way back round again. Had you had that 

time again and possibly that you were in [colleague 1]'s position right at the beginning. Are 

there key areas of difference that with the benefit of hindsight you would do differently? 

JE: So, I kind of feel like I am at the beginning because our process now is very, our process 

now is very different than how [colleague 1]  envisioned technology and innovation.  But I 

don't think it is, I think we are still sticking to the fundamentals of establishing a research 

agenda, selecting a portfolio based on that research agenda, managing the projects and the 

portfolio and then making sure that we put those research results into application. But I think 

that we’re kind of forced into doing things differently. It’s a different economic time, it’s a 

different set of executives with different requirements so I think he did what was appropriate 

at that time and what he was hearing from the executives as being necessary and relying on 

again a research management process that was largely based on what was done at PSU.  I 

think now what I'm doing, is doing what [colleague 1]  did, but what we are hearing, what I'm 

hearing now, is very different than what [colleague 1]  was hearing.  So, I don't know that I 

would do anything different than what [colleague 1]  did because he had, there was a lot more 

flexibility than I have right now. But that being said, philosophically I would not have done 

things differently. Maybe specific examples of where I would have done things differently, is 

the amount of information that we are providing to executives, they don't need and they can’t 

digest that amount of information that we were giving them, and so I think that that was kind 

of maybe a turnoff to them, there's no way I can do this.  And then as we were going through 

and working with other utilities and interviewing them in benchmarking, come to find out 

that their executives are making decisions about projects based on an executive summary.  

So I think that the amount of information that may have been from a procedural standpoint 

one thing that I would have done differently. And I think our road-mapping process has 

evolved into not providing volumes of information, again it's more looking at the information 
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that is required to set a research agenda or to make decisions about a portfolio, and those 

could have been done differently at the beginning. 

 

Case 2 - Transcript 

So, where I want to start is my first appointment within the project management structure.  

So, the way [the organisation] was structured was geographical to start with.  They had a head 

of projects for the North of England, South of England, and London.  And they were shifting 

the way the organisation was being structured and starting to put in place service centres in 

each of…parts of the world.  So, there’d be a service centre in the North of England, a service 

centre in the South of England, service centre in London, but no longer just about geographics.  

They would have areas of expertise.  [this sentence removed to preserve anonymity].  [The 

organisation changed, and started delivering] bespoke solutions for our preferred customers, 

but the delivery capability for [these solutions] was not changing.  And at a very high strategic 

level, they realised instead of having project managers just based in the field doing different 

things, they ought to start pulling this together as a capability that was there to deliver the 

strategy.  The organisation decided to have then a selection process and pulling the various 

people who were in charge of projects through an assessment centre in order to whittle down 

what was five people with the same title — head of projects — into three, so that you can 

have one in each service centre.  And I was one of those people that went through that 

assessment centre.  I was delivering some of the special projects at that time.  I was selected 

to cover what was in London, now service centre, which its primary focus was on government 

projects.  And having taken just that department over to start with, it wasn’t long before the 

three service centre directors realised that project management was unique and important 

to the strategy.  And the CEO appointed a head of projects, [name removed] who then 

became my line manager instead of the service centre manager.  So, for the first time, 

Mercury actually had a head of projects, and in this case, reporting into him was three other 

head of projects.  As the government one, our client at that time was telling us more and 

more in the tenders that we needed to use a particular government method which was 

PRINCE, and PRINCE2 was coming on to the scene.  What I then did, sitting there, I’ve been 
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trying to figure out, ‘How do I change the capability within the government projects?’  And 

this was the start of a strategy that I took when I was eventually promoted to head of projects.  

Just having done work with things like Maslow and normal basic management training, I knew 

that you could draw pictures as models and use them to express and communicate.  What I 

liked about the concept of Maslow is that you sort of have to get through layers from the 

bottom up in order to be really effective with the top layers.  So, it’s just that sort of overriding 

concept, not Maslow itself, but just the model of a triangle and trying to figure out the layers.  

And literally sitting in my office trying to figure out, well, what is it that we need to do?  And 

I appreciate that the bottom layer had to be our strategy.  So, what is it we’re here to do?  

Why are we here to do?  And I think I actually called that our accountability.  And then I just 

thought, well if we have an accountability, then we also then need to know what people 

would fit into those accountabilities.  So, it wasn’t about just having people, but people in the 

right roles.  So, it then…above that, well, if you have the right people in the right roles doing 

the right thing, then the chances are you’d be pretty good.  So, what will make us even better, 

and I was trying to then layer this at that time thinking, well, I really do want to have people 

with processes that support them, and then training in those processes.  And then I realised, 

well, no, we need to have training as a lower level above the people, so that we had the right 

people in the right place, and kept having this dilemma of the difference in training and 

development.  Then I realised that you don’t just need processes.  You need sort of tools.  You 

would need to then train people, I’ve started to understand my own logic.  You’re training 

people, so you’re training them in tools, processes.  So, if you have the right people, right 

roles, with supporting processes and tools that support the process, you train them in them.  

Then at the top of it, you would also then develop.  And develop, I put separately because I 

needed people to be able to do their job.  And then I needed still something in my strategy 

that took them forward.  And then the absolute peak of the triangle was excellence or 

whatever I was trying to express at that time.  But in terms of we were then be absolutely 

brilliant at delivery.  So, it just gave me a very simple mechanism.  And over time, I think it 

didn’t change too much in terms of a sort of logic.  And then extracting that out, I realised, 

‘Well, how do I understand my accountability?’  So, it’s going to my boss, make sure I 

understand it and my objectives.  But then, I realised that, again, I had seen another workshop 

I’d attended where they talked about having like an accountability map.  And then you start 

now at the top of the accountability map and who are you accountable to.  And ultimately, 
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we were customer-facing projects.  So, these were external projects.  And going from what 

was…what we would have called paint by numbers, but John’s shown me a model where you 

really had to customise in customer solutions.  So, it’s stuff that we already do, but putting it 

together to deliver it for the client.  But actually, the change of strategy to a strategy around 

bespoke solutions for preferred customers meant we also had to have the capability to do 

unique customer projects.  Because at that time, what we’re also looking at is the innovation 

of technology with things like inventing telebanking, getting started and get into outsourcing, 

starting to think about telly working and other elements that at that time have not really been 

done within the business.  And also, realising that we needed to deliver better, but we 

couldn’t with our limited network at that time.  [Sentence removed for anonymity].  So, there 

was a lot of things happening that at that time were different.  So, you then realise, ‘Well, 

who faces off to the customer in my organisation?’  You realise I don’t.  The primary contact 

is the sales force.  So, it’s understanding that my internal customer still had to be sales.  So, 

how is sales divided?  At that time, they were divided into sectors: government, retail, finance, 

manufacturing, and so on.  So, where there was a customer director, I would have to have an 

interface, a point of contact.  So, it made me realise that I’d needed someone in my team or 

bodies of my team who would be accountable directly to that internal customer.  And then 

that person…what then I realised is, in something like government, you have a lot of projects.  

But in some of the other sectors, you only have one or two at any one time.  So, it made me 

realise that I needed people that could either run what we would now call the programme.  

In other words, a collection of projects that all went together in one area.  But equally, if there 

was only one or two projects, the person also had to have the ability to deliver projects on 

their own.  But if they had multiple projects, they would need to come on the accountability 

and pull people from a pool of resource.  Because again, it’s…why should only, you know, 

projects managers get allocated to the same type of projects for the flexibility?  So, I knew I 

needed a pool of project managers.  And then the next part of the accountability map was, 

well, and the project managers need support.  And this is my accountability.  But actually, 

occasionally, we then needed third parties.  So, I need some sort of interface with third 

parties.  And then finally, I need the rest of the organisation, the rest of Mercury.  So, what is 

my interface?  And then the accountability map, it’s…okay, so this is I am accountable for all 

this.  And if you sort of drew it as an ‘E’ with more left-hand sort of horizontals, anything that 

stuck out, I would need a first report to be accountable for that or I’d have to do it myself.  
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So, clearly, at the top level, I needed people reporting to me who would be accountable direct 

to the client.  So, you know, my programme managers so to speak.  But I can’t have all the 

project manager report to me, so I knew I needed people that can manage reports.  So, my 

resource managers.  And then I needed a support office, so I needed a head of a PMO.  And 

then liaison with the parties could also be the same person who’s head of the PMO.  But then, 

the liaison to the rest of the business would have to be made through senior management 

sort of meetings.  So, having done that accountability map, it made me realise that in order 

to get the right people, I would need to figure out, well, what are the competencies and 

capability?  And then I realised in my triangle, there was a missing bit which is, you know, I’ve 

got to have competencies there somewhere.  And it was actually before the people.  So, 

what’s the accountabilities?  What are the competencies we’re required to do it?  And what 

are the people that have those competencies?  So, I did some profiling with HR, just went 

along to HR.  They had a tool that helped me work through what are the different 

competencies?  They had some HR benchmark and stuff.  We came up with 10 competencies 

that we thought would be useful, and went to my new line manager and said, ‘This is what I 

have come up with.  This is what we need to do.  I’ve inherited a lot of people who are ‘paint 

by numbers’, and I don’t think they’re capable of doing things they haven’t done before.’  And 

one of the examples I used was I had a four-person team that were untouchable, I was told, 

because they were doing one of the largest roll-outs for the service centre, which was still 

doing [a major customer].  Even though it wasn’t a government, which is my focus, I wasn’t 

allowed to push them into the banking team because it was so risky, so difficult.  But when I 

looked into it, it was rolling out all the banks with the same telephone numbers in each bank, 

with the same network, the same thing, and really realised that they were milking it, three 

project managers and a support person.  So, I brought in a new support person and gave them 

that project to do as just a coordinated effort.  And they were able to do it on their own and 

release the other four resource just to prove again that you don’t need big project 

management to do sort of fairly simple things.  Then [my manager] at that point said, ‘Yeah, 

I get it.  I get your logic.  What do you need from me?’  I said, ‘Well, I need to be able to put 

my team through some sort of development centre to find out what the gap analysis is 

between the current capability and the future capability that I think I’ve identified.’  As the 

head of projects, he offered this process to his other two head of projects who came back and 

simply said, ‘We don’t need this.  We have really good staff.’  They don’t need any 
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development like this.  And if anything, he needed to train his staff.  Fine.  But what that did 

was [person 1] took all of their training development budget away from them and just gave it 

to me because he took them at their word, don’t need training.  Go and do it.  So, all the staff 

in government went through the first sort of quick development centres.  It wasn’t very 

sophisticated, but it was a day of activities.  We would use some actors coming in to do some 

of it.  And I got my management team and I borrowed some resource from HR to do the 

observations.  And what came out of it was some really good data and some development 

that was required.  But more importantly, what happened is the head of projects actually 

bought into the process, and then insisted that the other two areas went through the same 

process.  What happened as a result of that, the other two areas decided to tell everyone 

what to do in all the exercises so that they could score higher.  This became common 

knowledge.  There then came opportunity for our boss to get promoted into a new post.  He 

was looking to recruit a replacement.  And after a sort of selection process, I became a head 

of projects.  Hadn’t got any further in my government role in terms of developing.  The only 

other thing we were doing was looking at PRINCE2 as it was evolving as the tool, and we 

started working with the CCTA to understand how it would work.  In the meantime, we were 

trying to roll out early versions of what the government was releasing but hadn’t actually fully 

rolled it out in any way.  So, I can’t say that in terms of that government post, I don’t think the 

capability changed in that short period.  I think I was in post-six to seven months before I 

became head of projects throughout.  And I still had the same boss.  So, I think the…so, the 

next part of the journey is the realisation of when you’re promoted amongst your peers who 

you…there isn’t a trust between you.  And the reality is what I try to do, because again, we’ve 

been through various change management programmes within [the organisation].  We’d had 

the Imagine programme going on.  And so, we’ve been fairly well-equipped with 

understanding how to deal with change and people, and we had a lot of support.  I inherited 

three other managers, I’ll just use the first names, Mike – that was sound.  I had worked with 

him before and he had come into [the organisation] through an outsource. I inherited [person 

2] in the North of England.  And I just felt he was lost because he was an ex-senior manager 

who was struggling with why he was now in charge of only a few people.  And then I had 

[person 4] in the South of England who just wanted to dispose, you know, sort of depose me.  

And I tried really hard to get them to buy into the process.  We had away days.  We had 

facilitators.  I was genuinely prepared to change the logic of the triangle, the accountability 
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map, redo the assessments to see if we’ve got the right competencies.  Because I think the 

framework was sound.  And quite frankly, I could do with other input.  But all that I was met 

with was, ‘No, I’m not going to do it.  I have staff and you’ll have to get rid of me.’  So, sadly, 

we had to let go of one of the managers, In case I forget later, one of my reflections after two 

years later was I should have also found a home for the other manager.  It’s not that he was 

negative, but he was not bought in either.  And a huge amount of time, my time, always trying 

to make sure that he was up to speed.  So, now, the barrier of the change was gone, and I was 

being coached with a really good coach [Lawrence] internally, and trying to make me accept 

that sometimes in leadership you just … just have to enforce, you know, if you’ve tried, the 

negotiation’s not working, it’s time to show direct leadership.  So, pulled all the staff together 

that we had, about a hundred, and took them through demonstration and then explanation 

of this change programme that we were going to kick off, and that we would put the triangle 

up, explained how we would go through these sort of levels.  By then, we had made the 

decision about sort of PRINCE2, explained the accountability map.  And everyone had been 

through a development centre.  So we had all the data about how to start putting together a 

programme of change.  So, two things really happened next.  One was me working close with 

the management team to help get the right management team together because I’d only 

inherited the previous set of projects.  And then my structure, I needed now a resource 

manager as a head of PMO, and programme managers.  So we had to identify who were the 

people most likely to be able to step up and do the programme.  Management role, sort of 

the competencies we’re looking for, who had the most strengths and recommendations.  But 

equally, would my existing managers agree to become resource managers and where would 

I get the others?  And we agreed that if we can poach some people from HR, that would help 

as well because we’d have managers in charge of the capacity development of the pooling 

resource versus the programme managers who were accountable for delivery.  Having sorted 

out the management instruction, pulled them together, and really wanting my team to be 

part of the change, spent quite a bit of away days with just the management team to come 

up with a strategy.  In parallel to this, I made I think my first two errors, whatever you want 

to call it.  When we made the decision to use PRINCE2, I communicated that we’re going to 

use PRINCE2.  We understand its derivative is from PRINCE, and there’s a lot of people who 

said that they understood how to do it.  And I did a classic senior management decision, which 

is I just sent out an edict to memo and said, ‘You know, we will now use PRINCE.’  And of 
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course, nothing changed because people just nodded and carried on doing what they were 

doing.  My coach then said, ‘Well, you know, if you want them to do it, you train them in it.’  

Yes, training must be a given.  If you have a tool, a process, whatever you want, we have to 

train people, and it must be a given.  So OK, let’s train everyone in the method that we chose.  

But again, the second mistake now occurred or lesson learned which was I didn’t go on the 

training first.  I sent the staff first.  And then I’m thinking because they’re the project 

managers, they’re at the sharp end, they need to be trained.  And after…well, if I train 

everyone in a methodology, surely, everyone will come back and do the same thing.  Turned 

out to be a sort of naïve approach to life because whereas I may have had four or five different 

ways of doing projects because of the way it was structured before, every time people came 

after the training, I had 10 different…10 more ways of doing projects.  So, it really went to 

sort of Heinz 57 variety.  And I couldn’t understand why.  So, I booked myself on the course.  

And then I realised within an hour of arriving at the training that it was too flexible in a whole 

way of PRINCE2, once you got underneath it, was you had choice.  And although it’s the first 

version, it still was early in the book, and you got to tailor this.  And of course, I didn’t realise 

this, and we hadn’t.  So, having taken the course, and at that time, 10% of the world’s 

practitioners were my staff, and we were using that as marketing collateral to say we’re 

compliant with this method.  And then I have to say that the development programme started 

to click for me in terms of what we had to do, in terms of bringing the triangle as a reality.  So, 

what are our processes?  Part of our processes will be having new projects.  What we wanted 

to do was not…we realise we couldn’t use the method out of the book.  We had to tailor it.  

And again, we just got a management team together in terms of what should we call it?  And 

it was [person 2] who just coined the phrase.  We really want it to be Five Star.  So, in terms 

of Five Star, because he had drawn this sort of like classic sort of three balls diagram and we 

were talking about people, competence, and trying to fill them in, and he kept…he’s Scottish 

and he kept looking at the middle of that, said, ‘That’s the magic, isn’t it?  That middle bit 

where…whatever you draw in these circles.’  And in Scotland, he said, ‘We call that nouse.  

You know, we want PMs that have nouse, something extra.’  And then just, yeah, it’s like a 

five star, like a….  And really, we then decide, okay, the change programme will be called Five 

Star.  What we now need to do is come up with a change programme in itself instead of just 

assuming that if we just send out edicts, things will happen.  So, module one was going to be 

about competencies and getting people out on site, we used Highclere Castle.  So, it was a, 
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you know, really nice environment.  Now, I known as ‘Downton Abbey’, but we were using 

that.  And taking people through a discovery phase of really what do the competencies mean, 

demonstrating them.  [Lawrence] put that together with…at that time, it was internal with 

[the organisation].  And then in terms of the process, you know, in terms of module two, was 

then more about legal issues, HR issues, those sort of things.  Module three really was about 

understanding development and giving them tools to do that.  I was challenged during module 

three that if I really was committed to lifelong learning, those sort of things, I would allow 

people to have an extra day off a month to do learning without constraints, have learning 

partners.  So we set these up.  We had learning partners.  Everyone had a learning partner.  

They were allowed one day off a week…sorry, a month, to do development, and hardly 

anyone ever did that.  We actually had to set objectives in the end, which again, we 

realised…started putting people under stress for developing instead of just the stress for the 

workload that we’re doing.  So, now having to write our Five Star method, we had a really 

good…found someone who was on the redeployment list who was an author, who could 

write, we had a head of PMO, and really produced at that time a Filofax.  And inside of it was 

all our processes including how we do projects.  Each of the Filofaxes was numbered.  So, it 

could be then issued as a tool.  And module four was really about how to use the Five Star 

method within the department.  So, our tailored version.  We’d become members of the 

PRINCE User Group, and we had taken this along a sort of a presentation of actually how to 

adapt and tailor PRINCE2.  And what became fascinating internally, it became a high demand 

on the sort of internal black market for copies of this.  And because we’d given them numbers, 

we were very clear that you couldn’t have one unless you went through the Five Star 

programme.  So we then had interest from the other internal project groups to attend, but 

we wouldn’t let them attend just the module to get the book.  They had to attend the whole 

Five Star sort of programme.  And then the modules above that became more tailored around 

the individual training-type requirements, little bit of elective.  Not everyone went.  And then 

eventually, there was an overall development programme to do an assessment again to see 

what it changed, what the competencies changed, and that was at Warwick University.  It was 

a three-day development centre, but we didn’t tell them it was a development centre.  We 

actually said this was a selection process by [a major customer].  They wanted to select a 

preferred supplier and they wanted to put everyone through a development centre, so they 

can see the whole capability.  Because the last time they awarded a contract, only the ‘A’ 
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team turned up.  So, they wanted to see everything.  And so, they had been through 

something like this before.  And we thought as a management team that once they got there, 

they’d realise it was development as opposed to….  So, again, what was interesting is at the 

end of the three days, we still had people asking us, ‘So, when will we know whether we won 

the contract?’  So, during the three days, they had to literally use the method.  And an example 

was providing a short-range sort of spying device.  They had to kind of basically build a rocket 

that had a camera in it.  Build it.  One team would design it.  They would hand it back to 

someone else who would build it.  They then hand that over to another team who would then 

test it, and then hand it back.  So, each team had experience and can demonstrate 

developing…design the product descriptions, test someone else’s and design someone else’s, 

and interact with.  And it was a highly effective development centre, and it gave us a massive 

amount of data of at least 20, 30 staff or the same staff that started.  So, we also had a sort 

of control group to go through.  And what came out of that was the competencies that we 

had set; we didn’t really know the importance of them.  We just knew that we needed team 

building, team working discipline work approach, creativity, strategic thinking, and so on.  So, 

we had the competencies that we’re developing people in, but we suddenly now had data of 

which if we put our high performers in sequence, it pulled out an interesting set of 

competencies that showed those that could operate in the most complex environment and 

were our high performers, had as a strength, strategic thinking, conceptual thinking…  And 

we realised that these were the competencies that gave us that nouse, that extra bit that 

allowed things like discipline work approach leadership, actually with the base of, you know, 

a separate, if you like, Maslow-type triangle.  And the revolution this gave us was at the past, 

all our selection, when we’d recruited people, we recruited them because they had good 

basics, discipline work approach, leadership.  And if they were weak on creativity, there 

wasn’t that much sort of sway.  Literally overnight, we changed our recruitment to ‘let’s only 

find people that have as a strength already, these high competencies’, because these lower 

ones we realised, you can teach.  If they go through the selection process, discipline work 

approaches is low that actually, you give them PRINCE, you give them other things.  You put 

governance on them.  They will get the habit.  You know, if they’re not quite good at 

communications, there’s loads of simple cheap training.  But actually, to develop someone to 

have creativity, to have conceptual thinking, takes a very long time.  And it’s fine if you can 

afford to keep staff, but we can’t.  So, in terms of, you know, that’s one thread of the sort of 
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the…developing the strategy and having a direction through it.  So, sort of taking it through a 

slightly different issue during the same journey, was…actually, this was going to cost quite a 

bit to do.  And although my senior manager was behind me, there was no extra money.  I 

could use the money I had, and did a rough estimate of what doing this type of development 

was going to cost.  And it was going to take, you know, a couple of years to do this.  I could 

only do it if I self-funded it.  And what I had to then do was, in essence, have faith in what we 

were doing that would increase our capability, not only in terms of quality performance and 

those sorts of things, but we would surely be able to do more with less.  In the methodology 

we chose, PRINCE2, it’s really clear about roles and responsibilities.  And it became clear to 

me that my project managers were doing more than just that role.  They were support.  They 

were assurance.  They would actually still be engineers.  And none of them were doing the 

role of project manager full-time, and they were only doing one or two projects each.  And 

so, I just sat down and crunched some very high-level data, and just made a decision.  Well, if 

they only did the role of project manager, they ought to be able to pick up four or five projects.  

But for them to do that, I need to give them support staff, and I need to then be really hard 

that they’re not engineers anymore.  So, in very simple terms, out of the hundred staff I had, 

I had 80 or so project managers, and I decided to halve them down to 40 and then recruit 20 

support staff.  And we would do it as a voluntary downsize where people could volunteer.  

But ultimately, if we didn’t get enough volunteers, it would be compulsory.  So, in parallel to 

this in terms of doing it was also the realisation that, again, because we’ve done some work 

in change management separate to all this, it, you know, we’d come across sort of an oddity 

about redundancy programmes where once you announce a redundancy programme, sort of 

responsible people — responsible meaning, you know, they’re in charge, they’re really in 

charge of their own careers — will automatically make a decision about sending their CV out 

and starting….  Once they send the CV out, emotionally, they sort of have left.  So, as we 

developed this sort of…that side of the change programme and we announce the redundancy 

programme…and because, again, being a large organisation, we had our legal team support 

us.  There’s another oddity that in a voluntary redundancy, if someone then volunteers, you 

don’t have to accept it.  And if you don’t accept it, then they’re immune from any compulsory 

scheme.  So, it seemed to me that I couldn’t lose the wrong people except if they left because 

they got a job through it.  So, our strategy was to look at the market data.  And the very first 

thing we do is the classic short-term that those that survived, we would pay them the grades 
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that they should be at, at the performance we expect them regardless of their past 

performance.  We will pay them the market rate for the job, so that they’re actually earning 

the money regardless of their past performance, that that type of job should have.  So, we 

were lucky in that we had volunteers.  We did say no to a few.  And sadly, it got to the point 

where we had a compulsory, two people.  But actually, the compulsory was not really an issue 

for them and it didn’t affect morale.  So, again, I was really pleased with that side of it that 

we were communicating.  We had support on hand.  We already had HR and so on, and we 

had out placement.  So, anyone that did volunteer to go also had some out placements.  So, 

in the main, you know, there wasn’t much of a backlash.  And especially when…the moment 

the programme was closed, again, all the staff then got the new terms and conditions and 

their pay and salary, and I would say in nearly every case, absolutely shocked.  And in two 

cases, it turned out they then had already accepted jobs and they’ve now sort of rescinded 

because they were going to get a pay cut and better the devil you know.  So, that strategy, 

although it’s only a short-term one, worked.  What we then did was then start to accelerate 

people’s development and opportunities to sort of grow.  So, that’s another sort of parallel 

bit which is, you know, when you do a…when you have to do a downsize, it’s understanding 

that, you know, there’s this sort of bow wave effect of … as you start to make people 

redundant, if you’re not careful, you start losing people at the same time.  And you’ll hit your 

numbers, but you will have lost the wrong people or that, you know, it’s not that we had bad 

people, but there were people that were definitely worth keeping because they were already 

higher up in some of the competencies.  So, that, you know, was a separate part of the sort 

of change programme.  But again, parallel to that then is managing the business.  When I took 

over as head of projects, massive complaints from the sales teams about the quality and 

you…as long as you get this one particular project manager, you’re fine, then I won’t use any 

of the others.  So, again, this was about consistency, quality, but there’s not enough of them, 

and you keep saying, you know, your department seems to pick and choose what it wants to 

do as opposed to doing, you know, the priorities of the business.  So, again, realising that we 

had to have a better front end to make sure that we had the flexibility, so that it drove to 

pools of resource.  But the biggest problem I had was when I announced to all the senior 

management before I announced to the staff that having been in the department, here was 

my plan.  And by getting a consistent approach to doing projects, consistent set of tools, 

consistent way of doing things, and pools of resource and only focusing on the role, I needed 
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half the amount of project managers where the business was trying to support me getting 

more.  So, there was a little bit of…my arguments went down well, but they were really 

sceptical because everything that their behaviour had seen is we couldn’t do all their projects 

because we didn’t have enough staff.  It was really that.  But if we stripped down the role, 

trained them properly, could they take on more projects?  So, we started off with, as I say, 

about 80 project managers in the group that was about 103 in total.  And we’re doing about 

150 concurrent projects.  And when we went down to 40 project managers, at our peak, we 

were doing in between 250 and 300 projects between them, some people clearly doing fewer 

because of the complexity or they were just new and other people as they progress.  The pay 

data, again, the telecoms has access to the pay data, and it seemed they’re going to support 

this.  It was not something I invented, but there was four levels: simple, multiple simple, 

complex, multiple complex, and pay grades within that.  And that sort of supported, you 

know, this concept of, you know, some of these projects we had, which we just roll out of 

large numbers, simple, okay?  And then the ability to do multiple simple, which then leads 

you to develop the skills to be able to do complex.  And then you need to develop the skills to 

be able to do multiple complex projects.  So, it was really developing down that line.  And 

then what we needed with these programme managers…not in the sense of MSP ‘managing 

successful programmes’ we know now.  But really, we had the type of programme manager 

to distinguish between them as client interface.  So, they literally had desks next to their client 

internally.  And they would have their manager at meetings, and then come back with their 

prioritisation list and their sort of, as MSP would now call it, sort of ‘trance’ for the next period.  

And their job would be to sit around the management team with me and discuss the sort of 

forecast requirement.  And then the resource managers would figure out what resource they 

had available in order to align it.  And then the PMO would be there to then align resource to 

support.  So, in that way, the structure supported it.  But the business was unwilling to get 

involved in how the principles of project managers suggested that the business should.  So, 

and again, particular as we have chosen PRINCE2, it talked about project boards, and that the 

project board should have the user, the customer on it, the exec of senior suppliers.  And 

really, the exec should have been the business head, the director of the projects or one of the 

senior account managers.  The customer should have been the real customer.  The supplier 

should have been various representatives from the business, and including my resource 

managers who are supplying the resource.  But the business sent a very clear message, you 
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know, you’re a head of projects.  Just deliver.  We’re not interested.  And that gave us, again, 

the sort of dilemma of how do you tailor a method?  So, we wound up having an internal 

project board where I was the permanent exec.  My programme managers were representing 

the customer because they were there.  And the resource managers supplied the resource 

into it, the support.  And I would then sort of represent any of the issues within the business.  

Now, is that real?  We just focus on the fact there was roles, not jobs.  The other thing that 

happened during this period is it’s the early period of…happened to be this methodology, 

PRINCE2.  We’re only doing it because the client said so.  We didn’t want to have multiple 

methods.  The only support we could get was from our training provider, and the training 

provider wasn’t able to support me in these tailoring decisions because they would keep just 

quoting the book.  And I kept arguing with them and trying to get them to…and again, with 

hindsight, what I realised, I was becoming our internal consultant in terms of trying to pull 

these things together.  So, here, we have now a sort of programme underway.  Staff morale, 

with measuring it, is improving.  customer satisfaction is improving.  One of our tools that we 

had was a customer satisfaction survey.  We were doing this after kick-off at each end-of-

stage review, typically quarterly, and at post-implementation review, the one-to-one 

interview.  And the interview would always have the same 11 questions, you know.  The first 

one, how satisfied are you with presales support?  How satisfied are you with kick-off?  Blah, 

blah, blah, you know, question sort of 10, how satisfied are you with closure?  And 11, overall, 

how satisfied are you?  With comment.  And it was the resource managers who did it as part 

of independent from delivery, but also then part of the performance of the staff.  What again 

was fascinating, at the time we started this, I was only interested in the result of that survey 

for that project.  And by the end of the project, we would review how it went, and I’d only be 

interested in the final overall satisfaction survey to start with because we’re driving our 

numbers.  So, after two years of collecting this data, we had an opportunity to have some 

interns in the department.  And unsure what to do with them, I just gave them all the data.  

And they came back unbelievably happy, which confused me as to why they would be happy 

looking at numbers all the time.  But what they came back with was there’s some interesting 

observations that we have projects that relate not necessarily to the quality, possibly 

customer.  But overall, the client had ticked completely satisfied.  And that was interesting 

because at that time, the golden triangle, the iron triangle, triple constraint, time cost quality, 

whatever you want to call it, was, you know, the main teaching, you know, the time cost 
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quality.  And we already…we’re telling you that because we already know the customer 

satisfaction had to be in there as an important element.  And what they then did in this 

secondary survey was realise that there were three key questions that seem to contribute.  

And the question on its own, if you can get that completely satisfied, was how satisfied are 

you with communication during the project?  That was completely satisfied.  On its own, it 

seemed to nearly drive.  The second one then was control, how satisfied are you that the 

project was controlled?  So, the link there was you told you told me you’re going to be late, 

but you actually told me six months earlier.  You must have had good controls to do that.  So, 

then I was angry when you told me.  I had plenty of time to do something about it.  And then 

the third one was the perception of the project manager.  So, again, the question was how 

satisfied are you with the competence of the project manager?  So, it was interesting 

that…well, you didn’t have to be competent as long as the client perceived you to be 

competent and as long as they perceived you to be competent.  If you had those three things, 

it seemed to drive the overall satisfaction.  And that started making me think really hard then, 

why are we driving time cost quality when, actually, what we need to do is drive better 

communications?  We need to make sure that we have the right governance and control.  So, 

put those in place.  And we were right to sort of focus on the competency, the sort of project 

manager.  So that, again, that changed once we got that.  That sort of reinforced that what 

we needed to do was not necessarily keep pushing for these traditional things.  And it still 

mattered because they also had some surveys where the projects where on time, the cost, 

the quality, but actually, the client was not overly satisfied.  And that also meant in the future, 

as we got a customer complaint, because you would get things wrong, you could see it for 

what it was, which was a complaint as opposed to a sort of ongoing process problem.  So, as 

we went through, we started to refine our approach.  We started using the triangle that we 

had developed instead of just being a sort of diagram people recognised with these headings.  

We realised that we should start colour-coding them, you know, classic red, amber, green, 

have alignment.  So, there were two issues.  Was our tool set aligned with everything or do 

we still have tools that were not aligned?  So, that segment might be to the left or right.  But 

then also if you were then to have streams going up and down in terms of red, amber, green, 

what percentage of the tools do we have in place that are the right tools?  And how many 

tools are still not aligned?  How many processes are aligned?  Where are we with our training 

plan?  Is it aligned and so on and so forth?  So again, we found that as a simple dashboard 
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measure to be able to communicate effectively with the team of where we were in progress 

with the sort of change programme.  So, that was the sort of approach.  We’ve had a look at 

some of the sort of people issues.  Culture, I think culture hit us in different areas.  There’s 

the culture of the department, trying to get them to be a single project management 

capability, the culture of the organisation, and then realising different sectors have different 

cultures.  So, if we take two extremes, working within city financial sector, you know, 

someone Goldman Sachs and so on, is not the same type of project manager that might work 

in the Ministry of Defence.  And so, the realisation that we also had to start considering the 

type of resource we had, although it’s a flexible tool, we must be mindful that we don’t put 

the wrong type of person in the wrong sector.  If we did, we’d have to make sure that they 

had some sort of additional coaching eventually.  So, it was part of the culture.  And then the 

other part of the culture was the rest of the business.  So, this is, you know, again, one of 

my…I think my deepest regret in terms of something I didn’t do well, is I think we managed 

the communications tight within the team and tight within our sort of directorate in terms of 

my boss and up.  And the sales, our customers, I think we’re really, really pleased, internal 

customers.  And of course, the external customers.  But I haven’t done anything with the rest 

of the company because like I think a lot of corporate managers, I’m just there to do my job.  

I’m not really there to sort of wander around and …. gain favour by telling everyone what 

we’re doing.  But the problem is, by not…if you call that internal politics, by not taking part in 

internal politics, then someone else who is better at politics suddenly has the ability to 

influence you and start dictating what you do.  So, internal projects, product development, 

had some people that were pretty good, you know, my peers.  But they are much better at 

the politics.  Yeah, they’ve got approval from the board to write a book about what they were 

doing.  They invented more like a gate process based on other things that were happening 

around gates, and actually wound up getting permission that this must be the only way [the 

organisation] does projects.  And so, I was pulled in to a meeting and was basically told, ‘You 

have to get rid of your Five Star, and you now must do this.’  And it was fascinating because 

part of the reason for that is, I haven’t been proactively telling people what we’re doing and 

why do it and the benefits and so on.  I’m now in a situation where if I’m not careful, you 

know, I’d be seen as not a team player and not looking after the…because again, it’s the same 

logic I did.  It’s better for the organisation to have a single way of doing projects than to have 

this difference between internal and external sort of projects.  And in order to safeguard our 
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change, I agreed that we would have at the front of our Five Star method the overlay between 

the two to show that other than language, there would be similarities.  But the only way I can 

keep the integrity of Five Star was at the next meeting of the steering committee to figure out 

how to roll it out.  I asked if I could bring two other people who were going to be helping me.  

And one of them was our client from one of our large government projects, and the other one 

was a client from one of the large outsourced projects, and I failed to tell them that these 

were clients.  And I just at the start of the meeting then introduced them who they were, and 

they immediately knew by the names of the clients how big they were.  And I said, ‘I brought 

them here because I’m going to need your help telling them why on their tenders they’ve said 

specifically they want us to use PRINCE2.  They’re completely satisfied with the way we do 

projects.  And I have to then tell them potentially, they were going to do it differently.  So, if 

you could please explain to them.’  And they’ve tried.  And then the two clients, we’d had very 

personal relationship with, then on cue made it very clear the cost to the organisation if the 

organisation insists on not listening to its clients.  And the sort of hard ‘P’ answer to the 

solution, they shouldn’t have had to do that because they should have been more receptive 

to change, but also should have promoted.  The second bit of me not engaging the 

organisation was towards the end of what I would say the change programme itself, i.e. it was 

embedded underway.  And some of my top performers were already earning more than me, 

and that took the organisation a huge amount of convincing to do.  Some of my programme 

managers were earning more than me and the system had to be tweaked to allow that to 

happen.  But then, also, what was happening is these people were developing to a point 

where, actually, they’re going to make really good senior managers.  And they started 

applying for, not other big project jobs, but actually as senior manager jobs as the next step 

for promotion.  One of them, she was told…she didn’t even get invited to the interview.  And 

the feedback she got was, ‘You’re only a project manager.’  And that’s when I realised that 

I’ve done a disservice to the organisation.  She promptly threw her CV out of the company 

and became a customer services director for the competition, sort of above me, above most 

of the people she was applying for, that they saw the value straightaway.  So, we started to 

lose people now because, you know, the fact is when you get this high capability, you also 

have to have the projects to keep them going.  Now, losing people was never going to be a 

problem because we already had the demand coming in to replace them, but we had hoped 

that we would lose them to other parts of the [organisation] so that you spread the sort of 
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joy elsewhere.  Didn’t realise that we’d have to lose them externally.  I don’t mind people 

leaving externally, but not because I had failed to communicate the value.  So, again, one of 

those lessons learned was that whether you like it or not, you do have to show the 

organisation the value you’re creating.  And if that means swallowing some personal pride 

about what could be perceived as posturing what you’re doing, and actually, it’s still the right 

thing to do.  So, you know, that became part of it in terms of not understanding some of the 

culture and politics and refusing to play.  And then, really, the bit about tools which was 

maturity and capability, we didn’t have the maturity model then.  We didn’t sort of have that 

as a tool.  But like, you know, I do reflect on that now that what I was doing with the 

organisation, we had our Five Star method, and we were driving people to conform because 

we had belief that if we did things in the right way, we get the right result.  And it was only 

my more competent project managers that were able to sit down with me and then argue 

from a point of knowledge to explain why they didn’t think the project we’re going to do 

needed some of these, and they needed something else.  So, we did start to in what we now 

call Five Star as the embedded and then allowing people to tailor, which means that you’re 

more at level three.  So, there’s no doubt that when I set this out, on reflection, I was trying 

to achieve compliance, which is level two.  But because of the time it took in the development 

factor, (overlapping background noise) we were actually going towards level three maturity 

as we call it now, simply because we had people who could stand up to me and demonstrate 

why they didn’t need to do things or do things differently.  So, that started that sort of 

continual process of improvement, the learning partners, the community of practice, the 

PMO.  So, over time, other elements of the change evolved.  We did some benchmarking with 

other organisations in order to see what we could learn.  And a lot of it was just reinforcing 

some of the stuff that we did, but also exposed how other organisations were more compliant 

as opposed to we have a process to tick, but we don’t make people use it, which is where we 

were.  So, what happened towards the end?  Like all things, I realised that if I stayed, I would 

keep changing things.  But also, the future is changing again.  We had a large consultancy 

engaged by senior management to do what telecoms always did every three or four years 

which was growth, and then have to control the growth.  So, consultancy was engaged to 

work with all senior management and to figure out how to resize, right size, whatever phrase 

you want to do the organisation.  And having been through this many times, I realised it didn’t 

matter what we did.  The department was going to get cut.  And I had already cut the 
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department in terms of the processes and everything else.  And I’m sure it could be efficient, 

but not the amount that these programmes helped to achieve.  And it just dawned on me, 

and then I pulled the project management team together and just explained the process, and 

just said we have to provide…what will happen if the organisation went bust?  What’s the 

minimum?  If we had to then grow, what would be…and if we had to reduce a bit, you know, 

would…what…how would you do these things?  And I said if we believe in what we’ve done, 

we mustn’t put at risk the capability, which is the project and programme managers.  What 

we must do is realise that if the organisation is going to downsize and right-size, maybe the 

savings is in the management instruction.  Maybe the capability is strong enough now, 

whereas we don’t need the line management to run this.  The programme managers are 

already in place working directly with the sort of customers.  It’s just a question of finding a 

home for the pool of resource.  And as the management for that is in London, it could stay 

there and therefore back to the service centre in London.  But all savings should be the 

management team, and if we can just then look at how much we could save if the 

management team were made redundant.  And ultimately then, the end of this change 

programme resulted in us moving the capability back, in order to self-run as a coherent 

capability. 
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Case 3 - Transcript 

What I’m going to do today John is give you some context and background of the role and 

how I wound up in South Sudan and sort of subsequent actions.  My role within [the 

organisation] originally was an internal consultant going around the different country offices 

to assess capability in project improvement management and help the country office come 

up with a plan in order to improve their maturity.  Typically, the country offices would have 

strengths, in finance and so on, but overall, maturity level to in the OGC sort of scale of 

maturities at the project level and no one really doing programme management, so sort of 

level one.  So in 2010, I first went to South Sudan and did an assessment and came up with 

action plans going forward and just really, that is a pointer because move time on in 

September 2013 went back to South Sudan as a follow-up mission three years later and what 

was disconcerting was actually, they hadn’t overall improved during that period.  A couple of 

areas, they had, but in many areas, they seemed to have gone backwards.  They had a bigger 

portfolio because the country … South Sudan had become a country in 2011, so there was 

more money coming in so sort of a missed opportunity for the country office to develop the 

capability before sort of work ramped up.  During that mission, I was talking to the current 

Head of Programme about the way of working, what he was doing, and realised that actually, 

he was tired in the [agency] sense.  He had been in various country offices for quite a while 

and he was looking for an opportunity to work in Europe at the headquarters because he felt 

that he would be of far better use to the organisation in a headquarter environment now 

bringing in field experience and in that conversation, we floated the idea of doing a swap of 

roles because I was based in [head office] but travelling around and getting to see various 

capability but I had never done a proper field appointment and discussed it with my 

management in [head office] and the country director in South Sudan to really float the idea 

that it might be useful for the organisation if instead of just going from country office to 

country office, it might be worth spending three to six months on secondment in a country 

office where I’m actually having to deal with the day-to-day instead of just observing what 

they do.  So in October ’13, it only took six weeks to get that approved.  It was authorised and 

I started the handover process.  I went up with another short mission in South Sudan to meet 

the country director, I hadn’t met him before, agree some terms of reference, the particular 
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focus which was around really putting in place a PMO, programme management office and a 

product management office, as they felt that that would be the thing I could do in a three to 

four month period which was what they thought the secondment would be and the 

secondment would start in December, so between October and December, I started receiving, 

copies of all emails, all correspondence, meeting the current Head of Programme in Geneva 

to do some handovers and transfer of phones and assets and those sort of things and then I 

arrived back in South Sudan in December 2013 to take up the post.  Now, South Sudan is, at 

that point, classified as a developing country and all the projects and programmes that [the 

organisation] do, they only do three types, they build things, infrastructure, buy things, so 

have a procurement requirement, or manage things, so manage services, manage projects, 

and typically, in a developing country, what you’re trying to do is increase access to market 

which means, in our case, building roads that will enable people to grow food in one area and 

get them to another and create businesses, you’re creating government buildings, you’re 

creating infrastructure, you’re helping the government to grow and develop over time, so 

quite a large programme, inheriting between 40 and 60 million dollars a year of infrastructure 

build.  Typically projects would be between 3 and 10 million and take between 3 and 5 years 

to do in terms of the full life cycle including the defect liability period.  Sadly, in December 

’13, approximately five days after I arrived, the country erupted into civil war and literally 

overnight went from a developing country to a conflict country.  Most of the international 

staff left for security reasons and safety reasons and although the initial conflict died down 

quickly, it moved out of the capital into the rest of the country, so what I found myself in is 

having been put in place and all my plans were around putting, in essence, a process 

improvement plan where you would classically do a bit of time documenting what they’re 

doing now, trying to understand the quick wins and developing a plan and kicking it off and 

the idea being that by the time I’d finished my secondment, there would be some internal 

improvement strategies in place, an internal improvement project in place and the quick wins 

done but really, the main change would’ve happened after I left when the original Head of 

Programme came back in.  What I was now faced with was several things; South Sudan is 

what’s called a peacekeeping mission so actually, you’re part of the security council’s 

peacekeeping capability and as Head of Programme, you are deputy director and I found 

myself in the country without the director who was travelling around the world trying to 

secure funds as donors were pulling out of their money out of South Sudan.  So immediately 



Page 252 of 279 
 

having to attend the security briefings with the peacekeeping and starting to be tasked in 

terms of conflict resolution and minimising the damage of conflict, so it was again from 

terminology, people seem to understand what a refugee is, but a refugee is someone who 

leaves their country to someone else because of conflict.  If people don’t leave the country 

but they just leave an area to another, what you wind up with is an internal movement of 

people and they still need camps but they’re not called refugee camps, they’re called 

protection of civilian camps, POCs.  Up to 20,000 in Juba alone turned up at the [agency] camp 

for the refugee and safekeeping, so the first taskings were around trying to build camps next 

to the armed [agency] camps in order to protect people and other sort of briefings coming in. 

So those first few weeks, really trying to understand not only the new job but finding myself 

in a situation we’re under, for use project language, the portfolio is now changing.  There’s 

been a strategic change of direction overnight and the work that we’re doing may not 

necessarily be the work that’s needed in the future and the work that we need to do now 

doesn’t necessarily have the funding for it.  So again, just from an understanding how the 

[agency] works, most [agencies] get funding because nations donate money.  [the 

organisation] only gets money on a project and has to actually make what looks like a profit 

in order to run its headquarters and regions, so if we don’t have any money, we don’t have 

the funds.  So a couple of things literally by the second week in January became clear; we 

were about to become bankrupt as an agency in the country because the projects that we 

had underway were no longer authorised because they were to do with developing and if 

we’re not spending money on those projects, we can’t take the percentages to pay salary to 

staff, we had 57 international staff, of which 55 had left the country and there was only two 

of us left in the country and because of the security situation, they could no longer stay in 

their private accommodation, and we had no accommodation behind the protection area that 

we’re allowed to live in, so we couldn’t actually bring people back in because there was 

nowhere safe for them to stay.  The national staff had all literally gone home and gone to 

their villages in order to seek security literally in the countryside and we were trying to get 

them to come back in and find out which ones might need protection because of their travel 

background and which ones would be willing to come back to work, so very much a chaotic 

situation in those first couple of weeks of just trying to understand what we could do, what 

we couldn’t do, what the security situation was and so on.  So that’s…so I know it’s a long 

introduction, it’s understanding that the start point originally was a lovely new country that 
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was developing and helping a country office figure out how to improve gradually under their 

own self, over a timeframe that had suited them and now we found ourselves in a situation 

where we didn’t have the luxury of time and I was also notified that the previous Head of 

Programme did not want to come back in, so now no longer there for a secondment but there 

in order to take on the role on a semi-permanent basis.  So let’s talk about then the initial 

assessment.  The country director simply said, “Once you realise you’re going to go bankrupt, 

it really doesn’t matter if it’s one dollar or a million dollars; we have to just carry on.  We have 

to hope that the [agency] will figure out a funding mechanism because we can’t not do some 

of the projects even though we don’t have the funds and that was why he left the country to 

then literally travel around all the donors around the world to try to get funding for 

emergency projects even though in the normal [agency] sense, you have to be able to fully 

justify before you get any hint of money, so it was just trying to get the emergency funding 

and what I then had to do was find out how to bring people back in the country safely and 

how many I can bring in back in the country, which of the current projects we could continue 

with or makes no sense to stop because they’re nearly finished and they won’t affect the 

conflict.  In other words, they don’t increase the likelihood of harm, and this is on the basis of 

not really knowing all the staff, so the first decision was to bring in those most senior people 

and they had the title of Programme Manager and although they weren’t running 

programmes, it was a way of promoting them.  So having brought them in, three of them, in 

order to get them to be my local knowledge of where the status of everything and how we’re 

going to do things, but what became apparent was the desire, once I brought those in, really 

to go into hero mode where what they wanted to do was to start doing things and running 

around and, in essence, agree to anything, do anything, regardless whether or not it was the 

right thing, wrong thing, priority, and so on, so the first thing I had to was actually clamp down 

and put controls in place.  So everything single existing project, I forced them to re-look at the 

business case, I invited them to come up with their own documentation that they would use 

on anything bureaucratic but what I wanted was a restart authorisation process of which they 

would have to justify why it’s going to be restarted, how it won’t impact on the conflict, what 

resources they would need to bring in, why those particular individuals, and whether or not 

the area they’re going to go in would be safe, forcing, in essence, their control point.  What 

I’d also decided to do at that point was because many of these people have been in the 

country for two or three years, they were not behaving appropriately to the security situation.  
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We had one individual who would try to drive out and break curfew because he didn’t believe 

that anyone would fire on a [agency] vehicle.  So fundamental issues around their ability to 

understand that the environment had changed, so…and again, with agreement of the country 

director, what he allowed me to do was change everything as a policy, so I literally forced 

everyone to move their offices in the compound.  I moved the head of support services into 

the office that should’ve been mine.  The area that had been reserved for a PMO was next to 

the security gate, we had that redone as the conference room so that anyone coming in the 

gate simply had to go straight into the conference room so then fewer people wandering 

around and the previous room that was the training room or the conference room, I took over 

as the PMO and established a roundtable in the corner, a planning table, and a couple of desks 

for key people to do, so it was a structured room to do planning, roundtables so that people 

would have to come and sit down and talk to me as opposed to a desk, and every single person 

who had an office, I forced them to work in a more open plan area elsewhere and in order to 

stop them from continuing with their behaviour, forcing them to share assets.  Again, I know 

these sound like simple odd things but they all had their own drivers, they all had their own 

vehicles.  This is a security situation and we shouldn’t be driving with only two people in the 

vehicle with no protection equipment, no radios, and what this uncovered was even more 

than I had found in my mission which was I was only looking at the project capability but what 

it turned out was that the office had got slack in terms of all its processes.  It had interesting 

routines that it used that were, for instance, the previous Head of Programme basically would 

have breakfast every morning with the senior engineers and senior project or programme 

managers and it would be a casual meeting and once a week, he would treat them down the 

local café and that was his way of control, simply asking, “Is everything okay?”  So during 

those initial couple of weeks, little things like we’re [agency], we’re all supposed to have 

personal radios that are supposed to work, you’re supposed to check them every day, do calls, 

test calls every day, you’re not supposed to be anywhere without your protection PPE, so 

your helmet and your bullet-proof jacket anywhere and yet there were none to be found.  I 

had to literally get big cutters and authorise the local stuff to cut open containers with the 

project managers protesting that I had no right to go into their containers and found all the 

PPEs still in its originals boxing and just forced to go into the vehicles and again, under protest 

because again, in the [agency], every project is self-sustained, so what I was doing was going 

into a container by one project that had enough equipment to kit out all the vehicles and the 
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process were that those are not for that project, so this mentality that it’s my project, my 

money, my resources, and technically, because I was not there as a full-time [agency] staff 

but as a four-year contractor, I had no delegation of authority in strict [agency] terms, so we 

wound up with this situation where through sheer will and me simply getting a decree from 

the Country Director to tell them to do whatever I tell them to do, we wound up with this odd 

start which is the realisation that not only was the product processes slack, but now when 

we’re undercover, everything was being paid lip service to, so all the processes that are in 

place, only the bare minimum was being done because actually, the person who should’ve 

been controlling, my predecessor, his desire was to literally empower them and his only 

control was, “Is everything okay?”  So here we are in early January, the decision was made to 

keep paying the national staff to encourage the international staff to take holiday so they 

could still be paid and just give me enough time to reassess all the current projects and assess 

the new work coming in, so by the end of January, we were able to start bringing limited 

numbers in and that’s again when we found that many of them hadn’t done the proper 

security training so they were being brought in, often four or five people to one container 

because we had to sort of just put people together, and sometimes, we’d have to send people 

to Kenya in order to release a bird to bring someone else in who could do the safety training 

and then go into the field and bring people back in.  So in the strangest ways, as Head of 

Programme, one of my key control tools was the list of how many beds we had and who was 

sleeping where and what could we do if someone went on two weeks holiday, could we bring 

someone else in to use their bed during that period, so huge constraint on resources.  So what 

are the controls that we then need to put in place?  So as I said earlier, we came up with a 

temporary process which was a restart process where they’d have to get literally clearance 

from security, clearance from the local security out in the field, clearance that the staff were 

willing to come in, and what I was then able to do was force them to now do the stage plans, 

so again, I wouldn’t improve it unless there was an overall project plan and a stage plan, which 

again, was already in the processes, but when I had come in the September found that they 

had the filing structures in place but none of the documents, key documents, wherever they 

would be on the local drive of the PM and not really up to date, so what I felt in terms of my 

leadership style was the original when I came in which was to try to encourage and empower 

people to do things, I found that I had the classic burning platform of which to now drive 

change through at an enhanced pace.  So there was no compromising, literally people were 
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not allowed to come into the country until these documents were completed and it was safe 

for people to come in and then be deployed.  So by the beginning of February, we were 

starting to kick off and restart the projects that were safe to start and the resource that I was 

able to bring in and get temporary authorisation to give to the mission in order to provide the 

management of the building of the camps, so we didn’t have to fund the infrastructure, I just 

had to fund the project management and the resource to manage the military engineers and 

the civilian engineers and the peacekeeping.  By now in terms of reporting, it was clear that 

we were spending more money than we were earning and so technically, the 50 or 60 million 

dollar target that I had been set in December for next year’s delivery—and again, I know it 

sounds odd, it’s the [agency], but it is a target because in order to fund headquarters, regions, 

they have to actually meet their targets in order to know that they can pay—it was clear that 

there was no way that we were going to deliver that amount and when I did my assessment, 

I realised that it would probably be under 25 million dollars and I also knew that that number 

would mean that it would be nearly unsustainable for us to be there, so the target I agreed to 

was 30 million, so I basically had a nearly six million gap from what I knew I could do to what 

I had to do, so by the time it got to March, we were up to our…what would be our full 

complement of staff that we could bring in, so we went from 56 internationals to 19 including 

myself, the others we had to let go.  Nearly all the staff came back; there were two that we 

couldn’t find, so it was about 147 national staff, and also during this period, trying to 

understand why the national engineers, the South Sudanese engineers, were not allowed to 

carry on working without the internationals so, again, realising that nothing had been done 

for the capacity-building of the national staff in order for them to be able to carry on working 

without internationals standing over them all the time.  So the pipeline became a key concern 

to make sure that we had enough work coming in.  We can control it and understanding and 

get better at our forecasting.  I was able to put immediate controls in place in the stage 

reviews and the stage planning because of the restart process, so we had controls going in.  

However, the reporting, to me, made no sense in the world of infrastructure.  You get daily 

reports from the engineers in the field and then once a week, they consolidate that to do the 

project manager and then the project manager consolidates the full weekly reports into a 

highlight report, but when I looked at the daily reports, there was no alignment to the weekly 

report and no alignment to the monthly report and what they’re reporting on was not the 

same line items that were in our budgeting, so again, what we have then is separate processes 
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that have been put in place that are not interlinked, so there’s no integrated planning.  The 

budget is done as an exercise and the budget for the road build based on the bill of materials, 

but what they’ll be reporting on will be lengths of drainage and so on and so forth, but the 

drainage is using these various different bits from the budget, so actually, it was not able to 

understand whether or not you were on track with time budget or anything and it would then 

appear that the project managers answer to this because it doesn’t matter because basically 

we bring in contractors to do the work and the contractors were under a fixed cost so it 

doesn’t matter if it’s late, it’s their problem, forgetting again that we’re not there to make a 

profit or whatever.  They had to provide services and benefits so that the locals can actually 

get something out of it, so it does matter if it’s later, and their own cost would increase, so 

again, there was an odd attitude.  So in March 14th, we were now about to breakeven, so we 

had started enough work so that we were covering the cost of what we were spending.  We 

still had an overspend from the first January in February, but in March, we were now 

delivering more project value than the amount of cost going out, so we had at least reversed 

the trend.  In my travels in my previous role, I had found some best practice in the Jerusalem 

office which they had put together a process and a spreadsheet basically and a way of thinking 

to get better at doing pipeline forecasting, so I contacted the Country Director, asked if I can 

borrow one of the staff, Saheed, and spoke to Saheed to see if he was prepared and willing 

to come to South Sudan.  So he was, I had one of the international staffers, my international 

IT, who is not only good at making sure that we had a good IT infrastructure and satellite 

banks so we can communicate, but understood SharePoint and understood management 

requirements.  So I asked him to work with Saheed when we came in the country and in an 

environment that is more like agile, literally work for a two-week period of which to take the 

processes from Jerusalem and the spreadsheet from Jerusalem and convert it into a 

SharePoint tool.  Why SharePoint?  Because we had it.  Why not Excel?  Because I needed to 

be able to monitor these tools and use the tools anywhere in the world because the way it 

works in a conflict country, you’re in for four to eight weeks and you have to leave for a week 

at least and come back in, so I needed access anywhere to be able to do this.  So in a two-

week period, we would up then with the ability to start looking at our forecast and putting it 

through more again like a commercial organisation would in terms of a soft pipeline, hard 

pipeline, chances of success, who are the stakeholders, the revenue it might bring in and so 

on.  So again, back in January, what we established was daily meetings first thing in the 
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morning.  They weren’t stand-ups, you know, we sat down, but it would be here’s a security 

briefing, here’s the current issue, go around the table, what are you going to do today, what 

has to be done, and then we would all gather again just before curfew to make sure that the 

day’s things have been done.  So that went on for two months and then we started doing it 

weekly, so by March, we were then still doing these weekly progress meetings, not just for 

projects and delivery but all security issues and staff people housing and what we could do 

to- and part of that then would be these slow improvements.  So by the end of April, we had 

forecasting underway, we had the project managers and programme managers now getting 

sectors allocated to them, so as well as their current workload, there were also allocated 

stakeholders so they could start meeting up with donors and starting a more proactive period 

of getting work into our new products and new funding.  Then I needed to bring in resource 

to help run the PMO because up until now, it was myself and some of the national staff and 

what I now needed to do was create the thing that I was brought in to do, so I convinced again 

another colleague I knew from [head office], Annie, who was part of the PMO in [head office] 

for the portfolio to come into the country and work with, again, my IT person, to start putting 

in place what we called our virtual PMO, again using SharePoint and the simple solution for 

me was I need a dashboard so that at a glance, I can see where we are with budget against 

forecast at an overall programme level.  Each of the individual programmes underneath that, 

again, knowing their status and the individual projects and SharePoint seemed to be a clunky 

but simple solution because it knows who you are when you log in and coincidentally, my IT 

person knew how to do a little bit of coding and stuff with Excel in order to embed, and so we 

set out a small piece of work for the next six weeks that would take virtually all the things that 

we did like the risk registers and put them on the SharePoint and create a dashboard, so again, 

we could put plans.  When the risk might happen through proximity, we would know that the 

quantity of risks and so on and the area and on top of that was also security risk areas so we 

would have to map them in geographically so you could also bring up a map of South Sudan 

and see where the risks were.  Also, in case there were multiple risks in an area that was now 

getting troop movement and what that might mean to stopping and starting.  So whilst the 

dashboard was being put together, also in the back of my mind was, again, a non-project 

matter but it still concerned me that the assets.  Did everyone have a radio?  Was everyone 

doing their radio checks?  Did everyone have PPE?  Was the bomb shelter able to be gone 

into and cleared out and so on?  And what we found was by building all these as extra bolt-
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ons to the same dashboard, we could start monitoring other key elements and although 

they’re not directly project-related, they had to do with getting that discipline back in place 

in terms of some of the processes and routines that we need to do.  By June, we had actually 

had delivered more as a country office than any other African country, so we not only 

reversed our trend of being bankrupt and breaking even, but actually, we now had recovered 

and if we were private sector, we would say in-profit and actually, if you then compared in 

terms of every other country office in Africa, we had actually delivered more and at that point, 

the regional director was happy to start using our dashboard as the way of mine and it was 

structured to the rest of the African regions to start making ways in order to adapt the same 

way of working, so it’d be easier for the region and the head office to know where delivery 

was.  What I was able to then do at this point was pull out from putting all these quick win 

tools in place because we now had a stable environment and then focused on the more long-

term issues, so people.  Some of the issues was—and remember, again, this is the [agency]—

100% of all my project managers and programme managers were men and they’re 

international, international in the [agency] means they’re not from the country that you’re 

working in.  The only international women I had were in support roles, so one of the things I 

wanted to reverse was to have a better gender balance and then also look at the nationals 

versus internationals.  There were no project managers or deputy project managers or senior 

engineers from South Sudanese origin.  So again, it took a while to get permission to have an 

all-female selection process.  It enabled us to then recruit project managers based on the 

forecast of work coming in and pick women to come in and also replace some of the men that 

were moving onto other country offices or supporting the Ebola sort of process.  So that 

process culminated in having six project managers male, seven project managers female, but 

more importantly, I was able to convince the junior engineers that were international who 

were men to take on and apply for project support roles, so we actually had men doing project 

support as well as women and again, convince the donors in head office to allow a new grade 

to go in which would be deputy project manager, which it would be a South Sudanese.  My 

only failing in that is I was only able to appoint one female deputy project manager.  The 

reality is there are not that many women in South Sudan who’ve been through any form of 

education because of the cultural differences and so on, so actually getting one, and Jackie 

was brilliant, she would up being the deputy project manager for the largest [aid] programme 

because of her capability.  So by September, the recruitment had finished underway and 



Page 260 of 279 
 

starting putting in place now processes in order to bring them in.  Now, what we realised is 

we needed an on-boarding process and to do the on-boarding, what we needed to do now is 

all of the quick wins that we put in place that we were now teasing out and doing, what we 

now needed to do was document them, put them in, substitute them for the existing 

processes and put together an induction programme that would enable them to come in, be 

taught how we do it, shown how we’re doing it so that again, we don’t get ourselves back 

into that situation.  By the time we got to December, we had restructured the country office, 

so again, every project must be self-sustaining and so the [agency] didn’t have a single project 

manager, finance person, procurement person, HR person, as well as engineers, all the people 

you need for one project and of course, for most of those roles, they’re not needed full-time.  

So you do wind up with people with spare time or doing multiple roles.  Again, I got permission 

to have a pool of people and in that sense, it’s hard because you have to be able to prove to 

each donor that they’re not cross-subsidising other projects, so you’re having to be very clear 

with time recording and so on that they’re not paying for people to do work on other 

countries’ donors problems.  So the concept then of having five PMOs, one portfolio office 

running the whole country office and then four subject area, so we divide it into roads, so it 

was vertical build, horizontal build, water and other so that as work came in, we would know 

which PMO would be looking after it and which project managers, because again, we had 

some project managers that were better with infrastructure, vertical build, some better at 

horizontal build, i.e., roads, others to do with waterways and other forms of communications 

and then there was all these other tasks like building the POCs.  So that took quite a bit of 

effort to again sell that idea internally and we put in place requirements to do that including 

modifying the containers that we had, so again, there could be structured PMOs with the 

head of a PMO, deputy PMO, support staff, and planning areas so that we could, again, put 

that sort of rigour in place.  Then December came, so a year anniversary which was tension 

because the assumption was that the fighting might restart in earnest but it was a relatively 

quiet Christmas period coming into quarter one 2015.  The good news was that we had 

exceeded our 30 million target by about 200,000, and again, as a country office, no other 

country office delivered more than that in Africa and there was…in terms of total delivery in 

Africa that year, we accounted for something like a third of all the African deliveries, so we 

had moved from only international male project managers to a mix of male and female, only 

female support to mix with male and female, and we now had deputy project managers who 
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were national staff so although people often look at the success of the delivery side and the 

controls put in place, for me, the success was moving…shifting mindsets of the type of people 

that can work in these environments.  So by April 15 when I left, we were on track with the 

next year’s delivery, the amount of issues and so on were reduced, we had good end-stage 

processes, kick-off processes, we had the pipeline processes, and in the main, it meant then 

we can look at genuine, normal process improvements and normal incremental increases and 

what we were finding increasingly was having to go to other countries in Africa to start with 

to help them start doing some of the changes and starting to do presentations in [head office] 

on how some of these changes could be adopted elsewhere, so my international IT person 

wound up being offered a job in [head office] to then work with the IT team to take the work 

that we did in SharePoint and then build it into a proper tool globally and I left South Sudan, 

went on holiday with my family and sadly, the appointment I was being offered was Somalia 

and I had…I think my body had had enough of conflict zones so other than now once a year 

with the [agency], sadly, the bit that I never did, which was the whole purpose of this, was to 

take all the lessons learnt and then start going around the other country offices to help them.  

The purpose of using the South Sudan was it was a small to medium sized country office, it 

was a hardship, and if you could do it there, you should be able to do it anywhere, so yeah, 

so there’s that one regret which is I never got a chance to go around the other country offices 

to help engage and start, but in terms of successes, a more focused structure based on having 

PMOs in thematic areas, having still some of the routines that still worked culturally—

breakfast meetings, so I’d always be there at breakfast, people would sit down with you and 

they’ll talk with you—it was a conflict, there was always a curfew, so we never were able to 

do anything other than dinners at each other’s houses in the compounds in order to then 

have any other social life, so that whole concept of having lunches and dinners out hadn’t yet 

returned but we would still have the sort of breakfast in that informal updating.  One of the 

things again I’m proud of is I was able- once we had the virtual dashboard underway, we never 

had to do any other reporting ever again.  Engineers had to do it in terms of that engineer 

control from the field, daily updates and so on, but that was about quality control of the 

project as opposed to progress which could be done through the dashboard.   

----- interview ends ----- 

The following text was added by the narrator following their review of chapter 4: 
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I didn’t mention benefits in the narrative, but everything is focused on “results” and no 

project can be approved unless it aligned to the organisation’s goals and country goals.  We 

even employed staff to monitor and evaluate benefits throughout the programme. I did stop 

projects when we moved from “development” to “conflict/post conflict” as we would no 

longer achieve the benefits, i.e. a road we were building for “access to markets” stopped as 

if we continued it would fuel the conflict by creating faster access for the military. 

The organisation globally implemented its own tailored version of PRINCE2 and had all its 

systems tailored to it, all project staff were trained in PRINCE2. Whilst I was there I got a 

trainer to come to Juba to do Managing Successful Programmes Practitioner for the 

project/programme managers and Country Director, and I and my head of PMO did advance 

practitioner.  All project managers when they join the organisation, do a 2 week PM 

masterclass induction in their first year.  The newly recruited staff had a local induction. 

----- addition ends ----- 
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Case 4 - Transcript 

So, I joined [the organisation] in 2010 and at that time, [the organisation] was going through 

a transition period where it was a typical government bank, but they were just giving 

industrial loans and then mandate had changed.  The mandate had changed to support all of 

the SMEs in the private sector in Qatar, and not just manufacturing and as a development 

bank for industry only, it became a wider set of sector such as healthcare and education, 

tourism and several other strategic sectors.  So, there were probably may be 50 or 60 people 

in the bank at that time, it was quite small and all of a sudden it needed to add a lot of extra 

capabilities and minimal products were introduced.  Systems and infrastructure had to be put 

in place to deliver the mandate and the new strategy, so when my boss at that time or the 

person that was the Director of Strategy at that time was running, so he had also recently 

joined [the organisation] and as a Director of Strategy, he had to deliver this new strategy, 

one of the priorities he had was setting up a project management office.  What other 

difficulties he had was understanding no matter how small [the organisation] was at that time, 

understanding of actually what was going on across the organisation from product 

development, new divisions being setup, infrastructure projects like setting up a typical ERP 

or you know some basic IT systems.  Nobody knew what was going on, who owned or what 

was the status of these projects and setup the PMO office to take care of that.  So, first it was 

more and the high priority was just visibility of what was going on.  Let alone governance that 

came a bit later, so once I was on-board, what he did really strategically which I think really 

worked as an organisation structure, I reported directly into the Director Of Strategy which I 

think made logical sense because he was there to drive the new strategy and execute the new 

strategy so that was the programme delivery office that was setup, the PMO was setup under 

him; however, he placed the office of the PMO right next door to the CEO’s office and by 

putting the PMO office, which was just a 1 person job at that time, right next door to the 

CEO’s office, sent a very strong message across the organisation that this is a very strong, 

strategic and important role that we are not messing around, and everybody that will pass 

my office would see me as it’s all glass officers here so they had to see me sitting there and 

became familiar with my face, but then it have to walk around the organisation and explain 

to all the different stakeholders why we were there and why a PMO office has been setup and 
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it was quite interesting that successful PMO offices were not common or basically used in 

Qatar at that time.  It was a very new thing, 9 years ago to have a PMO office and a lot of 

people were suspicious about us, they would say why are you doing this, who are you and 

why I am I reporting in to you now.  So, when I literally walked around to each and every single 

person in the organisation structure that you stake hold as the heads, the managers, the 

directors to speak to someone explain to them who I was, why I was here, what my mandate 

was in setting up a PMO office.  There was maybe a 50:50 feedback, half of the team were 

really happy to have that because it was strongly needed and it just really helped to break 

down the silos that existed at that time.  The other half were very suspicious and there was 

no you know why should I report to you, I go directly to the CEO and I tell him everything that 

I am doing who are you.  So, for the first maybe 3-6 months was really advocating the 

importance of a PMO and trying to convince them why it was important to be under the PMO 

to have the visibility under the PMO and in order to do that there was a lot of 1 to 1 discussion 

and 1 to 1 advocacy.  Catching all the information, there were systems or structures in place, 

it was typically an Excel sheet and walking around literally every week to get updates and 

setting up every 2 weeks of fortnightly meeting with the CEO and all the directors a 

presentation on what are the key projects and what are the statuses of the key projects.  So, 

all of a sudden, the directors and the business unit leads or the leaders in the organisation 

would realise that those who were playing game in communicating and collaborating with 

PMO were getting visual acknowledgement in these fortnightly meetings about the status of 

their project and those that weren’t cooperating or collaborating were not getting any 

visibility at all.  Some were happy doing that because it gave them a sense of comfort to fly 

under the radar, but then they were gradually pointed out during the meetings and they were 

forced then to then be added to the PMO and you know what, are you doing something 

related to this project, well should at you, do you also have a project to something similar, 

well then why do we have 2 projects going on while yours is not registered with the PMO and 

CO would start making comments like that so people realised no, it is actually important to 

be on the PMO for that visibility.  Culturally, from an organisation culture, it was very 

bureaucratic organisation at that time, so again it was well, I won’t speak in a room my boss 

is in the room because I do not want to contradict or be seen as being contradictory, so it is 

best not for me to speak up and a lot of people were shocked in you know how come Zaina is 

sitting there in front of the CEO and her director and she is presenting and she is making 
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decisions or answering questions when her direct line manager is there, he should answer the 

question, she should not answer if he is there, so that is how bureaucratic it was and someone 

actually pulled me aside in the first month and said you know what, don’t you know what you 

are doing is wrong it is looking really disrespectful, you can’t make statements or comments 

or give your opinion in these meetings in front of the CEO, if there are, you know, if your boss 

is there or your line manager is there because it makes it look like you are disrespecting his 

rank and you are outranking him, so I went straight to the director of strategy, who is now 

the CEO, and I said you know, I have heard the statement, do you want me to make a 

comment in these meetings or not or give my opinion because if you do not, I do not want to 

be there, you present and send me the minutes of meeting because I have got better things 

to do with my time.  He looked at me and was completely shocked and said no no I want you 

to make these comments, on the contrary we need you to make these comments because we 

need to shock them and when you make these comments and I am probably one of the most- 

I think that is probably one of the reasons I got hired that is because I am a very transparent 

direct person, so by you bringing up these statements and making these comments we know 

they are shocking to some people, but now that she has mentioned it, how about we discuss 

it.  So that was the change agent role that I had, so initially it was not so much of the process.  

It was about breaking down silos, it was about getting people to collaborate adding feeling 

comfortable with transparency which they weren’t before and then communicating and 

realising that sharing ideas is okay, not feeling defensive, it was not about blaming, but how 

can we solve issues.  Then after about 3-6 months, I got someone else in the team with me, 

you quickly realise the value the PMO was bringing in having people understand what was 

going on across the organisation, but we could then justify building the team, it was not just 

the reporting role, it became understanding the portfolio of projects and that was from the 

get go what is our portfolio of projects, is there a governance reporting and building 

capability, so we got the portfolio reported every fortnightly there was no governance in place 

at all, so the governance started off in baby steps which is really important, give me a start 

date, give me an end date, let me know it is running, let me know who the project manager 

is and give me 2 or 3 milestones and who is the project sponsor and 2 or 3 milestones, that is 

all I need and I will get updates from you.  That was how governance started and then every 

few months, we started building on that.  Right, no lets us have a plan, right now let’s decide 

if it is a type 1, 2 or 3.  Let us only have a plan for type 3 projects, so we categorised our 
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projects, wasn’t even linked to the strategy yet, just a list of projects we knew we had to do, 

so the portfolio was really just a list of projects that were not aligned, I mean, we knew why 

we were doing them, but they were not articulated in such a way that it was a direct alignment 

to the strategy, there were just initiatives that were defined from the strategy that was 

created, then after doing that it was about the reporting which we had with every 2 weeks, 

which was still PowerPoints  for a quite a while until we installed the enterprise project 

management system and then it was building capability and we started doing awareness 

sessions that were so basic on what is a project, when should it be considered a project, when 

is it just a simple business initiative and if it is a simple initiative, we used our project 

categorisation or you know assessment tool like type 1, 2 and 3 to see if it should be 

considered significant enough to bring to the PMO or not and that was based on the 

complexity, the budget, the impact it has, the risk, the multifunctional, so those were the 4 

key focus points that we had.  As time grew, the team grew.  We got a new, you know, the 

PMO role was then joined with the corporate planning role that is where we started making 

and articulating the link for each department.  What is your corporate plan, what are the 

targets you are trying to achieve, what initiatives are you going do to do that, so the portfolio 

started taking a more meaningful role after about the first year, so the first year was just 

getting people used to what is the project and a PMO, second year was bringing in corporate 

planning because we grew from maybe 10 or 15 departments to over 20 departments, 30 

departments because of the mandate change, so we introduced the planning for each and 

every department and that was a struggle in itself, so it was getting people to learn how to 

do plans for their department, create objectives, the link to the overall strategy, create 

measures and the targets and then link the initiatives, so  that was our second year, so by 

having PMO linked to corporate planning and strategy really helped to enhance the portfolio 

and again it was still very immature at that time you know, so we went from what may subzero 

in terms of maturity to may be level 1.  With the corporate planning team, with the PMO team 

growing, we started introducing systems in place for the PMO, so we started introducing EPN 

project management and about 2-3 years later we started building the capability of project 

managers.  We continued with the training.  Although we had setup the system initially and 

the structure initially of the PMO to be based on [PRINCE2].  I think I told you this story about 

well ideally this is what we have setup before in my previous organisation and here is what 

[PRINCE2] typical structure is going to look like, here we go, here are all the templates, here 
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is our chance of references and that was week 1 or 2 of the organisation you know joining the 

organisation and that time the Director of Strategy were like pfft yeah right threw it over his 

shoulder and said not happening, start again, so for me it was a mind-set change, how do I 

not regret joining [the organisation], but more because I did for the few weeks and going ah 

what have I done and then I realised no this is typical change management.  I cannot bring 

and change the entire organisation overnight, I need to bring down my expectations to start 

at the basics, that is okay and it took a while to accept the fact that it is okay to be at level 

zero or level 1.  You don’t have to be immediately at level 5 even 2, you know, so or where 

would I like to be and where did we see the future of PMO going and how might we just come 

back down, so I was not going to change the entire organisation, it was easier to change 

myself so I went back down here and said right we are going to start 1 step at a time, but keep 

the eye on the target, so when the team start to being built I brought in some really good 

seasoned project managers at that time, I think you have met Shri.  So, even when he joined 

we weren’t quite where we wanted to be and it was keeping the motivation of the team up, 

so I mean if I walked into an organisation I would like to be walked into some of the 

benchmarking organisations that we did locally were like fa! look where they are, but it is easy 

to say that from the outside, but it does not mean that they were not capable of taking it out, 

it was about the organisation being capable of taking it up, so it was you know get off the 

pedestal, come back down to where you need to be, go back down to where the organisation 

is in terms of maturity and you help them grow as a PMO team.  We have to help them grow 

to achieve our vision in PMO.  A lot of effort then went into building capabilities of project 

managers, so not even looking at project sponsors yet but just project managers to deliver 

helping them identify the boundaries of their project and when should the project end, when 

does it become business as usual that was always a grey area.  How to really take down silos 

and get different functions comfortable with working cross functionally without the manager 

having to be and the direct line managers having to be in all of these project meetings, you 

know, delegated to 1 of your team, assign a resource, let go of that resource for the sake of 

this project or the purpose of this project and it is okay to do that.  So, it was also a bit of a 

culture change to get people to let go of resources to join these cross functional projects.  So, 

about say 2014, so 4 years down the line, we kind of got this culture going and people started 

feeling comfortable, whether it is a project manager started feeling comfortable with telling 

team members from other teams directing them on tasks required from them which before 
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they did not feel comfortable doing, so silos came down.  Bringing them to the table to hold 

a project meeting, they still depended a lot on PMO, so by then we probably had about 3 

people in PMO.  We would have to distribute ourselves across all the projects to run these 

meetings with the project manager.  So, hopefully it was learning by seeing and not just by 

being told what to do, but this is how we do it, we would like you to do it and some project 

managers really took on that role and easily started running meetings the way you know they 

saw us do it as PMO because we were seasoned project managers and had been through 

projects before.  Some project managers just never got comfortable with doing that, they still 

depended a lot on the PMO team, which was a lot of burden on us but again it was okay, we 

accepted that and we still accept to do that till now, because we understand that the nature 

of the projects in [the organisation] is if someone puts their hand up and says oh this is a great 

idea and they get pointed as right you go run the project and this person has probably never 

on the project in their life and we really appreciate that, so how do we support them.  So, part 

of the PMO value that we brought to the table was, please if you have been given a project 

come tell us about it, talk to us about it, have a conversation with us, it is probably not as hard 

as you think it is, if it is we will help you articulate it or help you write the brief and we used 

to write a brief, we just sit down and write, so tell us about it and as they are telling us about 

it we were filling in the gaps and the brief in front of them, so we were letting them know this 

discussion was  actually really fruitful because you are actually helping to fill out the brief and 

we would ask you difficult questions but then by answering it you are helping us define why 

we are doing it, what are the boundaries, what are we trying to achieve, who would be 

involved and we would ask you know what maybe there is a marketing component here, I 

mean once you created a project or product wouldn’t you like people to know about it, is 

there an internal communication?  Well why don’t we include marketing, once you have 

created this new product do you want to have it on the CRM is there a workflow, so maybe 

we need to organise, you know, TOM, type of operating model for this product.  So, you know 

this is oh what look you have got product development lifecycle here, maybe we need to 

include the quality team to make sure we have procedures in place, maybe we need to include 

the marketing team to make sure that we are market it and we have sufficient feedback, so 

by talking to them they get to see the fuller picture, so that is a lot of value that we added 

and that introduced stakeholder engagement.  Moving along we have come a long way I think, 

we have a lot of project sponsors who are really supportive.  I think you met 1 today, of the 
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PMO and how they really drive transparency reporting, but also execution and they will 

escalate when we ask them escalate, then you have got some  project sponsors who are still 

very stand offish and expect PMO to do everything, I do not know if you got to be one of them 

to take anyway, so some of them expect that you will do all the work, but we still got some 

project sponsors who are typically in this organisation at directors executive team.  They tend 

to feel that PMO still needs to do all the work and we should be driving delivery not the project 

managers and not the project team and we should be rolling up our sleeves and even doing 

the tasks within the project themselves, so that is the other end of the spectrum.  We have 

put in systems in place now, which is quite efficient.  We started off being over-prescriptive 

in the [PRINCE2] requirements initially, then we went back to the basics and then we became 

over-prescriptive again I think.  So, we keep going back and keep simplifying as much as 

possible without losing the value, so although we use [PRINCE2] as a baseline for the 

methodology, we did not stick to it completely or religiously and we did not mind if it was not 

followed at all.  There are so many components in [PRINCE2] that we have not used like you 

know stage gates are not explicitly identified, you know highlighted unless it say milestone, 

leading by exception for ‘steer co’s’, some projects don’t have steer co’s at all.  Some projects 

do have steer co’s but it is more of a frequent every 2 weeks ‘steer co’ at stage gates so it is 

not really managing by exception, so we have 2 extremes here and that is okay, again it is the 

hybrid and it depends on the nature of the project, it depends on who the people are in the 

project, who the project team are and who the different stakeholders are.  So it is a matter of 

preference of the directors and it is also a matter of preference or the capability, I think of 

the project manager themselves and the project managers relationship with their project 

sponsor. If their project sponsor is happy for them to work autonomously because they know 

they will get the work done then they are happy to just pop in to my office and let me know 

if there is any escalation you need done and that seems to work here.  Some project sponsors 

who are not comfortable with their project managers working autonomously will ask for that 

more every 2 weeks, every 1-week ‘steer co’ kind of meeting, so it is flexible approach and I 

do not think it is wrong.  I do feel it works here.  Although we because that it is not so 

structured we have had a couple of cases where we have had projects fail because due to 

multiple reasons, one of them being lack of the PMO governance.  Maybe we wouldn’t have 

reached to a point if there was note saying that would have prevented a particular failure of 

a project, but it may have given us early warnings and early escalations that would have 
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prevented it.  So culture wise, one of the things have helped us is in [the organisation] as a 

culture we have got 6 values and those are everything from ‘act as 1’ which helps to 

breakdown silos with PMO, ‘share what matters’ which helps to have transparency, ‘be 

pioneering’ which means be brave to introduce new methodologies and ways of doing things, 

which we have shown by having like The Agile, so we had a couple of projects this year that 

was run with, a Hybrid Agile, which have worked really well.  Those were 2 very successful 

projects.  We have got ‘deliver from our promises’ which is part of the project management 

office and we have got ‘do what is right every time’, so complying and sticking to governance 

and always challenge assumptions and I note it sounds like these are great values to have and 

we have picked them out of a hat because they sound good but they are actually selected by 

[the organisation’s] staff themselves.  We thought about what it is that we currently do really 

well and so if this is what we do really well then obviously this is what we value and we had 

voting and everything across [the organisation] to see if these really are our values and what 

has helped with PMO and what we use in our rhetoric is for people we use the vocabulary of 

our values, so we say you know what because we are acting as 1 we are 1 project team, lets 

discuss around the table, doesn’t matter if you come different departments.  Because, you 

know we valued challenging assumptions may I please challenge what you have just said, may 

be that is the better way of doing things.  In practicing sharing what matters can you please 

centralise all of the documents for this project in a central repository on the system because 

we really need to make sure that this is available for you know, for continuity of the project if 

someone is not around.  So, we have actually used our culture values and applied it in PMO 

and even when we did our PMO awareness 1 of the awareness presentations that we share 

is, hello, welcome to [the organisation] we’re the PMO office.  These are the values of [the 

organisation] and as a PMO office this is how we apply our values across [the organisation], 

so even to try and engage maybe you know new staff in [the organisation] will never be part 

of a project manager but they very likely are going to be part of a project, so they are very 

likely at one stage or another going to be part of you know or collaborate with the PMO team, 

so we make sure that the HR team at the beginning, you know, at every quarter gives us a list 

of all the new staff that has joined [the organisation] and we have a PMO breakfast or PMO 

awareness  session where we introduce them to what we do as PMO and the same with the 

corporate planning team, the strategy team.  We introduce them to the strategy and explain 

to them how this is linked to strategy executions through the PMO office.  We do the 
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awareness at the PMO and it is all linked to our values, so that is also a part of engaging the 

different project team members to let them feel that it is okay to share what matters, it is 

okay to work as a team, it is okay if someone you know puts work on you, but do not take it 

the wrong way, it is actually you are part of the team in delivering.  Moving on, we have 

managed to create a portfolio you know directly linked to our strategy.  We have reached a 

stage where all of our initiatives are linked to a strategic objective, otherwise it should not be 

there.  We have managed to put in a prioritisation system to prioritise our initiatives.  We 

have managed to kick-off some initiatives as a full-blown project.  We have managed to 

categorise it as small, medium or large projects or type 1, 2 or 3.  We have managed to 

categorise this as whether strategic or business as usual or compliance project.  We do not 

really use at this stage prioritisation to have one project take precedence over another 

although we do look at dependencies, but we do not kill projects based on priorities because 

everybody wants to do everything and I think one of our weaknesses as an organisation is we 

are weak in execution because we spend a lot of time and effort in executing everything.  We 

do deliver most of the time.  However, we probably do not need to over deliver all the time, 

so maybe that is probably one of our weaknesses as we over-deliver on our promises as a 

value, maybe we tend to take that a bit too literally.  So, I think prioritisation would help.  Why 

we are doing a project, starts before the PMO, a lot of our strategic initiatives have got very 

good business case because they are directly an outcome of the strategy projects that we 

have run, so lot of our strategic projects are directly through studies that have actually 

identified these projects as needed with the impact that we are hoping to have strategically.  

Why we are doing the project for the business as usual or some of the others may not be as 

well articulated.  So, in terms of introducing benefits most of the strategic projects were 

probably intrinsically already have that there because of the way they were created but may 

be not articulated as benefits linked directly to this particular project, but more of programme 

level and again we do not tend to come back post project, do post project reviews to see if it 

would actually have the impact we are looking at.  At maximum, we have a look at our KPIs 

and the performance of the KPIs to see we have actually achieved it, but then if we have not 

achieved it, we do not go back and see well, let us look at the programme of projects that we 

have done.  So, we do not link it to program or projects and we do not actually currently have 

programme management here.  We do have the portfolio, we do have the projects, we 

haven’t really introduced programme, so that link is not quite there.  The bits are all in place, 
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it is just the matter of linking all, you know completing the loop and linking all the different 

components together and joining the dots to have that and that is hopefully the next level of 

maturity we will get to, so yes, we started maybe at sub-zero, actually having a list of projects, 

maybe move to level 1, maybe move to level 2 in terms of maturity; however, I think we still 

have a long way to go. 
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