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On 10 February 2011 senior managers from a  

range of private and public sector organisations  

met at PA Consulting Group’s offices for the second  

meeting of the Portfolio Management Forum. As well  

as sharing their own contributions, the participants  

heard perspectives from PA on the stages of portfolio 

maturity and other key insights into raising delivery 

performance through projects.

This report represents a distillation of the views and  

ideas expressed by the participants as individual  

comments have been anonymised.

The discussion focused around three areas:

1. Types of portfolio and stages  

of portfolio maturity

2. Challenges facing portfolio optimisation  

and governance 

3. Insights for improving portfolio performance 

 

Types of  portfolio and stages  
of  portfolio maturity
The ongoing pressures on organisations to reduce  

costs and deliver more for less are well publicised. 

Organisations and business units that deliver a proportion 

of their work through projects are faced with a complex task: 

understanding the factors that are holding back performance 

and making changes which lead to real improvements.

Before discussing these challenges PA established  

a consistent understanding of the different types of  

portfolios found in organisations. 

•	Product	portfolios	(business	as	usual) – product 

centric organisations (e.g. financial services, pharma) 

use portfolio management to balance risk and reward, 

prioritise resources and optimise the return on investment.

•	Hybrid	of	BAU	and	change	portfolios – 

organisations balance resources between  

BAU and change programmes to maintain  

and improve business performance 

•	Change	portfolios –  project centric organisations 

prioritise and align resources to deliver maximum 

business value and achieve strategic objectives.

The majority of organisations at the seminar managed 

a hybrid portfolio; however other areas of the portfolio 

spectrum were also represented. 

Performance  
through projects
How can portfolio governance and 
optimisation help your business?
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Improve effectiveness

Integrated suite of projects clearly 
aligned to strategy, following 
enterprise-wide management 
processes that can be flexed for 
individual projects. Prioritisation 

criteria defined and applied. 

Gain control

Single view of the portfolio with 
projects adhering to a well defined 

set of minimum quality standards 

Increase efficiency

Balanced portfolio utilising 
available capability and responsive 
to changing circumstances. Benefit 
delivery assured. Integration with 

other portfolios in place.

Continuous improvement

Governance is the single 
source of truth for details of all 
change activity underway in the 
organisation and is an integral part 

of strategic business planning. 

Governance and optimisation: 
Portfolio proactively managed 
to ensure it remains aligned  
to strategic objectives.  
Portfolio management  
process is sufficiently 
dynamic to cater for changes 
in business direction and 
priorities. Portfolio status  
used to inform organisation 
wide strategic planning.

Governance and optimisation: 
View portfolio established but 
with little overall leadership 
and direction. Common 
understanding of strategic 
objectives but initiatives run 
without full alignment.

Governance and optimisation: 
Integrated suite of projects 
aligned to strategic 
objectives. Principle of 
portfolio management widely 
understood and practiced to a 
consistent standard.

Governance and optimisation: 
All initiatives integrated into 
an achievable and governed 
portfolio, aligned to strategic 
objectives and priorities. 
Inter portfolio dependencies 
understood. PMO supports 
Executive Board decisions  
with relevant information.

PA’s model of portfolio maturity, illustrated above, was 

introduced to help frame the discussion and highlight 

particular considerations for governance and optimisation.

Portfolio maturity was described in four stages: 

1.	 Gain	control	(eg, establish a single view 

of the whole portfolio)

2.	 Improve	effectiveness (eg, stop projects 

not aligned to strategy)

3.	 Increase	efficiency (eg, remove the cottage 

industry of PMOs/replace with a portfolio level  

PMO, able to link different portfolios across the 

organisation, track benefit delivery)

4.	 Continuous	improvement (eg, portfolio management 

is an intrinsic part of strategic planning)

All attendees confirmed they had gained control of 

their portfolio and were building on their organisational 

capabilities to improve their effectiveness and efficiency. 

Despite the relative maturity of some organisations, all 

believed there was room for improvement. 

Few organisations achieve the highest level of maturity. 

This should not be considered as a weakness in the 

majority of the organisations but instead as recognition 

that fit for purpose approaches should be adopted. For 

the most organisations, the investment to achieve the 

highest level of maturity does not warrant the return.

Challenges facing portfolio  
optimisation and governance 
There was a lively discussion, based around the current 

challenges organisations face in portfolio governance and 

optimisation. In today’s volatile business environment, it 

is especially difficult to get the right balance between the 

competing demands of short term profitability, longer term 

investment and acceptable risk.

Although different sectors and types of portfolio  

were represented, attendees faced similar challenges  

in managing their portfolios – challenges which  

are ultimately holding back business performance.  

A range of challenges were discussed, including:

1.	 Retaining	alignment	

Key challenges highlighted during the seminar  

discussion were centred around retaining alignment  

with the changing marketplace and with other internal 

change agendas: 

• The uncertain business environment makes it difficult 

to commit to a long term strategy and plans – ensuring 

the portfolio’s governance structure has the agility to 

deal with changes in demand is absolutely essential. 

The portfolio that locks scope down early and resists 

changing demands is the portfolio at highest risk of 

failing. Where the scope is particularly fluid, maintaining 

a focus on short-term outcomes allows fluctuating 

demand to be accommodated more easily
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• Striking the right balance between cost reduction  

and improving service delivery remains a challenge. 

This is a common challenge and the solution PA has 

found to be most effective lies in identifying potential 

conflicting scopes in cost reduction and service 

improvement activities – ensuring these scopes align 

will allow both agendas to be achieved simultaneously.

2.	 Delivering	value	from	the	portfolio

The main challenges surrounding benefits management  

in and through portfolios of projects focused on two 

aspects – designing the portfolio to deliver the target 

benefits and actually realising the benefits through 

business outcomes delivered via the portfolio. In 

particular, the discussion explored in more detail:

• Defining realistic benefits and embedding a sustainable 

benefits framework – a ‘Dragon’s Den’ approach can 

be used to challenge the benefits cases presented by 

projects and review the ability of the project to deliver 

changes to actually make the benefits realisation 

happen. Deriving a contract between the projects in the 

portfolio and the business owners ultimately responsible 

for taking the changes delivered by projects and using 

them to derive benefit is essential. Where portfolios 

involve large numbers of projects, Portfolio Directors 

should identify the projects having the largest benefits 

realisation potential and focus effort on these initially 

• Project business cases are overly optimistic – in setting 

benefits targets for specific projects, this optimism bias 

needs to be taken into account and targets reduced 

accordingly to avoid setting projects up to fail. If the 

leaders of projects have part, or all, of their bonus 

related to the achievement of the benefits they identify, 

targets will tend to be more realistic – the optimism bias 

may in fact work the other way and targets might have 

to be stretched to compensate

• Individuals move on and aren’t accountable for 

delivering change outcomes. Organisations that  

are able to manage this well do it through structured 

incentivisation schemes where outcomes are cascaded 

down through the portfolio’s leadership structure  

to project level. In doing so, the risk of benefits not 

being delivered when the person ultimately accountable 

moves on is avoided – their successor picks up the 

already established cascaded responsibilities. 

3.	 Managing	complexity	

Complexity in portfolios is multi-faceted – there is the 

complexity associated with the scope of the portfolio itself 

and then there is the complexity of how an organisation 

should go about managing a portfolio. Insights from the 

discussions included:

• When managing a portfolio of complex programmes 

with multiple dependencies, the dependencies have to 

be mapped and clear ownership for their management 

assigned. This is one of the simplest ways to ensure 

project teams within the portfolio actually communicate 

with each other and avoid siloed working

• Although we now have full transparency of the 

portfolio, we still have fires. Having fires is normal. 

By understanding the impact the fire has on a project 

deliverable (and therefore on benefits realisation), fire 

fighting can be prioritised – prioritisation is the most 

important tool in managing complexity. Looking at 

fires through lenses representative of the needs of 

the various stakeholders impacted by them is another 

useful way of determining which fires have the potential 

to damage the larger number of stakeholders, or 

stakeholders with the greater share of voice 

• In federated businesses it is difficult to get a 

consolidated view and manage change initiatives 

spanning divisional or geographic boundaries. 

Establishing a portfolio governance model that  

includes key decision makers from each division/

geography helps to break down boundaries.

4.	 Aligning	governance	to	support	delivery

The discussion of establishing governance to support 

delivery focused on:

• Establishing the right level of management information 

to inform portfolio decision making – focus on a few 

key tools e.g. confidence matrix, to support portfolio 

decisions and use them when the portfolio reaches a 

state of maturity that will enable such tools to add value

• Getting value as well as control using an agile 

methodology – this tends to be most effective at a 

project level. Attempting to apply it holistically at a 

portfolio level will, more often than not, be counter-

productive because there will be projects in the portfolio 

whose scopes will not lend themselves to agile delivery 

approaches. However, agile methodologies can be 

useful in portfolio management to regularly review the 

overall benefits load of the portfolio. The methodology 

can be used to identify potential new initiatives to 

identify and fill benefits delivery holes.

Becoming part of  the Portfolio 
Management Forum
For further information and to attend one of PA Consulting 

Group’s Portfolio Management Forums please contact 

projectperformance@paconsulting.com.
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PA	offices	worldwide

At PA Consulting Group, we transform the performance 
of  organisations

We put together teams from many disciplines and backgrounds to tackle the most 

complex problems facing our clients, working with leaders and their staff to turn around 

organisations in the private and public sectors. Clients call on us when they want:

an innovative solution: counter-intuitive thinking and groundbreaking solutions

a highly responsive approach: we listen, and then we act decisively and quickly

delivery of hard results: we get the job done, often trouble-shooting where previous 

initiatives have failed.

We are an independent, employee-owned firm of talented individuals, operating from 

offices across the world, in Europe, North America, Middle East, Asia and Oceania. 

We have won numerous awards for delivering complex and highly innovative 

assignments, run one of the most successful venture programmes in our industry, 

have technology development capability that few firms can match, deep expertise 

across key industries and government, and a unique breadth of skills from strategy 

to IT to HR to applied technology.

• defence • energy • financial services • government and public services  

• life sciences and healthcare • manufacturing • postal services • retail 

• telecommunications • transportation

• strategic management • innovation and technology • IT • operational improvement  

• human resources • complex programme delivery
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