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I’m an engineer by background and temperament. 

I like things that work, in practice, on the work floor. 

I also like theory, if it helps me. 

But the proof of any pudding is in its eating. 

1.
Why project/portfolio management (pm)?

WHY would anyone introduce PM in his/her organization?

There are different ways of answering this question.

1.1
What can you expect to get, by introducing PM as a planning & control method?

The answer is: transparency.

PM in itself doesn’t do anything much, it is a tool that allows you to do things. But having a tool doesn’t necessarily mean using it (properly). 

If you want transparency, then chances are that PM can do useful things for you.

PM, if properly implemented and used, allows a much better insight in what is happening in a complex organization than other planning and control methods. 

Who is working on what exactly?

Where do problems threaten to emerge? 

How much time do we need yet, to complete this work? 

How much will it cost then? 

What risks do we run doing this project? 

How do we best deploy our people given the tasks to be done in various projects? 

Not only can you see what has happened and what is happening, you can also foresee what will happen if … we don’t change our policies, or if the foreign exchange rate changes, or if this risk materializes, or …

What you can foresee, then, is e.g. how much shall we earn (or lose) in any particular future period, how much of our resources of different kinds will be occupied, etc.

Transparency is not what everyone in each organization is after. 

When my boss knows exactly what I do, that makes me more vulnerable, doesn’t it? There is a natural tendency to keep one’s business for oneself.

There is, however, a reverse side to that. Of course, up to a point, I am more vulnerable if my boss knows exactly what I’m doing. But: my boss’ knowing also provides me with protection against ‘the rest of the world’. If there is anything wrong with what I myself, or our department in general, is doing, then it protects me to know that my boss knows. If anything goes wrong or is wrong, then he cannot act as if he didn’t know: he signed your timesheets for approval. So the boss is co-responsible once he’s informed.

The question “Why PM?” can be put in a different way.

1.2 Why can’t we just plod on, 

the way we do now & always did?

Project level.

Perhaps there was a time when a job like the design and construction of a large bridge could be undertaken by a single firm of engineers. Those days are long past. Nowadays a multitude of specialist firms is involved with structural design, traffic provisions planning, cost control, quantity surveying, drawing up legal papers, materials testing, etc. etc. 

The works of all these independent specialists have to be co-ordinated and synchronized. Another matter is that planning and environmental regulations have tightened, and that procedures to obtain all necessary official permits & licenses have to be followed, the length of which isn’t always predictable.

The same is true, mutatis mutandis, of ‘chunks of work’ in government, that may be undertaken as projects, such as writing a policy document, or a piece of legislation.  Every complex of activities to achieve a specific goal may be defined, and organized, as a project. Routine tasks do not fit in projects.

Also in government the completion of chunks of work such as a policy paper or a draft law requires the co-ordination of people from different departments within and outside the organization.  Because, in government, people are usually not full-time available for their project tasks, planning of their deployment is all the more important to ensure delivery times.

Organization level.

In modern, complex organizations a lot of things are going on at the same time. Decisions are taken at the top, and communicated downwards through the ranks. As these messages as passed on they are likely to change somewhat, at each step. When the message has passed six or more steps it is probably no longer recognizable.

When we look at an organization structure we can imagine how strategic decisions filter down. What is often forgotten is that messages not only  change, along the way, but also that there is a time lag between the taking of a decision and its implementation. 

Usually a strategic decision is taken e.g. in a central management meeting, after a document has been prepared by the ‘concern staff’. 

Then departments each formulate a policy in some form to implement that strategic decision. Out of these policies follow measures to achieve specific goals, and funding requests can be made. Only after that funds are made available, and people. And then these people first scratch their heads (how to do the job?) before they start.

By the time they actually start working it may be two years after the original decision was taken. 

In the meantime new policies have evolved, perhaps that strategy has changed. But money and people have been made available for this purpose, so they’re spent.

Modern, complex organizations are difficult to steer. 

Many people at the top of such organizations complain that they cannot, in fact, sufficiently influence the way their organization operates. “It all feels so mushy”, top executives tend to complain, “I can’t really get a hand on things. It’s all so indirect.”

Central managers don’t know exactly what’s going on. 

They’re informed only after things happened, so they can no longer influence those events. They cannot foresee the occurrence of problems, so they can’t take counter-measures in time. 

The markets – even the ‘markets’ of public services – change faster than many bigger organizations can adapt. Thus these threaten to lag behind their customers, providing ideal solutions for yesterday’s problems, but powerless to supply according to today’s demand. 

Why do we need project management? 

Because it helps provide transparency: insight and overview. 

Why do we need transparency?

Without internal transparency there is no way, for organizations, of being flexible, and of rapidly responding to changing markets, political pressures, operational risks, etc. Without such adaptability disasters are waiting to happen. Without some degree of transparency no central management is effectively possible. 

Why PM? Third approach.

The third way in which an answer might be given to the question “why PM” is by pointing out:

1.3 what is peculiar (better) about pm, in comparison with other planning and control methods?

At conferences some fuss is often made of the theory of PM. I frankly don’t think that’s worth spending much time on. PM starts, I think, from common sense, rather than from theoretical sophistication. 

If you know that you have a number of tasks to do to achieve some result, then it makes sense to write all those tasks down, so you won’t forget any. 

If you do that with some care, then you have a Work Breakdown Structure, at least in principle. 

Because some tasks have to be done in a certain order, it makes common sense to arrange them in that order along a time line. Draw lines to express dependencies between tasks (e.g. first plow, then level, then sow, then weed, then harvest), and you have a PERT plan.  

The power of project management does not stem from its powerful and sophisticated theoretical foundation. PM is valid at the level of simple common sense truth. Of course people in PM usually have more than common sense to work with: statistical & economic theories, and tremendous computing and information handling capacities.

What is peculiar about PM?

Compare it to any other planning tool, and you’ll see that 

PM is unique in that it immediately relates expenditure (money, manhours, calendar days) with achievements. 

That was the very beginning of project planning, remember? First you identify the tasks to do, then you estimate a duration for each task, and then you continue, e.g. to calculate total throughput times, the critical path, etc.

Because every task follows some other, and is followed by some other task, the completion of each task is a partial goal achievement. PM simply is a way of keeping track of such partial goal achievements. 

Compared to most other planning methods the ‘planning unit’ in PM is the task, not a quantity of inputs. Other planning methods start by juggling with resources to achieve an optimum. PM starts with tasks, that is: human activities aiming at a specific purpose. That is what is unique about PM, in my opinion, and that is what makes it so useful.

2.
HOW to introduce PM?

As to all good questions, there are several possible answers:

2. 1
Project or Portfolio management?
The “how” of introducing pm depends on your perspective, and on your organization’s most pressing needs.

Remember, please, that PM in itself doesn’t do much. 

What it can do for you is what you want it to do, if you can define what you need, and if you can get things organized to serve your needs.

What you want from it will depend on your perspective: from the top (top down), or from the work floor (bottom up).

If your perspective is from the top, your requirements will be twofold.

In the first place you’ll want to know that the organization is efficient in what it does, so that the work does not take more resources than necessary.   

In the second place you’ll want to know that your organization is efficient in its choice of operational goals, so that no resources and efforts are spent on things that are non-essential, don’t yield enough benefits, are too risky, or are not in line with the strategic priorities as they have been identified.

The first requirement is one of “doing your projects right”. The second of “doing the right projects”. 

The first thing to remember about introducing PM in government is that it takes time, and that it isn’t possible to achieve everything in one go.

If your organization’s main problem is that it can’t get things organized to deliver the intended results on time (a piece of draft legislation, a complete set of tender documents for …, or whatever), according to specification, and/or within budget, then the primary focus should be on managing your projects better.

If the primary problem is how to divide a total of resources over various policy aims & objectives, then the attention should, firstly, be on portfolio management, as it is known in “the business”.  

The question, then, is not how to most efficiently have that piece of draft legislation written, or the tender dossier complete:

Is legislation the way of attacking this problem, or are there more 

(cost-)effective ways to produce the required results, 

and – if so – what kind of a law do we require?

Can this work best be tendered out to the private sector: do we have the money, is that consistent with our policies, etc?

Can we afford (not) to spend this much money for that purpose, given its political weight?

If your perspective is bottom up, from the workfloor upward, as it is for most people in any organization, your concern is only with your own tasks, or with your own project(s). You don’t need top management’s overview of activities, expenditure & results; your concern is to do your own task or project right. The tool you need helps you do just that.

The first answer to the question “how?” is, therefore: “that depends on your requirements and on the challenges your organization faces”.

My second way of answering the question “How to introduce PM?” is:

2.2
Carefully and step by step.

When you introduce PM in an environment that did not use this method before, then care has to be taken in a number of respects.

a. create a proper pm organizational environment.

If you adopt project management as a way of planning & controlling activities, then you’ll want to make sure that all the projects to be undertaken are defined and structured so that they are all comparable. 

Projects run in phases. How & where you define the boundaries of phases is somewhat arbitrary.  From an organizational point of view you’ll want to make sure that each project is prepared and structured in a standard way, so that e.g. a funding request re. one project is directly comparable to any funding request for any other project. 

When you receive a number of funding requests to decide about, you’ll want to be sure that the proposals have been prepared in a similar way, based on the same considerations. If one proposal includes an assessment of risks, and the other doesn’t, or e.g. if the returns on investment have been calculated in a different way in different funding requests, then how do you decide which one to fund?

Long years of experience of applying PM principles in a range of government and private business environments have taught us the importance of 

first determining a framework of PM definitions, templates, procedures, etc., before actually starting to plan and execute any projects. 

How do we divide projects in to phases of preparation and execution?

What documents should be produced, and approved, at the end of each phase? 

What information should e.g. a project proposal contain?

Who may approve or decide what? 

Who has access to which information? 

How to assess risks and how to estimate returns on investment, how to track the progress of documents, from draft 0 to version 1.1 and further, etc. etc.?
If your organization fails to determine such a common framework, within which separate projects are planned and executed, then – perhaps – the introduction of PM will help execute complexes of activities more efficiently.

But it won’t help the central management of things.

Without such a common framework it will even be difficult for you to demonstrate that the organization now works more efficiently than before, because, basically, you have only a vague idea of what you are comparing.

My first recommendation, therefore, is: first adopt a common pm framework of procedures, definitions, templates, etc..

My second recommendation is to make a project of the introduction of PM.

Make someone with sufficient “clout” primarily responsible (project manager),

Plan, plot and phase all activities to be undertaken; pay special care to information, PR, and training. Define milestones to be achieved along the way to a complete & flawlessly functioning PM system.

Such milestones are important for two reasons: 

· to show to ‘the top’ that things are progressing as planned;

· to bolster participants’ confidence and work satisfaction.

My third way of answering the question “How to introduce PM?” 

refers back to remarks I made earlier: if it’s not fed by a desire for transparency, then PM is only a gimmick.

The primary reaction of many people, confronted by a requirement to provide more information about how they work & what they do, will be negative. Most people instinctively don’t want their boss to know everything.

IF you, as the leadership of some Ministry, Municipality, or other branch of Government, want clarity about what it happening in your organization, 

then the fact that you want it isn’t a guarantee of success, unless you

2.3
Make the rank & file” in your organization feel that they have to co-operate, or consider it in their interest to co-operate.  

You may want such clarity e.g. because those politically responsible require you to document how you spent the resources you had available, and what you achieved by that expenditure.

Many are the examples of organizational measures introduced with some fanfare, but then rapidly forgotten because nobody bothered to turn them into practice, and because the top of the organization didn’t enforce them.

The only valid reason for the introduction of PM is to help change the way in which (the people in) an organization, Ministry or whatever, operate(s). 

If the idea is to have a gimmick that produces clarity and accountability without anyone having to adapt their modus operandi, then PM definitely isn’t the tool to go for. 

In other words: one adopts PM because one wants to change the way people work. Expecting PM to yield results, such as clarity, only by formally adopting it, is an illusion.

Support from the top of any organization, not for PM as such but for the need to clarify things within the enterprise, is the first requirement of success. The support of the “rank & file”, or at least the benefit of their doubt, is another requirement.

Therefore public relations, and the information and training of all people who have to ‘feed’ & use the information system, is an aspect to be part of any plan to introduce PM in a new organizational environment. 

If you want to introduce pm, then let that not be an exercise of a few specialists, working in an ivory tower in the top of a ministry or central office. Spread the message, inform, train, convert ‘the rank & file’.

My fourth answer to “how to introduce pm?”

2.4
Start with the recording of everyone’s time.

Do not expect a pm system to provide optimum clarity immediately after its introduction. Do not under-estimate the number of things yet to think and to agree about (think only of approval procedures, and document templates). Start with something simple, like time recording.

Time recording also has the advantage that it applies to everyone in the organization, from the CEO down to the shop floor assistant. If the president does it, then why shouldn’t I?

Now time recording also isn’t all that simple, because there should be some uniformity in what people record time against. Anecdote: “I’m building a cathedral” vs. “I’m hauling bricks”.  Recording time therefore requires a central definition of what people can record time against: approved projects, or tactical aims, or whatever, to say what they have been busy with.

In governmental organizations there is always the handicap that projects aiming at strategic & less lofty goals, have to compete with “the normal work”. People typically are not relieved of their normal duties when they participate in one or more projects.

My last answer to “how to introduce pm?”:

2.5
Do not too easily accept the validity of remarks such as “yes, we know this principle, but we can’t apply that here, because this organization works differently”. 

I have never worked in any organization, governmental or private, that did not claim to be an exception to general organizational rules, because of something in which they claimed to be different from all other organizations in the world. Everyone thinks they’re special; and rightly so, up to a point. On a higher level of abstraction, however, underlying similarities become visible.

Of course the construction of a large bridge is different from preparing a new piece of legislation. PM was developed for the first rather than the second application. However, there is no reason why PM can’t help you get a better grip on the process of drafting new legislation, if you want to have such a grip. 

Preparation of legislation is a/o different from building a bridge in the following respects:

· the people who build a bridge are unsually doing nothing else, besides building that bridge; people involved with the preparation of legislation typically have numerous other duties also to take care of. 

Special care must be taken to ensure that the people required are available for enough of their time to get the job done. In governmental organizations that isn’t easy to ensure: the time of key personnel is usually much in demand.

· within complex organizations such as Ministries there are informal channels of communication and of influencing decisions. The Ministry of X, Y or Z wants certain things to be written in (or out of) the new legislation to be adopted. They happen to know someone in “our” Ministry, involved in the drafting process, so they directly approach him/her, to lobby their Ministry’s interest. 

However useful such informal contacts may be as means of information exchange, they are counterproductive as decision making mechanisms (unless properly documented), if one wants clarity and transparency. 

It then becomes difficult to trace on whose initiative, why & how the draft document changed from any version i to version i+1.

Direct informal lobbying, if it is effective, or direct political interference from above, makes the project manager’s job more difficult.   

· All government activities run in cycles. In democratic countries these cycles are primarily dependent or electoral time schedules, and secondly on adopted procedures (annual budgets, parliamentary routines).

Many projects fail because their planning isn’t synchronized with these cycles. Failure to ensure such synchronization creates delays, or even stagnation, e.g. because after an election the new parliament requires the new government to once again justify a decision taken earlier by the previous government.

As our experience, and that of our colleagues in other countries (supported by numerous case studies) indicate, project management and portfolio management can be powerful tools in the hands of government agencies to more tightly plan, budget, monitor, and report on their activities, expenditure, and achievements.

My company, I’m happy to say, is in the forefront of developing and implementing systems to allow e.g. government bodies to control whole spectra of – often interrelated - complexes of activities. Think e.g. of the multitude of tasks involved with the lay-out and construction of new satellite settlements by large municipalities. 

Without the powerful tools we and others build for such agencies it would, in fact, be impossible to effectively manage portfolios of billions of dollars spent annually across a multitude of aims, objectives, and policy requirements.

Such control & management is, to a large extent, what ‘good governance’ is about.

Purmerend, May 8th, 2003
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