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Abstract

Purpose: Not all organizations have explored the potential of a PMO to support project delivery. We will use the case of an IT 
Portuguese company that is evolving into a project-oriented set up to ascertain the perceived value of PMO and associated functions. 
The goal is to tap into the insights provided by leadership, to determine whether a PMO would be suitable for the company, and 
which PMO design would be likely to respond to the most pressing internal project management challenges.
Methodology: a case study methodology was used. Data was collected from observation, questionnaires and a focus group session, 
directed at the leadership layer of the organization (including top leadership).
Findings: a multi-project PMO had not been witnessed often by participants. PMO functions were largely deemed as very 
important or of considerable importance to the company and were not being adequately compensated by other areas. Control and 
standardization related functions gathered strong consensus. PMO operational and supportive nature appears to be favored.
Research Limitations: more focus group sessions, targeting mid-level management should be held, and are planned, to determine 
whether the conclusions corroborate the findings. Also, non-management staff were not included in the study.
Practical Value: companies without PMO in similar contexts can benefit from the example to support PMO creation process, 
including PMO design and target approach.
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Introduction
Change is now constant, and it has been forcing adaptations in lifestyles, economies, and in the way projects are 

managed to maximize value for organizations [1] [2]. To take an organization from point A to point B, one will have 
to resort to projects that support its short, medium, and long-term strategic planning, allowing it to maintain the validity 
of its value proposition and ensuring its continuity [3].

Nonetheless, projects often fail [4], which can be observed through the systematic low success rate of projects 
reported by the Standish Group CHAOS reports. In the 2018 version of the report, only 36% of completed projects 
achieved success [4]. In the academic literature, Budzier and Flyvbjerg  [5] found that projects in the United States of 
America (USA) exceeded, on average, the estimated costs by about 27%, and one in six projects exceeded the original 
budget by 200%; Lee, Cuellar, Keil, and Johnson [6] argued that information system development projects continued 
to have high failure rates; and Ham and Lee [7] demonstrated that project complexity has increased and is associated 
with delays, higher costs, and a decline in user satisfaction.

The consolidation of project management methodologies, supported by the inclusion of Project Management 
Offices (PMO) in organizational structures, is a common response to improve project performance and success [8].

The limited research on PMO in the Portuguese context, coupled with the lack of consensus in the project 
management literature regarding PMO value [18][19][4][20][21][22], has raised questions about how to effectively 
enhance and solidify project management practices in a technology company based in Portugal. This company 
presently lacks a PMO but prioritizes project delivery as a fundamental aspect of its operations.

The research problem identified is: “To what level can an IT PMO be an important tool to advance project 
management in a Portuguese tech company, and what functions should it perform?”.

Firstly, a literature review will be conducted, focusing on the treatment of PMOs in both the community of practice 
and academia. Next, the methodology will be presented, followed by a discussion of the results obtained. Finally, the 
conclusions, limitations, and contributions of the study will be addressed, followed by acknowledgements. 

1. Literature Review
The PMBOK, 7th edition [2], although recognizing significant variability, defines PMO as a management structure 

that promotes standardization of project-related governance processes and acts as a facilitator of resources, tools, 
methodologies, and techniques. The concept of PMO has evolved significantly throughout the years, with the 
progressive realization that practices and functions expected to be performed by the PMO are as varied as the industries 
and even companies in which they operate [9].

The notion of PMO is a relatively new addition to the project management body of knowledge [9]. In fact, the first 
edition of the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge, published by the PMI in 1996 [10], does not 
even mention the concept. The evolution of the approach to the PMO concept and roles in the PMBOK Guides mirrors
the road that both the academic and professional communities have travelled in their understanding of the phenomenon.

When analyzing the evolution of PMO in the PMBOK Guides, we can observe that the Project Office was only 
acknowledged in the Second Edition of the standard launched in 2000[11], but no definition was offered. A definition 
for PMO is introduced in the Third Edition of the standard [12], however, it is quite prescriptive. In fact, according to 
this definition, a PMO would necessarily oversee the management of projects and programs in an organization and
would observe some key features described in the document. In the Fourth Edition of the standard [13], from 2008, 
after research on PMO had advanced [14], the diversity of PMO is formally recognized, with the addition of wording 
that states the form, function and structure of a PMO to be completely contingent upon the needs of the organization 
that hosts it. This is consistent with the results of a study on the global population of PMO carried out by Hobbs and 
Aubry in 2007 [14], that was also partly funded by the PMI. The reference to PMO key features disappears. In the 
Fifth Edition of the standard [15], the categorization of PMO into three different types (Supportive, Controlling and 
Directive) is introduced, and the PMO definition is reviewed. The PMO is then seen as an organizational unit at the 
service of the standardization of project management related processes and facilitation of project management 
resources, including methodologies, tools, and techniques. In the Sixth Edition [16], the wording related to PMO is 
relatively unchanged from the previous standard, but more mentions to PMO appear throughout the whole document.

In the Seventh and current edition of the standard [2], the document has been totally re-written, going from process-
based to principles-based. It is much shorter than the previous version of the standard, however, the wording related 
to PMO is expanded (with a dedicated Appendix X3), and there are more references to PMO than ever throughout the 
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document. Several concepts are introduced, such as the PMO Value Proposition, with a focus on value generation and 
contributions to the achievement of business outcomes. It is clearly stated that PMO should be evaluated based on the 
value they generate for their organizations. References to the role of PMO in flatter structures, agility driven, appear, 
and PMO types such as Agile Centers of Excellence (ACoEs) and Value Delivery Offices (VDOs) are introduced.

The academic landmark regarding PMO appears to be the study of 500 PMO, a large sample from diverse regions 
worldwide, conducted by Hobbs and Aubry [14], that was later consolidated into a book [17]. In this study, a notable 
finding highlighted the extensive variability and inherent complexity within the PMO phenomenon. Indeed, PMO
come in diverse forms, differing in scope, functions, maturity, organizational location, and nomenclature.

The study emphasized that despite the practitioners expressing a desire for it, consolidating a 'best practices 
standard' akin to the PMBOK guide for PMO was unfeasible. This conclusion arose from the understanding that the 
best practices are contingent upon what is deemed relevant and useful within the unique context of each organization. 
In essence, the legitimacy and survival of PMO are intricately linked to the value they bring to their organizations.

Precisely because they vary so much in form and function, their impact and performance is difficult to measure 
with precision, which makes it difficult to justify the investment they require [9]. In Hobbs and Aubry earlier study
[14], a whopping 42% of all PMO surveyed was reported to have its relevance or existence seriously questioned in 
recent years, with the authors indicating that the reality of PMO in organizations would probably be even worse, due 
to the positive bias of the respondents. 

There is difficulty reaching consensus regarding PMO both in the academy and in the community of practice. In 
the meantime, practitioners advocate for PMO implementation through “how-to” guides, claiming it is a best practice, 
without substantiating their claims with peer reviewed studies. The PMO has become a commodity [9].

However, some studies suggest a positive impact of either the PMO or PMO functions on project performance, in 
the organizations that host them [18] [19] [4].

In the IT industry especially, some studies seem to advocate for the benefits of establishing PMO. Despite the lack 
of empirical evidence to support the benefits of PMO creation, Liu and Yetton [20] conclude that deploying PMO
could have a significant impact on project performance if one is operating in high uncertainty environments, such as 
IT, since several PMO functions facilitate cross-project learning.

In a study encompassing testimonies from 40 major private Brazilian companies [21], including 32 CIOs, almost 
all the 20 companies that declared having an IT PMO disagreed with the statement that they were considering 
terminating their IT PMO. In this study, the variables “(Dis)satisfaction with control over the portfolio” and “Favorable
views of PMO” correlated significantly with an adequate context for the setup of IT PMO. This appears to indicate 
that the perception of lack of control over the company’s portfolio sets the ground for a favorable context to set up an 
IT PMO with positive outcomes.

In the opposite sense, Lundqvist [22] examined the IT public sector landscape in Sweden and concluded that IT 
PMO did not appear to be as important after all for Swedish public authorities, when carrying out successful IT 
projects, as the existence of a PMO correlated only (medium strength correlation in Cohen’s scale) with 7 out of the 
71 variables that represented good project management practices. The 7 variables related to usage, understanding and 
support of methodologies, PM competence, PMO involvement in business value realization and quality of sponsorship. 
As such, the author concludes that PMO cannot be seen as a miraculous remedy to fix every problem related to project 
management, and that it is important not to make decisions based on an overestimation of PMO’s impact.

Ward and Daniel [25] also reported a detrimental effect of PMO presence on IT senior leadership satisfaction, due 
to increased intolerance regarding project issues or challenges, when the investment has been made to create a PMO.

It is worth mentioning that Liu and Yetton [20] selected only high-performing companies from Australia, which 
does not provide a comprehensive picture of how all PMOs operate [9]. Spelta and Albertin [21] focused on large 
companies with annual revenues ranging from hundreds of millions to several billions of USD, which are not project-
oriented, while Lundqvist [22] examined only the public sector. Ward and Daniel [25] targeted respondents from 55 
different IS companies (mostly in the UK), not specifying if they were project oriented or not, and 69% of those 
companies already had PMO. None of these studies offer a precise comparison to the current case.

2. Methodology
The selected company is a medium-sized technology provider, with approximately 150 to 200 employees. Based 

in Portugal, it has been in business for several decades, delivering systems to both Portuguese and international 
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corporate clients. While Portuguese clients traditionally represent most of its business, the company is increasingly 
strengthening its international client portfolio. The annual revenue is in the tens of millions of USD.

This article follows a case study methodology [23]. The research used three different methods to collect data: (i) 
direct observation, (ii) a questionnaire and (iii) a focus group. This fulfilled the requirement imposed by Yin [23] to 
prevent bias in the study by triangulating sources. The goal was assessing the professionals’ views on PMO and its
functions, through a questionnaire (quantitative phase) and a focus group (qualitative phase), including the leadership 
of the organization. Observation was used to gather contextual information regarding the company, stakeholder 
motivation and political tensions that could influence stakeholders’ responses.

The categories of analysis were mixed. The initial phase was inductive (quantitative) to infer existing notions 
regarding PMO and its associated functions. This was followed by a deductive (qualitative) phase to confirm the 
outputs of the questionnaires during a focus group session.

The questionnaire, submitted to quantitative analysis, contained a small text in which the concept of a multi-project 
PMO was explained to the respondents. Two main questions were asked:

• From your perspective, how important are the following roles or functions in a PMO mandate customized to 
fit your current company's needs? (27 functions were listed based on [14])

• Are there any other functions/roles that you would consider important for a PMO to execute?
In the first question, the 27 potential PMO functions outlined in the study conducted by Hobbs and Aubry in 

2007[14] were presented to the respondents, which they were asked to grade in a scale of importance (going from 0-
Not important at all to 4-Very Important), considering the current needs and challenges faced by their organization. 

The leadership layer of the organization is composed of 29 people, excluding the CEO. Out of these, 22 people 
were invited to respond as they were directly connected to project delivery. Only 17 valid responses were obtained.

After the questionnaire, a focus group session was held to discuss the findings. The session lasted for 1 hour and 
30 minutes and included six participants: two C-level executives and four directors. These individuals were selected 
to represent the highest hierarchy within the company and belonged to multiple areas of the organization, all connected 
or impacted by project delivery. Another focus group session with mid-level management and Project Managers has 
been deemed relevant and is planned to occur in the next steps of the investigation.

3. Discussion of results

3.1. Quantitative Phase - Questionnaire Results
Out of 22 participants invited, 17 valid responses were obtained, which amounts to 77% response rate. Indeed, 15 

(56%) out of the 27 functions scored 3 or higher on the importance scale, and were deemed to be, on average, either 
of Considerable Importance or Very Important for the organization, given its current challenges. No function scored 
lower than 2 – “Of Some Importance”, in average. This suggests that there is a favorable view of PMO across the 
leadership layers of the referenced company, and that there is an organizational resolve towards enhancing project 
management maturity. Table 1 details the top 5 most valued PMO functions, ranked according to their average score.

Table 1. Detail of Top 5 most valued PMO functions
Rank 1 2 3 4 5

Monitor and 
control project 
performance

Develop and implement a 
PM standard methodology

Conduct post-
project reviews or 
postmortems

Coordinate 
between projects

Monitor and control the 
performance of the PMO

Average 3,71 3,59 3,29 3,29 3,24
Median 4 4 4 4 3

Mode 4 4 4 4 3

Std Deviation 0,47 0,62 0,85 1,05 0,66
Q1 3 3 3 3 3

Q3 4 4 4 4 4

Min 3 2 2 0 2

Max 4 4 4 4 4
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When determining the ranks, the average was used. If two or more functions shared the same average perceived 
importance results, the standard deviation was used, as it indicated consensus around a particular PMO function.

The 12 (44%) remaining functions scored either 2,94 or lower. The lowest score obtained by any PMO function 
was 1,94, corresponding to “Identify, select and prioritize new projects”.

As per the Table 1, there are two functions that gather very high scores, with generalized consensus: “Monitor and 
control project performance” and “Develop and implement a PM standard methodology”, with scores of 3,71 and 3,59 
respectively. The almost unanimity of the top scores related to the monitoring and control functions could imply that 
this is a field that leadership strongly feels needs to be reinforced. This echoes Spelta & Albertin study [21], that 
concluded that “(Dis)satisfaction with control over the portfolio” and “Favorable views of PMO” were key variables 
that set the ground for a PMO implementation, with positive outcomes.

The standardization of project management related processes and implementation of a standard methodology 
comes second, which also demonstrates the will to advance in process maturity. The function “Conduct post-project 
reviews or postmortems” scored 3.29, which suggests that organizational learning is very much a concern for 
leadership. The “Coordinate between Projects” function scored 3,29, but had a big standard deviation, due to a 
respondent that scored it as 0 – Not important at all. As the pool of respondents is quite small (N=17), this alone is 
capable of skewing results. Even so, the function made the TOP 5, because most respondents scored this function as 
3 or 4. The “Monitor and Control the Performance of the PMO” function comes in at 5th place in terms of importance, 
indicating leadership would favor a regular review of PMO performance.

Table 2 details the results obtained by the functions that ranked between 6th and 10th place in the scale.

Table 2. Detail of 6th-10th most valued PMO functions

Rank 6 7 8 9 10

Implement and 
manage a database 
of lessons learned

Report the status of 
projects to upper 
management

Provide 
Mentoring for 
Project Managers

Recruit, 
Select and 
Evaluate PMs

Execute specialized tasks for PMs, 
e.g. preparation of schedules, risk 
analysis, project recovery

Average 3,24 3,18 3,06 3,06 3,06
Median 3 3 3 3 3
Mode 4 4 3 4 3
Std Deviation 0,75 0,95 0,83 1,09 1,14

Q1 3 3 3 3 3
Q3 4 4 4 4 4
Min 2 1 1 0 0
Max 4 4 4 4 4

The results of the PMO functions that scored between the 6th and 10th positions of the ranking, suggest that the
tendency towards the favoring of knowledge brokerage functions and information dissemination is affirmed (lessons 
learned management, report status to upper management, PM mentoring), as suggested by the high ranking of the 
Conduct post-project reviews function (Top 3). The 9th and 10th ranked functions have higher standard deviations and 
lower minimum scores, which could indicate these functions would not gather enough consensus to be included in an 
initial PMO model proposition.

Regarding the second question, when asked: “Are there any other functions/roles that you would consider important 
for a PMO to execute?”, the respondents provided the following answers: “Quality control”, “Facilitating 
negotiations/prioritizations among internal areas of the company, given the challenges of projects and scarce shared 
resources”, “Focus on and for all programs/projects: Develop and implement a PM standard methodology; Coordinate 
between projects: enable optimal utilization of resources” and “The PMO could support tools and partner selection 
within projects”.

The resource scarcity issue is referenced in the written comments, but the direct resource allocation function scores 
lower on average (coming in at 19th place with an average score of 2,88), with a standard deviation of 1,11 and 
minimum score of 0, which indicates less consensus. This is reinforced by the written response to the 2nd question,
that states “to facilitate negotiations/prioritizations among internal company departments” versus to directly decide 
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on resource allocation. Indeed, if a facilitating role between the different departments is preferred, then the PMO 
would not directly allocate resources from a pool, according to its own judgement, which appears consistent with the 
previous matrixed nature of this company. The authors observed that the company is evolving to a more project-
oriented nature, but there are still natural tensions between the resource managers versus the project managers. The 
former still maintain some of the resource allocation prerogatives.

3.2. Qualitative Phase – Focus Groups
At the opening of the focus group, a summary of the results obtained in the questionnaire was presented and some 

questions were asked to the participants:
• Question: Why has a PMO never been created in the company?

Director 1 - “Creating a separate organic PMO? There have never been dedicated resources for that… It seems 
like there hasn’t been the will or recognition. The importance of a potential PMO hasn’t been understood yet.”

There were references to single project/program PMO established in the past, but no multi-project PMO. One 
participant was inclined to believe that some of the PMO functions outlined in the top 5 most valued were being done 
in some internal departments, but this was promptly contradicted by other participants:

Director 1 - “Sort of. I'd say we're not quite there yet. (…). We once tried to develop templates, common practices... 
but it never really became autonomous.”

This first question prompted a discussion in which it became apparent that there was some confusion regarding 
the PMO concept and that its outlines were not yet fully understood by all the senior leadership. Overlap of multi-
project PMO concept with department that groups project managers or single-program dedicated unit were manifest.

Director 2 - “(…) historically, I only saw PMO in things of enormous relevance that were programs...”
It would appear then, that part of the reason why a PMO was never established within the company is the fact this 

was not something that was witnessed by most of the participants during their careers, as it may not be very common 
in the Portuguese tech landscape. By not being exposed to multi-projects PMO, some of the participants did not have 
a full understanding of the concept, and, in consequence, could not have championed such an initiative. The concept 
of multi-project PMO was explained in the questionnaire phase and reminded to all participants in the focus group.

• Question: How are the Top 5 functions being executed now in the organization, if at all?
“(…) Director 1 - No, clearly, they are not being done...”, “(…) Director 2 - Oh, but no, we're not doing everything... 
In fact, we're doing very little of what's listed here, even... (laughter)”, “C-Level 1 - I would say the part we do worst 
is the Coordination between projects...”.

From the feedback obtained, it seems apparent that not all the functions are being performed, if at all, apart from 
the responsibilities assigned to the Project Managers. There is however widespread consensus in senior leadership that 
we should advance in each of those areas, especially the drive towards project management processes standardization:
“Director 2 - The standardization of the methodology is one of the initiatives that came out of the latest feedback from 
people, that this is an issue in the organization (…) when we (…) asked for feedback from people, this is a point with 
enormous, enormous strength.”, “C-Level 1 - I agree, and I couldn't agree more. (…)”.

The aspects linked to capture and dissemination of knowledge, all the way since project set up, were reinforced 
during the session, by multiple participants, including C-levels: “C-Level 2 – We should do that more, that is one of 
our problems (…)”; “Director 1 - (…) having a PMO that takes care of (postmortems and lessons learned) could be 
very interesting. To share among projects, right? (…) to ensure the capture and dissemination of the knowledge (…).

The role anticipated for a potential PMO appears to be of a supportive nature: “Director 1 - a PMO can be very 
important in setting up a project (…) to ensure people are following the right methodologies, that we adjust the 
methodology (…), that we align everyone from the beginning, and that we also set up these data collection and 
dissemination structures, and that we bring into discussions what we have already learned from other projects. (…).”

An overall very positive outlook regarding the functions of a PMO comes across during the discussion, as all 
participants explicitly agree with the participant that stated: “(…) Director 1 - there are a lot of virtues in having a 
PMO working from the beginning side by side with the PM, in that support perspective”. The number of times the 
terms “support” or “help” are mentioned (19 times) far outnumbered the references to “control” (6 times).

Regarding the scope of application, the question prompted a discussion regarding the need to extend PMO 
functions scope application to internal client projects, as well as external client projects. The discussion eventually led 
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to a consensus that external and internal projects should be under the scope of a PMO, but that external projects should 
be prioritized if there are capacity issues.

As most companies face multiple projects, and must decide on resource allocation, this topic is also a concern for 
the senior leadership and taps into the inter-project coordination function. The leadership felt that a useful PMO role 
would be as a facilitator, or conflict-resolution center providing support for resource allocation conflicts within 
projects. This support should be provided in the way of a discussion enabler, information gathering and data 
consolidation provider for PMs and upper management. Leadership felt very strongly that the PMO should not make 
resource allocation or other very important decisions by itself: “Director 3 - (it should be) a technical support, and in 
essence, it's someone who ensures that whoever needs to decide has all the information if there's a decision to be 
made regarding resource allocation when there's a conflict of interests (…) It should not decide alone”. Controlling 
and directive natures for future PMOs appear to be discarded.

One subject that appeared often during the discussion as a concern was the topic of accountability. In fact, senior 
leadership affirmed that introducing a PMO type structure could not hinder the fact that the ultimate responsibility for 
project monitoring and control falls on the Project Manager’s shoulders: “C-Level 1 - (…) In other words, the PM has 
a very specific accountability for the project, right? Responsibility cannot be diffuse; it cannot be in an office...”.

It is worth noting that despite the positive outlook by senior leadership on PMO presence, the study by Ward and 
Daniel [25] found that PMO presence correlated negatively with leadership satisfaction. Therefore, it is crucial for a 
PMO, if established, to closely monitor senior management satisfaction levels to ensure its legitimacy and survival. 
Additionally, when comparing the most valued PMO functions in this case to the findings in the Lundqvist study [22], 
we see that only project management practices related to the usage, understanding, and support of methodologies 
correlated with PMO presence. Although participants in this study highlighted the desirable role of the PMO in 
reinforcing communication and cooperation during the focus group, PMO presence did not significantly correlate with 
any communication and cooperation-related best practices in Lundqvist's study. These considerations are important 
to bear in mind when establishing a potential PMO in this company and during the post-implementation stage.

4. Conclusions, limitations, future work, and contributions
Overall, the results indicate that there is consensus that a lot of the PMO functions (as per Hobbs and Aubry 

[14]) would generate significant value for the organization and could help with many current project management 
challenges. Whilst some PMO functions gather widespread consensus, others do not – as an example, the function 
pertaining to the direct allocation of resources by the PMO. The functions that do not gather widespread consensus 
would not be good candidates for a first iteration of the PMO. A supportive/operational nature for a potential PMO 
also appears to be favored, as opposed to a controlling or directive one. Indeed, in the focus group, there have been 
several mentions of a supportive PMO, working alongside the Project Managers and senior leadership, helping to 
achieve the business outcomes.

PMO exist in a continuum, where “light” configurations, including supportive and knowledge brokering roles 
are at one end of the spectrum, and “heavy” configurations, where the PMO has direct responsibility for the outcome 
of projects, are at the other end of the spectrum [24]. These results suggest that an incremental approach to building 
on PMO capabilities (starting with a PMO-light configuration) should be the way to move forward. Singh, Keil and 
Kasi [24] also found that “light” and supportive PMO were more likely to be implemented successfully.

As for the research problem identified: “To what level can an IT PMO be an important tool to advance project 
management in a Portuguese tech company, and what functions should it perform?”, the answer is: the results suggest 
that a supportive/operational PMO, charged with process standardization, knowledge brokering and information 
dissemination functions (a blend of top 5 and top 10 functions) is deemed by the whole leadership as a potentially 
very important tool. It appears there could be favorable ground [21] to proceed with a PMO Model proposition and 
set up recommendations, which will be the next steps of the investigation.

As limitations, we can highlight the fact that more focus group sessions, targeting mid-level management should 
be held, to determine whether the conclusions corroborate the findings in the session directed at senior leadership. It 
could also be useful to extend the exercise to non-management staff, provided they are experienced in project delivery.

We hope that this research can provide insights for the company in question, and for other companies grappling 
with the same issues, in their road to a high-performing and mature project management discipline. We also hope to
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foster discussions on the topic in Portugal and abroad and contribute to enhancing the recognition and promotion of 
project management as a central axis for economic development, both in the public and private sectors.
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