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Veris Associates, Inc.


The Top Ten Reasons Why PMOs Fail

Veris has compiled a short list of the top ten reasons why PMOs fail, based on our experience and Lessons Learned exercises with our clients. These are in no particular order, but are real-world observations with very real consequences. In most cases, the solutions are relatively obvious, but identifying the issue and implementing the correction is not generally an easy task, and may require additional expertise and assistance.
1) Planning Phase Pressures 
 In today’s fast-paced world market, there is the ever present temptation to cut corners and try to beat the competition to market. But just as the concept of shooting first and aiming later has been proven faulty, so too, will pushing past the planning phase of a project and into implementation too quickly.  The 80/20 rule of 80% planning and 20% implementation has been proven effective time and again.
2) Over-Processing 

PMOs, like many other business functions, work best when processes are well defined, standardized, and map back to the business requirements they have been created to support. Oftentimes we become too focused on the processes we are creating and less focused on why they’re being created in the first place. 

3) Lack of Accountability 

Holding the line is not easy, and most often the path of least resistance is the most well-traveled. In a PMO there will be many processes and tools, which, when used appropriately, will help drive efficiency and effectiveness. If the processes are not adhered to or leveraged in a consistent way, and the users of the process are not held accountable, there may be more disruption to the overall system than if there were no standards at all.

4) Working in a Vacuum 

Due to political pressures and/or a lack of management, individuals or small groups will fight the initial PMO implementations and form hold-outs that don’t conform to the standards of the PMO. These hold-out groups cause disruption among the staff and can breakdown all continuity within the PMO over time if allowed to exist.

5) Not Result Focused 

When a PMO losses sight of their purpose, which should be to align outcomes to business goals of the organization, another adverse side effect can be best described as “garbage in–garbage out.” The PMO begins responding to the requests of managers and directors who want to see statistics or reports that show improvement and positive outcomes. As the focus becomes the results of the reports, rather than what is really happening in the organization, the inputs to the reports become modified from reality to “massaged” input in order to make the outputs of the reports “acceptable.”
6) Academic vs. Experienced 

Too much of anything can have a negative influence. In a PMO, having a balance across both the managerial and consultant level of academic and experienced Project Managers is essential. The correct balance will allow you to feel confident that your team will not be leading itself into issues like: lack of documentation, too much focus on theory of Project Management, avoidance of fiscal responsibility, or other “pitfalls” of the single-focused organization.  
7) Diluted Authority 

The PMO must run in an autonomous manner, yet be accountable to its clients. It simply does not, and will not, work to have more than one manager leading an engagement, and yet because the client often plays such a crucial role during the planning and implementation phase of the project, the RACI (Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed) assignments break down and project teams find themselves pulled in multiple directions by often opposing forces.  Roles must be clear, and the Project Manager must lead the project.
8) Lack of Portfolio Management 

Why are we doing this project? This is a question that few dare to ask. When someone finally breaks the ice, it is usually too late to go back and assess the true business value. PMOs can only be as effective in implementing quality oriented projects as the vehicle that creates their queue. A well executed project that delivers a change associated with little or no value is still going to be perceived within the environment as a failure.  Upfront planning, alignment with business objectives and other projects, and proven value to the organization must be preliminary to approving commitment of resources (including funding) to a project.
9) Missing the ITSM Alignment 

Projects implement change. Change must be managed in order to minimize impact to the environment (and ultimately, users). If the PMO is not properly aligned to the ITSM processes there will be communication and change control failures with ramifications extending into all other aspects of the IT organization.

10) Lack of Sponsorship 

Implementations happen at the bottom of the food chain, but the support for the required changes must happen at the top. Environments forced to implement changes that are not perceived to be driven by management are doomed to failure. As a result, PMOs requiring process and tools usage, without support from management, will be constantly defending themselves and the need for those same processes and tools.
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