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Effectiveness in Project Portfolio Management by Peerasit Patanakul, Audrey Curtis, and Brian Koppel
Project Management Institute, 2013, ISBN: 9781935589860, paperback, 66pp., $15.95 Member, $19.95 Nonmember.
It has been said that good things come in small packages. So it is with Effectiveness in Project Portfolio Management by Peerasit Patanakul, Audrey Curtis, and Brian Koppel.
This study report gets off to a shaky start for practitioners with an introductory section that is so heavily cited that it is difficult to read. It's the kind of writing that tempts a busy practitioner to set it aside and look elsewhere. That would be a mistake. The introduction is a comprehensive and necessary overview that presents a collection of summary sentences useful to practitioners, followed by a reference to sources that is useful to academics. Impatient practitioners should go with the flow here and distill the essence of this review.
The authors describe a simple goal: use a case-study approach to investigate project portfolio management (PPM) effectiveness, propose a definition of PPM effectiveness, and propose criteria for measuring PPM effectiveness. They begin with a literature review that traces the development of organizational effectiveness thinking from Frederick Taylor's foundational work on scientific management to the integrated frameworks of contemporary times. Readers will encounter a summary/reference style reminiscent of the introduction. By now, practitioners may have developed an appreciation for the authors' concise content and delivery.
A short description of the research method follows. The authors employed a case-study approach that included five organizations from both the profit and not-for-profit sectors. The authors conducted interviews with six to ten individuals from each organization, transcribed the interviews for analysis, compared the findings with existing literature, developed a definition of PPM, and revisited the data to see if they confirmed the definition.
Chapter 3 describes the practices of the five study organizations, including telecommunication services, insurance services, insurance, financial services, and government research and development. Using different approaches, the organizations all practiced some form of portfolio alignment, monitoring, and control. They all practiced standardized project management processes and methodologies. A helpful table summarizes similarities and differences among cases considering nine individual factors.
Chapter 4 presents and discusses a proposed definition of PPM effectiveness that arises from cross-case analysis. Counter to the brevity heretofore, it is lengthy and complete. This is good. A definition that leaves too much to the imagination is no definition at all. None of the organizations studied had an explicit definition of PPM effectiveness. In this regard, the authors' contribution is a codification of practice and something of a breakthrough in the theoretical underpinnings of the science.
So given all this, a logical question is: How does PPM effectiveness happen? What are the drivers? What leads to PPM effectiveness? The authors address this in Chapter 5, which may be of central interest to practitioners. The authors suggest that influencing factors include, but are not limited to: formal strategic planning and capital budgeting, organizational entities responsible for project and portfolio management and their organizational placement, frameworks and processes for project portfolio management and information systems support, organizational culture, and committed, active, and competent participants. The authors discuss each one of these factors, providing examples from the five participating organizations that offer contrasting paths to the same goal.
Measuring PPM effectiveness is the final step of the study effort. Both outcome and process measurements are essential, reflecting the basic quality principle that it is important to check results during a process, not just at the end. Another helpful table summarizes potential outcome and process measures.
The authors close with a wrap-up of contributions and implications of the study. They address both theory and practice, with an extensive review of benefits to practitioners.
Project portfolio management is the foundation of the pyramid of projects, programs, and portfolios. Effectiveness in Project Portfolio Management is the foundation for understanding and applying this emerging discipline.
~~~~~~~~
Reviewed by Kenneth H. Rose
Kenneth H. Rose, PMP, Director, Peninsula Center for Project Management in Hampton, VA, USA, and winner of the 2006 PMI David I. Cleland Project Management Literature Award.
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