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Portfolio Management is about making sure your organisation makes the right 

investments and gets the returns it needs for organisational growth and delivery of its 

Mission.  This infoKit is part of a series of linked resources for senior managers and 

decision makers.  

www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m  
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Portfolio Management P3M 

'PRINCE2 is recognised as a world-
class international product and is the 
standard method for project 
management, not least because it 
embodies many years of good practice 
in project management and provides a 
flexible and adaptable approach to suit 
all projects. It is a project management 
method designed to provide a 
framework covering the wide variety of 
disciplines and activities required within 
a project.' (Office of Government 
Commerce, 2007) 
 
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/methods_prince_2__overv
iew.asp 

 
MSP (Managing Successful Projects) 
- 'Programmes are different from 
projects in that it is their outcomes that 
matter, not their outputs. Programmes 
are initiated to realise benefits through 
change, whether to do things 
differently, to do different things, or to 
do things that will influence others to 
change.' (Office of Government 
Commerce, 2007) 
 
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/delivery_lifecycle_overvie
w_of_managing_successful_programmes_msp_.
asp 

Introduction 

In a linked series of resources published between 2007-2009 JISC infoNet will be taking a comprehensive look 

at the role of information and learning technologies in the context of institutional strategic planning. 

For the present this resource simply outlines: 

 How to define the kind of vision that others can turn into 

programmes and projects 

 How to gauge the level of risk and likely return on 

investment of particular uses of technology 

 The role of very senior managers in directing the 

programmes and projects within their portfolio 

We have attempted to keep this section of the Project, 

Programme and Portfolio Management resource as free from 

jargon as possible. It is however inextricably linked to a set of 

resources for specialist project managers and references two 

definitive models widely used throughout the UK and elsewhere: 

 PRINCE2 (PRojects IN Controlled Environments) 

 OGC MSP (Office of Government Commerce 

Managing Successful Programmes) 

If you do not have a background in this field it is highly 

recommended that you take a brief look at the Project and 

Programme Management infoKits in order to familiarise yourself with the key concepts and terminology. Links to 

relevant sections of these resources will also appear at key points throughout this infoKit. 

What Is Portfolio Management? 

In a world of ever increasing complexity and competing demands the ability to prioritise an institution's activities 

is key. In the education sector in particular we suffer from 'initiative overload' and it can often be difficult to 

decide what really matters most if we are to achieve our stated goals. The Portfolio Management infoKit is 

aimed at senior managers who have overall responsibility for giving strategic direction across a range of 

schools, departments or programme areas. 

Information and Learning Technologies are mission critical tools that support our strategic goals but it can often 

be difficult for senior managers from a non-technical background to understand how to make best use of their 

potential. 

http://www.ogc.gov.uk/methods_prince_2__overview.asp
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/methods_prince_2__overview.asp
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/delivery_lifecycle_overview_of_managing_successful_programmes_msp_.asp
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/delivery_lifecycle_overview_of_managing_successful_programmes_msp_.asp
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/delivery_lifecycle_overview_of_managing_successful_programmes_msp_.asp
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Portfolio Management is about making sure your organisation makes the right investments and gets the returns 

it needs for organisational growth and delivery of its Mission. In our definition Portfolio Management is about 

deciding which programmes and projects to run in order to support your strategic objectives (and therefore 

which ones not to run). Without this layer of management, projects and programmes can run for the wrong 

reasons - typically 'there's some funding available' - and such activities can end up using resource needed for 

more strategic work. 

The Gartner Group (http://www.gartner.com/) identifies Portfolio Management as a field that currently has a low 

level of definition and organisational maturity in all areas of industry yet one that carries a high level of risk and 

requires a high level of executive attention and inventiveness. You may have Performance Indicators, Balanced 

Scorecards or Executive Dashboards but no amount of tools can help unless you: 

 are clear about what you want to achieve 

 understand the culture (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management/culture) in which you 

are operating 

 are prepared to prioritise, take decisions and make them stick 

 are prepared to learn lessons from past projects and programmes 

In other words although you need data, metrics and evaluation criteria in order to inform your investment 

decisions, you ignore the 'softer' issues at your peril. Introducing change by agreeing and then carrying out a 

portfolio of projects is a complex undertaking requiring; creativity, management capability, leadership, flexibility, 

robustness, courage, the ability to accept setbacks calmly and the willingness to undertake risks. It requires the 

A tongue-in-cheek look at how the misalignment of IT and strategic goals may manifest itself 

A man in a hot air balloon realized he was lost. He reduced altitude and spotted a woman below. He 
descended a bit more and shouted, 'Excuse me, can you help me? I promised a friend I would meet 
him an hour ago but I don't know where I am.' 

The woman below replied, 'You're in a hot air balloon hovering approximately 30 feet above the 
ground. You're between 40 and 41 degrees north latitude and between 59 and 60 degrees west 
longitude.' 

'You must be in Information Technology,' said the balloonist. 

'I am,' replied the woman, 'how did you know?' 

'Well,' answered the balloonist, 'everything you told me is technically correct, but I've no idea what to 
make of your information and the fact is I'm still lost. Frankly, you've not been much help at all. If 
anything, you've delayed my trip.' 

The woman below responded, 'You must be in Management.' 

'I am,' replied the balloonist, 'but how did you know?' 

'Well,' said the woman, 'you don't know where you are or where you're going. You have risen to where 
you are, due to a large quantity of hot air. You made a promise, which you've no idea how to keep, and 
you expect people beneath you to solve your problems. The fact is you are in exactly the same position 
you were in before we met, but now, somehow, it's my fault!' 

http://www.gartner.com/
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management/culture
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Vision Statement Check List 

Does your vision statement contain, 
achieve or support the following: 

Your Mission and Strategy 

Strategic Thinking 

Visioning 

Alliances 

Inspiring the reader 

Removing barriers 

Improving effectiveness 

Innovation 

'Opening doors' to key stakeholders 
and opportunities 

Alignment with other work 

Desired capability, outcomes, 
benefits and performance indicators 

Follow the link below to see an 
example of a Vision Statement and 
supporting Corporate Planning 
Statement from Edge Hill University 

http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/VisionAndV
alues.htm 

http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/docs/Corpo
ratePlanningStatement_Sept06.pdf 

understanding that neither you as an individual, nor any single project manager, can alone hope to achieve 

anything without being willing to place trust in those to whom tasks are delegated. 

Defining Your Vision 

Most of you will have a Corporate Vision statement in the form of 

a short, to-the-point, hopefully inspiring, description of where the 

organisation wants to be at some point in the future. Visions 

often include superlatives - 'best', 'most successful', allowing 

students to reach 'their full potential'. Successful visions inspire 

people and require them to stretch themselves to achieve the 

vision. They require change. 

 Reflective of your organisation's Mission 

 Outward facing (aimed at key stakeholders and 

beneficiaries) 

o Use a language this audience will understand 

 Clear about what success will look like 

o Capabilities achieved 

o Desired outcomes 

o Desired benefits 

o Inclusive of key performance indicators which 

could be 

 Presence of something 

 Type of access to an innovation or 

service 

 Level of use 

 Extent of activity or coverage 

 Relevance of the innovation 

 Quality of the innovation 

 Effort required to achieve the change 

Your vision statement may often be linked to a Statement of Values, a list of values that staff of the organisation 

should necessarily hold if they are to contribute towards reaching the vision. The Statement of Values sets out 

the desired culture of an organisation. The actual culture of an organisation can be found in the way things are 

http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/VisionAndValues.htm
http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/VisionAndValues.htm
http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/docs/CorporatePlanningStatement_Sept06.pdf
http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/EdgeHillUni/docs/CorporatePlanningStatement_Sept06.pdf
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When does an opportunity pose a 
threat? 

Very often projects are started either 
because somebody has had a 'good 
idea' or because a funding opportunity 
has presented itself e.g. via a Regional 
Development Agency, a national body 
such as JISC or a European initiative 
such as the European Social Fund. 

There is often a temptation to bid for 
such monies to run projects without 
considering the broader strategic 
imperatives. The project call may well 
be something that a particular unit or 
department wants to do. However any 
project will not only use the resources 
offered by the external funding body, it 
will require some resources (either time 
or money) from your organisation. 
These resources are then no longer 
available to the programmes and 
projects that need to be undertaken to 
achieve strategic objectives. Put in 
simple terms, running projects without 
considering the impact on strategic 
objectives can lead to wasting money 
on 'nice to haves' whilst being unable to 

resource the essentials. 

The answer to this is to have any 
prospective project assessed by senior 
management at corporate level to see 
whether it fits into any existing 
programme, already addressing a 
strategic objective, or whether there is 
a business case for creating a new 
programme or stand-alone project 
which will then align to a strategic 
objective. 

done, in how the organisation's staff and managers treat each other, their 'customers', visitors and other 

stakeholders. For more discussion about culture see the culture section 

(http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management/culture) of the Change Management infoKit. As an 

example you can review JISC infoNet's own Statement of Values (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/mission-

statement). 

The vision statement should not include how you are going to get there. This is the role of the Strategic 

Objectives that direct your programme and project implementation plans. 

Implementing Your Vision 

The Strategic Objectives of an organisation give a time-bound, 

measurable state or result to be achieved in order to move the 

organisation along towards the vision. The timescale may be the 

current financial year, or a longer period. The Strategic 

Objectives will suggest the business changes necessary to 

achieve the result. Often you will define a programme of projects 

or activities aimed at achieving each objective. 

Each Strategic Objective of an organisation may be the 

responsibility of a single member of the Senior Management 

Team, someone who will have the ability and position to 

command the resources necessary to effect the changes 

necessary to achieve the objective. This is the person best 

placed to undertake the lead in governing the Programme. The 

role described is often given the title of Programme Sponsor or 

Senior Responsible Owner (SRO). SRO will be used to describe 

this role throughout this infoKit. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management/culture
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/mission-statement
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/mission-statement
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There may be many individual projects needed to bring about the desired change to achieve each objective and 

in an ideal situation they will be grouped into programmes with each programme aligned to a particular strategic 

objective. 
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In the real world you may inherit a situation that is less structured and you will need to make judgements about 

whether all of the projects currently underway are adequately aligned with your strategic goals and likely to 

deliver worthwhile ROI. Mapping out your activities in this way can be a useful first step in identifying duplication 

of effort and outliers that do not sit readily within the bigger picture. 

Planning Your Portfolio 

In managing your portfolio you are striving to lead a process of continuous improvement towards a particular set 

of strategic objectives. It can be helpful to have a way of visualising the portfolio at any one time and matching 

this against where you want to be. 

A simple tool for doing this is the Boston Matrix (named after its originators in the 1970s the Boston Consulting 

Group). It is also known as the Growth Share Matrix and the Product Portfolio Analysis. The Boston Matrix is a 

means of helping companies decide which products they should be investing in by analysing their market share. 

Although framed in the language of business the concepts are equally applicable to education. If you have a 

high share of the market in a particular activity (such as a subject area) you will generally be making a profit and 

enjoying economies of scale. However you cannot necessarily assume that the market will remain static. 

Some areas are likely to grow rapidly meaning that the total market share is expanding and there are 

opportunities for lots of organisations to make money. Others are declining and just because you make money 

from them at the moment you can't assume you will continue to do so in the future. 

If you are looking at this in terms of projects and programmes your focus may be on particular audience 

segments e.g. distance learners, work-based learners or research areas rather than particular taught subject 

areas. 

The Boston Matrix places each of the activities in your portfolio on one of four quadrants against axes of Market 

Share and Market Growth: 
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The quadrants are defined as follows: 

Dogs/Shrinkers Low Market Share/Low Market Growth 

Your market share is low or declining. In many cases this is simply because the market for these activities is 

declining rather than a weakness in your offer. There may however be opportunities for reasonable returns as a 

niche player. 

Cash Cows/Bankers High Market Share/Low Market Growth 

You are well established in these areas and able to reap dividends without much in the way of further 

investment. The market for these activities is however not a growing one and you need to estimate whether it is 

stable or likely to grow/decline in future. 

Stars/Growers High Market Share/High Market Growth 

These are areas where there is real opportunity as the market as a whole and your share of it are both 

increasing. These gains however will not be realised without further development and investment. 

Question Marks/Maybes/Problem Children Low Market Share/High Market Growth 

These are high risk areas. There appears to be potential for growth but not without significant further research 

and investment. This area could also include very innovative ideas where you are currently uncertain of the 

likely demand. 

There is likely to be a typical lifecycle for most of your activities. Commonly this will follow the pattern Maybe - 

Grower - Banker - Shrinker. However some activities in the Question Marks/Maybes/Problem Children area 

(especially where they are very innovative) could just as easily absorb effort with little return and move very 

quickly into the Dogs/Shrinkers zone. 

To complete the matrix you need to list your existing portfolio of activities then assign them to the quadrants 

perhaps using circles of different diameter to indicate the relative importance or resource requirement of each 

activity. You may find it useful to analyse both your current and desired state or to use arrows to suggest likely 

movement between quadrants. 

The matrix can help you to analyse whether you have the portfolio that you want and whether it matches the 

type of organisation that you want to be. You can then establish what you need to add or change in order to 

obtain the desired portfolio. 

Balancing Your Portfolio 

In understanding how to plan for, and manage expectations of, a broad portfolio of projects using information 

and learning technologies it may be helpful to consider where each particular programme and/or project sits on 

the spectrum of innovative activities. This has implications for your likely ROI and on the level of risk involved. 

This type of analysis can be used in conjunction with other analytical tools such as the Boston Matrix. 

A JISC project in 2007 using the CAMEL model (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/camel) undertook a series of 37 

case studies attempting to define the tangible benefits of activities that could broadly be described as e-learning. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/camel
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In trying to make sense of a vast diversity of activity we found it helpful to plot the case studies on a graph 

similar to that shown below: 

 

X Axis - Nature of issue 

The x axis of the graph shows the type of problem the institution is trying to solve, the rationale for doing so and 

the metrics that can be used to measure success. What we find here is that a well-defined problem such as how 

to assess large cohorts of students within a tight time-frame can be measured against a very specific and 

readily quantifiable set of metrics and that it is relatively easy to put accurate figures on time and cost savings. 

The rationale for undertaking this kind of change is entirely rational and to some extent self-evident. 

Towards the middle of the scale we find activities where the intended benefit is to improve learners' 

understanding of a particular subject - in other words a pedagogically driven change where the tangible benefits 

can be measured in terms of course or module pass rates or other direct measures of achievement. At the far 

end of the scale we encounter approaches intended to address far 'softer' and more complex issues of student 

engagement. The rationale behind such activities is often no more than the vocational commitment of the 

academic concerned in the first instance and evidence of success may be entirely anecdotal for some time. 
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Y Axis - e-Approach 

The y axis shows how the 'e-approaches' differ in nature from those that seek to automate existing practices 

through those that add increased value by the application of information to those that ultimately seek to 

transform the learning process. 

The term 'informate' is taken from Zuboff (1988 http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references) who describes the 

change from the early days of 'computerisation' aimed at process-automation to the late 80s where the provision 

and analysis of the information, made available from earlier computerisation, begins to have a transformative 

effect on the management, strategy and structure of organisations. Schein (1989 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references) makes the further distinction between 'informating down' whereby 

control type information is passed downwards and 'informating up' whereby those closest to the issues pass 

information up the chain (in our case upwards from the student to the lecturer). 

It can thus be seen that the approaches clustered in the bottom left quadrant are those that represent the 

clearest ROI and it is easily possible to assess their scalability and the value for money represented by further 

investment. e-Assessment tends to fall into this category. Those in the top right quadrant however are more 

research and development (R&D) in nature and in their present form may represent overheads without any 

immediately obvious return. Work on gaming technologies and immersive environments tends to fall here. This 

is the kind of risk taking that is necessary to keep the sector moving forward and we can anticipate that these 

activities will move down towards the bottom left as they become more established. Both individual institutions 

and the sector as a whole needs a balance of activities in all of these quadrants if we are to see real progress. 

For example we may already be able to assess students quickly and cheaply using technology (e-assessment 

tending towards the bottom left quadrant) but if we assess them and find they are failing, we need projects 

further up the R&D scale in order to address that. 

Such an approach can be useful from a management angle in helping to ensure that you do have a balanced 

portfolio of projects across the organisation. You may want to distinguish between activities that perform utility 

functions as opposed to those that enhance or transform your business. The same may apply further down the 

organisational hierarchy as an individual School or Faculty might consider having one or two 

'automate/informate down' projects that can be used to free-up resources for one or two transformational 

projects. Projects in the middle area will, if successful, provide some resource savings whilst simultaneously 

improving pedagogy. A balanced portfolio will also provide a wider range of examples for other staff to draw on 

in developing their own practice. 

Once we get down to the level of individual programmes and projects it may pay to think about them in these 

terms in order to tailor your approach accordingly to manage stakeholder expectations. It follows almost without 

saying that projects in the top left quadrant are inherently 'riskier' and require a greater degree of cultural 

change. They will also require a more flexible approach to planning and a greater number of iterative review 

stages. If you are able to be explicit about why you are taking these risks and how you see the projects 

contributing to organisational capacity building and growth this will go some way to overcoming potential 

resistance. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references
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Managing Your Portfolio 

The skills required to lead a portfolio of projects and programmes are more than simply project management 

skills scaled up. You will need all of your generic leadership qualities including the ability to: 

 Communicate effectively at executive level 

 Match action to strategy 

 Lead on major change 

 Assess the impact of external factors 

 Deal with risk and uncertainty 

As the Senior Manager responsible for a portfolio of activities your involvement with those activities should be 

'as little as possible but as much as necessary'. Whilst Programme and Project Managers can undertake the 

routine day-to-day responsibility for management, they cannot do so in isolation. Handing over all responsibility 

for a programme or project and then expecting no further involvement is not an option if successful outcomes 

are to be expected. This has nothing to do with the skills or attributes of the Programme and Project Managers, 

but has more to do with their status and ranking within the organisation and how others perceive them and their 

'right' to carry out necessary activities. 

You are likely to be the Programme Sponsor/Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) of one or more programmes 

and/or projects. You will need to receive updates about progress of the projects/programmes within your 

portfolio and give advice and direction to Project/Programme Managers when required. In such a situation you 

are likely to chair the Programme Board or, where appropriate, a Project Board. 

One of your key functions is also to ensure that authorised levels of expenditure are available to the 

Programme/Project Managers as necessary. 

Each project within the programme will also require some form of board to ensure that it will meet its objectives. 

It may not always be possible or appropriate for the SRO to chair each Project Board. This task still needs to be 

undertaken by a senior member of staff with the ability to command resources within the areas of the 

organisation affected by the project. The chair of the Project Board is termed the Executive in the PRINCE2 

methodology. 

In an ideal situation you will be able to empower Programme/Project Managers to deal with day-to-day 

management without being micro-managed whilst providing them with a formal route to senior management 

where necessary. The secret to this is 'Management by Exception'. The approach can be broadly summed up 

creating the right conditions in the first place then only intervening when things aren't going according to plan. 

Our infoKits on Project Management and Programme Management will provide your team of managers with the 

framework and tools they need to manage on a day-to-day basis and alert you if things start to move beyond 

agreed parameters. You need to find within you the trust to let staff operate within those parameters. 
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Managing At Start -Up 

The hands-on activities of both SRO (for programmes) and the Executive (for projects) require more time 

commitment at Start-Up and Close Down elements than they do during the active life of the programme/project. 

It is the responsibility of the SRO/Executive to ensure stakeholder agreement of the aims and objectives and to 

secure commitment from stakeholders to the delivery of benefits. This requires more seniority than a 

Programme or Project Manager is likely to have. 

The question we are asked most often by Project Managers across the sector is: 

'How do you get someone to do something when you have no line management influence over them?' 

What such managers usually have to do is raise an issue (either formally or informally) and ask a senior 

manager for help. Senior managers can help prevent the need for this by a few actions at the outset. 

As a programme or project is launched there should be some communication about it. At this point the 

SRO/Executive needs to be highly visible, explaining how and why the programme or project is important to the 

organisation and how he or she personally knows and expects that middle managers will give it their full 

support. He or she can now introduce the programme or project manager to the middle managers, saying 

something along the lines of; 

'This is John/Janet who will be managing the project on my behalf. Therefore if they ask you to do something, it 

is asked with my authority.' 

This transfers some cross-functional authority and will make it much easier for the project to demand and expect 

co-operation without the need for bothering senior management. 

Managing During A Programme  

The role of senior management and the Board is to ensure that the programme/project keeps its focus on the 

strategic reason why it exists. This is partly about ensuring good management practice to keep things on track 
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but also about keeping an eye on the bigger picture to ensure that the Business Case for the programme/project 

remains valid. 

Again it is suggested that the principle of Management by Exception should apply. 

In order for this to happen, the Board needs regular communications from the Programme/Project Manager 

about the status of the current stage and the activity as a whole. This is accomplished using a Highlight Report, 

so named because it needs to contain the highlights - not the entire detail of every day's routine occurrences. 

The intervals at which these highlight reports are submitted is for the Board to agree with the relevant manager, 

but it is likely that the Board would want to receive reports more frequently at complex or 'busy' stages in the 

programme/project than at more quieter stages, where perhaps not as many tasks are being undertaken 

concurrently, or there are fewer dependencies between tasks. A suggested template for such a Status/Highlight 

Report can be downloaded here - http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/sr.doc. 

Similarly it makes sense for the Board to meet in line with key milestones in the project or programme plan 

rather than necessarily meeting at regular calendar intervals. This is bound to raise some grumbles as people 

inevitably say they find it easier to schedule a regular weekly or monthly meeting. What they often mean is they 

will get their secretary or PA to put it in the diary knowing it doesn't matter if they miss it because there will be 

another one next month. 

Communication is a two-way avenue and the Board has a responsibility to the Programme/Project Manager/s to 

keep them up-to-date with any change to internal policy or any external factors that may affect the 

programme/project or its reason for existence. 

The SRO/Executive also has a role to play in communicating with other senior managers to ensure continued 

engagement with and commitment to the programme/project. Whilst on one hand staff above a certain level will 

undoubtedly be aware of, and engaged with, the corporate strategic objectives, it is inevitable that there will be 

times when they act tactically and territorially. Your role is to keep the focus on the enterprise objectives. 

It is unrealistic to expect nothing to happen during the course of a major programme or project that will have an 

impact on its objectives. 

Likewise, it is unrealistic to expect that there will be no need - and no call - for any changes to the original scope 

and plan. As stakeholders get engaged and involved, some of them will see new possibilities and will have 

ideas of their own. One of the most dangerous phrases that can be uttered in any project environment can be 

the sentence starting with those three innocuous words: 'If we just...' 

The Board and hence the SRO will therefore be involved in: 

 Championing the Project/Programme and communicating to stakeholders 

 Managing the Risks associated with the activities 

 Resolving Issues escalated by the Project/Programme Manager 

 Managing Changes that could take the Project/Programme outside agreed Tolerance Limits 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/sr.doc
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 Reviewing the Business Case for the Project/Programme at key stage boundaries 

Managing At Closure  

One of your key roles is to build the capacity necessary for organisational growth. This means ensuring the 

knowledge gained from projects and programmes is harvested and managed and that 'lessons learned' are 

genuinely learned and serve to inform future actions. This means both publicly celebrating the successes 

achieved and creating a culture where lessons learned are openly discussed in order to identify and tackle root 

cause rather than to assign blame. 

In the case of unforeseen difficulties causing major changes to time or cost estimates or changes in the external 

environment it may be that the Board will take the decision that the Business Case for a particular activity no 

longer stacks up and aligns with strategic objectives in which case it may be necessary to close the 

Project/Programme ensuring that all possible benefits have been realised and lessons learned. The fact that 

you are able to take such a decision should be seen as success rather than failure. 

Top Tips For Senior Managers 

1. Develop a robust attitude to Risk 

This tip has been given the top slot very deliberately as effective risk management is the key to 

successful portfolio management. 

In most project management methodologies risk tends to be viewed in a very negative sense. It is 

generally defined in terms of something that might occur to adversely affect you achieving your goals. 

Accepting the view that risk may not always have an adverse impact, it may be more accurate to say 

that risk is not necessarily something going wrong - it is simply something turning out differently to how 

you expected or planned for. Indeed risk and uncertainty go hand in hand. This view allows the 

possibility that risks can be turned into opportunities if managed effectively. Risk management is 

therefore fundamentally about taking better decisions. 

Most education institutions tend to be inherently risk averse and view risk as something to be avoided at 

all cost whereas leading edge and entrepreneurial companies see the opportunities to be found in a 

high risk environment. The risk averse mindset often results in the expectation from senior management 

that a Project Manager's role is to remove risk. Managing risk is most definitely not the same as 

removing it and risk management is undoubtedly easier in the right type of supporting culture. There are 

a number of management attitudes frequently encountered in the sector that run counter to effective risk 

management and do themselves introduce risk to the success of projects and programmes. Carnegie 

Mellon Institute has identified seven management principles 

(http://www.sei.cmu.edu/risk/principles.html) essential for effective risk management. 

Risk won't go away simply because we choose to ignore it or fail to plan for it. If we can start to create 

project and programmes with risk factored into them we stand a greater chance of turning risks into 

opportunities and creating new opportunities as an organisation. 

http://www.sei.cmu.edu/risk/principles.html
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We recommend our Risk Management 
infoKit which guides you through 
analysing, planning for and managing 

risk in your organisation. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/InfoKits/risk-
management 

We can however offer you a wealth of 
advice and experience from the sector 
in the form of our Change Management 
infoKit. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-
management 

2. Develop a flexible approach to Planning 

Central to the JISC infoNet approach to managing projects and programmes is the concept of the 

'Sliding Planning Window'. This means only planning ahead so far as is feasible and sensible at the 

time. It is also known as Rolling Wave Planning. 

At the start of any project or programme there will be much that you don't yet know. A common failing 

(especially amongst the risk averse) is to try to plan a project in minute detail from beginning to end 

hoping to eliminate uncertainty and hence risk. This isn't possible. A detailed plan takes a lot of time and 

effort to develop and maintain. A plan that is too detailed too far ahead will simply consume resources 

and become inflexible. You must view the plan as a flexible framework and be ready to adapt and 

change it as the project progresses. It is no good sticking rigidly to a plan that isn't working and 

ploughing ahead in the wrong direction. An example of how you might think about planning is to imagine 

you are captaining a yacht that needs to get from A to B. You know where your objective (B) is but the 

optimum route to get there may vary from hour to hour as wind and weather conditions alter. 

A major problem with this is that senior managers often feel they have a responsibility to ensure that 

Project and Programme Managers have a detailed plan at the start of a project and they then 'freeze' 

that plan at too early a stage. This advice is not intended 

to provide any kind of justification for poorly planned 

projects where scope creeps and timescales drift; it is 

simply stating that, in the real world, even the best 

planned and managed projects will have to cope with 

uncertainties and changes. 

This is where effective risk management and project management can help us run projects in the 'real' 

world. Too often plans are formulated on the basis of an ideal situation where everything goes 

according to plan. This may be a result of naivety, optimism or what could be termed 'Macho 

Management' - a push for what a senior manager sees as the ideal without taking account of the risks 

involved. This manifests itself in pressure to prepare and 'freeze' plans too quickly and pressure to 

deliver too early. The more expensive the project/programme the more likely this is to occur. A flexible 

approach using the Sliding Planning Window can help to reduce risk and ensure a successful outcome. 

3. Develop the readiness for Change 

As a sector we are undoubtedly getting better at managing the mechanics of running projects and 

programmes. However, along with our attitudes to risk and planning, our ability to introduce change is a 

key area for improvement. This is especially true of major initiatives that include an IT component. We 

may resolve the technical issues effectively but many 

initiatives do not achieve the desired benefits because 

we do not adequately prepare staff for the change. 

Sadly this is one area where we aren't able to offer you a 

ready solution because the most effective way to 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/InfoKits/risk-management
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/InfoKits/risk-management
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-management
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manage change will depend on your organisational culture and the type of change you are trying to 

introduce. 

Evaluating Your Portfolio 

Unlike with Project Management and to some extent Programme Management, there is unlikely to be a defining 

'Go Live' moment when you can accurately assess what has been achieved. The payback on transformational 

activities takes place over a long time period and many of the benefits occur in terms of process and 

behavioural change that are notoriously difficult to measure. You are really instigating a process of continuous 

improvement. Having said this, if you articulated your Vision and Strategic Objectives well then you should have 

some measurable, time limited characteristics against which you can assess the current state of your 

organisation. 

Glossary & Acknowledgements 

Please visit the P3M resource for more on the glossary (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/glossary) and 

acknowledgements (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements) relating to this kit. 

Disclaimer 

We aim to provide accurate and current information on this website. However, we accept no liability for errors or 

omissions, or for loss or damage arising from using this information. The statements made and views expressed 

in publications are those of the authors and do not represent in any way the views of the Service. 

The JISC infoNet Service offers general guidance only on issues relevant to the planning and implementation of 

information systems. Such guidance does not constitute definitive or legal advice and should not be regarded as 

a substitute therefor. The JISC infoNet Service does not accept any liability for any loss suffered by persons 

who consult the Service whether or not such loss is suffered directly or indirectly as a result of reliance placed 

on guidance given by the Service. 

The reader is reminded that changes may have taken place since issue, particularly in rapidly changing areas 

such as internet addressing, and consequently URLs and email addresses should be used with caution. We are 

not responsible for the content of other websites linked to this site. 

© Northumbria University. This material is licensed under the Creative Commons License. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/glossary
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/
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